
        
            
                
            
        

    

  

    

      

        
          	Renee Pawlish - Reed Ferguson 05 - Out of the Past
        


        
          
          	Number V of Reed Ferguson
        


        
          	Renee Pawlish
        


        
          	Renee Pawlish (2014)
        


        
          	
            

          
        


        
          	Tags:
          	Mystery: Crime Noir - Humor - P.I. - Colorado 
Mystery: Crime Noir - Humor - P.I. - Coloradottt 
        


      


      


    


    

    

      Compelled by a dark secret from his past, private investigator Reed Ferguson takes on his most unique case yet: bodyguard for young, spoiled, trust-fund baby Stephanie McMahon. As Reed tries to protect her from her father’s enemies, he gets more than he bargained for. Things are not what they seem, no one can be trusted, and the past has a way of coming back to haunt us. And when suspicious deaths begin piling up, Reed knows he might be next.
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   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   “Put your hands up.” The voice snarled, low and menacing. At the same time, I felt something jammed into my back, and I had a pretty good idea what it was.
 
   I was playing pool at B52’s, a bar near my condo. I’d just headed down a long hallway that led to the bathrooms, and now this.
 
   “I said ‘hands up’,” the guy insisted. He leaned in close and I got a whiff of cheap cologne. The gun pushed deeper into my back.
 
   I slowly raised my hands and pressed my palms to the wall, then glanced over my shoulder. “ ‘Put your hands up’. Isn’t that a bit of a cliché?” I asked, stalling for time. There were two of them, one directly behind me with the gun, the other standing off to his right. “You could try something more original, like ‘Stick ’em up’, or ‘Don’t move.’ Those are good.”
 
   A hand grabbed my hair and a second later my head connected with the wall near the bathroom door. My vision clouded with colorful stars.
 
   “Ow!” I groaned. “Was that really necessary?” I resisted the urge to rub my forehead and instead kept my hands to the wall.
 
   “A wise guy,” he said.
 
   “Ah, another cliché.” I tried to turn around. “Really, gentlemen, you can do better.”
 
   He punched me in the kidney. I gasped and slid to the floor, clutching at my lower back. Okay, being a smartass wasn’t getting me out of the situation. Why didn’t I keep my mouth shut?
 
   “Hey, Oscar, lighten up,” the second heavy said in a voice like James Earl Jones as he grabbed Oscar’s arm. “The boss is gonna be mad if you rough him up.”
 
   I moaned as I turned around and put my head between my knees. “Hey, I just came in to relax, play a little pool.” Confusion mixed with the pain. I had to stop and think for a minute…let’s see…my name is Reed Ferguson and I’m a private investigator. I love old detective novels and classic movies, particularly film noir, with its dark detectives and femme fatales.  But I wasn’t working a case now, so why were these guys bothering me?
 
   “I’m not looking for trouble,” I mumbled.
 
   “I guess it found you,” Oscar said.
 
   Oscar kept setting me up with the clichés, but this time this wise guy, namely me, kept his mouth shut.
 
   I sucked in a few deep breaths as I contemplated Oscar’s black wingtip Oxfords, then gazed up and surveyed the two men.
 
   Their looks matched their talk – clichéd. Both wore dark three-piece suits and white shirts, thin black ties. Oscar was a white guy built like the Hulk, muscles everywhere that threatened to rip the seams of his jacket. The other was slightly smaller, with skin the color of mocha, and was disproportionately built with a huge chest that tapered into a thin waist and spindly legs. A couple of goons.
 
   Oscar glared down at me. “Feeling better?”
 
   Before I could respond he quickly pocketed the gun as a man in jeans and a green sweater walked around the corner. He glanced at Oscar, then at me on the floor.
 
   “Hey, man, you okay?” he asked me.
 
   “He’s fine,” Oscar said out of the corner of his mouth. “Leave us alone.”
 
   The man shrank away from Oscar, then turned and fled.
 
   I took a few more breaths, working to keep from throwing up. “What do you want?”
 
   The black guy held out a thick hand. “We need you to come with us.”
 
   I ignored his hand and edged my way up the wall. The spot where Oscar slugged me was burning. “You could’ve just asked.”
 
   I moved carefully past Oscar and back into the bar. It was eleven o’clock on a Saturday night and B 52’s was packed. It was a converted warehouse that was now a pool hall decorated with old plane propellers and advertisements from a time long gone, and I loved hanging out here. The New Wave sounds of the Talking Heads filled the bar, and people jammed into booths and tables in the main room, eating snacks and drinking beer.
 
   I debated running, but I wouldn’t get far in the crowd, and I didn’t want anyone else to get hurt, so I nixed the idea. I’d ridden over with my friends Ace and Deuce Smith, and they were in the back room playing pool. I wondered how long it would be before the Goofball Brothers realized I hadn’t returned from the bathroom. I refer to them affectionately as the Goofball Brothers because they were lighthearted and fun, but a few clowns short of a circus. Which meant I could be gone for a long, long time before they’d notice.
 
   This thought had just raced through my mind when I heard Deuce’s lazy drawl.
 
   “Hey, Reed, you leaving?” He was coming from the bar, carrying two mugs of amber beer.
 
   “Uh, yeah, I need to go.” I was torn. I could ask Deuce for help, but that might get him snatched with me. And since he was still recovering from a recent kidnapping, I didn’t think putting him in harm’s way again was a good idea.
 
   I gave a slight nod of my head at the thugs. They weren’t my type, socially speaking, and even Deuce should realize that this wasn’t a friendly encounter. If he sensed I was in trouble, he could get Natalie Bowman, the regular bartender, to check up on me.
 
   “These guys want to play pool with us?” Ace, the other Goofball Brother, approached.
 
   Yep, a few clowns short. I should’ve known the brothers wouldn’t get it, which was probably best. I didn’t need to watch out for them as well.
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said. Even though we didn’t have plans, maybe they’d think we did, and come looking for me.
 
   “We don’t have any plans tomorrow,” Deuce said.
 
   Man, they were killing me.
 
   “Keep moving,” Oscar said, nudging me forward.
 
   “See you later,” Ace called after us.
 
   The Goofball Brothers were no help, and my girlfriend, Willie, was working the late shift at Denver Health Medical Center, so no one would know until sometime tomorrow that I’d been abducted. Great…
 
   “Can I get my coat?” I asked. I was not only stalling again for time, but I really wanted to get my coat. It was the end of January, and Denver was in what we locals called “Stock Show weather”, a bitter cold where the temperature never crawled out of single digits during the week of the National Western Stock Show.
 
   Neither thug answered me, and we kept moving toward the door. I was sandwiched between them as we walked out of the bar. They guided me to a black full-size SUV parked across the street. On my first investigation a few years ago, I’d been similarly forced into a black SUV by guys I wrongly assumed were the FBI. Was this the case again?
 
   “Get in,” Oscar ordered me as the black guy trotted around the car to the driver’s seat and got in.
 
   I hesitated.
 
   “Relax,” Oscar said. “If we wanted to kill you, we already would have.”
 
   “Oh, I feel so much better,” I muttered as I slid in and Oscar sat down beside me. I was now squeezed between the two, my shoulders curled forward.
 
   “Where are we going?” I tried for cheery, even though my stomach was a knot and my lower back screamed.
 
   “You’ll find out soon enough,” the black guy said as he started the car. It roared to life and he pulled into traffic, headed south.
 
   “I know his name.” I jerked a thumb at Oscar. “What’s yours? James Earl Jones? Darth Vader?”
 
   The right side of his mouth twitched.
 
   “It’s Tyrone,” he finally said.
 
   We drove in silence for a few minutes, weaving our way through downtown Denver. My shoulders began to cramp. I sighed heavily. Oscar turned his head and glared at me. I tried to shrug but couldn’t. Tyrone soon turned onto Broadway and we left the high-rises behind. We crossed Colfax and four blocks down, he pulled into a spot on the corner but kept the engine running.
 
   “Now what?” I asked.
 
   “See that over there?” Oscar said. He pointed across the street at a row of large two-story brick buildings.
 
   “Yeah?” I said.
 
   “The brown one, with the neon blue lights,” Tyrone clarified.
 
   The building he indicated had two large, recessed windows and an arched doorway. A predominantly college-age crowd lined the sidewalk, waiting to get in. Their attire was somewhat casual, the guys in pants or jeans and dress shirts, a few in tee shirts. The women seemed to be going for provocative, wearing tight jeans or short skirts, and even from my vantage point, the cleavage was obvious. Hardly any of them wore coats, even though it was cold enough to see their breath, but I guess that was the price they paid to be seen and ogled. They all looked to be at least ten years younger than me, and I suddenly felt old.
 
   “Okay, it’s a nightclub,” I said. “So?”
 
   “That’s Vinyl, one of the hottest clubs in SoCo.”
 
   I think he was waiting for me to ask what SoCo was, but I knew it meant ‘South of Colfax’, so instead I said, “Aren’t they a little young for you?”
 
   He scowled at me.
 
   “You force me from B 52’s to bring me here? What’s the deal?” I asked.
 
   “Just wait,” Tyrone said, throwing Oscar a look that said ‘shut up’.
 
   And so we did. After five minutes of watching young people enter Vinyl, I sighed and exhaled loudly. Five more minutes passed, and I sighed even more dramatically.
 
   Oscar elbowed me. “Knock it off.”
 
   “Hey.” I grunted and tried to shift away from him, but only succeeded in rubbing shoulders with Tyrone.
 
   “Cool it.” Tyrone nodded. “There she is.”
 
   Oscar glanced at his watch, then directed his attention across the street. “Right on time.”
 
   “There who is?” I asked.
 
   “Her.” Tyrone pointed to a woman walking toward Vinyl. “In the pink dress.”
 
   ‘Dress’ was generous. The woman wore a one-sleeved mini-dress that looked like it had been painted on, and it barely covered her thighs. She’d pulled her long, highlighted brown hair into a ponytail, exposing tanned shoulders. And even though it was frigid outside, she didn’t have a coat. She must’ve been cold, but she didn’t act like it. And she certainly enjoyed the attention, putting more sway in her hips and running a hand through her hair as heads turned. She walked to the front of the line, talked with a bouncer for a moment, then disappeared inside the club.
 
   “Let’s go,” Tyrone said as he shut off the engine.
 
   They both got out and Oscar leaned a forearm on the hood of the car. He opened his coat so I could see his holstered gun. “No funny business.”
 
   I slid out, eyeing them carefully. “What’s this all about?”
 
   Both men buttoned their coats, then positioned themselves on either side of me.
 
   “You’re about to find out.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   We crossed the street and approached the door. A few of the people in line hollered about us cutting in front of them, but a cold-eyed glance from Oscar shut them up. The bouncer stood tall as he blocked the entrance, but Tyrone and Oscar both had at least a few inches and a good thirty pounds of muscle on him. Tyrone leaned over and murmured something in the bouncer’s ear, and he nodded and stepped aside.
 
   As we entered the bar, the pounding bass beat of house music assaulted us. The main level was a large room with high ceilings and painted metal beams. Overhead lights bathed the dance floor in neon pink and blue, and young people moshed in a synchronized frenzy. Oscar, Tyrone and I were conspicuous, so much older and not dressed like anyone else. Young people inspected Tyrone and Oscar cautiously, and as we moved into the room, bodies parted around us.
 
   “She should be easy to spot.” I had to holler to be heard over the music. “It’s not like anyone else was wearing pink.”
 
   “Where’d she go?” Oscar asked as he looked around.
 
   Tyrone shrugged as he stared into the crowd. “Let’s try downstairs.”
 
   We made our way around the edge of the dance floor and down to a lower level, where hip hop played, then up to a second level dance floor, but still no luck. The woman in pink wasn’t there.
 
   We finally ended up on the rooftop. It had an indoor/outdoor patio, complete with space heaters and fire pits, but it was still cold. “Situation” by Yaz finished and “Don’t You Want Me” by Dead Or Alive began. This must be the 80’s music area, I thought. For a moment I forgot I was being forced here against my will. I love 80’s alternative bands like The Smiths, The Psychedelic Furs, New Order and Depeche Mode, and I could’ve sat in a corner for hours, listening to the music while I nursed a cold Fat Tire. When I was in college, I loved to visit The Rathskeller, locally known as “The Rat” in Boston, a dive bar that hosted some great bands, including some of my favorites. As I reminisced, a girl who couldn’t have been more than twenty sauntered past, wearing a tight black mini-skirt and lace spaghetti-strap blouse. I shook my head. No one dressed quite like that when I was in college. 
 
   “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” I asked the thugs for the umpteenth time.
 
   “All in good time,” Tyrone said.
 
   “There she is.” Oscar tipped his head.
 
   We followed his gaze, and sure enough, the woman in pink was sitting across the patio, warming herself by a space heater as she downed a colorful drink in a martini glass. Behind her, the lights of downtown created a spectacular view, but she was oblivious, concentrating on a group of guys standing nearby. She pulled her shoulders back and crossed her legs, and the short dress rode even higher up, exposing shapely thighs. One of the guys watched her appreciatively, and after a moment, he walked over. They chatted for a minute, and he sauntered off, returning a minute later with a bottled beer and a martini glass. He handed her the glass and then took three big gulps of his beer. She said something with a sly look and tipped her head, and he withdrew something from his pocket and slipped it into her hand. She immediately tossed it in her mouth and slammed the rest of her drink. What was it? Ecstasy? Speed? She flirted a bit longer, then tossed her hair seductively, stood up, and ambled off with the guy in tow.
 
   “Stay out of sight,” Tyrone said as Oscar rushed after her.
 
   She led the guy downstairs, through the throng, and down a short hallway to the bathrooms. A trio of scantily clad women came out and they snickered as the woman in pink led the guy into the bathroom.
 
   Tyrone and Oscar positioned themselves near the dance floor, where they could see her when she emerged from the hallway, but where the crowd would create cover for them. I was positioned between them.
 
   I glanced at Tyrone, then at Oscar. “She’s easy,” I said. “So?”
 
   “All in good time,” Tyrone repeated.
 
   A few minutes later, the girl appeared, flush from her quickie. She ran a hand over her dress and fidgeted with her sleeve, relishing the looks she was getting as people passed by. The guy showed up a second later, draping an arm over her shoulder and snuggling his mouth into her ear. She pushed his arm off and started to walk away, but he reached out and grabbed her. She whirled around and snarled at him, trying to extract herself from his grip, but he wouldn’t let her go. They scuffled and the guy’s face tightened. The situation was quickly escalating.
 
   I looked at the goons on either side of me, but both stared impassively at the unfolding scene.
 
   “You may be okay with this, but I’m not,” I said. I started forward but Oscar stepped in front of me. We eyed each other, me having to look up to meet his gaze. I feinted right, and as Oscar took the bait, I dodged left.
 
   “Hey.” Oscar moved fast for a big man and he shoved me backward. I fell onto the dance floor, and cries of surprise erupted over the music.
 
   “Chill, dude.” A guy with slicked-back hair helped me up, then pushed me back toward Oscar.
 
   As I bumped like a pinball between them, Tyrone grabbed me from behind. By now my frustration boiled over and I slugged Oscar in the nose. He stared at me, his eyebrows raised in surprise, but not a sign of pain crossed his face. And before I knew it, his fist slammed into my gut. I doubled over and gasped. Someone yelled “Fight!”
 
   “Knock it off!” Tyrone said. “She’s seen us.”
 
   We turned in the girl’s direction. The guy who’d been harassing her had let go and they, along with a bunch of other people, stared at us. The girl glowered at us, then bolted in the other direction.
 
   “Come on.” Tyrone clamped a hand on my neck and dragged me with him through the bar. Oscar hurried ahead of us and we burst through the exit, stumbling onto the sidewalk. I twisted out of Tyrone’s grasp and gulped in breathes of cold air.
 
   “There!” Oscar pointed. The girl was already across the street, running through a parking lot. Oscar started after her, his progress slowed as he waited for cars to pass by.
 
   “Come on,” Tyrone called at me as he stepped into the street.
 
   I leaned back against the building and shook my head. “No way. Shoot me if you want, but I’m done.” Probably not my best move, but I’d had it with the charade.
 
   Tyrone turned halfway around, torn between going after Oscar and staying with me. He finally approached me, his lips a thin, angry line. Oscar shouted from across the street, and Tyrone threw up his hands, muttering something about me that wasn’t nice. Oscar waited again for traffic to clear, then dashed back to us. He stomped up to me, grabbed me by the shirt and slammed me into the wall, my feet a few inches off the ground.
 
   “I’ve had about enough of you,” he barked at me.
 
   “The feeling’s mutual,” I managed to say.
 
   “Let him go,” Tyrone said. He stepped away from us, pulled a cell phone from his pocket, dialed and spoke for a moment. Then he hung up and waved the phone at Oscar. “The boss wants to talk to him.”
 
   Oscar let me go. “No more funny business.”
 
   He didn’t have to worry. I just wanted to know what this was all about, and I wasn’t about to do anything more to delay it. Least of all pointing out another one of his clichés.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   I crossed my arms and stared them down. “Now what?”
 
   “One more ride,” Tyrone said.
 
   We crossed the street and got back in the SUV. Tyrone pulled into traffic and headed south. We soon picked up University Boulevard and drove in silence for a few miles until we reached an exclusive, gated community just north of Belleview Avenue in Cherry Hills. Tyrone turned onto a side street and pulled up to a small brick gatehouse.
 
   An older man in a blue uniform stepped out. “Evening, Mr. Harrison,” he said with a wave of his hand.
 
   Tyrone nodded and drove through the gate, then turned right.
 
   “Doesn’t John Elway live around here?” I asked, taking in the multitude of mansions on either side of the street. “Are we going to see him?” Elway, the famed quarterback for the Denver Broncos, is revered throughout the city for leading the Broncos to two Super Bowls in the late ’90’s.
 
   Oscar grunted and Tyrone kept his eyes straight ahead. Boy, these two…their banter was killing me.
 
   Tyrone took a left and halfway down a long street turned into a circular driveway. The mansion was European-style, with a long front porch, pillars and arched windows, and a double door. Towering evergreens shaded the house and front yard. Tyrone parked right in front of the door and we piled out.
 
   “Wow,” I murmured as we walked through the front door. Scenes from my favorite film noir, The Big Sleep, flashed in my mind, where private detective Philip Marlowe, played by Humphrey Bogart, visits General Sternwood at his mansion. Only this mansion wasn’t cast in shadows and gray, and I wasn’t Philip Marlowe.
 
   Inside was an enormous foyer with vaulted ceilings and marble floors. A curved staircase led upstairs, and through arches to the left was a living room that was larger than my condo. Off to the right was another sitting room with a grand piano. Oscar led the way past the staircase and down a hallway. He paused before an arched door, opened it with a flourish and stepped aside as if I were a valued guest, not a kidnap victim.
 
   I walked into a library that was walnut and dark tones. One wall was floor-to-ceiling shelves, filled with expensive knickknacks and colorful books with gold-lettered spines, the kind people buy from a book club but never actually read. To my right, a painting that looked like a Monet hung on the wall above a stone fireplace. Directly opposite me was a huge desk and a high-backed leather chair. Two brown wingback chairs were positioned in front of it. Recessed lighting bathed the room in shadows. It was elegant, and yet it felt forced, as if having a library gave the owner a sense of importance.
 
   And speaking of owners, a man stood behind the desk, staring out a window. When he heard me, he turned, walked around the desk, and extended a hand.
 
   “Forrest McMahon.” His voice was deep, with a cultured tone to it. He was somewhere past fifty, with thick charcoal hair streaked with gray, a tanned complexion, and brown eyes. He wore black slacks with a sharp crease, a blue cashmere sweater over a white shirt, and dress shoes. I’d heard of McMahon. He was one of Denver’s wealthiest men. His grandfather had made a mint on Wall Street, as had his father. Forrest McMahon was a very successful trader and, after paying his dues, he’d started McMahon Investments, where he managed a hedge fund that was thriving. He had money. If the papers were correct, he had more than millions.
 
   I stared at him, but didn’t shake his hand. He hesitated, then gestured at one of the wingback chairs. “Please, sit down. I assure you I have no ill intent.”
 
   “Really?” I thought. “Tell that to my kidneys.”
 
   I contemplated him for a second longer, then took a seat. My danger radar had diminished, slightly, and although I was more than unhappy about how I’d been brought here, I was genuinely curious about what he wanted.
 
   McMahon perched on the edge of the desk, where he had the advantage of looking down on me. I glanced over my shoulder. Tyrone and Oscar stood near the door, feet spread apart, hands crossed in front of them. Typical bodyguard stance.
 
   “What’s with the game?” I asked, my tone letting him know I was still angry about being beaten up. “Why the peep show with the girl?”
 
   “She’s quite a handful, isn’t she?”
 
   “Let me guess, she’s your daughter.”
 
   McMahon exhaled slowly. “You are correct.”
 
   “You must be so proud.”
 
   “I heard you were flip.”
 
   If he knew that, he must’ve been researching me. I wondered how much he had uncovered.
 
   A few beats of silence ensued while he contemplated me. “As you saw,” he finally said, “Stephanie, my daughter, is a bit…wild. It started in high school, but I had hoped that by sending her to Smith she’d find some direction, a career path, but instead she took to partying even harder. She managed to graduate, but in the three years since, she’s done nothing with her life.”
 
   “Smith’s a tough school, academically speaking,” I said. Smith College, a private women’s college in Massachusetts, is expensive, liberal and hard to get into. “How much did your reputation help her?”
 
   “I admit it helped. But Stephanie is smart, and she did what she had to in order to be accepted there.”
 
   “But she’s done nothing with her education.”
 
   “Correct. Since she came home, she’s done nothing but party.”
 
   “She’s not working at all?”
 
   He shook his head. “No. There’s family money. She receives a yearly stipend that provides for her nicely. Although if she keeps up her present lifestyle, I’m afraid she’s going to have nothing left.”
 
   “This is all fascinating,” I said, “But what does it have to do with me?”
 
   “I need your help.”
 
   “I’m not a counselor.”
 
   McMahon plucked at an invisible piece of lint on his pants. “I’m not looking for you to change her lifestyle. I want to hire you to be her bodyguard.”
 
   “Why not just use Bert and Ernie?” I nodded at the two behind me.
 
   “I can’t use them.” McMahon snorted. “Look at them. Those two would be like elephants trying to hide in short grass. I need discretion.” I glanced back again at Tyrone and Oscar. Neither showed any sign that they were bothered by what they heard. “And besides,” McMahon continued. “I’ve tried other bodyguards and she makes their lives, and mine, a living hell.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “She mocks them. She tries to elude them. They interrupt her lifestyle and I hear about it. From her and the bodyguards.” He sighed. “She hates being watched over, having someone hanging in the background. And I don’t blame her, but I need her protected. I thought I would try someone who doesn’t look like a bodyguard. Someone who can blend in with her, sort of be her companion as well as a bodyguard.”
 
   “Why does she need a bodyguard?”
 
   “I’m a very wealthy man, and I have enemies. I’m worried that they’ll try to use her to get to me.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “If I knew that, I wouldn’t need you.”
 
   I sat back. I didn’t buy his story, and I didn’t like how he’d handled things so far.
 
   “Why not call me like normal people do? What’s with sending the goons?” I asked.
 
   “I know the way you were brought here was a bit…unorthodox, but I wanted you to see what Stephanie was like before I asked for your help.”
 
   “It’s more like you hoped a show of force would tip the hand in your favor.”
 
   He frowned. “I hope Tyrone and Oscar didn’t treat you poorly.” There was no sincerity in the words.
 
   “Nothing I can’t handle,” I said, although my body protested.
 
   “I chose you for a very specific reason, Mr. Ferguson,” he said. “You’ll understand Stephanie in a way others won’t.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “You came from money, and you understand the lifestyle.”
 
   “The lifestyle?” Who did he think he was? I’d inherited money from my grandparents, but not until after I’d graduated from college. My grandfather had worked in oil and gas investments, and then my father had taken over the business. He’d run it for years, but sold it and retired in his fifties. And even though we had money, I certainly didn’t grow up with a silver spoon in my mouth, as I assumed McMahon’s daughter had. I had summer jobs in high school, worked in my father’s firm during college, and I was expected to have a career. Don’t get me wrong, there was money, but it wasn’t just handed to me.
 
   McMahon held up a hand. “I meant no offense. Let me clarify. I know you’ve helped some wealthy people in the past, and you are known to be discreet. I don’t want any sort of publicity with this.”
 
   Another indicator he’d been investigating me. I had helped a wealthy friend of my father track down an old business partner, and I’d helped another wealthy woman, who turned out to be a femme fatale who’d conspired to kill her husband. Neither case was well known. McMahon was good, and he was trying to flatter me, but it wasn’t working. With his money, he could hire any number of bodyguards who could be discreet, so why choose me? I was intrigued, but not enough to help him.
 
   “I’ll pass,” I said.
 
   His eyes narrowed. He nodded, glanced at the thugs behind us, and then spoke. “I hate to do things this way, but you leave me no choice.”
 
   I tipped my head slightly, looking to see what Tyrone and Oscar were doing. McMahon smiled, but it was sinister. Was he going to let them rough me up?
 
   “No, Mr. Ferguson, it won’t be anything like that,” McMahon said. “Needless displays of violence are not my style.”
 
   “I’m overjoyed,” I said, still wary of Tyrone and Oscar.
 
    “Does Chancellor Finance mean anything to you?” he asked.
 
   My heart missed a beat and my mouth dried out.
 
   “Yes, that’s an unpleasant memory, isn’t it?” he continued.
 
   I stared at the floor, then nodded.
 
   “It would be a shame for the details about Chancellor to come out.”
 
   “How do you know about that?” I asked.
 
   “I have my ways.” McMahon smiled again. “But I’ll give you my word to keep your secret.”
 
   I met his gaze, detesting him. “If I agree to help you.”
 
   He shrugged. “I wish I didn’t have to resort to this.”
 
   “Sure you do.” I swallowed the lump in my throat.
 
   He laughed, without humor. “I’m sure watching my daughter won’t last for more than a few days. Just until I get some things resolved.”
 
   “Fine,” I said, then named my rate.
 
   “That’s three times what you normally charge.”
 
   My rates weren’t publicized, so where did he get that information? “My rates go up when I’m accosted and then blackmailed,” I said.
 
   McMahon allowed himself a short laugh. “Fair enough.”
 
   He started to hold out his hand, then stopped. “Stephanie is coming over tomorrow at noon. I shall propose this arrangement to her then. Be here a few minutes before that. When you arrive, give the guard at the gatehouse your name. He’ll be expecting you. Tyrone will take you home.”
 
   With that, he strolled out of the library, followed by Oscar.
 
   As Tyrone drove me back downtown, I sat in the passenger seat, wondering what I’d just agreed to.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   It was close to three in the morning when Tyrone dropped me off in front of my building. I own a third-story condo in the Uptown neighborhood east of downtown, an area with a charming mix of older houses and newer buildings like mine. I stood in the cold and watched the SUV drive off, its red taillights disappearing around the corner. Then I dragged myself up the porch and walked its length to the left side of the building, where a metal staircase led up to my condo. The Goofball Brothers lived below me, and since no lights were on there, I assumed they were already home and in bed.
 
   I climbed the stairs, and as I reached my landing, I noticed my coat hanging from the doorknob. That was thoughtful of the Brothers. I let myself inside, tossed the coat on the couch, and since I was wound up, I grabbed a beer from the frig and headed to my home office.
 
   Like Forrest McMahon’s office, mine also has one wall with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, but I’ve filled mine with my favorite books, mostly mysteries and a collection of rare first edition detective novels. Against another wall is a DVD case full of film noir and detective movies that I love, along with the “best of Alfred Hitchcock”. In the corner, a glass case displays a first edition of A Study in Scarlet, by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, and I’ve recently added a first edition of Raymond Chandler’s The Long Goodbye.
 
   I’d recently given up my office, located near the 16th Street Mall, a pedestrian mall in central downtown, because I was hardly there. I had an online presence with a website and various social media accounts, and that seemed to do the trick. It also meant the framed movie posters from The Big Sleep, starring Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall, and The Maltese Falcon, one of Bogie’s most famous movies, that had been hanging in my downtown office were now here in my home office. The latter poster was rare, a gift from a previous client. All in all, my office was cozy, inviting and personal, whereas McMahon’s office felt cold, dark and distant.
 
   I sat down at my small mahogany desk, opened a drawer and pulled out a folder labeled “Chancellor Finance”. I hadn’t looked at it in years.
 
   Chancellor Finance was a company I started with a few guys I met at Harvard. They were all young, ambitious, moneyed, and full of themselves. I had less money than the others, but was no less full of myself. I think they asked me to be a part of Chancellor because I was cocky, and because, like them, I had connections to wealthy individuals and firms. We started an investment firm and built a small clientele. Things were going well, and we were creating a lot of wealth, or so I thought.
 
   One day I overhead my partners talking about the inflated rates of returns on some of the investments. I became suspicious and started digging, and I found that I was involved in a classic Ponzi scheme, where Chancellor Finance was paying off returns with deposits of new investors. I confronted my colleagues, but it went nowhere. And I stayed silent when I should’ve turned them all in. Eventually, one of the investors, a powerful man named Allen Brubaker, who knew the father of one of my partners, discovered what was going on. He chose not to turn us in, but to keep things quiet, we had to shut down the firm and pay off everyone. In order to do this, we had to pool our money, and for me, that meant using a big chunk of my inheritance. As far as I knew, very few of our investors had any idea what Chancellor had done, but Brubaker did.
 
   I opened the folder and scanned through the documentation, but nothing signaled a connection between Brubaker and McMahon. I sat back and looked at the time. I could spend hours researching this, but I knew one person who would be up and willing to do the research for me. I picked up the phone and put it on speaker.
 
   “Oh Great Detective,” my best friend Cal Whitmore answered in what had become his standard greeting. “You must be on a case, otherwise you wouldn’t be calling at this time of night. Or morning.” I’d known Cal since we were kids, and he’s my sidekick, Doctor Watson to my Sherlock Holmes. He’s a genius and an IT whiz, and seems to know everything about everything. And yet, I’d once seen him try to eat an orange without peeling it. He’s brilliant but has little common sense. He was also known to work late into the night.
 
   “You are correct.” I sipped my beer and told him about being hired as a bodyguard.
 
   “That’s odd, being hired as a bodyguard, and odd the way McMahon approached you with this,” he said when I’d finished.
 
   “It gets worse.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “McMahon knew about Chancellor Finance,” I said. I heard him take in a breath, surprised. “I never told anyone about it, except you.”
 
   “I’ve never said a word to anyone,” he said.
 
   “I know, I trust you.”
 
   He sighed. “Yeah, it just felt like I needed to say it.”
 
   “Everyone involved agreed not to say a word about Chancellor,” I said.
 
   “McMahon either has an incredible team that was able to dig it up, or he heard about it from one of the players involved in Chancellor.”
 
   “I scanned through my documentation but I didn’t find any connection.” I groaned in frustration. “There are plenty of other people he could’ve hired, so why blackmail me?”
 
   “Your curiosity will get the best of you.”
 
   “You should’ve heard him. You came from money,” I said, imitating McMahon’s refined tone.
 
   “Huh,” Cal said. “If he did his research on you and Chancellor, he’d know you don’t have that much money anymore.”
 
   “I know.” What inheritance was left after Chancellor I’d mostly frittered away as I’d jumped from job to job, trying to figure out what I wanted to do. What was left I was trying to keep for my retirement. “What’s his angle? He’s not telling me everything.”
 
   “You get the feeling he handpicked you very carefully?”
 
   “I do.” I yawned. “Besides Chancellor, he knew way too much about my business, how much I charge, and how I helped that friend of Dad’s. But he’s been sneaky about it because I didn’t have any idea someone was checking me out. Which leads me to why I called you.”
 
   “And that is?”
 
   “Forrest McMahon. I need to know everything about him and I need it fast. I’ve got to be back at his house at noon tomorrow, and I need to get some sleep. Can you research the guy for me?”
 
   “You want the dirt that’s not out in the open, right? And see if I can find a connection with Chancellor?” Cal was a recluse who rarely went out, and he lived on the edge of the law. He specialized in computer viruses and virus protection, and he could hack into almost any system and find just about anything. The man could uncover the Pope’s secrets, if he wanted to.
 
   “Yes,” I said. “I’ll bet there’s something on McMahon. You don’t find yourself with enemies, and needing bodyguards, without doing some shady things.”
 
   “You want this before your meeting?”
 
   “Is that too soon?” I asked.
 
   “Not a problem. Call me when you get up.”
 
   As I hung up, I thought about Bodyguard, starring Lawrence Tierney. He played an ex-cop who’s hired to guard a rich woman who happened to be the owner of a meat packing plant. It was a B-grade film noir, full of action and violence, but it has largely been forgotten. It had just been released on DVD, and I wondered if I should buy it – maybe I’d get some tips on how to be a bodyguard. I let out a cynical laugh, then finished my beer and went to bed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   I called Cal the next morning as I drove back to Cherry Hills.
 
   “You get some sleep?” he asked. Cal was not one for small talk on the phone, and he had a difficult time conversing with others, especially women.
 
   “Yeah. Were you up all night?”
 
   “Uh huh. I’ve got a client who wants me to chase down some guys who broke through their firewall.” I almost felt sorry for those guys because Cal would definitely find them.
 
   “What’d you find out about Forrest McMahon?” I asked.
 
   “He’s an interesting guy,” Cal said. “Graduated magna cum laude from Brown. Family money that goes as far back as granddad, Franklin McMahon, who made a killing in stocks in the 1920s. It’s rumored that Franklin was involved in some illegal schemes, possible bootlegging with mob connections. His net worth was in the hundreds of millions.”
 
   “Sounds like the Kennedys.”
 
   “That’s what I thought. Anyway, old granddad passed along his money to his son, Charles McMahon, Forrest’s dad. Charles did well, too, in the stock market, and he managed hedge funds. Forrest followed in Daddy’s footsteps, and created his own hedge fund, mostly with the old man’s connections.”
 
   “Okay, they’re a Who’s Who of bluebloods,” I said. “Any dirt on Forrest?”
 
   “He’s well-connected, knows a lot of politicians and Wall Street types. He runs a foundation that donates millions to various charities. As for dirt, there doesn’t seem to be much, other than he knows every tax loophole around, but that’s not really dirt. I didn’t find much else. He’s surrounded by the best legal and accounting minds available, and he looks pretty clean.”
 
   “There’s got to be something there,” I said. “What about Chancellor?”
 
   “Nothing so far. It’s going to take a lot more digging. You want me to do some more?”
 
   “No, I’ll do some looking when I get a chance.” I thought for a moment. “Right now I’m going to watch my back and see where this goes.”
 
   “Okay, I’m going to bed for a while,” Cal said. “Have fun with McMahon’s daughter.”
 
   I started to retort but he’d already hung up.
 
   A few minutes later I parked in the McMahon mansion circle drive, arriving earlier than Stephanie, as requested. The sun was shining but it was frigid outside. I climbed the porch steps and rang the doorbell, then put my hands in my pockets as I waited.
 
   “Good morning, sir,” a man in a black suit opened the door. “Mr. McMahon is expecting you.”
 
   I followed him across the marble floors in the foyer and into the living room. It was posh, decorated in soft white tones, with an antique cream-colored Louis XVI settee and matching chairs. An ornate carved fireplace mantel made of marble took up the bulk of one wall. The room was beautiful, but had the feel of a museum. I was admiring a painting that I was sure was another Monet when McMahon came in.
 
   “It’s a Monet,” he said, his tone implying he knew I was questioning the painting’s authenticity.
 
   “Nice,” I murmured.
 
   Even though it was Saturday, he was still impeccably dressed in wool pants and dress shirt. Very formal.
 
   “Stephanie should be here shortly,” he said as he gestured at the settee.
 
   I sat down on the edge, wary of damaging it. McMahon stood near the window, looking out.
 
   “She’s not going to be happy,” he said, more to himself than me. “But it’s what’s best.”
 
   I shifted uncomfortably. “Tell me more about her.”
 
   He turned around and gazed at the ceiling. “She’s my youngest. I have two boys as well. They work for me, and do quite well.” He sighed. “She has always been a handful. No direction, no desire to do anything with her life. Her mother and I have tried. I’ve pulled strings to get her jobs, but she doesn’t take it seriously and they let her go. What can one do?”
 
    Before I could answer, the front door opened and Stephanie stormed into the foyer. She started toward the staircase, heels clicking angrily on the tile, and then she saw McMahon standing in the living room.
 
   “What’s with Tyrone and Oscar?” she snapped, pulling off dark sunglasses. “I told you I don’t want those two around.” Her voice was low and tight, and she had a way of emphasizing words as if they were in italics.
 
   As she talked, I got a good look at her. Last night she’d been drowning herself in martinis. This morning she looked like she’d just crawled out of the glass. The clothes were designer – tight jeans, silk blouse, and brown leather jacket – but her makeup couldn’t disguise the tired face or the shadowy circles under her eyes.
 
    McMahon held up his hands to shush her. “Stephanie.”
 
   “And this time they were with some idiot who…” she stopped when she saw me. “That’s him! That’s the guy with Tweedledum and Tweedledee.”
 
   “This is Reed Ferguson,” McMahon introduced me. “He’s going to be your bodyguard.”
 
   “What? I told you, I don’t need a bodyguard.”
 
   “It’s not negotiable. I need you protected.”
 
   Stephanie’s eyes narrowed. “What have you gotten yourself into now, Father?”
 
   “That’s not your concern,” he replied. “I’ve chosen Reed because he’s not a ‘goon’, as you say. He’s discreet, and he won’t draw attention to you.”
 
   “I don’t care if he’s not a goon, I still don’t need anyone watching over me.”
 
   McMahon’s lips formed into a tight line. “If I have to, I will cut you off.”
 
   “Ha, go right ahead.” Stephanie put her hands on her hips. “You can’t touch my trust.”
 
   “I can and I will. I’ve met with my attorneys and we’ve found a way.”
 
   She opened her mouth to say something, then faltered. It was obvious she wanted to call his bluff, and yet wondered if he was really bluffing. “You wouldn’t dare,” she finally said.
 
   “Try me.”
 
   She glared at him for at least ten seconds. “Fine. What’s next?”
 
   “I hope to have things resolved soon and then I’ll leave you alone,” McMahon said.
 
   “Yeah, right. I said, what’s next?”
 
   “Reed will go with you now.” McMahon pointed at me. “He’ll be with you twenty-four hours a day.”
 
   “What?” both Stephanie and I said.
 
   “No way,” she said.
 
   “Wait.” I stood up. “I’ll need some time to myself. I thought those goons would watch her some.”
 
   “Of course not,” McMahon said.
 
   Oh crap. What was I thinking?
 
   “This is soooo not cool,” Stephanie said.
 
   McMahon looked at me. “You need to accompany her everywhere she goes. And I want you to stay at her place so she’s protected there as well.”
 
   I nodded. I don’t know why that hadn’t occurred to me; I guess I’d blame it on being tired, irritated and knocked silly earlier this morning when he’d hired me.
 
   “Stephanie, do you understand?” McMahon stared her down. “He’ll follow you home now, and he’ll stay with you until I say so.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, stretching out the word. “But I’m not doing anything different.”
 
   McMahon nodded. “Agreed.”
 
   I raised a hand. “Excuse me.” They both turned to me as if they were surprised that the help was speaking. “I’ll need to run by my place and get some clothes and overnight things,” I said.
 
   Stephanie rolled her eyes. “Oh brother.”
 
   “Of course,” McMahon said. “You can drop Stephanie’s car off at her place, and then she can accompany you while you go gather your things.”
 
   “Oh joy.”
 
   Wow, she made the Kardashians look like nuns.
 
   I looked at her and smiled. “Time to go.”
 
   She threw me a disgusted look, then turned and strutted out.
 
   McMahon handed me a card. “That has my private number. I expect daily updates. Call me if you need anything.”
 
   I took the card and headed after Stephanie, certain I’d be in touch with him before the day ended. Maybe to tell him I’d strangled his insolent, spoiled daughter.


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   Outside, Stephanie was waiting at her car, a brand new red BMW M6 series sports car.
 
   “You can follow me to my place,” she said as she donned her sunglasses. “I live at the Glass House.” She gazed at me askance. “And try to keep up.”
 
   I hopped in my 4-Runner and by the time I’d buckled in and started it, she was already turning onto the street, tires squealing. The Beemer barely slowed as it passed the gatehouse, and then it was peeling off up University. I was sure she was trying to lose me because she drove like a NASCAR racer on University to I-25, then dodged in and out of traffic until she turned off on Speer Boulevard. She tore down Platte Street and onto 15th, and we ended up on Bassett.
 
   I’d heard of Glass House Denver. It was an expensive and exclusive area just west of Union Station, an up-and-coming neighborhood near the Platte River, with the 25-acre Riverfront Park right across the street.
 
   The BMW disappeared into a covered parking garage near a towering glass-and-steel complex. I parked on the street, walked up to the south tower and waited outside, hoping the little snot wouldn’t ditch me here. I was just thinking she’d indeed given me the slip when I spied her sauntering toward me.
 
   She nodded at the 4-Runner, parked a few spaces away. “That your car?”
 
   “Yep,” I said.
 
   “Gawd, is that all you can afford?”
 
   I counted ten, then went to the passenger side and opened the door. She drew in a breath, then exhaled dramatically, walked over and got in.
 
   “You think you’re like Kevin Costner in The Bodyguard?” she asked as I got in. She studied me. “You’re not good-looking like he was. Or what people back in your day thought was good-looking. Like Whitney Houston would fall for him. Puleease.”
 
   I gritted my teeth as I shoved the key in the ignition. Don’t say anything, just ignore her. I thought about my cinematic hero, Humphrey Bogart. He got to work with Lauren Bacall. I got this.
 
   “So, where do you live?” she asked.
 
   “I’ve got a condo in Uptown.”
 
   “Where the want-to-pretend-like-they’re-rich live?”
 
   “It suits me fine.” I kept my eyes on the road.
 
   We drove in silence through the heart of downtown Denver. After a few minutes, I wondered if a dark sedan was following us. I kept an eye on the rear and side mirrors, but after a minute, I didn’t notice it anymore. Must not have been anything, I thought.
 
   “What made you want to be a bodyguard?” she asked, breaking the silence. Too bad.
 
   “I’m not a bodyguard, I’m a private eye.”
 
   “Oh, well in that case, you should be investigating my father.”
 
   I glanced at her. “Why?”
 
   She shifted in her seat so she was facing me, then crossed her arms. “What’d he tell you? He’s got enemies who want to get at his family? Doesn’t that sound just a little too pat for you?”
 
   “As a matter of fact, it does,” I said, gripping the wheel a little tighter. “But it’s more complicated than that.”
 
   She thought about that for a moment of serene silence. “What’s dear old Dad up to?”
 
   “I wish I knew.”
 
   “Gawd, I could tell you stuff.”
 
   “I’m all ears.”
 
   She put on a pout. “If I did, dear Daddy would take my trust fund away.”
 
   “And we don’t want that, now do we?” I said.
 
   She cursed at me.
 
   “Charming,” I said.
 
   “You think you’re so much better than me.”
 
   I ignored that as, thankfully, we’d turned onto my street. “My condo’s there,” I said as I pulled up in front of the building.
 
   “You have to park on the street?” she asked, incredulous.
 
   “There’s a garage, but since we’ll only be here for a moment…” Really, I had to explain this? What had I gotten into? I shook my head. Now I was talking in italics. “Come on.”
 
   She got out and barreled up the sidewalk ahead of me.
 
   “On the porch and around the corner to the left,” I called as I hurried after her.
 
   I was almost to the stairs when I heard a soft voice. “Reed.”
 
   I turned around to see Willie Rhoden, my neighbor and girlfriend, come around the corner. She was in her khakis and gray CU sweatshirt, but she looked elegant and sexy to me.  She held a Starbucks coffee in her hand, and she gazed at me, her forehead wrinkled in puzzlement.
 
   I smiled at her. “Hey, how are you?”
 
   She glanced over my shoulder. “I thought you had a meeting.”
 
   “I did.”
 
   Stephanie halted and leaned against the stair railing, her hips out and chest thrust forward. Willie gave Stephanie the onceover. And Stephanie did the same to Willie. I couldn’t tell who won.
 
   “Who’s she?” Willie asked.
 
   “I was the meeting,” Stephanie said as she preened herself seductively.
 
   Willie cocked an eyebrow at me. “Really?”
 
   “Yes, I –”
 
   “And he was goooood,” Stephanie interrupted.
 
   Before I could clarify, Willie said, “Reed, maybe when you get a minute, you can call me and let me know what’s going on.” With that, she turned and walked away.
 
   I could tell by her tone that I shouldn’t put off calling her.
 
   “You.” I jammed a finger at Stephanie. “Wait for me upstairs.” She frowned, but turned and clomped up the stairs. I ran after Willie, catching her on the Goofball Brothers’ porch.
 
   “Hey!”
 
   She turned around. “On to the next thing so soon?”
 
   “Of course not,” I said. “She’s my new case.”
 
   “And you’re bringing her to your house? Isn’t that a little too much?”
 
   “You don’t understand,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m her bodyguard.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Her father hired me to be her bodyguard.”
 
   Her jaw dropped. “That’s a new twist.”
 
   “I know. And she’s a real pistol so far.”
 
   “I can see that.” Humor lines crossed her face, then quickly vanished. “Why bring her here?”
 
   “I have to stay with her 24/7, so I’m getting some things to take back to her place.”
 
   Willie stared at me. “Excuse me?”
 
   “Do I detect a hint of jealousy?” I took her hand. “Come on, you know me. I wouldn’t mess around on you.”
 
   She softened. “You’re right. I’m sorry. But look at her. She’s dressed to the nines, and she’s pretty.”
 
   “Trust me, anything in the looks department is lost when she opens her mouth. Besides, she’s ten years younger than I am.”
 
   “Charlie Chaplin’s wife was forty years younger.”
 
   “I’ll be sleeping on the couch,” I assured her.
 
   She looked away and chewed her lip, and man, it was cute. How could she think I’d want that immature vixen over her?
 
   I jerked my head toward the stairs. “I better get back up there. Princess of the Damned has probably broken in and is trashing the place right now.” I threw her my most charming smile. “I’ll call you later, okay?”
 
   She finally smiled back. “I’ve got a long weekend. I’ve got an extra shift at St. Joe’s today, and then a double shift at Denver Health tomorrow. And you’ll be busy, too, so I’ll call you Monday.”
 
   “You sure you don’t want to talk sooner? Check up on me?”
 
   Now I got her trademark tuck-the-blond-hair-behind-the-ears that was so adorable. “I’ll be fine.” She gave me a lingering kiss. “Go on.”
 
   I watched her walk down the steps and across the street to her condo. She waved and then disappeared inside.
 
   I rushed upstairs, wondering what hell awaited me. Luckily, Stephanie had not managed to weasel her way past my door, but was waiting impatiently on the landing.
 
   “Hurry up, it’s cold,” she ordered.
 
   I unlocked the door and we went inside.
 
   “Wait here while I get a few things,” I ordered her back.
 
   “Fine.” She plopped down on the couch, took out her phone and began texting.
 
   I hurried into the bedroom, grabbed a duffle bag from the closet and packed enough clothes for a few days. I got some toiletries from the bathroom and was putting them in the duffle bag when a flash of light out the window caught my eye.
 
   I glanced outside. A brand-new black Toyota sedan was parked across the street. I didn’t recognize it as one of my neighbors and I didn’t think much about it. Then I remembered I had Stephanie with me, and someone might be after her. I stepped into the bathroom, then edged my way back toward the window and peeked out. Whose car was it? Someone was in the driver’s seat. I watched for a minute. Were we followed? Was the driver waiting for someone? Was I paranoid? As these thoughts raced around in my brain, a thin guy in dark pants, ski jacket and baseball cap got out of the car and walked up to another building.
 
   Must’ve been mistaken, I thought. I shrugged and resumed packing. The last thing I did was to go into my office for my Glock. I wasn’t one for guns or shooting people, but my cases were becoming increasingly dangerous, so I thought it’d be in my best interests to take it along. I strapped on a new ankle holster I’d recently bought, then holstered the Glock. Then I returned to the living room. Stephanie had her feet up on the coffee table, fiddling with her phone.
 
   “Do you know anyone who drives a brand-new black Toyota sedan?” I asked.
 
   “A sedan? Like a cheap car? Gawd, no,” she said. “Why?”
 
   “Nothing.” I motioned for her to get up. “I’ve got to let my neighbors know I’ll be gone for a few days.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   She followed me back downstairs. The sedan stayed put as I knocked on the Goofball Brothers’ door.
 
   “Hey, Reed, how’s it going?” Deuce greeted me when he opened the door. “Did you get your coat?”
 
   “Yeah, thanks for bringing it back.” I briefly explained what was going on, and asked him to get the mail and watch my place. “I’m not sure when I’ll be back.”
 
   “Sure,” he said, trying not to stare at Stephanie.
 
   Behind him, Ace sauntered up. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Reed’s on another case,” Deuce said.
 
   “Kind of like Bogie,” Ace said knowingly.
 
   A blank look crossed Deuce’s face. “Talking golf again?”
 
   “No, you moron,” Ace said. “Bogie, like Bogart. That film noir stuff he likes.” I was impressed that Ace remembered any of that.
 
   “Huh?” Deuce said. Unfortunately, he didn’t.
 
   “Never mind,” I said. “Call me if you see anything suspicious.”
 
   “I don’t want any trouble,” Deuce said, nervously pulling whiskers on his chin. They were both wary of helping me out if it involved their being subjected to bodily harm.
 
   “I doubt anything will happen,” I said, thinking about the sedan. “Don’t do anything, just let me know.”
 
   “You can count on us.” They both nodded deliberately as the door closed.
 
   “What a couple of losers,” Stephanie said as we got in the 4-Runner.
 
   “Back off,” I growled. “They’re my best friends, and two of the greatest guys anyone could know. They’d go to the ends of the earth for me.”
 
   Stephanie smirked at me. “Got a man-crush on them, huh?”
 
   I turned on her. “Let’s get some things straight. You don’t want me around, and quite frankly, I’m having second thoughts myself. But we both have to make the best of it, so try to put your bitchy attitude aside, just for a bit, until we get through this.”
 
   She cocked her head, gazing at me. “What’s my father got on you?” she asked.
 
   Bitchiness aside, she was shrewd. Or, maybe her father had something on everyone.
 
   “Nothing,” I said. I started the car and we drove away.
 
   This case couldn’t end soon enough.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   I pulled into the street, keeping an eye on the sedan. It didn’t move. I reached the end of the street and turned the corner.
 
   “What now?” I asked as we waited at a stoplight.
 
   “Huh?” Stephanie stared at me, not unlike the Goofball Brothers.
 
   I cocked an eyebrow at her. “I’m hired to stay with you. It’s your call. What do you want to do?”
 
   “Oh, okay. Let’s get some lunch.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “I’m dying for a hamburger. They’re so good when you’re getting over a hangover. You know?”
 
   I nodded. I did know.
 
   “Let’s go to the Cherry Cricket,” she said, naming a restaurant famous for its mouth-watering burgers.
 
   I headed south to the Cherry Creek neighborhood, a high-class neighborhood a few miles southeast of downtown Denver. It’s known for the posh Cherry Creek Mall, full of expensive boutiques, high-end department stores, a large movie theater, and plenty of expensive restaurants, as well as local favorites like the Cherry Cricket.
 
   A little before two o’clock we were seated in a booth at the Cherry Cricket, munching on burgers. The Cherry Cricket had high ceilings, a huge bar along one wall, booths by the front windows, tables throughout and plenty of television that showed sporting events. I’d eaten here a number of times, and I had to agree with others that their burgers were fantastic.
 
   “Oh, that hits the spot,” Stephanie moaned as she took another bite.
 
   I was about to agree when I peered past a couple in a booth. Outside the window, a new black Toyota sedan was parked across the street. I swallowed hard. It couldn’t be coincidence, could it? But how did that guy get back to his car so fast and then find the 4-Runner?
 
   “What?” Stephanie asked through a mouth full of fries.
 
   I’d kept an eye out for the sedan, and I never saw it. But then why park right there?
 
   “Stay here,” I said.
 
   I slipped out of the booth and moseyed to where I could look out the window without being seen. I studied the car. Someone with a hat and sunglasses was in it, but I couldn’t say for sure if it was the man I’d seen from my condo. 
 
   I’d parked the 4-Runner right around the corner. Whoever was in the car had a view of it, as well as the front entrance to the restaurant. I thought for a moment, then pulled out my cell phone and called Ace. He didn’t answer so I called Deuce.
 
   “Hey, Reed, long time, no chat,” he said, then guffawed.
 
   “I need a favor,” I said as I watched the sedan.
 
   “Sure, as long as it’s not dangerous.”
 
   “This is easy,” I said. “Is Ace there or is he working?”
 
   “No, he doesn’t have a job anymore, remember?”
 
   “Right.” Ace had recently worked at Blockbusters, but since the stores had all closed, he was now unemployed. “Here’s what I need. I’m at the Cherry Cricket. It’s on 2nd and Clayton, in Cherry Creek.”
 
   “I know where it is,” he said. “I’ve eaten there sometimes.”
 
   “Great. Can you both come down here and then one of you drive my car home? I’ll treat you to dinner if you can.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “Great. I’ll be inside waiting.”
 
   “Okay,” Deuce said. “We’ll be there soon.”
 
   I hung up and walked over to the hostess. “Do you have a back way out?”
 
   “Sure, through the kitchen.”
 
   “There’s someone I need to avoid,” I said. “I’m going to have a taxi meet me out back, okay?”
 
   She gave me a funny look. “Uh, I guess it’s all right.”
 
   “I appreciate your help.” I handed her a twenty. “It’s no big deal, just my girlfriend’s angry ex-boyfriend.”
 
   She relaxed slightly. “No problem.”
 
   I called for a taxi, then went back to the booth.
 
   “What’s going on?” Stephanie asked.
 
   “I think someone’s been following us.”
 
   Her face turned three shades lighter. “Who?”
 
   “Someone your father knows?” I shrugged.
 
   She lifted her glass to her lips, then set it back down without drinking. “What do we do?”
 
   “My two friends are going to come here and take my car home. We’ll go out the back and take a taxi to your place.”
 
   For once she didn’t have a comeback. We sat in silence for a while. She played with her French fries and muttered under her breath. She nibbled at her burger, but finally tossed it back on the plate. Then she grabbed her phone and began texting.
 
   “Are you telling someone about this?” I asked.
 
   “None of your business,” she snapped.
 
   “It is if you foul things up.” I signaled the waiter for the check. When he came over, I handed him a credit card and he sauntered away. “I really don’t want to die today.” And under my breath, I thought, “Certainly not from being your bodyguard.”
 
   She made a big deal of putting her phone away. “I’m not telling anyone that we’re here, or about your brilliant plan. But I’ll quit texting. Does that make you feel better?”
 
   “As a matter of fact, it does.” The waiter returned and I signed the bill.
 
   “How long will it take your friends to get here?”
 
   “There they are,” I said as Ace and Deuce came through the front door.
 
   She saw them and snickered with disdain. “You sure they won’t screw things up?”
 
   I ignored that, got up and waved them over.
 
   “What’s going on?” Ace asked.
 
   I explained my plan. “Now the sedan might follow you,” I finished as I handed him the keys.
 
   Deuce paled. “It’s not dangerous, is it?”
 
   “It’s okay, Deuce. I’ll have Ace take my car.” I turned to him. “Are you okay doing this?”
 
   Ace nodded slowly. “What do I do if the car follows me?”
 
   “Park on the street in front of our building, then call the police and have them meet you there. Stay in your cars until they arrive, and then tell them you thought someone was following you. But I suspect the sedan will leave when the cops arrive.”
 
   “Right,” Ace said. “Don’t worry, we’ll be fine.”
 
   I handed him a couple of twenties. “This is for dinner.”
 
   “Thanks, man.”
 
   Stephanie got up and they took our places at the table. I caught the hostess’s gaze and she came over and led us back through the kitchen. Cooks and wait staff gave us little notice as we passed by.
 
   “Here’s the alley,” the hostess said, holding open a heavy metal door.
 
   “Thanks,” I said as we stepped outside.
 
   The door closed behind us and we stood in the crisp shadows of the building.
 
   “Now what?” Stephanie asked.
 
   “We’ll take a cab to your place,” I said.
 
   “So what happens when I want to go out? Whoever that is will probably be watching my place.”
 
   I didn’t have an immediate answer to that.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   We made it back to Stephanie’s condo without being tailed. She was in a huff the whole way, complaining about being in a taxi, having a bodyguard, and whatever else she could think of. She gave a curt nod to the doorman as we passed, and then we rode the elevator up to the tenth floor.
 
   “It’s not much,” she said as we walked in.
 
   I admit, I was impressed with her condo. It had an open floor plan with white walls, vaulted ceilings, a large kitchen with maple cabinets, stainless steel appliances and granite countertops, floor-to-ceiling windows with a view of the downtown skyline, and a huge stone patio. She’d decorated it in a modern style, with furniture that suggested an IKEA store, only it was all way too expensive to be from there.
 
   “I’m going to my room,” she said as she grabbed a bottled water from the frig. “There’s a spare bedroom and bathroom down the hall.”
 
   “Right now I need to get on the computer.”
 
   “Whatever. You can hang out here.” She made a flourish with her hand at an expensive leather couch. “The TV remote’s in a drawer in the coffee table. There’s a swimming pool on the eighth floor, and a gym.”
 
   “Uh huh. I’d go use the pool and then you’d bolt right out of here,” I said.
 
   “And you would tell my father.”
 
   I shrugged. “Do you have Wi-Fi?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Of course.”
 
   I mimicked her. “I need the password so I can get on the Internet. Duh.”
 
   “You are so not funny.” But she rattled off the password, then stormed down the hall to her bedroom.
 
   “Peace at last,” I muttered. I stood in front of the windows, gazing out at the Denver skyline. My condo was just past the high-rises, and Willie was just beyond, working at St. Joe’s. And here I was, babysitting Her Huffiness. I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. I could deal with thugs, being followed, and even being shot. But dealing with Stephanie…that was another story.
 
   I rubbed my hands over my face, trying to clear my thoughts. Then I grabbed my phone and called Cal, but he didn’t answer. The last sixteen hours had been a whirlwind, and one thing had been bugging me since I’d met Forrest McMahon: how did he know about Chancellor Finance? I sat down on the couch, pulled my laptop from my bag and got on the Internet. It was time to dig up a piece of my past that I’d hope would remain hidden.
 
   I stared at the screen, thinking. My poor choices were coming back to haunt me. I wasn’t proud of what I’d done at Chancellor Finance, and I’d never told anyone but Cal. My parents never even knew about it. At the time, I’d been hoping to impress my father, show him that I could be successful on my own. When things went bad, I didn’t want them to know. They never understood why I’d not pursued my Wall Street career or became a lawyer, and instead chose to become a detective. Finding out about Chancellor now would crush them.
 
   My partners had been reckless and I’d been foolish. And we’d all been lucky that Allen Brubaker hadn’t turned us in. I shook my head. I hadn’t thought about him in years. He’d been kind to me, more than I deserved. I started typing. I first Googled his name and checked a few sites, and then found him. He’d risen in the Wall Street world, becoming a partner in a big brokerage firm. He was listed on a page with his partners, Bradford Wellington and Hayward St. Clair. They sounded like wealthy names. I gazed at Brubaker’s picture on the screen. He hadn’t aged much, just some crow’s feet at the edges of his eyes. I poked around more and found a work number for him. It was Saturday and I didn’t expect him to be there, but I called anyway and left a message to return my call. I continued reading up on him, and was surprised when my cell phone rang a few minutes later.
 
   “Reed, it’s been a long time.”
 
   After all these years, I still recognized his smooth voice. “Allen, how are you?” I said.
 
   “I’m doing well, thank you.” His voice was clear and cultured. “I’ve managed to keep this business going, even in the economic downturn. But I suspect this isn’t a social call.”
 
   “No, it’s not,” I said.
 
   “What can I do for you?”
 
   “I’ve come into contact with someone who knows about Chancellor Finance.”
 
   I heard a ‘tsk’ sound through the phone. “And it’s someone who shouldn’t know,” he guessed.
 
   “This guy doesn’t have any connection to Chancellor, at least not that I can find.”
 
   “Reed, I haven’t thought about Chancellor Finance in years, since right after it all fell apart,” he said. “I’m sure I said some things to a few friends back then, but I’ve never said anything since, and I’m sure I didn’t use your name. But I did keep tabs on you, and you’ve kept your nose clean. Now, Harris Neeson didn’t.” He mentioned Chancellor’s president, a slick guy who talked me into joining them.
 
   “I haven’t talked to him in years,” I said. I’d never kept up with any of the guys; I’d wanted to stay as far away from them as I could.
 
   “Yes, you’d think he would’ve learned, but he didn’t.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “He tried another scheme, and this time he tried to cheat the wrong people. His body was found in the Hudson River a few years after Chancellor Finance closed.”
 
   My palms grew sweaty. “I hadn’t heard that,” I said as I wiped my hands on my pants. “I’m out of all that now.”
 
   “Just keep it that way.” He wished me well and hung up.
 
   I hadn’t even set the phone down when it rang again. It was Ace.
 
   “Hey, buddy, what’s up?”
 
   “I’m reporting in,” he said, trying to make his lazy drawl sound a bit more official.
 
   “Okay, what happened?”
 
   “I’m in your 4-Runner. I saw that sedan follow me, but after a couple of blocks, he turned off. Why didn’t he stay with me?”
 
   “He probably decided to go back to the restaurant to see if Stephanie and I were still inside.”
 
   “Oh, I hadn’t thought of that,” he said.
 
   “You did great. Park the 4-Runner in the garage and hang on to my keys. And if you see that sedan around, give me a call.”
 
   “Do you think whoever’s driving it will bother us?”
 
   “No,” I said. “They’re after Stephanie, not us. But if something does happen, call the police.”
 
   “Okay, over and out.”
 
   I sighed as I hung up the phone, then set it down and stared at my computer screen. We’d successfully lost the tail, but I’ll bet he’d show up soon.


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   I shut off the computer and got up.
 
   “I guess if I’m a bodyguard I should make sure no one can get in here without my knowing,” I said to the emptiness.
 
    I tiptoed down the hallway, stood in front of Stephanie’s door and listened. Her TV was on, but I didn’t hear her. I almost knocked, then decided against it. Why disturb a poisonous snake if I didn’t have to?
 
   I went into the spare bedroom. Like the rest of the house, it was modern and sparse, with a white platform bed, matching dressers and night stands, and a huge abstract painting hung above the bed. Tidy and uninviting. I checked the windows, noting they couldn’t be opened. I strolled through the rest of the condo, spotting nothing to be concerned with, then went back onto the patio. It was much fancier and larger than most balconies, with stone flooring, thick concrete walls instead of railings, and flower planters. I walked to the edge, leaned on the wall, and looked around, then up. I didn’t see any way that someone could access Stephanie’s balcony, unless they used ropes and lowered themselves from another balcony a few floors above. It was something to keep in mind.
 
   I turned and looked around. Her condo was on the south side of the building and I craned my neck to see toward the front. I wondered if the black sedan was parked on the street, waiting for us to come out. I doubted Stephanie would want to stay cooped up here all night. So when she wanted to leave, what would happen? Did our tail know what car she drove?
 
   My survey complete, I went back inside, kicked off my shoes and lay down on the couch. It may have been expensive, but it wasn’t very comfortable. Despite that, I soon dozed off.
 
   I bolted awake when the front door opened and then slammed shut. Heels clicked down the apartment hall, then Stephanie’s bedroom door opened and closed.
 
   I padded down the hall and stood in front of the door. Over the sound of the TV came a periodic laugh or squeal. I glanced at my watch: seven-thirty. I knocked on the door.
 
   “Wha-at?” said an annoyed voice.
 
   I put my face close to the door and spoke loudly. “What do you want to do about dinner?”
 
   A moment later the door jerked open.
 
   “What?” Stephanie asked. She was in sweats and her hair was rumpled, like she’d been sleeping. Not that I could point a finger.
 
   “Are you hungry?” I tried to look over her shoulder as I talked.
 
   “Um, I guess.” She yawned.
 
   “Don’t play games with him,” said another sultry voice. Then the owner of the voice appeared next to Stephanie. She looked me up and down. “So this is your bodyguard.”
 
   I introduced myself and appraised her. Stephanie’s age, taller, maybe five-ten, with wavy red hair and eyes similar to mine – hazel – but hers had a mischievous sparkle in them.
 
   “I’m Brittany Nicholson.” She wore a tight black-and-white leopard skin skirt, a low-cut black shirt, black heels, lots of dark makeup and silver jewelry. 
 
   “You like Chinese? I ordered some before I came over. Should be here any minute.” She stepped past me and strutted down the hall.
 
   Stephanie ran a hand through her hair, then leaned against the doorjamb and crossed her arms. “I had lunch with you,” she said. “Do I have to eat dinner with you, too?”
 
   “All your meals,” I said, throwing her a wide smile.
 
   “Gawd.”
 
   “I’m kidding. I can eat in the living room if it would make you more comfortable.”
 
   She glared at me for a second. “Yeah, then you’ll make a big deal about eating alone.” She brushed past me as a buzz rang out, then whirled around. “Come on, then.”
 
   I followed her into the entryway, where she spoke into an intercom near the door, speaking to the doorman.
 
   I rushed up to her. “Hold on. I’ll get the door.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I raised an eyebrow at her. “I’m your bodyguard…”
 
   “The doorman just said he’s sending the delivery guy up”
 
   “Someone could be pretending to be the delivery guy.”
 
   “Whatever,” she said.
 
   I got the Glock from the bedroom and returned to the foyer. A minute later, the doorbell chimed, announcing the Chinese food delivery. Stephanie gave me money and I shooed her into the kitchen. Then I gazed out the peephole. A young Asian guy stood in the hallway, holding a big bag in both hands. He looked harmless. I held the Glock behind my back and cracked the door open.
 
   “Here’s your order,” the delivery guy said. He held up the bag with one hand and fiddled with a receipt.
 
   I tucked the Glock behind my back and paid him, the closed and locked the door. I took the food into the kitchen, where Stephanie and Brittany were waiting.
 
    “What do you want to drink?” Brittany asked as she rummaged in the frig.
 
   “Bottled water’s fine,” I said as I sat down at a glass-topped table.
 
   Stephanie came in and set a brown paper bag on the table.
 
   “I’m famished,” Brittany said as she plopped into a chair. She gave us each a bottled water and we dove into the bag.
 
   They were either too hungry to talk, or they didn’t know how to conduct themselves with a stranger in their midst, because they didn’t say a word until we’d eaten almost everything. As I shoveled moo-shu pork into my mouth with chopsticks, I felt Brittany’s eyes on me.
 
   “What?” I said with my mouth full.
 
   She tipped her head as her eyes roved over me. “He’s kinda cute,” she said as she played with a strand of her hair.
 
   “Ew,” Stephanie said.
 
   “I said kinda.” Brittany had the same irritating habit of emphasizing certain words for effect. “His nose is funny-looking.”
 
   “That’s not the only thing that’s funny-looking,” Stephanie snickered.
 
   Brittany leaned down and looked under the table. “Hmm.”
 
   “I didn’t mean that!” Stephanie threw a chopstick at her. “It’s his ears. Oh, and that haircut.”
 
   “I’m right here,” I said.
 
   “And he thinks he’s funny, like humorous, but he’s not.” Stephanie glared at me.
 
   I changed the subject. “What are your plans for tonight?”
 
   “We’re going to hang here,” Stephanie said. I glanced at Brittany’s outfit and raised my eyebrows. “Don’t look at me like that,” she continued. “Brittany brought a couple of DVDs. We’ll watch them in my bedroom so you won’t be disturbed.”
 
   “Uh huh.” I didn’t believe her.
 
   “Oh, relax.” Brittany leaned over and patted my cheek. “We won’t give you any trouble.”
 
   Yeah, right.
 
   “Come on.” Stephanie got up, grabbed a couple of glasses and a bottle of vodka from a cupboard and traipsed out of the kitchen, Brittany at her heels.
 
   I sat for a minute, finishing my dinner and enjoying the silence, wondering how long it would last.
 
   ***
 
   A little before eleven I knocked on the bedroom door and announced that I was going to bed.
 
   “There are clean sheets on the bed,” Stephanie hollered, the first charitable thing to come out of her mouth.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   I went into the spare bedroom, pulled a blanket off the bed and came back into the hallway, closing the door behind me. I tiptoed back to the living room and laid down on the couch. Even though a real bed was tempting, I didn’t trust the vodka vixens. And it turned out my suspicions were justified within minutes.
 
   I don’t know how they expected to fool me, as I could hear them whispering loudly as they came out of Stephanie’s room.
 
   “His door’s closed,” Brittany whispered.
 
   “Sh.”
 
   I stood up and crept toward the entryway.
 
   “Are you sure you want to go out?” Brittany asked quietly.
 
   “Not go out on a Saturday night? Are you crazy?” Stephanie murmured.
 
   “Okay, but if he’s after us, maybe we should have the bodyguard go with us.”
 
   “We don’t know if it’s true,” Stephanie said. “And do you really want Reed hanging with us all night?”
 
   They appeared through the shadows. Stephanie was now dressed similarly to Brittany, same skirt and shirt, varying her makeup and jewelry. They both wore leather coats and held high heels in their hands. In the dimness, they could’ve been twins. As Stephanie grabbed the doorknob, I spoke.
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   They both shrieked, heels flying, hands waving around. I flicked on the lights.
 
   “You scared us to death!” Stephanie screeched. She picked up a heel and threw it at me.
 
   “You shouldn’t have tried to sneak out,” I said as I ducked.
 
   “You’re ruining my life!” she whined.
 
   It was my turn to roll my eyes. “Hardly.”
 
   Brittany assessed me, her arms crossed. Then she giggled. “He’s smarter than you said.”
 
   I gave a slight bow, and she giggled again.
 
   “Now what do we do?” Stephanie asked.
 
   “I guess he’ll have to come with us,” Brittany said. “We’ll pretend he’s your older cousin.”
 
   They stared at me as if assessing whether this story could ring true.
 
   “A much older cousin,” Stephanie finally said.
 
   “I wish he wasn’t dressed like a hobo.” Brittany sighed. “But he’ll do.”
 
   “This isn’t a good idea,” I said. They both appeared tipsy, and who knows what drugs they might’ve done.
 
   “Why not?” Brittany asked.
 
   I looked at Stephanie. “Didn’t you tell her about the car following us?”
 
   “She did,” Brittany said. “And we’ve got it figured out. We’ll be in public the whole time. We won’t even go to the bathroom alone.”
 
   I smiled. “Won’t that be awkward with me there?”
 
   “What?” they both chirped.
 
   “If you insist on going out, I’m going with you. Everywhere.”
 
   Brittany snickered.
 
   Stephanie’s eyes narrowed.  “Oh, I hate my father,” she said as she huffed past me to retrieve her heels. Then she gestured at me. “Well, come on, then.”
 
   I hadn’t been clubbing in years. And after this night, I never wanted to go again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   “Give me your car keys,” I said a bit later as we got off the elevator in the underground garage.
 
   “Not on your life,” Stephanie said.
 
   I stepped in front of her and did a quick one-eighty, and she plowed right into me.
 
   “What is your problem?” she hissed.
 
   “Did you forget that someone followed us earlier?” I asked.
 
   “Duh.” She put her hands on her hips.
 
   “So I need to drive, in case we’re followed again.” She wouldn’t know how to elude anyone, and I also wasn’t about to get into a car that she was driving, given her ‘altered’ state.
 
   We locked eyes. I gave her a look that dared her to try me.
 
   “Fine,” she finally said, shoving the keys at me.
 
   I took the keys and we got into the BMW. I was on high alert as we exited the garage. I edged the car onto the street, looking both ways for anything suspicious. I spied Brittany behind us, tagging along in her Mercedes.
 
   “Where to?” I asked. “Club Vinyl?”
 
   “Ew,” Stephanie. “The same club two nights in a row? I don’t think so.”
 
   “How about The Church?” I mentioned an old Gothic-style church on Lincoln Street that had been turned into a nightclub. “I used to go there some because they played a lot of alternative music. Do you know it?”
 
   “Everyone knows The Church, and yes, they play alternative, but not on Saturday nights.”
 
   “What do they play now?”
 
   “Latin,” she said sourly. “So we’re going to Milk. It’s on Broadway, near Club Vinyl, so it should be easy for you to find.”
 
   “You’re good. You’re very good,” I said, trying to sound like Bogie. It was a quote from The Maltese Falcon, but it was completely wasted on her.
 
   I drove slowly down the block, my eyes constantly darting to the mirrors.
 
   “See anyone?” Stephanie’s tone dripped with sarcasm, but she’d also been watching.
 
   “No, did you?”
 
   She shook her head. She pulled out her phone and began texting.
 
   “Mind if we have some music?” I asked.
 
   She barely nodded, too focused on her phone. I turned on the radio and tuned in an 80’s station. The Psychedelic Furs started playing.
 
   Her thumbs stopped moving and she turned toward me. “You like this?”
 
   “Yeah. “All That Money Wants” is a classic. I just said that I love alternative.” I talked, but she obviously didn’t listen.
 
   “Then you’ll love Milk. It’s Goth and they play 80’s-90’s alternative.” She went back to texting, signaling the conversation was over.
 
   I stayed vigilant but didn’t see anyone tailing us, other than Brittany. But they were out there, I was certain. We drove through downtown and I soon parked in a lot across the street from Milk. Brittany pulled into a place nearby and we walked to the club. It was similar to Club Vinyl, in that it had multiple rooms and played the same house music, but Milk was a 21 and over crowd, so I didn’t stick out…at least not quite as much. Once inside, they made a beeline to the bar and ordered apple martinis for themselves and water for me, and we went to a side room. They finished off the martinis and Brittany sauntered back to the bar for more.
 
   “You might want to slow down,” I said as I looked at the crowd. It was definitely Goth, most people in dark clothes and makeup, lots of spiked and colored hair, and plenty of tattoos and body piercings.
 
   Stephanie cocked her head. “Really, try not to act like an old fart.”
 
   “I’m trying to protect you.”
 
   “I can be drunk while you do it.”
 
   “ ‘The whole world is about three drinks behind’,” I said.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “It’s a quote from Humphrey Bogart.”
 
   “Wasn’t he that old actor?”
 
   “Yeah, he –”
 
   She ignored me as Brittany returned, but my eyes were not on her. Near the door, a tall man in jeans and a black shirt seemed to be eyeing us. He was about Stephanie’s age, with an athletic build, dark hair cropped short and long sideburns. As we sat and drank, the girls with more martinis, I with my water, the guy continued to look watch us. Was he noticing two hot girls, and was I being paranoid again? But this was what I was being paid for. A moment later, he was joined by another guy who brought him a beer, and after a few minutes they moved on.
 
   “Let’s check out the Green Room,” Stephanie said. Her words were slightly slurred.
 
   “Yeah.” Brittany nodded.
 
   So we went to the Green Room, but didn’t stay long as it was so boring – Brittany’s words. We ended up back in the main room, standing near the dance floor.
 
   “What’s with the checkered decorating?” I asked, looking around at the walls.
 
   “It’s the Clockwork Orange room,” Brittany said. “From the movie.”
 
   I nodded, not particularly inspired by the vibe, but enjoying the music.
 
   “I really want to dance, but it’s going to be hard with him here,” Stephanie said over the sound of Nine Inch Nails.
 
   Brittany slammed down her drink. “Darling, who cares,” she said as she grabbed my arm.
 
   “Oops, wait,” I hesitated, then reached out for Stephanie. “We’re all in this together, remember?”
 
   Stephanie drained her glass and came with us. Out on the dance floor they moved with the beat. I consider myself a decent dancer. Soon they started playing with me, their moves teasingly seductive.
 
   “How about toning it down?” I said after a minute.
 
   “Am I embarrassing you?” Stephanie said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It’s part of the job,” she sneered.
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   As I danced, I noticed Sideburns near the wall, watching us. I looked around to see if his buddy was nearby. Nope. If Sideburns was interested in them, why not talk to them? Did he think they really were with me? I guess anything is possible…but I didn’t like it.
 
   “I think we should go now,” I said.
 
   “Why?” Brittany asked, pouting.
 
   “Don’t both look at once, but see that guy in the jeans and black shirt? With the sideburns?” I nodded behind them. “You recognize him?”
 
   They both whirled around. Listening to directions was obviously not their strength. Then again, I wasn’t sure what was.
 
   “What the…” Brittany said.
 
   Stephanie’s body went rigid, then she turned back around. “I don’t know him,” she said, anger etched on her face.
 
   I studied her. “Really?”
 
   “What?” She threw up her hands. “I may have seen him around, so what.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, studying her.
 
   She pretended not to notice. “I need to use the bathroom,” she suddenly announced, dragging Brittany with her.
 
   We made our way through the throng to the bathroom. Women shouted ‘hey’ and other more colorful greetings as I followed Stephanie and Brittany into the ladies’ room.
 
   “Dude, you are so in the wrong place,” a woman dressed in an all-leather outfit said to me as she finished washing her hands.
 
   “I’m her bodyguard.” I pointed to Stephanie as she and Brittany vanished into side-by-side stalls.
 
   The woman eyed me. “You need a better story,” she said as she walked past and out the door.
 
   I shrugged. Stephanie and Brittany’s voices carried over the thudding base from outside.
 
   “He’s so obvious with those sideburns,” Stephanie said.
 
   “I am so telling him to back off,” Brittany replied. “We can handle this.”
 
   Stephanie let out a string of curses. “What does he think he’s doing?”
 
   What does she think she’s doing? I thought. Do they not think I can hear them? They really thought I was stupid. They knew Sideburns, but in what context? Did he have anything to do with Forrest McMahon? It was a question I was going to pose to Stephanie when she wasn’t quite so drunk. I’d do it in the morning, when she was hung over and maybe not wily enough to lie to me. I chuckled to myself and a few women gave me funny looks.
 
   Snorting sounds came from one of the stalls.
 
   “Hey, better share,” Stephanie said.
 
   I bent down and saw their hands under the walls of the stall, then more snorting came from Stephanie’s stall. I let out a heavy sigh. Was I a bodyguard or a babysitter for the Coke Queens? I thought again about Forrest McMahon, and his knowledge of Chancellor Finance. I needed to know the connection, so I could get out of this mess.
 
   “Are you two about done?” I asked. My patience was wearing thin and I was tired of women staring at me, wondering why I was in their domain.
 
   Toilets flushed and they came out of the stalls, sniffling and rubbing at their noses.
 
   “Are you happy now?” Stephanie huffed as they washed their hands, her irritation clearly showing.
 
   I infuriated them even more as I poked my head into the hallway before letting them follow me. We went back to the main room, but I didn’t see Sideburns, or the guy he’d been hanging with. I hoped they left, and I wondered if I could get my two charges to call it a night as well. Guarding Stephanie was difficult in this environment. But they hit the dance floor, high and energized, and we didn’t leave until the club closed.
 
   The two hung on each other as we left through the alley entrance off Broadway. They staggered a bit, definitely feeling no pain.
 
   “You weren’t too bad,” Brittany said as we turned onto Broadway. “For an old guy.”
 
   “You shouldn’t be driving,” I said. “I’ll call a cab.”
 
   “Don’t be silly. I’m fine,” she said, but she dropped her keys.
 
   “Give me those,” I said, but she was quicker.
 
   She snatched them off the ground and took a few steps back. “I’ll be fine,” she repeated as she stumbled off the curb. She almost went down, but righted herself, laughing the whole time.
 
   “Didn’t you hear her?” Stephanie asked as she pushed me back. “She’s fine. Besides, you’re my bodyguard.”
 
   “Hey,” I yelled as I tried to push past Stephanie.
 
   Everything after that happened too fast. Brittany began to jog across Broadway toward her car. I hollered after her to watch the traffic as the light at 11th changed. Then a dark car turned from 11th onto Broadway and barreled toward Brittany. It slammed into her and a sickening crack of metal on flesh and bone carried into the night. Her body flew up into the air and landed hard on the pavement. The car continued on down Broadway and disappeared around a corner.
 
   People screamed. Stephanie shrieked hysterically. I ran into the street toward Brittany’s prone body. As other rushed up, I knelt beside her. Blood pooled underneath her head. She gazed up at me and tried to speak. Then the sparkle in her eyes faded to black.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   “I need a drink,” Stephanie said as we got into her car.
 
   I shook my head as I put the key in the ignition. “I think you’ve had enough tonight.”
 
   She sniffled, then inhaled loudly through clenched teeth and glowered at me. I couldn’t blame her for being on edge. We’d just spent the last hour talking to the police. After the hit-and-run, someone called 911 and an ambulance soon arrived, along with the police. We watched as they put Brittany’s lifeless body on a stretcher and then into the ambulance. Then we answered numerous questions about the accident.
 
   It all happened so quickly that I didn’t have much to tell them: the car was a black or dark blue Honda, or maybe a Toyota, but I couldn’t be sure; I didn’t get a look at the driver and I had no idea if there was more than one person in the car and I didn’t get a license plate number. In short, I wasn’t helpful at all. As I talked to them, my eyes kept going to Stephanie and her outfit. It looked so much like Brittany’s. And then my stomach knotted up. Was this really an accident?
 
   Stephanie was no help, either. The cops may not have known she was coked up, but there was no way they could miss the booze on her breath. She was a blabbering mess and couldn’t even corroborate the color of the car. She kept repeating, “I’m next,” and “When will this end?” interspersed with sobbing. I kept getting confused looks from the cops, who wondered about her confusion. I tried to comfort her while they interviewed other witnesses. Then they circled around and questioned us again, probably to see if we’d remembered anything more. Finally, we were allowed to leave.
 
   “I need a drink,” Stephanie repeated as she put on her seatbelt. “Coffee,” she snapped hurriedly before I could rebuff her again.
 
   “Okay,” I said.
 
   “I want a caramel macchiato from Starbucks.”
 
   I glanced at the dashboard clock. “It’s three o’clock in the morning. I know Starbucks is open early, but I doubt this early. How about I take you home so you can get some sleep?”
 
   She choked back a sob. “I don’t want to sleep. Isn’t there somewhere we can go and sit for a while?”
 
   I thought for a second, then started the car. “I know an all-night joint.”
 
   She leaned her head back on the seatback. “Fine.”
 
   “Are you going to be sick?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head and closed her eyes. “I can’t believe she’s gone,” she mumbled.
 
   I contemplated her for a second, then pulled out of the parking lot onto Broadway, and ten minutes later I turned into a Denny’s parking lot. Her eyes popped open and she gaped.
 
   “Are you kidding me?” she said.
 
   “It’s open all night and you’ll be able to get a cup of coffee.”
 
   She groused as she got out of the car and took a few unsteady steps. I put a hand on her elbow and guided her inside where a waitress with tired eyes showed us to a booth near the back. I waved off the menus she tried to hand us. “Just coffee,” I said.
 
   She strolled off, looking disappointed. Probably wanted a bigger bill so she could get a bigger tip.
 
   Stephanie looked around distastefully. A few tables were filled with others her age, their outfits indicating they’d been clubbing as well. Two men sat separately at a long counter. Both were in clothes that had seen better days, and both needed a shave. “What a dive. And, gawd, look at these people.” She wrinkled her nose. “And the smell.”
 
   “Food?”
 
   “I am not in the mood right now.”
 
   I held up my hands. “Sorry.”
 
    The waitress returned with a coffee pot and two cups. She poured each cup, eyeing Stephanie’s disheveled face as she did. She gave me an odd look, then left.
 
   Stephanie’s hand shook as she picked up her cup. “Not bad,” she said after she took a sip. Then she set it down and stared out the window.
 
   I pushed my cup away, not really caring about it. We sat in silence for a few minutes.
 
   “How are you doing?” I finally asked.
 
   She turned to me and for the first time I saw something more than a spoiled rich girl. She was suddenly human, defenseless, and vulnerable.
 
   “She was my best friend.” Tears filled her eyes and she swiped them away.
 
   I nodded. “I know.”
 
   “I’ve known her since middle school. We went to high school together, then college.”
 
   “Smith.”
 
   The tiniest smile crossed her face, then vanished. “Yeah. My father told you that.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What else did he tell you about me?”
 
   “Not much. Just where you went to college, and that you haven’t really been interested in working since you got out of school.”
 
   She acknowledged that with a shrug. “I don’t know what to do. I don’t really care about anything.”
 
   I knew the feeling. I burned through a number of jobs before becoming a detective.
 
   “What did Brittany do?”
 
   “Not much. She’s got a trust fund, too.” She forced a little laugh. “I don’t think my father liked her, like she was a bad influence or something. Like he knows anything.”
 
   “You don’t like your father, do you?”
 
   “Neither do you.” She raised her eyebrows. “What does he have on you?”
 
   “What makes you –” I began but she interrupted.
 
   “Don’t.” She held up a hand. “I may be a bitch, but I’m not stupid. I could tell the moment I walked into his library that you didn’t want to work for him, so the only way you’d agree is if he was holding something over you. Besides, that’s how he does things. That’s how they all do it. They use people.”
 
   “Who’s ‘they’?”
 
   “My father and all his cronies.”
 
   “So he uses people and thus creates enemies.”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “There’s something I’ve been wondering,” I said. “About tonight.”
 
   “What?”
 
   I hesitated, wondering if it was too soon to say what I’d been thinking. “Don’t you think it’s possible that what happened wasn’t an accident? Was that car meant for you?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “What if–,” I paused. “This isn’t easy to say, but what if someone, an enemy of your father’s, was trying to kill you, and he mistook Brittany for you? It makes sense. Your father is worried that someone will try to get to him by hurting you. That’s why he hired me, to protect you.”
 
   “You’re doing a lousy job.”
 
   I nodded. “Maybe so, but –”
 
   “No,” she said, tears welling up in her eyes. She quickly swiped at them.
 
    “You two were wearing almost identical outfits. In the dark, you look almost the same. The driver could’ve mistaken Brittany for you, right?”
 
   “No,” she snapped. “That’s not possible.”
 
   “Then why did you keep saying that you’re next? What did you mean?”
 
   A shadow of fear crossed her face. “I never said that.”
 
   I stared at her. She was pretty toasted, so was it just drunken talk? “Regardless, I know you’re scared,” I said. “But we’ll get you through this.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”
 
   “Okay.” I sat back and shut my mouth. 
 
    We sat in silence again, and after a while, her eyelids began to droop.
 
   “It’s time to take you home,” I said. This time she didn’t protest, so I paid the check and steered her out to the BMW.
 
   I turned the music down and she fell asleep on the way back to her condo. I had to wake her to get the code for the garage gate, and she managed to stay semi-alert as we rode the elevator to her floor. I let us in, walked her down the hall and into her room. Ever the gentleman, I took off her shoes and helped her into bed.
 
   “Sleep tight,” I murmured as I pulled a blanket over her. But she was already passed out.
 
   I tiptoed out of the room, double-checked all the doors to make sure they were locked, then went into the guest bath, where I took a quick shower. Then I went back into the living room. I doubted Stephanie would be up before me, but I wasn’t going to take any chances. I lay down on the couch but I wasn’t tired.  The last sliver of moonlight filtered through the windows as I put my hands behind my head and stared at the ceiling, mulling over the events of the day. Stephanie didn’t want to believe me, but I was certain that Brittany had been killed by mistake. Which meant Forrest McMahon’s enemies, whoever they were, were close. Did McMahon know more about his enemies than he was telling me? It was worth asking. If I knew who was after Stephanie, it would be easier to end this. And isn’t that what McMahon would want? Another thought crossed my mind. How could I spend time figuring that out if I was constantly traipsing around after Stephanie? Maybe I could get her to stay here for a while. Hah. Somehow I thought that was unlikely. Maybe Cal could help me…
 
   And so my mind raced, and it was a long time before I finally fell asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   A couple of hours later, I bolted awake at the sound of Bogie’s voice. “Such a lot of guns around town, and so few brains.” It was the ringtone on my cell phone, a sound bite from The Big Sleep.
 
   “Hello,” I mumbled, sure it was my mother. She had a habit of calling me when I was either hurt and drugged up on pain killers, or tired from being hurt and on pain killers. And she always accused me of being on drugs, never believing that I’d taken no more than what the doctor prescribed after I’d been beaten up, or that she’d just caught me when I was exhausted.
 
   “Reed, why haven’t you called me with an update?”
 
   It wasn’t my mother, which was too bad. And that was saying something.
 
   “Mr. McMahon, I was going to call you later,” I said.
 
   “It’s already past eight,” he said. “I told you I wanted an update each day.”
 
   “The day’s barely started,” I mumbled.
 
   “Nonsense. Now what’s going on?”
 
   I sat up and cleared my throat. Bright sunshine streamed through the windows and the condo was quiet. I glanced at my watch. I’d only been asleep for a couple of hours.
 
   “It’s been an eventful twenty-four hours,” I said as I got up and padded in my socks down the hall to Stephanie’s bedroom. I paused for a second and listened. Silence.
 
   “Reed, are you still there?”
 
   “Yes.” I hoped that Stephanie was still here as well. I doubted she’d sneaked out, but I’d been sleeping like the dead so I wasn’t sure. And I didn’t want to risk waking her, so I decided to check on her after I got off the phone. “We got home very late,” I said, heading back down the hall to the living room. Then I told him what had happened.
 
   “That’s awful,” he said, reacting to Brittany’s death. “Just awful. I was never particularly fond of Brittany…a bad influence on my daughter, but I wouldn’t wish ill for her.”
 
   “Sure.” I shook my head. He made Brittany’s death seem like a minor incident, not something tragic for his daughter.
 
   “Why are you letting Stephanie go out, especially if you’re right that what happened last night wasn’t just a hit-and-run? I’m paying you to protect her, and she’d be much safer at home.”
 
   “You try getting her to stay put,” I said. “She’s not easy to persuade.”
 
   “Maybe you can now, given what’s occurred.”
 
   “I will certainly try. Why don’t you tell me who’s after you. I am a pretty good investigator, and maybe I can put a stop to this.”
 
   “I’ve told you everything you need to know in order to protect my daughter.”
 
   “That’s the way you want to play it?”
 
   “Fine, then,” he said, ignoring my question. “I expect another update tomorrow morning.”
 
   I agreed and hung up. I went back down the hall and tried Stephanie’s door. It was unlocked. I cracked the door just enough to assure myself that she was still passed out on the bed, then shut the door and returned to the couch. I lay down and was soon asleep.
 
   ***
 
   “Let’s go.” Stephanie’s whiny voice jerked me awake.
 
   I forced my eyes open. She was standing over me, arms crossed over a lavender satin robe, her hair done up, make-up on, but still weary-looking.
 
   “Good morning, sunshine,” I said.
 
   “It’s noon.” She turned and headed for the kitchen. “I’m making coffee and then we’re going out.”
 
   I rubbed my eyes, pushed myself off the couch and went after her. “We are?” My head felt heavy as I tried to shake off my drowsiness.
 
   “Yes, I need to get a dress.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “The funeral.”
 
   “The funeral won’t be until later this week, at the earliest.” I sat down at the table. “Why don’t we stay here? It’ll give me a chance to see if I can figure out who’s after you…or your father through you.”
 
   “No way. I’m going out. Look, I could’ve ditched you while you slept, but I didn’t.” She rummaged around cupboards and prepared the coffee as she talked. “I know maybe it’s not the safest thing, but I need a dress and I will not wear the same one to two funerals. Besides, maybe while we’re out, you’ll catch whoever this is.”
 
   “Oh, great, let’s use you as bait. I suppose…wait a minute.” I stared at her. “What do you mean, ‘two funerals’?”
 
   “I have Avery’s funeral tomorrow, and then Brittany’s, whenever that is.”
 
   “Who’s Avery?”
 
   “Another friend of mine. She committed suicide a week ago.”
 
   I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. I waited for the synapses in my brain to fire and make sense of all this.
 
   “So your friend Avery died a week ago, and Brittany last night?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I sat back and studied her. Two friends had died within the span of a week, and she was making coffee and chatting with me about it as if it were no big deal. She was either cold as a corpse or she had completely disassociated herself from the emotion of the recent tragedies.
 
   “And you want to go shop for a dress for Avery’s funeral because you don’t have something on hand that will work.”
 
   “Stop it.” She whirled around and jabbed a finger at me. “I can hear it in your tone; you think I’m a bitch. But I’m not. If I stay around here, all I’ll do is think about Avery and Brittany. They meant the world to me, but that doesn’t mean I have to blather like an idiot. I’ll leave that for the funerals. So don’t you dare judge me.”
 
   I held up a hand. “Okay, we’ll go shopping.”
 
   “I’m glad you agree.” She slammed a cup of coffee in front of me, sloshing hot liquid on the table. “I’m going to go finish getting ready. We’ll leave in half an hour.” She stalked out of the kitchen, cursing under her breath.
 
   So she dealt with grief through anger…and shopping. And she was right, who was I to judge? I picked up the cup and took a sip. Not bad. I thought about all Stephanie had told me. In all this insanity, she’d given me an idea. 
 
   I took the cup to the couch, sat down and called Cal.
 
   “How’s the detective business?” he answered.
 
   “Not as easy as you’d think,” I said, giving him the rundown like I’d done a few hours ago for Forrest McMahon. “And it’s getting more serious. Stephanie has another friend who committed suicide a week ago.”
 
   “Wow, poor kid.”
 
   “Poor kid, my ass. Now she wants to go shopping.”
 
   “Shopping?” He was incredulous. “Grief takes all forms.”
 
   “You’re not kidding. And since I now have to go out with her, I need a favor from you.”
 
   He hesitated. “I don’t like your favors.”
 
   I laughed. “I want you to follow us.”
 
   “What?” The trepidation in his voice zinged through the phone. Cal wasn’t particularly interested in adventure. He rarely ventured from his house, and did most of his shopping over the Internet, including groceries. He said he hated being put in danger, but I’d managed to corral him into helping me quite a bit. I secretly thought he was starting to like it, although he’d never admit it.
 
   “I need you to follow us,” I repeated. “Watch our back.”
 
   “And why would I be doing that?”
 
   “In case we get into trouble. And you might be able to spot whoever it is that’s following us. Ironically, I got the idea from Stephanie. Smoke them out. We’re going out, and we know this guy’ll probably be following us, so we set a trap and then we catch him.”
 
   “Just because someone says ‘smoke them out’, doesn’t mean you have to do it.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Reed, this isn’t a good idea.”
 
   I tapped the coffee table. “Maybe not, but she’s going out, so I’ve got to turn this thing in my favor. Come on, the fresh air will do you good.”
 
   “It’s fifteen degrees outside,” he growled.
 
   “Stephanie lives at the Glass House Denver,” I said. “Park on Bassett Street and I’ll call you once we leave the parking garage. We’ll be in a red BMW.” I rattled off the license plate number. “She’s getting ready now. Can you be outside in about an hour? I can stall her until then.”
 
   He mumbled something under his breath about having a job already.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Fine, I’ll be there.” He hung up without another word.
 
   I chuckled again, then thought about what I had proposed. I’d be fine, right? I gulped down the rest of my coffee and then went into the spare bedroom to get ready.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   As I drove out of the Glass House parking garage in the BMW, I spotted Cal’s beat-up Honda Civic parked down the street. It was gloomy, with gray clouds hanging low. The type of day to stay indoors and watch football. If only…
 
   “Where to?” I asked.
 
   “Calypso St. Barth’s,” Stephanie said. “It’s in Cherry Creek.”
 
   Cherry Creek was where the moneyed people shopped, so it didn’t surprise me that this was where Stephanie was headed. I drove slowly so that Cal could keep up. He was a genius when it came to electronics, but I wasn’t entirely sure that he’d be able to successfully tail me, or anyone else, either. I pulled my cell phone from my pocket, autodialed his number, and told him where we were headed.
 
   “Who were you telling?” Stephanie asked.
 
   “A friend of mine,” I said. “He’s going to help keep you safe.”
 
   She snorted. “Some bodyguard you are.”
 
   The feelings I’d had at Denny’s, about her being defenseless and vulnerable, evaporated. As Elton John said, the bitch is back.
 
   “Whatever it takes,” I said. I was tempted to tell her that the idea of Cal following us came from her, but decided not to. I’d doubt she’d appreciate the irony.
 
   We turned down Platte Street and I looked for Cal’s Honda behind me. A few block later, when I still didn’t see it, I called him again.
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “I’m hanging back a little,” he said. “I’ve got to give a tail room to get in behind you.”
 
   I was impressed. “Do you see anyone?” I asked.
 
   “Negativo.”
 
   I hung up and sighed.
 
   “Some help,” Stephanie said.
 
   “I wouldn’t have to do this if you would stay home.”
 
   “I told you, I need a new dress.”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “I can’t stay cooped up for-ever.”
 
   I reached down and turned up the volume on the radio. Stephanie harrumphed at me, then made it obvious she was putting her back to me as she gazed out the window. I kept my eyes on the mirrors and tried to enjoy the 80’s music, and in a few minutes I pulled into a parking lot at the mall. And I still hadn’t seen either a tail or Cal.
 
   “Finally.” Stephanie practically threw herself out of the car.
 
   “Hold on,” I said, hurrying to catch up to her.
 
   She had no choice but to wait for me at the corner until the light changed, and then we crossed 1st Avenue. She stomped to Calypso St. Barth’s door and opened it with a flourish. I strolled in after her, pausing to look out the window. Still nobody. Had our tail given up? Had Cal as well? I knew he didn’t want to do this, but surely he’d call. I turned around. Stephanie was by a rack of clothes, yanking out a dress, holding it up to herself, then putting it back. A sales clerk was murmuring with each selection.
 
   “What about this one?” Stephanie held up a black sleeveless dress as I approached.
 
   I nodded approvingly. I couldn’t help myself. It was gorgeous and I was sure she’d look great in it. Even at a funeral.
 
   “Did you see that?” she said to the sales clerk. “That look in his eye? I’ve got to try this one on.”
 
   And so it went for almost an hour. She tried on several dresses, came out and modeled them, then returned to the dressing room with something different. I admit, I enjoyed seeing her in the first dress. And the second. By the third I was bored. By the end, I could not have cared less. I’m a guy. All I knew was she looked hot in all of them. It didn’t matter which one she picked.
 
   “Can we go now?” I finally asked. “They all look good.”
 
   “Just like a man,” she said as she took yet another dress off the rack.
 
   My cell phone rang and I moved away to answer it.
 
   “I’ve got him,” Cal said without any preamble.
 
   My muscles tightened. “Where?”
 
   “Right now he’s outside the store.”
 
   “Really?” I said a little too loudly. The sales clerk glanced at me and I turned away.
 
   “Yeah, some guy in a heavy coat and a baseball cap pulled down low. I can’t see his face.”
 
   “And he’s looking inside right now?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   I edged past racks of clothes toward the door.
 
   “Oops, now he’s backing away,” Cal said.
 
   Dang, he must’ve seen me. “That’s because I was trying to get a look at him,” I said. I backed up and stood behind a display of sweaters.
 
   “He’s going back to his car.”
 
   “When did you spot him?” I asked.
 
   “Once we hit Speer Boulevard. He stayed back quite a few cars. I don’t know how he was able to keep up with you.”
 
   “What kind of car?”
 
   “A Toyota, but I don’t know the model. It’s a four-door and it looks new.”
 
   “And you’re sure it was following us?”
 
   “Pretty sure. We’ll know once you leave.”
 
   “Can you get the license plate number?”
 
   “I can’t see it from here, but I’ll try.”
 
   I heard Stephanie behind me, telling the sales clerk which dress she was going to buy.
 
   “We’ll be out in a few minutes,” I said. “She’s paying for a dress now. This is what you do. Follow the Toyota and get the license plate. I’ll call you once I get on the road and I know you’re on him. Then I’ll turn down a side street, pull a U-turn and head right back at him. We’ll pin him in.”
 
   “That’s your plan?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And what if he tries to shoot us?”
 
   I paused. “Duck and run.”
 
   “Brilliant.”
 
   “If he wanted to shoot us, he’d have done it by now.”
 
   Cal laughed nervously. “I hope you’re right.”
 
   “Me, too. Where are you parked?”
 
   “I’m across 1st in the parking lot, down at the end near University. The Toyota’s a row over from me.”
 
   “We’re on the other side of the lot,” I said. “Watch for us.”
 
   I hung up and a few minutes later, Stephanie and I and her new black funeral dress emerged from the store.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   “Stay close to me,” I said as we walked across 1st Avenue.
 
   “Why?” She glanced around. “Is someone out there?”
 
   “Just get in the car.”
 
   She made a production of carefully hanging the dress she’d bought in the back seat, then got in. I drove out onto 1st, at the opposite exit from where Cal was parked. Sure enough, a Toyota dropped in behind us.
 
   “Pretty obvious,” I said under my breath.
 
   “Huh?” Stephanie twisted around in her seat, staring through the back window. “Which one is it?”
 
   “The Toyota,” I said. “Can you see the license plate?”
 
   “I can’t make it out.”
 
   “What does the driver look like?”
 
   “He’s got a hoodie on and sunglasses.” A nervous edge laced her voice.
 
   “That’s it?” What happened to the baseball cap?
 
   “What more do you want?” she snapped. “He looks like the Unabomber, okay? Why don’t you lose him?”
 
   I shook my head. “Cal’s back there. We’re going to try and trap the guy. Then we find out who it is and stop him.”
 
   “That’s the plan?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Just remember you’re in my car.”
 
   I gripped the wheel harder. “Let’s get this started.”
 
   I sped up, zipping between a Lexus and an SUV. Behind me, the Toyota kept pace. I took a hard right onto Clayton, a left of 2nd, and the right on Josephine, headed north. The car stayed with me. I pulled out my cell phone and called Cal.
 
   “Are you back there?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, I’m on Speer. How far up ahead are you?”
 
   “You’re on what?”
 
   “Speer,” Cal said.
 
   “I’m on Josephine. We drove right by you and turned north, and I’ve got the Toyota keeping pace with me.”
 
   “Wait, then…Reed, who’s following you?”
 
   I gulped. “The real tail,” I said. “I think you made a mistake.”
 
   “I don’t get it,” he said. “That guy sure looked like he was following you. And right after you left the store, he drove off and I followed him. I couldn’t see the BMW, but I assumed you were up there. Reed, I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” I said, eyeing the rearview mirror. The Toyota was still behind me. “I’ve got to lose this guy.”
 
   “What do you want me to do?” he asked.
 
   My mind raced. “I don’t know. I’ll call you back in a minute.”
 
   I hung up and stared out the windshield. Stephanie’s eyes bore into me.
 
   “I can’t believe my father hired you,” she said.
 
   “Right now, I’m all you’ve got,” I muttered.  I glanced in the mirror. The Toyota was closing in. “And you better hope I’m good.”
 
   “What do you…” her voice faltered as she looked out the back window. “What’s he doing?”
 
   I suddenly turned a corner. Tires squealed as we flew east down 6th Avenue. I glanced back again. The Toyota had lost a bit of ground.
 
   “Ah!” Stephanie yelled.
 
   I looked forward, just in time to see a truck pull out in front of us. I jerked the wheel and we just missed it. A horn honked as we flew past. I took another right and hit the gas, but the Toyota stayed with us.
 
   “Reed, are you crazy?”
 
   I cursed, taking another quick right. I dodged another car, barely missing parked cars on the narrow street, received another chorus of horns honking, then almost hit a man crossing in front of us. He ducked between two parked cars and flipped me the bird. I couldn’t keep this up or someone was going to get killed. And it wouldn’t be our tail.
 
   I turned right again on 4th Avenue and checked the mirror. Our tail was right there.
 
   “Let’s try this,” I muttered.
 
   “What?” Stephanie had her hands on the dashboard, staring straight ahead.
 
   “I’m going to let him go by us,” I said.
 
   “H –”
 
   Her ‘How’ was cut short as I slammed on the brakes. It was a good thing she was bracing herself because we both slammed forward. The BMW skidded on the pavement and the Toyota came barreling down on us. At the last second, I jerked the wheel and we skidded to the left. The Toyota shot past us, stopping twenty feet up ahead. My hands shook and I heard of Stephanie shouting at me.
 
   “Are you crazy?”
 
   “Maybe,” I said through gritted teeth. Behind me, someone laid on their horn. I hit the gas and pulled up behind the Toyota.
 
   “What are you doing? He might shoot us!” Had she been talking to Cal? But the car peeled out, tires screeching. And now I was on him.
 
   He raced down the street and made a hard right, peeling rubber. I kept with him. He took a left and zoomed on. At the next intersection a cyclist started to cross. The Toyota sped through, and the cyclist had to turn hard, right into my path. I hit the brakes. The cyclist pedaled across the intersection, and again I got the finger. Once he was safely out of the way, I hit the gas and continued after the Toyota. It turned up ahead and disappeared. I followed and we shot ahead, then whipped around the corner. I hoped I hadn’t lost the car.
 
   “There it is!” Stephanie pointed.
 
    The Toyota was sitting at the curb in front of a park. Someone in jeans and a gray hoodie had jumped out and was running through a playground.
 
   I pulled to the curb and hopped out, and began running after him. The icy air sliced into my lungs and I gasped for breath. By the time I got to the playground, Hoodie was crossing a grass field. Just past that, he leaped up a chain link fence and dropped down on the other side. I ran as fast as I could, but by the time I made it to the fence, he was across the street, sprinting hard.
 
   I stopped at the fence and rubbed a stitch in my side. I hesitated, suddenly realizing I couldn’t leave Stephanie. I shouted obscenities at the sky, then turned around and jogged back to the car.  She rolled down the window as I approached. “What the hell happened? Why didn’t you follow him?” she asked in rapid succession.
 
   “I couldn’t leave you,” I said, still gathering my breath.
 
   “You lost him? Are you kidding me?” The anger was back, but beneath it, her face was as gray as the clouds above us.
 
   “Stay there,” I ordered her. I walked over to the Toyota and tried the door. It was locked. I studied the inside but didn’t see anything noteworthy. It looked clean. Too clean. Probably a rental. I went around to the back and memorized the license plate number, then returned to the BMW.
 
   “Now what?” she asked as I got in.
 
   “Let’s go back to your place,” I said. “And this time, can we stay there? Or do you want to give that guy another crack at you?”
 
   She shook her head. I let out a sigh as I turned the key in the ignition. Maybe she was finally taking this seriously.
 
   ***
 
   “So what happened next?” Cal asked.
 
   We were sitting in Stephanie’s living room. Once I’d lost the guy, I’d called Cal and had him meet us at the condo.
 
   “I drove around the neighborhood looking for him, and then I parked down the street from the car and watched to see if he would come back,” I said. “But then the Spoiled Queen said she was sick of sitting there and she threw a fit, so we came back here.”
 
   “I’m really sorry about the mix-up,” he said.
 
   “I know.” I got up and started pacing. “If nothing else, this convinced Stephanie that it’s not good to traipse all over town. She’s agreed to stay here until the funeral tomorrow, and even after that. But who knows how long that’ll last.”
 
   “Yeah, she’s not the nicest gal, is she?” Stephanie hadn’t been too kind to Cal when she’d met him a few minutes earlier. It was like she could see ‘Geek’ painted on him, and she immediately looked down her nose at him.
 
   “Can you check that license plate number?” I asked, getting back to the problem at hand. “I’d bet money it’s a rental, but let’s make sure.” I gave him the license plate number.
 
   “Check.” Most people would take notes, but Cal just gazed at me and waited. And he wouldn’t forget a thing I said. “But I’d bet Hoodie rented it under a false name.”
 
   “You’re probably right,” I said. “But let’s check anyway. Next, I want everything you can find on Forrest McMahon.”
 
   “I already looked,” he protested.
 
   I shook my head. “I know, but we’re missing something. This guy wouldn’t hire bodyguards unless there’s something going on. He’s dirty, I know it.”
 
   He sighed. “All right, but I didn’t find anything before.”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow at him. “The great computer expert gives up?”
 
   “I never said that.” He threw me a crooked smile. “Okay, what else?”
 
   I flopped down on the couch. “I also want to know what the connection is between Brubaker and McMahon. There’s no other way that McMahon could’ve known about Chancellor.”
 
   “Yeah, I don’t get that one,” Cal said. “I thought Chancellor was buried.”
 
   “On the surface, it should’ve been. No one lost money in the end, and those who knew agreed to keep it silent.”
 
   “But someone’s pissed off enough to come after you.”
 
   I nodded. “Check on Brubaker’s partners, Bradford Wellington and Hayward St. Clair. Maybe they have some connection to McMahon.”
 
   “I’ll call you when I get something,” he said, standing up. “What time’s the funeral tomorrow?”
 
   “Two o’clock. We leave here around one.”
 
   “Be careful. Whoever’s after her now knows you know about him.”
 
   “And that makes him even more dangerous,” I said as I walked Cal to the door.
 
   I let him out and then returned to the couch, where I spent a while doing my own research on Forrest McMahon. But I didn’t find anything more than Cal did, so I gave up in frustration.
 
   Stephanie spent the remainder of the day in her room, coming out long enough to pay for a pizza she’d ordered. She gave me a few pieces, then returned to her room. She seemed resigned to stay at home, but she wasn’t going to be pleasant during the ordeal. I called Willie but she wasn’t home, so I left her a message telling her I missed her, then called Ace and had him bring me a suit and shoes from my place. When he delivered it we visited for a while, and when he left I watched a little TV and finished a Dennis Lehane mystery I’d had the foresight to pack. It wasn’t even ten when I curled up on the couch, but I hadn’t had much sleep in the last few days, and I was out in minutes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   Monday morning brought with it clear skies and bright sunshine. I awoke late, checked on Stephanie, who was still in her room, and then called Forrest McMahon with an update. He was not happy to hear that we’d been chased, and he was even angrier that the guy had gotten away. I let him know we were going to Avery’s funeral and then we’d come straight back to Stephanie’s condo, and that seemed to placate him some. I felt like telling him he could hire someone else if he wanted, but resisted. He ordered me to bring Stephanie home right after the funeral, and then hung up.
 
   I really wanted to go for a run, but I wasn’t going to leave Stephanie unattended, so I stretched for a bit, then did some pushups and sit-ups. It wasn’t a run, but it made me feel a little better. Then I went to the spare bedroom to get ready for the funeral.
 
   Cal called while I was in the shower, and he left a message telling me that the Toyota I’d followed was indeed a rental, and that he still hadn’t found any dirt on McMahon. I mulled things over as I dressed, wondering what I was missing, but I came up short. I checked the Glock and holstered it, and checked myself in the mirror. No one could see the gun. I just hoped I wouldn’t need it.
 
   ***
 
   At one-thirty, Stephanie and I walked into Holy Ghost Catholic Church for Avery Chaplin’s funeral. The church sat at in a triangle of land at California, 19th, and Broadway. I’d driven by it many times, always amazed at how a beautiful dark green glass high-rise had been designed and constructed right over and around the stunning church. But this was my first time inside, and I was astounded by its beauty.
 
   As Stephanie greeted Avery’s family, I moved off to the side and looked around. The walls, columns and arches of the church were travertine marble in cream and pink tones, and the floor was marble as well, inlaid with brass. Side altars contained intricately carved wood sculptures, and stained-glass windows depicted prophets and saints, if I remembered my childhood Sunday school classes correctly. The soft bluish light coming through the windows complemented huge, cross-shaped chandeliers made of wrought iron and opaque glass. The towering vaulted ceiling was a mix of dark and light woods. I shook my head in awe.
 
   “Let’s go,” Stephanie said a moment later, and we walked down the main aisle and slid into pews made of hardwood. “Are you Catholic?”
 
   “No, Methodist,” I murmured.
 
   “It’s a Mass, so just follow my lead.”
 
   I nodded and continued my survey, this time focusing on the crowd. I recognized a few people from the papers, some of the upper crust in Denver. All the men dressed in dark suits, and most of the women were in black or dark blue dresses. Yesterday Stephanie had settled on the black sleeveless dress, and the moment we’d stepped into the church she’d shed her coat in order to show off the dress. And she was striking in it. Not necessarily what one should be trying to achieve at a funeral, but then we were talking about the Princess Ego. I wondered if she noticed others looking at us, obviously wondering what a good-looking older man – if I do say so myself – was doing with her. It couldn’t help her in the pick-up department.
 
   “Tell me about Avery,” I whispered after a few minutes.
 
   She shrugged. “Not much to tell. I met her at Smith. Her dad’s a judge in Washington D.C. He moved there, but the family stayed here. She hated him.”
 
   Where had I heard that before? “How’d she…”
 
   She leaned in close to me. “She hanged herself,” she whispered. “Can we not talk about this?”
 
   “Sure.” I lapsed into silence.
 
   The church filled up and the service began. An ornate coffin covered in a white cloth was brought down the main aisle, and Avery’s family followed. Her father was average height, with a paunch that even a well-tailored suit couldn’t hide. His whole demeanor was flat and expressionless, giving away nothing of what he felt. His wife was taller and thin, blond hair covered by a small hat, her face masked behind a black veil. Two younger men walked behind them, I assumed her brothers.
 
   I had a difficult time paying attention, as I kept wondering if our stalker was in the crowd somewhere. Unfortunately no one was wearing jeans and a gray hoodie, so I really couldn’t pinpoint anyone.
 
   The funeral was a sad affair. The shock of this unexpected death showed in the stunned faces and abundance of tears. Stephanie remained stoic, her face a rock. And no one paid any attention to her. Then the Mass ended and the family led the way out.
 
   “No one passes by the coffin?” I asked quietly.
 
   “There was an open casket last night at the rosary, but not today.”
 
   I nodded as we stood up and filed out. People were milling in the back of the church, but Stephanie edged her way through.
 
   “I need some air,” she said. “Let’s go wait in the car until we have to go to the cemetery.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, helping her into her coat.
 
   We walked out into the cold and crossed the street, headed for the parking lot.
 
   “I wouldn’t have expected to see you here,” a voice said.
 
   I spun around and saw Detective Sarah Spillman standing across from the church entrance. I’d met her on a previous case, and although I don’t think she was thrilled with private investigators as a whole, I’d managed to charm her enough that she’d become a bit of an ally.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked.
 
   “I could ask you the same thing,” she said.
 
   I eyed her outfit: jeans, a maroon sweater and heavy coat. Definitely not funeral attire.
 
   “You know her?” Stephanie asked.
 
   I nodded. “Yeah. She’s a homicide detective.”
 
   Stephanie paled.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Spillman asked, her voice like silk.
 
   “I’m with her,” I said, gesturing at Stephanie.
 
   Spillman’s lips curled into a faint smile. “Isn’t she a little young for you?”
 
   “Ew,” Stephanie said. “I don’t think so. My father –”
 
   “I don’t rob cradles,” I interrupted, not wanting Stephanie to share the real reason for my presence here. Spillman knew I was a detective, and that alone was incriminating, already telling her I wasn’t likely here just to attend the funeral. A sinking feeling washed over me. What indeed was a homicide detective doing at Avery’s funeral? Unless her death was suspicious. “What’s the real story with Avery’s death?” I asked.
 
   Spillman surveyed me with her hard green eyes, then apparently decided it was okay to talk to me. “Ms. Chaplin’s death wasn’t a suicide.”
 
   “I figured that, or you wouldn’t be here. What happened?”
 
   “She killed herself,” Stephanie said.
 
   “Yes,” Spillman nodded. “But we have reason to believe someone else was in the room with her at the time of her death.”
 
   “Someone forced her to hang herself?” I asked.
 
   Spillman shrugged. “It looks that way.”
 
   “So then it was murder,” I said.
 
   She nodded.
 
   Avery, and then Brittany, within a week, I thought. How likely was it that two of Stephanie’s friends died within a week of each other, and both appear to be tragic accidents, but one now clearly wasn’t. What about Brittany’s death? It now seemed highly likely that it wasn’t an accident either. But why were they being targeted? What did it have to do with Forrest McMahon?
 
   “I saw you were with Brittany Nicholson when she was killed,” Spillman said, as if reading my mind. “It was in the report.”
 
   If this shocked Stephanie, she didn’t show it. She stood next to me, gazing at Spillman without expression. I wasn’t shocked, but my mind was suddenly racing, trying to put pieces together. What exactly was going on?
 
   “You’re right, I was with the girls when Brittany was killed,” I said. “It was a hit-and-run. You’re looking into that, too?”
 
   “Yes. It’s a pity you didn’t see more.”
 
   “It was dark and it all happened too fast,” I said. “Did you find the car that hit her?”
 
   “It was abandoned a few blocks away. It was a rental.”
 
   “And no clues inside?”
 
   She shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. It was rented under a false name and the man paid with cash. That’s all we know, but it’s early.”
 
   “So what are you doing here?” I asked.
 
   She waved a hand toward the church. “Our killer might be here, so I am, too.”
 
   I glanced around, wondering where her partners Detectives Ernie Moore and Roland ‘Spats’ Youngfield were. Canvassing the crowds, or filming outside the church, most likely.
 
   I thanked Spillman, and Stephanie and I walked back to her car. We sat inside and watched as people slowly exited the church.
 
   I broke the silence. “You want to tell me what’s really going on?”
 
   “You can’t help,” she whispered.
 
   “Try me.”
 
   She shook her head slightly and kept her eyes straight ahead, ignoring me, but I could see she was shaking.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   “We’re staying in tonight, right?” I said as I turned into the parking garage at Glass House. I pushed in the code. The gate rolled up and I drove through.
 
   Stephanie nodded. She’d been subdued since our talk with Detective Spillman, hardly saying a word after the funeral. We’d joined the procession to the cemetery, watched quietly during the service at the grave site, and then went back to the church for a reception, but she hadn’t interacted much with anyone, even me. Finding out your friends had been murdered would do that to you.
 
   We got out of the car and started across the parking garage. The overhead lights weren’t good, and only added to the gloom.
 
   “We don’t have to go anywhere,” she said softly, her shoulders drooping in defeat.
 
   “We can order –” I never got to finish.
 
   A figure in a hoodie and sunglasses bolted out of the darkness and something hit me on the side of the head. I staggered and fell to the ground. Stephanie screamed. The figure raised a hand and I saw a gun.
 
   “No!” I yelled and kicked out my legs. The figure dodged and my feet caught only air.
 
   Stephanie screamed again as a loud pop split the air. I started to rise but something crashed down on my head. I hit the concrete hard and rolled over, then reached for the Glock in my ankle holster. I pulled it out, not as smoothly as I would’ve preferred, and aimed at the figure. Hoodie ducked between cars. I scrambled to my feet and started forward. Somewhere behind me, a moan cut through the shadows.
 
   I whirled around and something smacked into a concrete pillar near my head. As I hit the ground again, footsteps echoed on the other side of the garage. I edged to the end of a Lexus and glanced around it. The figure was already gone.
 
   I heard another moan.
 
   “Stephanie!” I holstered the Glock and crawled across the floor to her.
 
   She was lying on her side. I cradled her head and rolled her over on her back. Her eyes held a faraway look and her breathing was labored.
 
   “Stay with me,” I said as I frantically searched for a bullet hole. I found it in her left shoulder. She was bleeding badly. I yelled for help as I put a hand over the wound and tried to stop the flow of blood, but it didn’t seem to be doing much good. With my other hand, I yanked out my cell phone. I dialed 911 but couldn’t get a signal because we were in the parking garage. I cursed.
 
   “Help!” I yelled again, but no one came, so I made a quick decision. “This is going to hurt,” I said to Stephanie. I put my arms underneath her and hefted her up. She groaned loudly as I hurried to the BMW. I situated her on the passenger seat, got in and hightailed it to the hospital.
 
   Five minutes and racing through four red lights later I careened into the emergency entrance to Denver Health Medical Center.
 
   “She’s been shot,” I told an orderly, who appeared nonchalant about the blood on my clothes and hands.
 
   He grabbed a gurney and helped me get her on it, then wheeled her into a room. I stood in the hallway, staring at the door. Doctors and nurses hurried back and forth, and a constant chatter filled the hallway. In another room, someone cried out in pain, and I became aware of my own aches and pains. Then a familiar voice interrupted my haze.
 
   “Reed, what’re you doing here?” a concerned voice asked.
 
   I turned around, squinting against the bright overhead lights. Willie was standing there, a puzzled look on her face. Then she saw the blood. “Are you all right?” She raced up to me and looked me over. “The blood on you!”
 
   “I’m fine,” I said, although my head was protesting. “It’s Stephanie. Someone shot her.”
 
   “What?”
 
   I started to explain what happened but she held up a hand. “You’re head’s bleeding. Come here.” She led me into an examination room and made me sit down on the bed. “Let me look at you.”
 
   She spent the next few minutes examining my head and cleaning up a cut while I told her what happened.
 
   “It sounds like you distracted the guy just enough so he didn’t get a good shot at Stephanie,” she said.
 
   “Maybe so.” I winced as she worked on the cut on my head. “When he finds out she’s not dead, he’ll come back.”
 
   She didn’t say anything to that, but her face told me everything I needed to know. She was worried, and she didn’t like that my job put me in danger. It was an ongoing battle between us, but lately she’d seemed to be more accepting of my profession, especially since I’d helped when Deuce found himself in some trouble on a construction site job. When she finished cleaning my wounds, she asked me a few questions about my vision and how I felt. “I’m going to have a doctor look at you,” she said. “I think you might have a concussion.”
 
   She turned away, but I pulled her close, putting my head on her shoulder. “I’m fine, really.”
 
   She nodded, then headed out of the room. Minutes passed and a doctor finally came in. He did a quick examination, pronounced I had a concussion, gave me a protocol for what to do, and left. Then Willie returned.
 
   “There’s a bathroom down the hall,” she said. “You can wash up in there and then come back to the front desk. We need to fill out paperwork on both you and Stephanie.”
 
   I hopped off the bed and followed her out. I did as she instructed and cleaned up in the bathroom, then joined her at the front desk. I gave her all the information I had on Stephanie, then went to the waiting room and called Forrest McMahon. It rang four times and went to voicemail. I left a message and then called Detective Spillman and left another message on her cell phone. I knew that the hospital would report Stephanie’s gunshot wound as standard procedure, and that eventually the news would get to Spillman, but I figured I’d save her a step. Maybe it would make her more receptive to helping me in the future. Then I sat back to wait.
 
   Seconds turned to minutes, and then an hour passed. I wished I could talk to Willie, but she was busy doing her job. Too bad I hadn’t done mine, or I wouldn’t be here. I started pacing, and then my phone rang. It was Forrest McMahon.
 
   “You need to come to Denver Health,” I said. “Stephanie’s been shot.”
 
   “What?” he shouted. “Is she all right?”
 
   “She’s being looked at now. She was hit in the shoulder. I don’t think it’s life-threatening, but I’m no doctor.”
 
   “I’m on my way,” he said. “And don’t go anywhere. I want a word with you.”
 
   “I’ll be here.” I hung up and stared at the floor. Then a doctor in blue scrubs finally came down the hall.
 
   “You’re here with the young lady who was shot in the shoulder,” he said.
 
   I nodded. “How is she?”
 
   “She’s okay.”
 
   I let out a huge sigh of relief, and he held up a hand.
 
   “That’s not to say she’s out of the woods just yet,” he said. “She’s lucky. The shot hit her up high and missed the heart and major arteries, but she lost a lot of blood. And the bullet broke her collarbone. She’ll be in intensive care overnight so we can monitor her. Then we’ll see how she is. You can see her if you want.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said.
 
   He walked away and I stood there for a second, relieved. Then Willie walked up.
 
   “She got lucky,” she said, reiterating what the doctor had said. I nodded. “And so did you.” She took my hand. “Let me show you where she is.”
 
   She led me down the hallway to a room. She held open the door and I went in. Stephanie was lying on the bed with her eyes closed. Her hair was disheveled, and she was pale and drawn. Her left shoulder was taped up and her arm was in a sling, and an IV snaked out of her right arm. Her breathing was shallow and she had an oxygen tube under her nose. Scrapes zigzagged across her face and hands from falling hard in the garage.
 
   “She looks terrible,” I whispered.
 
   “She’ll be okay,” Willie murmured.
 
   I leaned against the doorframe. “I couldn’t protect her. I screwed up.”
 
   Willie put her hand on my shoulder. “It’s not your fault.”
 
   I shook my head in frustration. “I should’ve known someone could get into the garage.”
 
   “How’d he do it?”
 
   “He must’ve waited until someone went in or out, then slipped into the garage while the gate was up. I’ve watched the gate – it moves slowly.”
 
   “It’ll be okay.” Willie gave me a quick peck on the cheek. “I have to get back to work.”
 
   I gave her hand a squeeze. “I miss you,” I said. She smiled in surprise, then gave me a kiss on the lips and quickly walked away.
 
   I moved into the room and dragged a chair close to the bed. I sat down and looked at Stephanie.
 
   She may not have been the sweetest thing – okay, she was a nightmare – but she didn’t deserve this. Right there, I vowed to find who’d done this to her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   I was still sitting in the chair when I heard someone come into the room. I turned around and met Detective Spillman’s gaze.
 
   She held up a paper coffee cup. “You look like you could use this,” she said.
 
   I stood up, and little-used muscles protested. I stretched and followed her into the hall. “Cheap coffee in a paper cup. What else would a detective drink?” I said.
 
   Spillman gave me a sympathetic smile. “Want to tell me what’s going on?”
 
   I took a sip of the coffee and grimaced. Not very good, but I appreciated the gesture. “I really shouldn’t have called you. My employer doesn’t want to involve the cops.”
 
   “Oh, that’s a new one.” She leaned against the wall and crossed her arms. “The gunshot wound would be reported, so I’d find out anyway.”
 
   “I know. I figured I’d save you some time.”
 
   “Want to tell me about it?”
 
   “There’s not much to tell. Her father hired me to be her bodyguard, to protect her against some of his enemies. He thinks they’ll go after Stephanie to get at him. I know,” I said, warding off her look. “It sounded fishy to me, too, but that’s all I’ve got.”
 
   “But now we might have a serial killer who’s taking out other kids, too.” Spillman shrugged. “I didn’t think there was a connection, until Stephanie showed up at the funeral. She knew both girls.”
 
   I took another sip of coffee, then threw the cup in a nearby trash can. “They all went to college together.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Smith.”
 
   Spillman raised an eyebrow. “Good school.”
 
   “She’s scared of something.”
 
   “Think she knows something that her father isn’t sharing?”
 
   I didn’t answer because just then Forrest McMahon came down the hall, sharply dressed in a dark suit. Tyrone and Oscar followed behind. McMahon stalked up, and put his face in mine. “Don’t go anywhere,” he said sternly. He glanced at Spillman, then went into Stephanie’s room. Tyrone and Oscar stood on either side of the door in their best bodyguard poses.
 
   Spillman barely moved her head as she took it all in, clearly unimpressed. We stood in uncomfortable silence until McMahon came back out. His steely gaze took us all in.
 
   Spillman stepped forward and held out her hand. “Mr. McMahon? I’m Detective Spillman with the Denver Police Department. I’d like to speak to you about what happened tonight.”
 
   McMahon hesitated, glanced at me, then shook her hand. “I’ll deal with you in a minute,” he said, his tone implying he was used to getting his way. “Right now I’d like to speak to Mr. Ferguson in private.”
 
   She surveyed him for a moment. “Sure, I’ll give you a few minutes.” Her tone implied she didn’t take orders from civilians and she was being gracious to allow him time to speak with me.
 
   McMahon and I walked down the hall to the waiting room. Then he whirled around and lit into me.
 
   “I hired you to protect my daughter, and you didn’t do it,” he said, his voice low and controlled. He put a finger in my chest. “The level of incompetence you’ve displayed is appalling. This is not a joke.”
 
   “I know that –” I began.
 
   “Don’t waste time with excuses because you’re fired. Send me a bill and then I never want to see you again. You haven’t helped one bit. Not one damn bit.”
 
   “Maybe I could help if you’d tell me what’s really going on,” I said, fighting for restraint. “If you hadn’t jerked me around, maybe Stephanie wouldn’t have been shot.”
 
   He stared at me, taken aback by what I said. “What are you implying?” he finally asked.
 
   “You know who this so-called enemy is, don’t you? But you’d rather keep it a secret, making it impossible for me to do anything. What’d you think, that Stephanie would just sit at home and twiddle her thumbs until you get this situation, whatever it is, resolved? You put her life in danger, and mine too.”
 
   He looked away, and when he spoke, I could barely hear him. “You know I manage a hedge fund?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   He hemmed around for a bit. “There’s a situation with some of the money…I can’t tell you more.” His voice cracked. “They’re already threatening my family, and damn near succeeded. I’m trying to work it out. I’ve sent my wife and sons overseas, but Stephanie refused to go. I just wanted someone to protect her until I can get things resolved.”
 
   “Who’s after you?”
 
   He shrugged. “I don’t know for sure who. When I heard about Avery’s death, I figured Stephanie would be next, but she wouldn’t let Tyrone and Oscar stay with her, so I tried you.”
 
   “You knew about Avery’s death and you didn’t tell me?” I was fuming.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. “But I need to keep this as quiet as possible.”
 
   I stepped back, opened my mouth and then shut it again. I couldn’t believe he held back such important information. “How the hell…” I threw up my hands.
 
   “This didn’t turn out like I thought it would, but Stephanie will be safe here. Tyrone and Oscar will be with her around the clock. Once she’s out of the hospital, I’ll call you about what needs to happen next.”
 
   With that, he strode back down the hall to speak with Spillman. I watched his retreating back. For a moment, I didn’t move, still stunned by this turn of events. He approached Spillman and they went into Stephanie’s room. Oscar and Tyrone remained outside the door. Oscar turned his head and stared at me coldly. I waved at him but his expression didn’t change. I shook my head and went to the front desk to say goodbye to Willie.
 
   “Are you going back to your place?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “But I don’t have a car.”
 
   “I’d let you take my car, but I don’t think you want to pick me up in a few hours.”
 
   “I appreciate the offer, but you’re right, I wouldn’t want to come back. Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.” She smiled as she grabbed her cell phone. “I’ll see if Ace or Deuce can come get you.” She dialed and waited a second. One of the brothers answered, and she quickly explained the situation, then hung up. “Deuce is on his way now.”
 
   “Thanks. I’ll call you in the morning.”
 
   I went to the emergency room entrance and waited for Deuce. By the time his truck rolled up, I had a horrible headache and my knees throbbed from hitting the concrete floor of Stephanie’s parking garage.
 
   “Hey, Reed, how are you?” Deuce said as I got in.
 
   “I’ve been better. I just want to take a shower and go to bed.”
 
   “Okay.” For once he seemed to know to keep quiet.
 
   It was midnight when Deuce parked in a space beside our building.
 
   “Do you need anything?” he asked.
 
   I shook my head. “I’m fine. I just want to lie down.”
 
   “Okay, go watch one of those film now things you like, that’ll put you to sleep. If you need anything, call me.”
 
   I laughed quietly. No matter how many times I tried to explain that it was film noir, Deuce just didn’t get it. But he tried. “I’ll do that,” I said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   Tuesday morning I awoke to the sound of my phone ringing. I shook myself awake, feeling groggy and sore, then answered the phone. And sure enough, because I was dazed and out of sorts, it was my mother. I swear she had some kind of motherly radar that detected when I’d been in danger.
 
   “Hello, dear,” she said in her ever-cheery voice. “How are you? You sound tired. You keep telling me you’re not doing drugs, but when you sound like, well, how you sound now, what am I supposed to think?”
 
   My mother has three worries where I’m concerned: that I’m doing drugs; that I’m in permanent danger because of my job; and that I’ll die unmarried, never having given her grandchildren. And so I teased her relentlessly about those concerns.
 
   “I was doing drugs all last night, Mother, it was great. You should’ve been here.”
 
   “Don’t be fresh, dear.” She sniffed, her way of showing scorn for my humor.
 
   In the past, I’d tried to gloss over my befuddled state, but that only seemed to worry her more, so this time I tried a different tack. “I’m on a case, and I got hit over the head last night. I’ve got a concussion.” I left out that I’d been in a gunfight. No way she needed to know that.
 
   “I wish you would choose a better profession, like that investment firm. I don’t know why you didn’t stick with that.”
 
   I sat up, suddenly alert. “Why are you bringing that up?” She hadn’t mentioned Chancellor Finance in years, so why was she now?
 
   “I got the funniest call a week or so ago, someone asking about Chancellor Finance and what you did for them.”
 
   “Who was it?”
 
   “He didn’t say. Forgive me, dear, but I bragged about you.”
 
   “Mother…”
 
   “You did such a fine job for them. I still don’t understand why you all shut the firm down.”
 
   “It’s complicated.”
 
   “That’s what you said then. Anyway, I wanted to catch up with you…”
 
   And so we chatted for a little bit, and I got all the news on how she and my father were doing in sunny Florida. When we finished, I sat on the edge of the bed, thinking about what she’d said. Someone had called her about Chancellor Finance, and I’ll bet it was Forrest McMahon’s people. They wouldn’t have found out anything from my mother, but it was unsettling that they had contacted her. I knew Cal would be researching McMahon, but I made a mental note to do some more myself. I needed to know how he knew about Chancellor Finance because I didn’t want him, or anyone, to blackmail me again. But there was something else I needed to do first: figure out who exactly was after Stephanie.
 
   I got dressed and gingerly combed my hair, noting that the cut on the back of my head still hurt, and then I headed over to Stephanie’s condo.
 
   I’d done something I shouldn’t have last night at the hospital: while I was waiting in Stephanie’s room, I’d taken her keys from a bag with her clothes in it. I knew as I was sitting there, watching her breathe, that I needed some clue as to who was trying to kill her. And I also knew she wasn’t telling me everything, anymore than her father was. So I figured I would look around her place, not exactly sure what I hoped to find, but something that would put me on the right track. And even before my talk with McMahon, I knew he wouldn’t let me into her place…and so my subterfuge.
 
   As I parked on Bassett, I mulled over my next problem. I had the key to her condo, but I needed to get past the doorman. One thing I’ve learned in my vast – okay, minimal – time as a private investigator is that if you act like you have the right to do whatever you’re doing, most people will go along with it without questions. So I marched up to the door of Glass House Denver and flashed my badge at the doorman. It wasn’t a badge with any authority – you didn’t need a license to practice in the state of Colorado – but one I bought on the Internet that said “Private Investigator.” I sometimes used to appear as if I had more authority than I did. Before he had a chance to look at it, I pocketed it and introduced myself.
 
   “I’m Philip Marlowe,” I said, using the name of the fictional detective in The Big Sleep. “I don’t know if you’re aware, but Stephanie McMahon was in an accident last night.”
 
   “Yes, I heard about that,” he said, smiling sympathetically. He was rotund, with round cheeks reddened by the cold and a jolly demeanor that would impress St. Nick.
 
   I held up her keys. “I’ve been hired by the family to retrieve some things from her apartment.”
 
   “Perhaps I should call them, just to verify this.” The smile never left his face.
 
   “If you think that’s necessary. However, I’m tracking a potential murderer, and every second counts.” I made a show of pulling out my cell phone. “If this is absolutely necessary, I can call Mr. McMahon right now and you can speak with him.”
 
   He almost lost the smile in his nervousness, but then he made quick decision. “No, that won’t be required, sir,” he said and opened the door.
 
   I strode to the elevator without looking back. He might have second thoughts about letting me in, but I hoped to be long gone before he contacted McMahon.
 
   A few minutes later, I let myself into Stephanie’s condo. I shut the door and stood in the entryway, listening to the silence. I almost expected to hear her whiny voice zinging me with some sarcastic comment. I sighed, then went down the hall to her bedroom.
 
   The room was big, with a king-sized bed, furniture piled with jewelry and clothes, and a large flat-screen TV that hung on the wall opposite the bed. I walked across the room and looked at some photos on the window ledge. Some were of Stephanie with her father and a woman I assumed was her mother; one was of her with Brittany, sitting on a beach; and there was a group photo with Stephanie, Brittany, two other women, and three guys. It looked like it was taken in college, as Stephanie and Brittany seemed a bit younger, and they all wore sweatshirts with college logos on it: the girls with Smith, the guys with Amherst. I checked the nightstand. The drawer contained magazines and a box of Kleenex. Next to a bedside lamp was a note printed on cream-colored paper: “A secret is a secret, that must remain.” Some kind of poetry? A little saying to help inspire her? Did Stephanie have a side I hadn’t seen yet? I shrugged, then went into the walk-in closet, feeling a bit like a voyeur as I looked through her clothes and in dresser drawers. Everything reeked of expensive, even her underwear. Not that I dwelled on that.
 
   A shelving unit held more clothes and tons of shoes. I glanced down and spied some books tucked in the bottom shelf. I got down on my knees to look closer: some yearbooks and a couple of photo albums. I thumbed through them. The first was trip pictures, and the second was more of a scrapbook of college, with invitations to sorority events, pictures of parties, and headlines cut from papers. I kept turning pages. On one page, she’d taped in an article about the death of a co-ed, a girl named Rebecca Thorndike, who’d been found dead at a lake a few miles from Smith. She’d been drunk and had cocaine and heroin in her system. The authorities speculated that she hadn’t been partying alone, and asked anyone with information to come forward. I assumed she’d been a friend of Stephanie’s, and I found myself shaking my head. Stephanie had experienced more than her share of death. The rest of the scrapbook was filled with more photos, a graduation notice, and the like. An interesting look into her past, I thought as I put it back, but how does it help me?
 
   I stood up and went into the master bath. It was as big as the bedroom, with marble countertops, a glass-enclosed shower and a deep tub. Bottles of perfume, hair products, and other beauty supplies were strewn across the counter next to the sink. I opened the drawers to find more of the same, and a bag of pot, and another with a white substance in it. I picked it up and examined it. Had to be cocaine. I put it back, then placed my hands on the counter and stared into the mirror. Am I missing something? I sighed and left the bedroom.
 
   I walked through the rest of the house, wishing the walls could speak to me. But everything was the same as when I’d last been here, and nothing struck me now as noteworthy. This seemed to be a fruitless endeavor.
 
   I locked up and took the elevator downstairs. The doorman let me out with a smile and a wave. As I walked to my car, something caught my eye, but I resisted the urge to turn and stare. Instead, I got in the 4-Runner and then took a good look in the rearview mirror, down the street behind me. Parked on the other side of the street, near the corner, was a brand-new black Toyota sedan. And someone with a baseball cap was sitting in the driver’s seat. What were the odds?
 
   My mind raced. Should I go back and confront him? What if I were wrong? I’m sorry, sir, I thought you were my stalker. I’m sure I’d be a great help to Stephanie from jail. And what if I was right? These people had killed before. Confronting the guy wouldn’t solve anything. I needed to prove he was involved.
 
   I pulled out my phone and called Cal.
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “I think I picked up your tail.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “The black Toyota. It’s parked behind me.”
 
   “It’s the same one?”
 
   “I’m not sure. When you tailed it the other day, did you get the license plate number?”
 
   “Sure.” He rattled it off. Of course he still remembered it.
 
   I glanced in the mirror again. I was too far away and I couldn’t see the plate. “I can’t read the license.” I started the car. “I’m going to drive off and see if he follows.”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “Stephanie’s condo. I thought I’d see if I could find anything that would give me some clue as to what she’s so afraid of, and what she’s hiding.”
 
   “I thought it was her father who has someone after him.”
 
   “Yeah, but she knows something. She was white as a ghost when Spillman said that Avery’s death wasn’t an accident.”
 
   “You think she knows what’s going on with her father?”
 
   “It wouldn’t surprise me. The Toyota’s following me,” I said as I got to the corner of Bassett and 15th.
 
   “I don’t get it,” Cal said. “I thought I’d made a mistake. I mean, you had the guy in the rental chasing you.”
 
   “I’ll bet they tag-teamed me.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “The Toyota followed us to Cherry Creek, and then, in order to not arouse my suspicions, that car left us and the guy in the rental picked us up,” I said.
 
   “Pretty clever.”
 
   “Yeah, but he’s not a good tail because we spotted him Saturday and then now.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   I checked the rearview mirror. “Can you look up the license and tell me who the owner is?”
 
   “Does the Great Detective like film noir?”
 
   That would be a yes. “Real funny.”
 
   I heard the sound of typing. “It belongs to Jack Delany,” he said. “He lives at a place called Monaco Row. It’s east of I-25 on Belleview, near DTC.”
 
   ‘DTC’ was what the locals called the Denver Tech Center, a huge business complex southeast of downtown Denver. I hated driving around it as the streets meandered all over the place and it was difficult to figure out where you were going.
 
   “Good,” I said. “I’m going to turn the tables on him.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I’m going to ditch him now, and then I’m going to spy on him. I need one more thing.”
 
   “Get you everything I can on Delany.”
 
   “You got it.”
 
   “Can’t you do your own research?”
 
   “I could, but I don’t have your knack for getting past firewalls and Internet security. And besides, it’s easier to do on my computer instead of my phone, and I can’t go back to my condo now, in case this guy goes back there to wait for me.”
 
   “I hadn’t thought of that,” Cal said. “I’ll get the lowdown on him and call you later.”
 
   “Thanks.” I hung up and proceeded to lose the Toyota.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
   A little before five that night, I sat in the 4-Runner just down the street from Jack Delany’s apartment, waiting for him to return. Monaco Row was a new apartment complex designed to look like row houses, with an exterior of brick in a variety of colors, and balconies to take in the mountain views – as long as you lived on the west side of the complex. I’d scoped out the place and it looked like Delany’s apartment had a private garage near his unit.
 
   It was cold outside. As darkness fell, iron-gray clouds built overhead and I wondered if it would snow. It was also cold in the car, since I didn’t want to keep it running and attract attention to myself, but I was prepped for a long wait. I wore my dark winter coat, gloves and a black knit hat. I was relatively warm, and, I hoped, disguised if Delany spotted me. And I had a pair of binoculars resting in my lap, ready for use.
 
   As I waited, I studied a picture of Jack Delany that Cal had texted me. Delany had a thin face and a chin that jutted out. His eyes drooped and his mouth was half-open, as if he was saying something when the picture was taken. It was from his driver’s license, so what did I expect?
 
   Cal had also included information on Delany. He was twenty-eight years old, the son of a prominent L.A. lawyer, third in his class at Yale. He worked as a software engineer at a big company located in the nearby Tech Center. No spouse, no kids, no arrests, just some speeding tickets that led to high insurance premiums. In a nutshell, the guy was clean. So why was he after Stephanie? Was his background a cover, and he was really a hired assassin? And why was he free to follow me on a Tuesday? Had he taken the day off? I shook my head as I put my phone away. I had pieces of the puzzle scattered about, but I couldn’t fit them together.
 
   After a bit, I tired of thinking about it, so I put it to my subconscious and kept my mind busy by playing a game: name lesser-known film noir movies with a classic femme fatale, the sexy woman who exploited the noir hero for her own purposes. Many film noir aficionados think of the obvious ones, such as Barbara Stanwyck or Lauren Bacall, but Jane Greer as Kathie Moffett in Out of the Past was a truly dark and cunning femme fatale. And man, was she hot! But then I thought of Jeff, the doomed noir hero in the movie, who couldn’t escape his past – oh, how I could relate. I shook my head and continued the game. Joan Bennett as Kitty Marsh in Scarlet Street. What a performance. And who could forget Lizabeth Scott as Dusty Chandler in Dead Reckoning. She had dark eyes and a husky voice that slew the noir hero. And of course she got my respect for being in a movie with my guy Bogie. And who was the best? I was debating this important issue when I saw a man walking down the street in front of Monaco Row. I didn’t think much of it until he paused in front of Delany’s building.
 
   I grabbed the binoculars and trained them on him. Even with his coat collar pulled up around his ears, the face – specifically the jutting chin – was easy to spot. It was Delany. But why was he walking?
 
   He punched a keypad, opened the door and went inside. A moment later, the dark windows of his unit turned yellow as light streamed through. Then a figure passed in front of the window and the shades closed.
 
   I didn’t get it. Where was the Toyota?
 
   I didn’t have long to wait for my answer. About fifteen minutes later, it drove slowly down the street and parked in front of Delany’s building. A tall man in a dark ski jacket and baseball cap got out and strolled to the door. A second later, Delany appeared and let him inside.
 
   What was going on? Color me confused. Not five minutes passed and both men came back out. Delany waved at the man in the baseball cap, then went to the Toyota and got in. Baseball Cap nodded, then started walking in the opposite direction.
 
   I ducked as the Toyota passed me and waited until it drove around the side of the building where the parking garage was. I threw the binoculars on the passenger seat, got out and followed Baseball Cap. He was unaware of me as he walked a couple of blocks to Belleview, then east to the light rail station. A train was coming as he approached the platform and I’d have to run if I wanted to catch it.
 
   I hopped on a couple of doors down from him, then discreetly made my way through the aisle toward him, enduring some annoyed looks from other standing passengers. Baseball Cap had a seat facing the other direction, across from a guy in a suit, and he had no clue I was stalking him. I stood with my back to him, and I could hear him talking. I glanced at his reflection in the window, a technique I’d used before, and studied him. Mid-twenties, a hawk nose, and curly blond hair underneath the cap, which had a Red Sox logo on it. He was speaking to the guy across from him.
 
   “I can’t believe you lost him,” the suit chided him.
 
   “I’m doing the best I can. Get off my back.”
 
   “What happened?” The suit ran his fingers over his goatee as he talked.
 
   “He went to Stephanie’s condo. He was in there for about fifteen minutes. Then he came out and I followed him, but he got onto I-25, dodged in and out of traffic and I lost him.”
 
   “Did he know he was being followed?”
 
   “No way, I was too careful.”
 
   Right, I thought. These guys were clueless.
 
   “What’d you do then?” the suit asked.
 
   “I watched outside his building for a while but he never came back. Then I had to take the car back to Jack.”
 
   I was right on one thing: the guy had waited for me to return home. But I was wrong on another: it wasn’t Jack who’d been following me. Gawd, as Stephanie would say. Who in the hell were these guys? I grimaced. I was using italics again.
 
   “So now what?” the suit asked.
 
   “Jack needs his car tomorrow, so I’ll borrow someone else’s and tail Ferguson tomorrow.”
 
   “Where will he be?”
 
   “Dude, he’s got to go home sometime, right? Tomorrow morning I’ll wait outside his condo and follow him when he leaves.”
 
   “All right, just be careful. If he figures out where you live, he’ll know where I live.”
 
   “Man, give me some credit,” Baseball Cap said, incensed.  “He’s not going to figure out we live together.”
 
   Uh, wrong, I thought.
 
   The overhead speakers announced we’d come to the Southmoor station and the guys stood up. I headed in the other direction but watched as they got off the train. I hopped off one door down and tailed them, keeping people between us. They walked through a pedestrian tunnel lit in neon blue to a park-n-ride lot. There were enough people headed in the same direction that I had no trouble being inconspicuous. They crossed the lot and got into a silver Mercedes, the suit behind the wheel, and drove in my direction. I stepped between two cars and turned the other way until they passed, and I memorized the license plate number. It shouldn’t be this easy…
 
   Snow started falling as I walked back to the light rail station. I rode back to the Belleview station and by the time I returned to my car, I was cold and it was covered with a fine layer of light flakes. I brushed off the windshield, got in and cranked the heat. Then I headed back downtown to Denver Health Medical Center.
 
   Tyrone was standing outside Stephanie’s door and he shook his head when he saw me. “Can’t let you in, buddy.”
 
   I held up my hands, palms up. “I have no nefarious intent. I just want to see how she’s doing.”
 
   “Nefarious?”
 
   I smiled. “I like the word.”
 
   He glanced up and down the hall, as if verifying that no one would observe his breaking the rules, then jerked his head toward the room. “Make it quick.”
 
   I went into the room. Stephanie was propped up on pillows, her left arm still in a sling. Her face was still pale, although not as pale as when I’d last seen her.
 
   “It’s the great bodyguard,” she said.
 
   “Sarcasm, very funny.” I stood by the bed. “How are you doing?”
 
   “My shoulder’s killing me.”
 
   “At least you’re alive.”
 
   “No thanks to you.”
 
   “Actually, it is thanks to me,” I said. “If I hadn’t been there, the guy could’ve come back and made sure he killed you.”
 
   Her face colored white as the bed sheets. “Do you have to be so blunt?”
 
   “Let’s just say I’m getting tired of the runaround and insults from you and your father.”
 
   She started to sit up, then groaned. “Oh, that hurt.” She shifted tentatively. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Keep playing it that way, but I’m starting to put things together.”
 
   “You are?”
 
   I nodded. “I expect that by the time they’re ready to release you, I’ll have this guy. But it’d be easier if you’d tell me what you know.”
 
   She put her head back on the pillow. “I’m tired now, do you mind leaving?”
 
   “Suit yourself,” I said, then left.
 
   “She’s something else,” Tyrone said quietly as I stepped out of the room.
 
   I headed down the hall, then paused and turned around. “What are they hiding?”
 
   He pursed his lips, then shrugged. “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”
 
   “See you around,” I said as I walked away.
 
   I thought about everything as I headed home. What was she hiding? And why? And what about Baseball Cap and his buddy? If they graduated from spy school, it was the Fisher-Price variety. Who would hire them to go after Stephanie?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    
 
   I parked the 4-Runner in the garage and plodded up the stairs to my place. Once inside, I shook off the snow, grabbed a beer, sank onto the couch and called Cal.
 
   “I need you to look up another license plate number for me,” I said when he answered.
 
   He let out a heavy sigh. “Maybe it’s time I showed you how to get this information yourself.”
 
   “I’m a private investigator, not a hacker,” I said.
 
   “I prefer ‘Clandestine Information Specialist’.”
 
   I laughed, then got serious. “Do you have time to look it up?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Thanks. You wouldn’t believe what happened.”
 
   “With what’s happened so far, I would.”
 
   “It wasn’t the right guy,” I said, then launched into a recap of my evening. “So now I need to figure out who these characters are.”
 
   “The Mercedes belongs to one Bennett Gilbright. He lives in Westminster.”
 
   “That was quick.”
 
   “It really is easy to get this information, once you know what you’re doing.”
 
   “That’s scary,” I said.
 
   It was Cal’s turn to laugh. “And I’ve just pulled up a picture of the house on Google Maps. It’s a big place. Looks like an expensive neighborhood.”
 
   “I suppose I need to go up there early and check it out, and maybe tail them. But they know my car,” I said. “Maybe I can I borrow Willie’s car.”
 
   “May I make a suggestion?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Instead of following them around, why not bug the house and listen to what they’re saying? It might get you what you want, without the hassle of traipsing all over town.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “Except I don’t know anything about bugs, other than what I found in my own condo on my first case. And I’d have to get it into his home.”
 
   “I know how to do it.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “Uh-huh. I was doing some research on bugging devices a while back, and I bought some equipment and I’ve even tested it.”
 
   “So you know where to install a bug and how to use the equipment to listen in on people?”
 
   “Yes,” he said proudly.
 
   “Aren’t you the guy who doesn’t like helping me?”
 
   “I don’t mind helping from afar.”
 
   “You can’t help from afar on this one. You’ve got to go with me.”
 
   “I can tell you what to do,” he said, a whine creeping into his voice.
 
   “You have to show me,” I insisted.
 
   Cal cursed. “I already helped you on this case.”
 
   “And you’ll love doing it again.”
 
   “Fine. When do you want to do this?”
 
   “Tomorrow. These guys are going to try following me again,” I said. “Let me work on a plan to divert them, and then you and I can plant the bug while they’re gone.”
 
   “Fine,” he repeated and hung up.
 
   What a guy, hoping to be an armchair detective. I finished my beer as I formulated a plan.
 
   ***
 
   “You want us to do what?” Willie said to me. She was sitting on the couch in my living room, her legs tucked underneath her.
 
   “I need you guys to help me so I can plant a bug in Bennett Gilbright’s house. Tomorrow morning, I’m sure his buddy in the baseball cap is going to be parked outside waiting to follow me.”
 
   Once I figured out my plan, I’d called Cal again and arranged some things with him. Then I called Willie and Ace, and now they were both sitting on the couch, listening as I outlined my idea. “Ace, you’ll spend the night here. In the morning, Willie is going to scout the street and find the guy in the baseball cap. When she figures out what car he’s in, you’ll make sure he sees you, pretending to be me, leave my condo.”
 
   “Why will this guy think I’m you?” Ace asked.
 
   “Good question. You’ll wear my clothes, a hat, and my sunglasses. If you hurry down the stairs, he’ll think you’re me.”
 
   “Okay,” Ace said.
 
   “Get the 4-Runner from the garage and drive around to the front and pick up Willie. That way you’re a team. This guy isn’t going to do anything if he thinks I’ve got my girlfriend with me.”
 
   “But your girlfriend will be with me,” Ace said slowly.
 
   “Right.” I suppressed a smile.
 
   Willie patted Ace’s arm. “What he means is that this guy will think you’re Reed, and since I’m Reed’s girlfriend, he won’t want to hurt me.”
 
   “Oh, okay.” Ace nodded, but I could tell he still wasn’t quite sure.
 
   “Anyway,” I continued. “This guy should follow you. I’ll have you drive south, keeping him occupied for a good long time. And once he goes after you, Cal is going to pick me up and we’ll head up to Westminster and bug his house.”
 
   “You really think this will work?” Willie asked.
 
   I laughed wryly. “Trust me, these guys are not pros.”
 
   Willie tucked her hair behind her ears. “And so the first thing I do is find out what car this guy is driving?”
 
   “Yes. He borrowed the black Toyota to follow me the last few days, and I overheard him saying he’s going to get another car. I can describe him pretty well, and he seems to like his Red Sox baseball cap, so if you walk the neighborhood, you should be able to spot him. Are you up for it?”
 
   Willie scrunched up her lips, thinking. “How dangerous is this guy?”
 
   “Well,” I held up a hand. “You know my line of work, and what’s happened so far, so anything’s possible. If he recognizes you, it would only be from the other day.” She looked at me with a blank expression, so similar to how Ace and Deuce did, it was scary. “Remember Saturday morning? When I talked to you when Stephanie was here?” She started nodding. “And you thought I would choose her over you?”
 
   “I remember, smart-ass,” she said, smiling.
 
   “But tomorrow you’ll be innocently taking a walk, which you do a lot anyway, so there’s nothing unusual in that. And you’ll have your cell phone, so you can call me if anything goes wrong, and Cal will be here, too. But if you stay in public places, you should be fine.”
 
   She looked at Ace. He shrugged his shoulders. “I think it sounds kinda fun,” he said. “And nothing happened when that guy followed me on Saturday.”
 
   Willie sighed. “I guess helping you beats worrying about you.”
 
   “Great.” I grinned.
 
   “So if this guy follows me, what’re you going to do?” Ace asked.
 
   “This guy’s got a cohort, and Cal and I are going to bug his house.”
 
   Now it was Ace’s turn to give me a blank stare.
 
   “I’m going to listen to his friend’s conversations,” I said.
 
   “Oh.” Ace nodded slowly, but again, he didn’t get what I said. Thank goodness Willie was going to be with him tomorrow…she was definitely the brains for that part of my plan.
 
   “You want us to call and update you?” she asked.
 
   I shook my head. “No, let me call you once we’re out of the house.”
 
   “And why do you want to bug Gilbright’s house?” Now she was curious.
 
   “Because he lives with the guy in the baseball cap, and by bugging their house, I might figure out what they want and why they’re after Stephanie.”
 
   “And Cal’s helping you bug their house,” Willie said.
 
   I nodded. “Yeah, can you believe he researched bugs? He secretly loves helping me.” Willie laughed. “Anyway, let me grab a few things and then we’ll leave,” I said.
 
   Willie and Ace chatted while I went into the bedroom and packed an overnight bag. Then I went into the office, reloaded the Glock, and returned to the living room.
 
   “Here are spare keys to the condo and 4-Runner.” I handed Ace a set of keys. “Make yourself comfortable. There are clean sheets on the bed, and fresh towels in the bathroom.” I showed him how to operate the TV remote and then Willie and I left.
 
   “You know what the best part of this plan is?” Willie asked as we went down the stairs and across the street to her place.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I finally get to spend some time with you.”
 
   “I’ll second that,” I said.
 
   It was the first night I’d spend at her place, but I didn’t notice much as we spent most of the time in her bedroom. And for a few hours I didn’t think about Forrest McMahon, or Stephanie, or the case. And Willie was right: it was the best part of my plan.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
   At exactly ten o’clock the next morning, Cal and I were sitting in his Honda Civic in a neighborhood off of 104th Avenue and Sheridan Boulevard in Westminster. So far, my plan had gone off without a hitch. Willie had spotted Baseball Cap parked in a gold Lexus near my building, where he could see both the stairs to my unit and the garage around back. Ace had done his job perfectly, fooling Baseball Cap into thinking he was me. He’d taken the 4-Runner, driven it around front, and picked up Willie, and the Lexus had followed them. A minute later, Cal and I had headed up north, he in his Honda, I following him in Willie’s Mazda CX-5. When we arrived in Gilbright’s neighborhood, I left the Mazda around the corner and joined Cal. I figured we had at least a few hours before Baseball Cap figured out he’d been fooled.
 
   “What do I say if someone answers the door?” Cal asked as we watched Bennett Gilbright’s house.
 
   “Say you made a mistake,” I said. “Then hightail it back to the car. They’re not going to do anything about someone who rang their bell by accident. If no one answers, signal me and I’ll join you. Then I’ll keep an eye out while you pick the lock.”
 
   “And what if they have an alarm?”
 
   “If it goes off, we run like hell,” I said.
 
   “Great,” Cal muttered. He got out and walked down the street, then headed up the walk to Bennett Gilbright’s house. He rang the bell and waited, then rang it again. Then he turned around and looked down the street toward me. I got out and hurried after him.
 
   “Thank God they shoveled,” I said as I walked up the sidewalk to the door. A few inches of snow had blanketed the city overnight, and even though the sun was a bright fiery ball in a cloudless blue sky, it was still too cold for the snow to melt.
 
   “Yeah, I didn’t wear boots.”
 
   I stared at Cal. “I’m not worried about your feet. If they hadn’t shoveled, we’d leave footprints, and that might tip them off and they’d know someone broke in.”
 
   “Oh,” Cal said sheepishly.
 
   I shook my head. Brains, but no common sense. I stood in front of him as he pulled his lock picking tools from his coat pocket.
 
   “Anyone around?” he asked.
 
   I checked. “No. Hurry up.”
 
   “Don’t rush me.”
 
   It was funny. He’s telling me to not rush him, but by the time he’d said that, the locks were picked.
 
   “We’re in,” he whispered. “Here goes.”
 
   He turned the knob and opened the door. We both waited for some kind of shrill alarm, but nothing happened. I nodded and we slipped inside.
 
   We stood in a small foyer, looked around and listened. To the left was a living room, to the right, an office, and directly in front were stairs leading to the second floor. And all was quiet.
 
   “Let’s make sure there’s not a silent alarm,” I whispered.
 
   He nodded and we walked down a short hall to a kitchen. Cal scoped it out and I turned right, to a laundry room and garage exit. A small rectangular box was near the door. It was an alarm system, but it was turned off.
 
   I strode back to the kitchen. “We’re okay,” I said. “The alarm’s not set.”
 
   “Good.” Cal glanced around. “I don’t see a land-line phone. Too bad. It’d be easiest to put a bug near a phone. Okay, let’s put a bug here and in the office.” He pulled a small bag from his pocket and pulled out a tiny device. He studied the room, then decided to place the bug on the underside of a round table in a small nook off the kitchen. “This will catch conversation here, but the bug is pretty powerful so it should pick up conversation from the kitchen as well.”
 
   “I’ll take your word,” I said. “What about in there?” I pointed to a den across from the kitchen.
 
   “I’m getting there.”
 
   We stepped down a single step into a comfortable room with a large stone fireplace, a sectional couch, loveseat, coffee table and a gargantuan flat-screen TV with games and a DVD player hooked up to it. Cal took out another bug and stuck it underneath the coffee table. “That should be good. Let’s go to the office.”
 
   We went back down the hallway to the office where Cal put another bug on the underside of the desk. An oak desk sat facing the room, and a bookcase in the corner had a few pictures on it, but nothing else. On the desk was a laptop and a desk lamp. Cal sat down in a leather office chair and opened the laptop.
 
   “Nice,” he murmured as he typed on the keyboard. “Password-protected. Want me to crack it?”
 
   “Quit fooling around,” I said. “We don’t have time for that. Should we put some bugs upstairs?”
 
   He grinned. “I was just kidding.”
 
   “Come on.”
 
   He closed the laptop, then pushed himself out of the chair. “All right, don’t rush me.”
 
   We sneaked up the stairs. There was a decent-sized landing that looked down onto the foyer, and open doors led to three bedrooms. One had an exercise bike and weight set in it. Another had an oak bedroom set, a queen-sized bed with blue comforter, and a small desk with another laptop. The master was sparsely filled, with a king-sized bed, a large flat-screen TV on a dresser, and nothing else.
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “Put a bug in each bedroom?”
 
   Cal nodded. I waited while he popped into the smaller room. I stood to the side of the door and when he emerged, I tapped his shoulder.
 
   He let out a high-pitched squeak, then punched me in the arm. “Don’t do that!” he said through gritted teeth. His face flushed red.
 
   “Sorry. I was trying to relieve the tension.”
 
    He fought not to grin at me. “If only your clients could see your professionalism. Okay, now the master bedroom.”
 
   “Great –” I paused. “What was that?”
 
   Cal stood still and listened.
 
   “The garage door!” he hissed. His face color changed from red to white in a flash. “What do we do?”
 
   I held up a hand and he clamped his jaw shut. I pushed him to the wall and tiptoed to the rail, listening. The door from the garage opened, voices sounded, and the door slammed shut.
 
   “How could you get fooled like that?” I recognized the voice as Bennett Gilbright, and he was fuming.
 
   “Hey, you weren’t there.” That from Baseball Cap. “The guy who walked down from Reed’s condo looked like Reed.”
 
   “But it obviously wasn’t him, was it now, Aiden,” Bennett said. They had moved into the kitchen.
 
   “I know that now,” Aiden said, sarcasm dripping off every word. “The guy picked up the girl who lives across the street and they drove south to the Tech Center. It wasn’t until I saw them stop for gas that I realized it wasn’t Reed. That’s when I called you.”
 
   “Where the hell did he go?” Bennett asked.
 
   “How should I know?”
 
   As Aiden and Bennett continued arguing, I glanced over at Cal. He was breathing in short gasps and I wondered if he was having a heart attack.
 
   Aiden spoke again. “So now what?”
 
   They moved into the den and the television came on. A few moments later, the sounds of simulated gunfire drifted up to us. They were playing a video game.
 
   “Let’s go,” I mouthed at Cal.
 
   He shook his head vigorously.
 
   I leaned in close and whispered in his ear. “You want to stay here?”
 
   He shook his head again.
 
   “Then let’s go.”
 
   I had to tug his arm to get him to move.
 
   “We’ll get caught,” he whispered.
 
   “We don’t have a choice. Follow me.”
 
   I crept to the top of the stairs and listened. An “Oh!” came, and then “I got you!” They were getting into the game.
 
   I waved at Cal as I eased down the stairs. He followed slowly. We stole to the bottom of the stairs and stopped in the foyer. I heard Bennett’s voice, sounding louder.
 
   “What do you want?” he asked.
 
   I froze. Nearby I could feel Cal’s fear, like electricity buzzing.
 
   “Gimme a Coke,” Aiden said.
 
   Noises of the refrigerator door opening and closing sounded over the video game, then footsteps and soda cans opening.
 
   I hadn’t realized I was holding my breath. I let it out slowly and peeked down the hall toward the kitchen. I couldn’t see either of them. I was across the foyer in two long strides and I quietly eased the front door open. I waved at Cal and he dashed past me. I followed, quietly shutting the door. We hurried down the driveway and to his car.
 
   “I’m going to die,” Cal said, clutching his chest. He sunk into the driver’s seat and put his head back. “That’s it. I’m never leaving my house again.”
 
   “Oh, relax,” I said. “It’s okay now.” I glanced around. The neighborhood was quiet, and it appeared that no one had seen us. “You’ve got to show me how to use the equipment.”
 
   “Okay, and then I’m out of here.”
 
   Cal fired up his laptop, where he’d loaded the software for the bugging equipment. He plugged in ear buds and handed them to me. “How’s it sound?”
 
   I put in the ear buds. “Good. They’re still playing video games.”
 
   “This has a long range so you should be able to hear from around the corner.”
 
   He showed me how to record their conversations and a few other things, and then he drove me to my car.
 
   “Thanks,” I said. I got out and put the laptop in my car.
 
   “I’m going home. This sidekick is sticking to armchair detection from now on.”
 
   “I’ve heard that before,” I said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
   I watched Cal drive off, then unlocked the 4-Runner. I didn’t want to draw attention to myself, so I sat in the back seat of the car, where the tinted windows would keep prying eyes from seeing me. Nothing much happened. Bennett and Aiden played some kind of battle game for a while, then switched to Madden NFL football. Then they went to the kitchen, and dishes clanked around as they prepared something to eat. The conversation was generally uninteresting.
 
   While I listened, I got my cell phone out and dialed Willie.
 
   “Reed, thank goodness you called! I was so worried when that guy quit following us.”
 
   “Yeah, he came home, and the timing wasn’t the best.” I told her what had happened.
 
   “I’m so sorry, but we had to stop because Ace was desperate to use the bathroom.”
 
   “He didn’t think to go before he left my condo?”
 
   “Well, apparently not,” she said. “You would think he’d do that, but then –”
 
   “He’s a Goofball Brother,” I said.
 
   “I’m just glad you got out of there safely.”
 
   “Me, too. I don’t know how long I’ll be tied up, but I’ll call when I can.”
 
   We hung up, and I noticed the cold, so I lay down on the back seat and covered myself with a blanket, then ate a Snickers candy bar that left me unsatisfied. “So much for the commercials,” I said, tossing the wrapper on the floor.
 
   After Aiden and Bennett had eaten, the house grew quiet. I detected what sounded like one of them in a bedroom, and then I must’ve dozed off. I awoke with a start and sat up. The sky was morphing into a deep blue as dusk fell. My cell phone was ringing. I glanced at the number: Forrest McMahon. “Not now,” I muttered, letting the call go to voicemail. Through the ear buds, I heard conversation.
 
   “We’ve got to be extra careful,” Bennett was saying. “For all we know, he’s outside right now and we’re next.”
 
   “I can’t believe he’s back after all this time,” Aiden said.
 
   My ears perked up. Were they talking about me? I sat up and continued listening, and then the sound of a door slamming startled me. Footsteps echoed across the floor. Then a voice said, “You idiots!”
 
   My jaw dropped. I recognized that voice. It was Stephanie.
 
   ***
 
   “What are you doing here?” Aiden asked.
 
   “I sneaked out.” There was an angry edge in her voice.
 
   “Man, you look like shit,” Aiden continued. Bad move.
 
   She called him a few choice names. “It’s not like I had time to shower, and I hurt like hell.” To emphasize this, she groaned dramatically.
 
   “What about the bodyguards your dad had outside the door?” Bennett’s voice was bemused.
 
   Stephanie snorted. “My father came by the hospital to see me, but I didn’t want to talk to him so I pretended I was asleep. I overheard him tell Tyrone to go with him for coffee while I was sleeping. Then I got out, called a cab and came here.”
 
   “Your dad is going to be pissed,” Aiden said.
 
   “It’s his fault for assuming I was asleep,” she replied. “Besides, he pulled some strings and got my stay extended, so it serves him right. But I couldn’t wait around while you two screw things up. Why on earth are you going after Reed Ferguson? When I texted and said my dad hired him, I didn’t mean for you to follow us all over town.”
 
   That explained why they were so easy to spot, I thought. They weren’t just amateur assassins, they were amateur everything.
 
   “Then why did you keep texting us where you were?” Aiden asked.
 
   “Not so you would follow us,” she repeated. “I just wanted you to know where I was in case anything happened to me. We have to be careful after what happened to Avery and Brittany. And I told you to stop following us, but you wouldn’t listen.”
 
   “Hey,” Bennett protested. “That detective’s poking around your business, so it’s just a matter of time before he figures out about Rebecca.”
 
   “He didn’t know anything until he spotted you. Gawd, could you be any more obvious? And now he’s suspicious,” she said. “You two are nothing but a couple of imbeciles.”
 
   “He can’t trace us,” Aiden said. “I’ve been borrowing friends’ cars so any trail leads to them, not us.”
 
   “You better hope that fooled him,” Stephanie said.
 
   Aiden started to say something, but Bennett interrupted him. “So what do we do now?”
 
   “We’ve got to find Scott and take care of him before he kills us all.”
 
   My mind raced. Who was Scott? And where had I heard the name Rebecca? Then it hit me. The article in Stephanie’s scrapbook. The girl who’d died accidentally was named Rebecca Thorndike. Sounds like it wasn’t an accident, rather that Stephanie and her pals had something to do with Rebecca’s death.
 
   “Might I point out, we wouldn’t be in any of this if you hadn’t decided we needed our own secret group,” Aiden said. “But you thought it would be so fun. And then on top of that, you set Rebecca up.”
 
   “I didn’t hear you saying no to the group,” Stephanie said. “And once Rebecca died, someone had to take control.”
 
   “And you screwed it up,” Aiden said.
 
   “You were in on it, too.” Menace crept into Stephanie’s voice. “And when it went bad, I didn’t see you offering to help her, and you were right there with me to cover it up.”
 
   “Yeah, because if anyone knew what we did, we’d all be in huge trouble,” Bennett said. “You want to talk about your dad being pissed because you left the hospital. Think what would happen if it came out that we murdered Rebecca.”
 
   “You could kiss your trust fund goodbye,” Aiden said.
 
   “You, too,” Stephanie snapped.
 
   “This isn’t getting us anywhere,” Bennett interrupted. “The question is, where do we go from here?”
 
   The conversation turned into an argument about what they should do about me, so I decided to help that along. In a few scant minutes, I was at Bennett’s front door. It was unlocked so I let myself in.
 
    Voices filtered out from the den. They were still arguing. I walked quietly down the hall and stood in the doorway. Stephanie was sprawled on the loveseat, her left arm still in the sling, her hair in disarray, her face drawn. Bennett and Aiden sat on the couch, both sipping beers.
 
   “I say we lose the detective,” Aiden was saying. “Disappear where he can’t find us.”
 
   “Too late,” I said.
 
   I wished I could’ve taped their responses. It was priceless. All three bolted into the air, and all three screamed. Then a slew of curses erupted.
 
   “What’re you doing here?” Aiden yelled.
 
   “I told you he wasn’t as dumb as you said.” Stephanie fixed a hard gaze at him.
 
   “A lot of people make that mistake,” I said, strolling into the room. “I may not have years of experience, but I’m a pretty good detective.”
 
   Bennett was shaking his head. “Okay, you found us. Now get out.”
 
   I looked at Stephanie. “This doesn’t have anything to do with your father’s enemies?”
 
   She shook her head. “So you can leave us alone.”
 
   “Not until you tell me about Rebecca Thorndike. I know her death was reported as an accident. And I know that’s not true.” I received a trio of wary looks. “Let me see if I have this right. You all party with her, get her really drunk and high, but you take it too far, you give her too much and she dies. You can’t have anyone know about it, least of all your parents, or you lose your trust funds. And you couldn’t have that. So you cover it up, make sure no one knows you were involved. How am I doing so far?”
 
   A long silence ensued. Then Bennett regarded me, a begrudging approval in his eyes. “Not bad, but you missed a few things.”
 
   “Shut up,” Stephanie hissed.
 
   “You can fill in the holes,” I said. “The bigger issue is, if I’ve figured this correctly, someone who knows the truth is after you, right?”
 
   Another pause, then heads nodded.
 
   I looked at each one of them. “Do you know who it is?”
 
   “We –” Aiden started, but Stephanie interrupted.
 
   “Don’t tell him,” she said.
 
   I turned on her. “How long do you want to keep this up? Whoever this guy is, he almost succeeded in killing you. How many more chances do you want him to get?”
 
   “You can’t stop him,” she muttered. “He got to Avery and Brittany, he’ll get to us.”
 
   “I’m your only hope,” I said. “You don’t want to go to your parents, so I’m all you’ve got.”
 
   “Our parents can’t know what happened,” she said.
 
   “I don’t care anymore,” Aiden said. “I don’t want to die. I say we tell him.”
 
   “I agree with Aiden,” Bennett said. “He can help us.” He stared at Stephanie, daring her to disapprove.
 
   She threw up her hands. “Fine.” She then turned to me. “If we tell you everything, will you help us?”
 
   I nodded. “But I can’t say that your parents aren’t going to find out about this.”
 
   They glanced at each other, then back at me. “It started at the beginning of our senior year,” Bennett began.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
   And I finally got the whole story. Stephanie, Brittany, Avery, Bennett, and Aiden were in their senior year of college. The girls were at Smith, the guys at Amherst. They were rich, entitled, bored and looking to have some fun, so they decided to form a secret organization. As Stephanie put it, “Something like that movie, The Skulls, with Paul Walker.” I vaguely remembered it, a B-movie about college guys who join a secret society that will help them achieve their ambitions. It had a thin plot with murder and a cover-up at its core.
 
   Stephanie’s group tried to act organized, with meetings and recorded minutes, and a structure of sorts, with Stephanie as the head. But it was little more than a clique, useless except as an excuse to exclude others and party. And then Rebecca approached them. Smith College didn’t have dorms, but houses, and Stephanie and Rebecca had resided in the same one. Rebecca had overheard some conversations about their group, and she wanted to be a part of it. It didn’t seem to occur to them that if their group was so secret, Rebecca wouldn’t have heard about it, but I left that unsaid. The girls didn’t like Rebecca. They thought she was too weird and she didn’t fit into their social set, so they concocted an idea, one that would mock the poor girl. It fell into place without a hitch, until things went bad.
 
   They had a party at a lake near Smith College, just the members of the group, and they told Rebecca that part of her initiation into the group was to get high on speedballs, a dangerous combination of cocaine and heroin. Rebecca didn’t know how to shoot up, so they helped her. And the dose killed her. Instead of telling anyone, they covered it up by leaving Rebecca at the lake.
 
   “Had any of you used speedballs before?” I asked.
 
   “No,” Bennett said. “We’d done coke but not heroin.”
 
   “We wanted to see what it did to someone,” Aiden said.
 
   I stared at them. “So you had no clue what you were doing, or what was a lethal dose.” Slow shakes of their heads. “You could’ve told someone what happened. It was an accident. Stupid, but an accident. And you could’ve said she’d shot herself up, not you.”
 
   “We know that now,” Stephanie said.
 
   “But at the time you panicked,” I said, “and tried to cover it up.”
 
   “And we thought we got away with it,” Bennett said. “Until Avery died.”
 
   “What made you think her death wasn’t a suicide?” I asked.
 
    “We all received a note the same day Avery died,” Stephanie said.
 
   “ ‘A secret is a secret, that must remain’,” I recited the note I’d seen on her dresser.
 
   They all stared at me. “How did you know about that?” Bennett asked.
 
   “While Stephanie was in the hospital, I went in her apartment and looked around,” I said. “I saw the note on the nightstand.”
 
   Stephanie cursed at me. “How dare you!”
 
   “Chill out,” Aiden said. “It doesn’t matter now.”
 
   “Why is the note significant?” I asked.
 
   “It’s the same phrase as the note we sent to Rebecca,” Aiden said. “That’s how we officially invited her to join our secret organization. After Rebecca died, we tried to cover our tracks by getting rid of any references to the group. We searched for the note we gave her but we never found it.”
 
   “You think Rebecca told someone about the group and showed them the note,” I surmised.
 
   “It makes sense,” Stephanie said. “She was dating a guy named Scott Robinson at the time of the initiation. They were pretty serious. We think she told him about her initiation, because he kept asking us about her death, really pushing for information.”
 
   I nodded. “And now you think he’s taking you out, one by one.”
 
   “He got Avery and Brittany,” Aiden said. He pointed at Stephanie. “And he barely missed her.”
 
   I thought for a moment. “Stephanie, you can’t go home. If this guy Scott isn’t somewhere outside the house right now, he’s waiting at your condo.”
 
   “We could stay at your place,” Stephanie suggested.
 
   I laughed. “No way. First of all, there isn’t room for all of you. And second, you’re forgetting this guy knows about me, so he’s sure to know where I live.”
 
   “What do we do?” Aiden asked. “We can’t stay here.”
 
   The answer popped into my head and I smiled.
 
   “What?” Stephanie asked. “I don’t like that look.”
 
   “I know where we can go. This guy won’t have any idea where to find us,” I said. “It’s perfect.”
 
   ***
 
   “She’s messing with my stuff,” Cal said. “Reed, I don’t want her touching my stuff.”
 
   My great plan was to bring Stephanie, Bennett and Aiden to Cal’s house in the foothills outside Denver. Cal lived past the mountain community of Pine Junction in the foothills southwest of Denver. His house was off a winding dirt road, secluded in the trees, and he covered his tracks so well, it was almost as if he didn’t exist. And he didn’t typically entertain or have people in his house, other than me. He’d been upset when we all showed up, and now Stephanie’s presence in his office was irritating him even more.
 
   “Stephanie,” I said, waving a hand at her. “Can you leave his stuff alone?”
 
   She picked up a book about programming, made a face, and tossed it back on a stack of similar books.
 
   Cal’s home office isn’t anything like mine. I have books, videos, pictures, and other collectible and valuable items, and one computer. Cal’s office consists of four computers and other computer-related stuff, a ratty loveseat to sit on at your own risk, and a chair that Cal wheels from monitor to monitor across the hardwood floors. Stacks of manuals, books and boxes of computer parts cover most of the available floor area, and it isn’t unusual to find dirty dishes strewn about the long tables where the computers are set up. This was where he was most at home, and having a stranger in the room, and a woman at that, was pushing him to his limits.
 
   “Reed.” Cal’s voice grew more desperate.
 
   “Stephanie.” I put my hands on her shoulders and guided her out of the room. “Why don’t you keep Bennett and Aiden company in the kitchen.”
 
   “Fine.” She huffed down the hallway.
 
   Behind me, Cal let out a huge sigh. I rolled my eyes as I sat down on the ratty couch. A cloud of dust poofed into the air.
 
   “I’m sorry, but I didn’t have anywhere else to go,” I said.
 
   He nodded, concentrating on the monitor.
 
   “I need you to help me research this ex-boyfriend who’s after them.”
 
   He nodded, still silent.
 
   “It’s your fault it happened this way,” I said.
 
   He spun around in his chair. “What?” he said, indignant. “How is this my fault?”
 
   “If you hadn’t suggested I bug Bennett’s home, I never would’ve heard their conversation, and I never would’ve needed to keep them safe.”
 
   “That’s not funny,” he muttered. He sighed again. “What’s the boyfriend’s name?”
 
   “Scott Robinson.”
 
   “He couldn’t have a less common name?” Cal typed for a second. “I’m going to need a little more info here.”
 
   “Stephanie!” I hollered.
 
   Cal whirled around. “Don’t let her in here.”
 
   “Relax. I’ll make her stand in the doorway.”
 
   Stephanie appeared in the doorway, a Coke in her hand. Bennett and Aiden stood behind her. “Are you going to tell us what’s going on?” she asked.
 
   I held up my hands so she wouldn’t enter the room. “We’re trying to find something on Scott Robinson,” I said. “Do you know where he lives?”
 
   “He was from Vermont,” said Aiden.
 
   Stephanie glanced over her shoulder at him. “Are you sure?”
 
   Aiden nodded. “Yeah, I remember Rebecca saying that.”
 
   “Anything else? When and where was he born? Where did he work?” I fired off the questions.
 
   Stephanie shrugged. “I don’t know. He was our age, so he was born in 1989, or around that time. I have no clue where he worked.”
 
   “He went to Amherst,” Bennett said.
 
   “So we think he’s about twenty-five years old, he went to Amherst, and he was from Vermont,” I said.
 
   “Okay,” Cal said, turning back to his keyboard. “Let’s see what we can find on Scott Robinson who’s from Vermont, is about twenty-five and beyond that, we don’t know much at all.”
 
   “This is cake for you,” I said.
 
   He exhaled noisily, but started typing. We waited as he scrolled through results, then he turned around, encompassing us all with a hard glare.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “Scott Robinson is dead.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
    
 
   “What?” we all said in unison.
 
   “That’s impossible,” Stephanie said.
 
   “No, it’s not.” Cal pointed at the screen. “He died in a car crash nine months ago. I’ve got the obituary right here.”
 
   Stephanie and the guys pushed into the room. “Are you sure it’s the same guy?” she asked.
 
   “Yes.” Cal backed up as she leaned in and gazed at the screen.
 
   She ran a finger over the monitor as she read the obituary. “I don’t believe it.”
 
   “I guess we should’ve looked him up,” Bennett said.
 
   “It’s true,” Cal said, pushing her hand away from the monitor. “Will you please back up?”
 
   She noticed the hard tone and stepped back, stumbling over some manuals. Cal gasped. She glared at him, and then backpedaled, ending up in the doorway with Bennett and Aiden.
 
   I crossed my arms and stared them down. “Really? None of you thought to Google the guy?”
 
   “I guess we made a mistake,” she said.
 
   “You made a mistake?” I was incredulous.
 
   Cal shook his head. I counted to ten so I wouldn’t explode.
 
   “So now what?” Aiden asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” I said. My mind was a blank.
 
   “Some detective you are,” Stephanie said as she flounced out of the room.
 
   I shrugged. First I was a bad bodyguard, now I was a bad detective. I couldn’t do anything right by her.
 
   “It’s late,” I said. “Why don’t we pick this up in the morning?”
 
   “Where are they going to stay?” Cal asked.
 
   “They can bunk in the spare bedroom. I’ll take the couch so I’ll hear them, just in case they decide to sneak out.”
 
   He frowned. “You think they’d do that?”
 
   “Not now. They’re too scared.”
 
   As I left the office, Cal was complaining under his breath.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning, Thursday, was cold, the air crisp. I had to drive past Pine Junction to Conifer to pick up food for us all because Cal didn’t have much of anything in the house. His defense was that he wasn’t planning on four houseguests, and when I pointed out that even he couldn’t live on moldy bread and condiments, he said he just hadn’t been able to get to the grocery store because he’d been busy helping me. Touché.
 
   On the way, I called Forrest McMahon.
 
   “Where’s my daughter? What did you do to her?” he nearly yelled at me.
 
   “She’s safe. That’s all I’m going to say right now.” He momentarily lost it, yelling obscenities at me. “Do you feel better?” I asked when he finished.
 
   “What is going on?”
 
   “It’s Stephanie’s business what she wants to tell you,” I said. “I’m closing in on whoever is after her, and for now, she’s safer if no one knows where she is. When this is all over, I’ll bring her home.”
 
   He argued with me, but I stayed firm. I really didn’t want to be the one to tell him about Stephanie’s little group, and I also didn’t trust him. And he’d have to live with that.
 
   I hung up and drove back to Cal’s, relieved that no one followed me either way.
 
   When I returned, Cal’s mood from the previous evening hadn’t abated. He’d been unhappy that we’d spent the night, and he was upset when we used his guest bathroom this morning to clean up.
 
   I chose to avoid him for a few minutes and was in the kitchen, downing a cup of coffee, when Stephanie came in. She sunk into a chair at a table by the window, and the look she gave me was one of pure defeat. She knew now how serious their situation was. But that didn’t stop her from being snotty.
 
   “Gawd, your friend is a nutcase.”
 
   I set the cup in the sink. “I really need you to check the attitude and help,” I said. “Do you think you can do that?”
 
   She gestured in the general vicinity of Cal’s office. “He won’t even let me in there.”
 
   “It’s because you’re touching his things. He’s got a lot of expensive stuff in there.”
 
   “I –” she protested.
 
   I held up a hand to stop her, then walked slowly toward her as I talked. “Promise me you’ll go in there, sit quietly on the couch, and help.” I was now staring down at her, and my patience was clearly gone.
 
   “Fine.” She stood up and traipsed back into Cal’s office.
 
   Bennett and Aiden were still in the spare bedroom, unsure of what to do. I called them and they stood in the doorway as I grabbed Stephanie’s arm and guided her to the couch. “Sit down.”
 
   She did so, murmuring “Ew,” and waving a hand so I would know she noticed the dust cloud. She received a steely glare from me. I pointed to Bennett and Aiden, then to the couch. They complied.
 
   “Reed,” Cal griped. “They shouldn’t be in here…”
 
   “They’re staying right where they are,” I said, pulling up a folding chair and sitting down. “Now, let’s figure out what’s going on so they can all go home.”
 
   They all stared at me, hesitant to cross me.
 
   “So if it wasn’t Scott who was after us, then who?” Aiden asked tentatively.
 
   “That’s what we have to figure out, genius,” I said. “When someone is murdered or kidnapped, they usually look to the most obvious suspects. In this case, the boyfriend made sense, but he’s dead. I’d look next at the parents. Do you know anything about them?”
 
   The three shook their heads. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cal start typing.
 
   “We didn’t know much about Rebecca,” Bennett said. “She wanted to be part of our group, but the girls didn’t like her, so Stephanie suggested we play a prank on her.”
 
   “You were in on it,” she muttered.
 
   “You, shut up,” I jabbed a finger at her. Her mouth snapped shut. I turned to Cal. “What can you find on Rebecca Thorndike’s parents?”
 
   “Already on it,” he said.
 
   “What else can you tell me about Rebecca?” I asked the three on the couch as Cal worked. “When did you meet her? What was she like? Was she a part of your social set?”
 
   Bennett shook his head. “We only met her in college, and she was okay, maybe a little radical, but all right.”
 
   “You had a crush on her,” Stephanie said.
 
   “Did not,” he replied.
 
   I held up a hand and they stopped. “Was she a trust-fund baby, like you all?” They all shook their heads. “How long have you all known each other?”
 
   “Gawd, practically since birth,” Stephanie said.
 
   “Yeah, we kind of grew up together,” Bennett said. “We weren’t all in the same cities, but our families knew each other, so we spent a lot of vacations together.”
 
   “Just once I would’ve liked to go somewhere and not see you guys,” Aiden said. “By the time high school rolled around, it was like every summer and winter break we’d be together.”
 
   “You loved it,” Stephanie said. “Remember that time in the Bahamas, and that beach party?”
 
   Aiden grinned. “Yeah, that was fun.”
 
   “And so was that vacation in Connecticut in ’08, and the week in D.C,” Bennett said.
 
   “Yeah, but remember the time I wanted to go to Europe and we couldn’t because my dad said we had to vacation with your families in Ohio? I mean, really, Ohio? Who gives a shit about the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame?”
 
   Cal cleared his throat.
 
   “Okay, enough of the stroll down memory lane,” I said.
 
   “Was Rebecca from Seattle?” Cal asked.
 
   “That sounds right,” Bennett said.
 
   “Good, I’ve got the right family then.” Cal turned to face us. “Rebecca’s dad died of a heart attack her junior year of college, so he obviously can’t be a suspect. Her mother, Elaine, still lives in Seattle, and Rebecca had a sister who was three years older. Her mother works at Microsoft and the sister, Sarah, worked at a hospital in a Seattle suburb.”
 
   “Can you find their work numbers?” I asked.
 
   “Right here.” Cal pointed at the monitor.
 
   I pulled out my cell phone and dialed one of them. “This is Franklin Hardy with HR,” I said to the receptionist, using the fictional detective from The Hardy Boys series. “May I speak with Elaine Thorndike’s supervisor?” I was bounced up the chain of command until I finally reached the supervisor. I explained that I was investigating some discrepancies with employee vacation days, and I needed to verify that Elaine Thorndike had not taken any time off recently. The supervisor complied and even stated that she was at work that day. Like I said, act like you have the right to be doing what you’re doing…
 
   I pulled the same stunt with Rebecca’s sister’s workplace, and got the same results. The three on the couch stared at me.
 
   “That really works?” Stephanie asked.
 
   “Yes, but it’s a dead end,” I said when I’d finished. “Neither Rebecca’s mom nor her sister was in Denver the last few days, specifically when Brittany was killed or when Avery was killed. So if they are involved, it would be hiring someone to do their dirty work, someone we still need to find.” I turned back to Cal. “Did you look into who rented the car that followed Stephanie and me on Sunday?”
 
   He shook his head. “You figured the name was faked, so I it didn’t worry about it.”
 
   “Yeah, but it matters now,” I said. “Can you find out anything about whoever rented the car? What state was the driver’s license from? Was it a stolen identity? How does one go about getting a fake identity? And is there a way to search hotels and see if that same identity was used to check in somewhere?”
 
   Cal nodded. “I gotcha. Let me see what I can find out.”
 
   “Is all that legal?” Stephanie asked.
 
   “Reed,” Cal pleaded. Stress lines crossed his face.
 
   I stood up. “Let’s go to the kitchen.”
 
   “Yes!” Aiden said, out the door in a flash.
 
   We left Cal alone and went into the kitchen. The three chatted while I stared out the window, pondering all this new information. We were getting close; I could feel it.
 
   A while later, Cal came in, holding a sheet of paper.
 
   “Alex Jones is the person who rented the car that you chased. He checked into a Holiday Inn on 6th and Union Saturday afternoon, but he checked out Tuesday.”
 
   I thought about that. “Those places have video, right? So when he checked in, they might’ve got a picture of his face.”
 
   He nodded. “But what good will that do?”
 
   I gestured at the three at the table. “Maybe those yahoos will recognize him.”
 
   “Maybe. But how’re you going to access the video feeds? I don’t think even I can get that.”
 
   “I’ve got another connection that might help.”
 
   Cal shot me a bemused look as I pulled out my cell phone and dialed.
 
   I winked at him as the call was answered. “Detective Spillman,” I said. “It’s Reed Ferguson. I need a favor.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
    
 
   “I need to speak with your manager,” Sarah Spillman asked the woman at the Holiday Inn front desk, then flashed a badge at her.
 
   “Uh, sure, ma’am,” the woman said. She was young, college-aged, and was flustered by the badge. She ducked into a door just around the corner from the front desk and a second later returned with a chubby man with thick gray hair.
 
   When I’d called Detective Spillman, she’d pressed me hard about what I knew about Avery and Brittany’s deaths. I’d told her I probably knew less than she did, but that I wanted help tracking down a woman. She’d pushed even harder for why, but I didn’t tell her much, just that this was a person of interest in a case I was working. She didn’t like me throwing ‘person of interest’ at her, but she relented when I said that I’d get the information somehow, using her was just easier. After threats about arresting me if I broke the law, she agreed to meet me at the Holiday Inn at three, the earliest she could make it, then threw in a parting shot about how I amused her.
 
   “I’m Todd Larson, the hotel manager,” the chubby man said, extending a hand to Spillman.
 
   She shook it perfunctorily. “I’m interested in a guest that was registered here this last weekend.”
 
   “Is there a problem?”
 
   “No, I’m just interested in verifying a particular guest,” Spillman said as she pulled him aside so that a new guest didn’t overhear.
 
   “Of course.” Larson tried to gauge her without looking like he was. But Spillman was too slick.
 
   “I don’t need a warrant to see the registry,” she said.
 
   “Yes, of course,” he repeated. We walked over to the front desk and he paused at a computer. He glanced at me.
 
   “This is Detective Reed Ferguson,” Spillman introduced me. He never thought to ask for my badge, assuming I was part of the department, which was fine by me.
 
   “What’s the name?” Larson asked.
 
   “Alex Jones,” I said.
 
   He typed the name in, then pointed at the monitor. “He checked in on Saturday at 4 o’clock, and checked out Tuesday morning.”
 
   Spillman glanced at me and I nodded. This concurred with Cal’s research.
 
   “Do you have video cameras?” Spillman asked.
 
   “Sure,” Larson said. “The video files are archived every two weeks, but I don’t think that’s been done to this last weekend yet. Let’s go check.”
 
   He seemed too caught up at this point to ask about a warrant. We went with him into the manager’s office. It was small, with a serviceable desk and swivel chair, a computer, bracket shelves on one wall filled with notebooks, two cushy fabric-covered chairs on the other side of the desk, and framed picture on the other walls, the kind you buy at Hobby Lobby or Target.
 
   He waved for us to sit in the cushy chairs. “Let’s see here,” he said as he sat down at the desk. He pushed the computer monitor around so we could see it. “We’ve got everything digital now. It’s so much easier than the old days with VHS tapes. Okay, what time did I say this guest checked in?”
 
   “Four o’clock on Saturday,” I said.
 
   “Right, right.” He typed for a second and an image of the front desk displayed on the screen. “I’ll forward through the footage slowly.”
 
   We watched as the front desk person – a man – moved around, and then a woman approached. She was tall with an athletic build, wore faded jeans, a dark coat and sunglasses.
 
   “Wait a minute,” I said. “That’s Alex?”
 
   Larson nodded. “I assumed it was a man.”
 
   “I did, too,” I muttered. I thought about the person I chased through the park. I’d assumed then that it was a man, but I suppose it could’ve been a woman.
 
   We kept watching the monitor. Alex messed with her shoulder-length brown hair a lot, which served to block her face
 
   “It’s like she knows the camera is there,” Larson said.
 
   “Smart, and yet not so much,” Spillman said. “Stop the feed.”
 
   Larson hit a key and the screen froze.
 
   “No, not there. Go back,” Spillman ordered.
 
   Larson backed up frame by frame. Alex, if this was indeed her, went from blocking the camera as she fussed with her hair, to a second when her hand wasn’t in front of her face, and she was turned just right. We had a fairly clear image of her face.
 
   “That’s it,” I said.
 
   Spillman turned to Larson. “Can you print that out for us? Make two copies.”
 
   “I think so.” He busied himself for a minute or two, talking to himself about capturing the screen and saving the image. A moment later a printer behind him kicked into gear and spit out two pieces of paper.
 
   “Here you go.” He handed them to us.
 
   Spillman took them as we stood up. “Thank you for your time,” she said.
 
   He escorted us back to the lobby. “Glad to help. Is this woman in trouble? Should I be on the lookout for her?”
 
   She handed him her business card. “If you see her again, call me right away.”
 
   “Of course,” he said, watching as we left.
 
   “You owe me,” Spillman said as I walked with her to her car, a classic blue ’65 Mustang.
 
   “I’ll –” I began but she cut me off.
 
   “How about telling me what’s going on?”
 
   I shook my head. “When I know myself, you’ll be the first person I call.”
 
   “It’s your ass,” she said. Without another word, she got in the Mustang and drove off.
 
   ***
 
   As I drove away from the Holiday Inn, I called Ace.
 
   “Hi Reed, what’s up?” he asked in his characteristic drawl.
 
   “Just checking in,” I said. “I’ve made progress. Have you noticed anything unusual since yesterday?”
 
   “I’ve been watching like you said, and I saw a Toyota parked down the street last night, and Willie said she saw it there this morning.”
 
   “Is the car there now?”
 
   “Hold on.” A pause, then a loud noise rushed through the phone, and I heard a car driving by.
 
   “You’re going outside?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, to look for the car.”
 
   “Don’t make it obvious!” I said. “Act like you’re checking the mail or something.”
 
   “You know our mailbox is right by the door,” he said. “Besides, it doesn’t matter because I don’t see the car.”
 
   “Good.” I shook my head. If Alex Jones was out there, no sense in telegraphing that we knew she was watching us. “The other times you saw the car, was it the same person inside?”
 
   “Someone with a hoodie.”
 
   “A woman’s been stalking us, so that must’ve been our girl. Way to be attentive,” I said.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Never mind. Let me know if you see the car again,” I said. “And call the police if she looks like she’s going to threaten you in any way. And watch out for Willie.” He agreed and we hung up.
 
   I was flush with excitement as I headed back up 285 to Cal’s house. Piles of dirty snow edged the road, and dark clouds had returned, ominously signaling more bad weather. But I didn’t care because I felt like we were closing in on Alex. She was getting more desperate, and thus more careless, letting herself get spotted more than once. But that meant she was more dangerous as well.
 
   “What’d you find out?” Cal asked as I let myself in his house.
 
   I held up the picture. “This is Alex Jones.”
 
   He took the picture and studied it, stunned. “It’s a woman.”
 
   “Yeah, how’d you miss that?”
 
   “The driver’s license ID looks like a guy,” he protested.
 
   The expert in minutiae missed that the driver’s license listed gender. That was a first. “I should’ve checked the license myself,” I said.
 
   “I don’t recognize her, do you?”
 
   I snatched the paper from him. “I didn’t expect you to. This is for the society simpletons. Where are they?”
 
   “In the kitchen. Reed, I do not like being a babysitter.”
 
   “You survived,” I said.
 
   We went into the kitchen, where the three remaining members of the inauspicious secret Smith organization were huddled around the table, looking decidedly bored. Before I left, I’d taken all their cell phones and given them to Cal for safekeeping. This way, they couldn’t blow our cover by texting someone their current location. They weren’t happy, and neither was Cal, who’d implored me not to leave him alone with them.
 
   I sat down and put the picture on the table. “Do you recognize her?”
 
   “Who’s that?”
 
   “Alex Jones. She’s the one who’s after you,” I said.
 
   They stared at me, as shocked as Cal had been.
 
   “Why’s she after us?” Aiden asked.
 
   I looked at each one in turn. “You don’t know?” Shrugs.
 
   Stephanie took the picture first and studied it. She scrunched up her face. “I don’t know.” She handed it to Aiden.
 
   He stared at it, then passed it to Bennett.
 
   “Anything?” I asked hopefully.
 
   They all shrugged.
 
   I cursed.
 
   “Hey, it was a long time ago,” Bennett said.
 
   I thought for a moment. “Okay, let’s go back to Rebecca. Maybe something will jog your memory.”
 
   “What do you want to know?” Aiden asked.
 
   “You said Rebecca was pretty radical,” I began. “And she lived in your house.” I pointed to Stephanie. “What kinds of activities were you all involved in?”
 
   “There’s stuff like Friday tea, and dances,” Stephanie said. “But Rebecca didn’t care too much about those. I mean, she went, but she was more politically active.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “She was involved in that one group,” Aiden said. “The ones that supported gays and lesbians.”
 
   “Yeah,” Stephanie said.
 
   “Was Rebecca a lesbian?” I asked. “Scott Robinson was her boyfriend, right?”
 
   Stephanie threw me a look of impatience. “Hello. People can be bi. Besides, Smith’s really into that and…” her voice trailed away.
 
   I stared at her. “What?”
 
   “Give me that picture.” She swiped it off the table and studied it again. “Was this girl in that group?” she asked as she slid the paper to Aiden and Bennett.
 
   “Yeah,” Bennett said slowly. “Her name was Emily, no…Em. Something with an ‘m’?”
 
   “Melissa,” Aiden said.
 
   Stephanie slapped the table. “Megan!”
 
   They all fixed me with a triumphant gaze.
 
   “Megan? Megan what?”
 
   Blank looks. Almost like the Goofball Brothers … plus one.
 
   They muttered among themselves, then shrugged.
 
   “She was in one of those lesbian activist groups with Rebecca,” Stephanie said.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “Progress. The clandestine information specialist and I will find her last name.”
 
   Cal’s lips twitched into a small smile.
 
   “Clandestine what?” Stephanie asked.
 
   I pointed to Cal. “We’ll figure out Megan’s last name. We have her first name, and we know she was involved in some gay-lesbian organization. Let’s start by checking to see what organizations Smith has listed, and then see if we can find rosters, pictures or anything else that might list Megan as a member. And that should give us a last name.”
 
   “Oh, that makes sense,” Cal said. I couldn’t believe I had to walk him through how to find Megan’s last name. He was really starting to come undone. 
 
   He must’ve sensed what I was thinking because he whirled around and stomped out of the kitchen.
 
   “You’re slipping,” I murmured to his back as we went down the hall to his office.
 
   “Yeah, so sue me,” he said. “Babysitting is hard and I’m tired.”
 
   I laughed as we all settled into his office.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
    
 
   “Got it,” Cal said a few minutes later. “It’s either Megan O’Reilly or Greene.”
 
   “Greene!” the three kids said at once.
 
   Cal grinned.
 
   “Not bad,” Stephanie said.
 
   “It was easy.” He carefully ignored me rolling my eyes – sure, it was easy once I told you what to do. “I checked what groups Rebecca Thorndike belonged to, and then I was able to find the members of each group. Those are the two Megans who are also members.”
 
   “That’s great work,” I said.
 
   Cal tapped the monitor. “And I’ve got a search running right now, checking hotel registrations.”
 
   “Man, I’m going to introduce my father to you,” Aiden said. “He could use all this insider information.”
 
   “Reed,” Cal said. The pleading tone was back.
 
   I gestured at the three. “Hey, why don’t you go watch TV?”
 
   “Fine,” Stephanie said. All three managed to huff out of the room.
 
   “They’ll probably turn me in,” Cal muttered as he turned back to the monitor.
 
   “No, underneath all the posturing, they’re scared.” I sank onto the couch. “If Megan is using another alias, do you think you can find it?”
 
   “I don’t need to. There’s a Megan Greene registered at a Regency Inn off Hampden and Wadsworth.”
 
   I pumped a fist. “Yes!” Then I paused. “Why’d she stay under her real name?”
 
   “She must not have had time to get another alias,” Cal said. “Hotels usually ask for a credit card to keep on file, and some kind of ID.”
 
   “Why not stay at a dump? Unless she didn’t have cash.” I shook my head. “If I had to guess, she’s desperate and not thinking clearly – and more dangerous.”
 
   “Now what?” he asked.
 
   “It’s time to turn the tables on her.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Here’s the plan,” I said. “We’ll go to her hotel room. If she’s gone, which is likely the case because she’s out looking for us, we’ll get into her room and see if we can find anything incriminating.”
 
   “Why not call Detective Spillman?”
 
   “And tell her what? I can’t prove anything yet.”
 
   He sighed. “How are you going to break in? Most hotel rooms have electronic locks.”
 
   “Can you rig something up?”
 
   “I read something about that recently…” He typed something. “Yeah, here.”
 
   “So can you?”
 
   “Yeah, I think I have everything here to rig something up.”
 
   “Good, then we can get into the room and look around.”
 
   “What’s with the ‘we’?” Cal’s focus stayed on the screen. “You can break into the room without me. You now know how.”
 
   “I need you to be the lookout. You can stay in the lobby and if she comes back while I’m in her room, you call me and I can get out.”
 
   He whirled around. “I told you, I don’t want to do field work.”
 
   “It’ll be fine,” I said. “You’ll be in the lobby. There’ll be other people around. Perfectly safe.”
 
   “And if we go there and she’s in her room?”
 
   “Then I’ll call Detective Spillman and let her handle the arrest.” I smiled. “She’ll be pleased I didn’t do things on my own.”
 
   He stared at me, then stood up. “Let’s get this over with.”
 
   I pumped my fist again.
 
   ***
 
   A little after six o’clock, we parked in the Regency Inn lot.
 
   “Megan’s not there,” I said, putting my cell phone away. I’d just called the hotel and asked for her room number and they connected me, but the phone rang with no answer.
 
   “Unless she’s ignoring it,” Cal said.
 
   “Always the optimist,” I said as we got out. “Okay, you sit in the lobby, and if you see her come in, call me.”
 
   “Be careful.”
 
   “I’ve got my gun,” I said.
 
   Cal rolled his eyes as we went inside. High-back chairs sat in a room near the front desk, and a few people milled about, but otherwise the lobby was quiet. I strolled to the elevators, got in, and punched the number for the 6th floor. A few moments later, I emerged from the elevators and glanced around. All was quiet.
 
   I went to 601, at the end of the hall, and put my ear to the door and listened. Nothing. I knocked and braced myself in case Megan answered. Still nothing, so I took out the device Cal had rigged up, inserted it into the lock, and presto, I heard a click and the doorknob gave.
 
   I let myself into the room and shut the door. Darkness enveloped me and I let my eyes adjust. I waited a moment, then flicked on my flashlight. The room was small, stuffed with two queen-sized beds covered with teal comforters. Across from them were a small desk with a laptop and backpack on it, a desk chair, an armoire with a TV, and a nightstand between the beds.
 
   I went to the desk and fired up the laptop. It was password-protected, which didn’t surprise me, but it was worth a try. I opened the backpack. Inside was a journal. I opened it, and as I shuffled through it all, I was flabbergasted. Megan had been in a relationship with Rebecca, and it was clear from her journal that she’d been madly in love with Rebecca. Whether Rebecca had felt the same way was unclear, but what was obvious was that Rebecca had told Megan about her initiation into the secret group. And after Rebecca’s death, Megan knew who to blame. She’d obsessed about what she’d do to the secret organization. And obsession had turned to madness as she plotted and planned how she would take out each member of the group.
 
   “This is it,” I muttered. I pulled out my phone and called Cal, knowing he’d be worrying, not so much about me, but about when he could leave.
 
   “What?” he said.
 
   “I’ve got it, all the information. Megan kept a journal. It’s all written out.”
 
   “Then get out of there and let’s call your detective friend.”
 
   “I’m going to take pictures of this and then I’ll be –”
 
   “What?”
 
   “She’s back!” I hissed, hearing someone outside the door.
 
   I flicked off the flashlight, pocketed my phone, and sat down on the edge of the bed. The door opened and a rectangle of light from the hallway illuminated the other bed. Someone entered the room and shut the door. The room plunged into darkness for a second, then I found myself blinking as the lights came on. Megan Greene, in her gray hoodie, strolled into the room, carrying an iPad.
 
   “Hello,” I said.
 
   I expected her to be taken aback. She was, but only momentarily. Before I could move she threw the iPad at me.
 
   “Ow!” I said, grabbing my arm where it hit me. I stood up, expecting her to be reasonable. Wrong again.
 
   She charged at me, tackling me back onto the bed. She was on me so fast, I was not able to get to my gun. I tried to roll away, but she fought like a cornered lion. She struck out, landing a couple of chopping hits to my side and I gasped. I had no time to react. She quickly had her arm around my neck in a powerful choke hold. We struggled on the bed, and I clutched at her arms, but her hold around my neck grew stronger as she got behind me and put her body into it. Stars formed in my vision. I was about to pass out when I remembered something I’d read about breaking a choke hold. Turn your head and tuck your chin into the person’s elbow and at the same time, put your thumb under their elbow and push. The thumb’s pressure causes the arm to loosen and you can duck out of the hold.
 
   I quickly did this, and damned it if it didn’t work. I dropped to the bed, coughing and hacking, then I rolled and fell to the floor at the end of the bed. Megan roared again and dove at me. I twisted away, clutching at the laptop on the desk. I picked it up and swung it hard, striking her squarely on the head. Her hands flew to her head and she moaned as she dropped to the floor. I whacked her one more time and she went still. I stayed on my knees, gasping for breath. Crap, did I kill her? I reached out and checked her pulse. It was going strong. I’d just knocked her out.
 
   I struggled to my feet, still coughing and gasping, and backed away from her. Someone banged on the door. I rushed to it and flung it open. And a fist socked me right in the eye.
 
   “Ow!” I said for the second time in the span of five minutes.
 
   “Ow!” said the owner of the fist.
 
   “What the hell?” I backed up and stumbled over Megan. I hit the floor hard and cursed. “What was that for?”
 
   Cal stared down at me, rubbing his knuckles. “I didn’t know it was you.” He saw Megan’s body and backed up. “What happened?”
 
   “She attacked me.” I stood up and pulled my gun from my ankle holster. “I’ll guard her while you go get the manager.”
 
   “What about the detective?”
 
    “I’ll call Spillman, too.”
 
   “Will you be all right?” he asked.
 
   “I’m fine,” I said, gesturing at the door. “Go get help.”
 
   Without another word, he hurried out of the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
   “Let me get this straight,” Spillman said. “You were hired to be a bodyguard for Forrest McMahon’s daughter. During the time that you were guarding her, you found out that she was involved in a secret clique with some friends during college, and that someone was killing the members of this clique because of an accidental death. And you had reason to believe that this woman, Megan Greene, was the one doing the killing. Once you deduced this, you found out, just by calling around, that she was staying at this particular hotel, so you came here, just to talk to her. When she opened her room door and saw you, she panicked and hit you. You got into a scuffle in her room and you knocked her out.”
 
   I nodded. “Yes, that’s what I said.”
 
   Spillman and I were standing down the hall from Megan’s room. While Spillman’s partners, Young and Moore, had taken Megan in for more questions, Spillman had stayed behind to interrogate me. Before she’d arrived, I’d sent Cal to the car to wait, because I didn’t want her to know he was involved in any of this. And it was clear that Spillman didn’t believe my story. She stared at me, her arms crossed.
 
   “And then I called you,” I said.
 
   “I’m so glad you did,” she said. “I’d hate to see you take the law into your own hands.” If sarcasm was bullets flying at me, I’d be dead. I kept a straight face, watching her as she chewed on my account of events. She was dressed up in a gray skirt and pink silk blouse, and she had on more makeup than I’d ever noticed before. I think I was keeping her from a date, which might explain some of her mood. “I don’t know what to do with you,” she muttered.
 
   “Why’s that? I’m a helluva guy, once you get to know me.” I poured on the charm. Better that than ending up in jail like Megan.
 
   She sighed. “You do realize that your story doesn’t match Megan’s? She says you broke into her room and when she came in, you attacked her.”
 
   “That is not true.” Well, part of it wasn’t true, but I wasn’t copping to that. “Detective Spillman, the bottom line is I think Megan Greene killed a couple of people.”
 
   She nodded. “And we’ll take it from here, agreed?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “I’ll need to speak with Stephanie and her friends.”
 
   “I think I can convince them that it would be in their best interests.” Let the secret-society three decide what they wanted to tell the police, and let the police handle it. I was going to call Forrest McMahon when I finished here, and then I was calling this case closed. I wanted no part of them anymore.
 
   She gave me the onceover. “That eye’s going to be black and blue tomorrow. It’ll go nicely with the cut on your head.”
 
   I gingerly touched the skin underneath my eye. “I’ve had worse.”
 
   “I don’t want to know about it. If we cross paths again, let’s hope you’ll be a little more straightforward.”
 
   “But I got the bad guy.”
 
   “You were lucky.”
 
   “It can’t be luck all the time.”
 
   She started down the hall to the elevator. “We’ll see about that,” she called over her shoulder. “Take care, Ferguson.” She got on the elevator and was gone.
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief. One of these days Spillman was going to get tired of my lies and arrest me.
 
   ***
 
   When I returned to the car, Cal was typing away at a laptop, the monitor glow turning his face an eerie bluish-gray color.
 
   “What’re you doing?” I asked as I got in and cranked the key.
 
   “I’m still trying to find out how McMahon knew about your involvement in Chancellor,” he said. “How’d it go in there?”
 
   “Spillman doesn’t believe a word I said, but she’s got a suspect, so I think that buys me a teeny bit of grace. And I didn’t tell her anything about you.”
 
   “Good.” He shut down his computer. “I’ll look at this later.” Then he turned on me, letting loose emotions I’m sure had been pent-up since I’d first asked him to help. “Do you know how many times I’ve been in danger because of you?”
 
   I laughed. “You love it.”
 
   “Well…” he paused. “Did it ever occur to you that people worry about you?”
 
   That hit me like a fist in the gut. “Yes,” I finally said. “But I love what I’m doing. Am I supposed to give that up?”
 
   “How should I know?” He rubbed his hands over his face. “Can’t you be a little more careful?”
 
   “You’re starting to sound like my mother,” I murmured.
 
   “Oh, that’s cold.”
 
   “I’ll try to be more cautious,” I said.
 
   “Forget I said anything. Let’s get home. I don’t trust those three kids around my stuff.”
 
   “We left them playing video games, and I’m sure when we get home, they’ll still be playing video games.”
 
   “You better be right.”
 
   I was. When we got back to Cal’s house half an hour later, Aiden and Bennett were deep into a game of Halo, and Stephanie was dozing on the couch. She flew to her feet when we came in. “What happened?” she asked.
 
   “Megan’s with the police right now,” I said.
 
   “So now you can leave,” Cal said.
 
   Stephanie glared at him. “Oh, relax.”
 
   Aiden flopped back on the couch. “We’re finally free of all this.”
 
   I held up a hand. “Not so fast. The police want to question you three.”
 
   “You told them about us?” Bennett asked.
 
   “I told them that someone was trying to kill Stephanie because the police already knew about her. And I mentioned your little secret group, but I didn’t get into the specifics. They can talk to Stephanie, and she can share what she wants. If she wants to cover for you all, that’s her business.” I glanced at Stephanie. Her face contorted into a mixture of anger and fear. “I have a feeling she’ll want to tell the police everything.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I?” she snapped.
 
   “You want us all to get in trouble?” Bennett asked.
 
   She threw him a mean look. “I don’t care.”
 
   I held up a hand. “She should tell the police everything. Let them know it was an accident. And you two,” I gestured at Aiden and Bennett, “can corroborate this. I still think you might face involuntary manslaughter charges, but who knows? Maybe after all this time, you’ll get off lightly. I’m sure your families have the resources to keep you out of jail.”
 
   “Oh, our parents will know how to help.” Aiden put his hands over his face.
 
   “He’s right,” Bennett said. “With their own group –” he caught himself, then continued, “I mean, their connections, they’ll be able to help. We should’ve gone to them in the first place.”
 
   “That’s settled then,” I said. “Let me take you home.”
 
   I told Cal we were leaving, and then I spent the next couple of hours driving them home. With the amount of gas and time it took just to drive up from the foothills to Westminster and then back downtown, I thought I’d bill McMahon something extra.
 
   “I guess I should thank you,” Stephanie said as she got out in front of her building.
 
   “You’re welcome.” I dangled her condo keys in my hand. “You might need these.”
 
   “Where did you get those?”
 
   “It’s a long story.”
 
   “I do not want to know.” She started to close the door.
 
   “Let me give you a little advice. I know what it’s like to get out of college and not know what you’re going to do. And I made some really bad decisions before I finally stumbled upon the right career. You’ve got a chance to learn something from this experience, to right the wrongs of your past, and start making some better choices.”
 
   “I was just trying to thank you. I did not need the lecture.” She slammed the door and strutted up the walk.
 
   I should’ve known it would fall on deaf ears. I was too tired to even laugh.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
   It was after midnight when I stumbled into bed, but I was wide awake the next morning before eight, my mind roiling. I couldn’t get what Cal said out of my mind, so I called Willie even though it was early.
 
   “Reed, what time is it?” she mumbled, then suddenly became alert. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine,” I said. “I’m sorry I woke you, but I just wrapped up the case.”
 
   “That’s great, sweetie, but can we talk about it later?”
 
   “I really need to talk to you. Can I come over?”
 
   “Reed, I’m not in the mood.”
 
   “Not that,” I said. “Just to talk.”
 
   She must’ve sensed something in my tone. “Uh, sure.”
 
   She let me in and stared at my face. Then she reached up and gingerly touched my eye.
 
   “Cal hit me,” I said.
 
   “Stop kidding around.”
 
   “He did.” I finally grinned and told her what happened.
 
   “You have the oddest luck,” she said as she ambled to the kitchen to fix coffee. “I suspect that’s not why you called. What’s going on?” 
 
   I sat down at her kitchen table and watched her for a few seconds. She was wearing my Denver Broncos t-shirt, lace underwear and nothing else. She reached up to get a bag of coffee out of the cupboard and I looked at her legs, and other things. Her legs looked really nice. Everything about her looked really nice. I was having trouble concentrating.
 
   “Reed?”
 
   “Sorry,” I said. I put my hands on the table. “This whole detective business … I haven’t been thinking about it from your standpoint. About how it affects you.”
 
   She turned around and leaned against the counter.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about it, too,” she said. “I do worry about you, but I also know you love what you’re doing.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   She nodded. “My father did, too. He wouldn’t have been a happy man if he’d been something other than a cop. So I had to live with his career choice … not that I could change it. And I can’t change you, nor do I want to. So I’ll deal with it.”
 
   “I can’t promise you I won’t get into dangerous situations, but I can promise you I’ll be careful.”
 
   “You won’t make rash decisions based on cockiness, right?”
 
   “Yes,” I agreed.
 
   She smiled. “Besides, I kind of enjoyed helping you.”
 
   I stood up and walked over to her.
 
   “I see that look in your eye,” she said.
 
   I kissed her cheek, then her neck.
 
   “Reed, I don’t have time.” She giggled, then grabbed my hand and led me to the bedroom.
 
   ***
 
   Willie wasn’t lying. She did have errands to run, so I went home and spent some time catching up on bills and preparing a report for McMahon. I was in my office when my phone rang.
 
   I picked it up and answered. “Hey, Cal.”
 
   “I’ve been up all night looking at McMahon’s connection with Brubaker, to find how McMahon knew about you and Chancellor Finance, and I’ve found some interesting things.” As usual, he was short on idle pleasantries.
 
   I sat back in my chair. “Yeah?”
 
   “As I said before, McMahon looks clean on the surface, so I started to follow the money trail, looking at how he spends his money. I did a lot of poking around, and one thing I found curious is that he donates a huge amount of money to various politicians, and he’s slick so that he never breaks the law, but he’s found ways around it.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s not unusual.”
 
   “True, but in this case, McMahon donates to candidates in both parties, mostly Republican, but some Democrats. I thought that was a little strange, so I started checking who he was donating to. There’s a senator in Connecticut and one in Ohio, and there’s a district court judge in California that McMahon’s given money to, to name a few. And he’s also spent money in some other areas, like funding a committee that got the okay to build a multi-million dollar high-rise project in New York City. Again, nothing illegal, but as I looked into the men he’s been helping, I noticed connections, as in, they all seem to know each other. And then when I researched the backgrounds of all these men, you wouldn’t believe where they all went to school.”
 
   My mind raced, thinking about what he’d told me about McMahon. It seemed like ages ago. “Brown.”
 
   “Yep, or Amherst. Only those two schools. And all of these guys’ fathers also went to one of those two schools, and all their children go to one of those two schools.”
 
   “So they’re loyal to Brown and Amherst,” I said.
 
   “And they all help each other. The judge in California – he wasn’t expected to win, but an influx of money and some endorsements from powerful people, all who coincidentally know McMahon, got the judge pushed in. And Senator Warren Hatcher, in Connecticut, same thing. That election happened in 2008. He wasn’t expected to win but he got all these endorsements and he got a lot of campaign contributions and he won. I’ve got lots of scenarios like this. Guys that are all high up in companies, banks, and government, and they’re all interconnected.”
 
   “Wait a minute,” I said. “When we were up at your house, Stephanie and her two cronies went off on a tangent about the vacations they’d taken, and how they hated always having to see each other. And they mentioned some of the same places you just did. Can you look up Bennett and Aiden’s fathers?”
 
   “Already did. They went to Amherst as well. And I checked Avery’s and Brittany’s fathers. Avery’s went to Amherst, and Brittany’s to Brown, and they’re also in the trail of connections.”
 
   Some things were coming back to me. “When I was talking to Tyrone at the hospital, and I asked him about Stephanie and McMahon hiding things, he said something about the’ apple not falling far from the tree’. And last night Bennett said something about their fathers’ ‘groups’. That was the word he used, but then he changed it to ‘connections’.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “You don’t think…” I stopped. “Stephanie and her pals got the idea of forming a secret organization from their fathers, who are also in a secret organization. Their fathers manipulate people and the law, and hide their illegal activities, and then so do the kids.”
 
   “That’s crazy,” he said. “You really think McMahon’s part of a secret group?”
 
   “Could be. The Bushes and John Kerry belonged to the Skull and Bones secret society at Yale. Is it a stretch that other powerful men formed their own organization, and they wield power, kind of like the conspiracy theories postulate?”
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   “Wow,” I said. I stared up at Bogie, thinking about all the tangled webs he’d had to unravel. “That’s pretty twisted.”
 
   “You said it.”
 
   “So how does this tie in to Brubaker?” I asked.
 
   “Good question. I looked into Brubaker. It turns out the money he invested in Chancellor was actually from a group of investors, and one of them was Warren Hatcher.”
 
   “Senator Hatcher?”
 
   “Yes, Senator Hatcher, who’s connected to Forrest McMahon.”
 
   “So why didn’t Brubaker tell me this?” I asked.
 
   “One of two reasons: either he doesn’t know that Senator Hatcher knows McMahon, or two, he knows, but he’s fearful of what Senator Hatcher can do to him.”
 
   “This Chancellor thing is going to haunt me forever,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, unfortunately,” he agreed. “And there’s more.”
 
   “Uh-oh.”
 
   “Yeah, uh-oh is right. I said I was following the money, right? Well, I noticed that McMahon and some of his pals have been investing money in corporations they own or are connected with, and McMahon’s banker pals have a lot of money changing hands, going into some dummy corporations, but they’re hiding it really well. It’s such a slick money laundering deal, with all kinds of layers, that I just stumbled upon it. I don’t think I ever would’ve except that I’ve been looking so closely at all these guys. And get this, the buck seems to stop with Anthony Bruno.”
 
   “I’ve heard that name.”
 
   “He’s rumored to be part of the Bonnano mob, one of the five families that rule organized crime in New York.”
 
   I tapped a finger on the desk emphatically. “And McMahon is connected to him.”
 
   “Looks like it. I think McMahon and his pals might have gotten cold feet because it looks like the deposits and money rolling around has decreased in recent months.”
 
   “They’re trying to get out from under the mob?”
 
   “That’s what I think, and the mob doesn’t like that.”
 
   “And that’s why McMahon hired me – not because of Stephanie and her little group – he didn’t know anything about that, but because his enemies are coming after him, specifically the mob. He was telling the truth. And Stephanie had people coming at her from two directions.”
 
   “That’d be my guess,” he said.
 
   “I’m going to McMahon’s tonight to talk to him,” I said. “I assumed that the case was over, but Stephanie is still going to need protection.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “You did great work,” I said.
 
   “Thanks, Reed, but I’m finished with this one.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I can’t do any more research for you on this one,” he said.
 
   “You’re afraid of the mob finding you?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “But you’re not afraid of what the government would do to you if they catch you?”
 
   “The government will put me in prison,” he said. “The mob will put me in the morgue. I’m out.”
 
   “Okay. Thanks for everything. You went above and beyond on this one.”
 
   “You can say that again,” he murmured.
 
   “I’m going to have a talk with McMahon, and this gives me some leverage to make sure he doesn’t tell anyone about my involvement in Chancellor Finance.”
 
   “You need to be really careful, Reed. The mob guys don’t think anything like the rest of us.”
 
   “I will,” I said.
 
   As the saying goes, famous last words.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
    
 
   At seven p.m. the guard was waving me through the gate in Forrest McMahon’s neighborhood. Snow had been falling heavily for a couple of hours, big heavy flakes, and the streets were snow-packed and slick. Everything was covered with at least six inches of snow. I’d been tempted to reschedule my meeting with McMahon, but since I was almost certain that someone was still after him, and possibly Stephanie, I decided against it.
 
   I pulled into the McMahon driveway. It hadn’t been shoveled, and I drove through ruts in the snow created by Stephanie’s BMW. I parked behind it and trudged through the snow to the front door.
 
   “Reed, thank you for coming,” McMahon said a moment later as he let me in. “I hope the roads weren’t too treacherous.”
 
   “Not too bad.”
 
   He scrutinized my face, noticing my bruised eye, then gestured toward the living room, where Stephanie was sitting on the couch, her arm still in a sling. She wore jeans and a leather jacket, much more casual than usual, and her color had returned. But the frosty glare in my direction told me she wasn’t thrilled to see me.
 
   “Stephanie’s been telling me what’s happened,” he said. “I must say I was surprised to hear of what she and her friends did.”
 
   “It’s quite the story,” I said.
 
   He nodded, then cleared his throat. “I’ve been in discussions with the police and my lawyers, and I assume if they need anything from you, you will cooperate.”
 
   “Of course,” I said. “And I’d advise Stephanie to cooperate with the police.”
 
   She started to protest but McMahon held up a hand and her mouth clamped shut.
 
   “We will handle it, and I’m sure everything will be all right,” he said.
 
   “You’re accustomed to getting your way, aren’t you?” I said. “Connections will do that, and if that doesn’t work, you manipulate people, right? You and your group.”
 
   “What do you mean?” he asked.
 
   “I know about things, like that deal in Florida, and judges and senators. Like Warren Hatcher. That’s how you came to me.”
 
   McMahon fixed me with a hard stare, then turned to Stephanie. “Would you give us a moment alone?”
 
   “My pleasure,” she said, brushing past me with as much of a flourish as her wounded shoulder would allow.
 
   McMahon eyed me carefully. “What do you know?”
 
   “You’re involved in some kind of group, the secret type, where you all wield your power and money to help each other. I’ve got more than just the senators and the judge. Do you want me to list them all?”
 
   He looked off into space and then sighed. He sat down. “I’ve underestimated you. How on earth could you know any of this?”
 
   “I don’t like being manipulated.” I sat down across from him on the settee. “It’s sad that your daughter and her friends thought they’d imitate you. Someone died over that. But then, I’ll bet your group has been involved in a few suspicious deaths.” I guessed the last part, but his eyes told me I was right. He didn’t say anything. “And now you’ve got the mob after you, right?”
 
   He nodded, completely beaten.
 
   “Want to tell me about it?”
 
   He thought for a moment, then shrugged. “I guess it can’t hurt, especially since you seem to know so much. Who knows? Maybe you can help.” He stood up and began pacing. “I help…clean up funds for some rather unsavory clients. Some of us in my ‘organization’, as you say, have worked together over the years, helping with investments, some insider trading. And then one of our members was approached about investing in a couple of companies. It looked good, a way to make a lot more money. Then things started to get convoluted, with each one of us knowing part of the money trail, but not all of it. Over the course of time, we figured things out, and who was behind it all.” He sighed. “A few of us wanted out. I don’t mind utilizing a lot of means to make money, but I didn’t want anything to do with the Mafia. But when we started to withdraw, our business partners didn’t take kindly to it. I think they’re afraid we’d talk. There have been threats, and then a few months ago, they came after a colleague’s wife. That scared me, and I sent my wife and sons overseas, but I couldn’t convince Stephanie to go. I couldn’t tell her how much danger she was in, and I tried using Tyrone and Oscar to protect her, and…” he waved a hand. “You know about all that.”
 
   “What are you going to do from here?” I asked. “You want me to continue guarding Stephanie?”
 
   He shook his head. “That’s not necessary. She’s agreed to go with me to Europe to visit her mother, and I’ll explain things then. She won’t be happy, but at least we’ll all be alive.” He stopped and pulled a check from his pocket. “Here’s a check for your services. I’ve included a bonus for you.”
 
   “To buy my silence?”
 
   He seemed not to know what to say. “Let me show you out.”
 
   I stood up. “One more thing before I go. You know my past with Chancellor Finances, and now I know about you. We each have secrets that should remain secret. If I hear that you’ve told anyone about my involvement in Chancellor…let’s just say I sometimes have a big mouth.”
 
   “That’s quite a threat.”
 
   I didn’t say anything, but it felt very ‘film noir’ to me, the noir hero using intimidation for his own means. We walked to the door in silence. I spotted Tyrone down the hall and wondered if he’d overheard our conversation.
 
   “Have a pleasant night,” McMahon said. I walked out, and the door banged shut behind me.
 
   I rushed to my car, retrieved a snowbrush from the backseat, and proceeded to clean the windshield. As I hurried around the car, I spotted something off the driveway and stopped in my tracks. Footprints in the snow, leading around the east side of the house. I looked around. Huge flakes of snow fell from a silvery sky. I glanced behind me. There wasn’t a car anywhere in sight. I set the brush down and hurried over to the footprints. They came from the neighbor’s yard, originating somewhere in the street.
 
   I ran quietly back to the front door, then reached down and pulled my gun from the holster. I tried the door and the knob gave. I eased the door open and slipped inside, shutting it behind me. I stood for a moment, listening.
 
   Silence.
 
   Then faint murmuring of two voices came from the direction of McMahon’s office. I sneaked across the marble foyer and pressed myself to the wall. I listened again, then took a step. A snapping sound above me made me jump. I sank to the floor, aiming the gun up the stairs.
 
   Tyrone stood at the landing, a gun in his right hand, his left palm raised at me.
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief. He mouthed ‘Stephanie’ and pointed behind him, then gave me a thumbs up sign. She was safe upstairs. I nodded and signaled that I’d go down the hall. He acknowledged that. As he tiptoed down the stairs, I crept down the hall. Blood pulsed in my ears, a heavy thudding. As I neared the office door, I glanced behind me. Tyrone signaled he was going around another way, then disappeared through the living room.
 
   I stopped and listened.
 
   “Talk about easy,” a voice with a thick New York accent was saying. “Here I am, supposed to be encouraging you and your business buddies to keep workin’ with us on our little laundry operation. Supposed to be, maybe, takin’ out one or two of your kids, you know, as a reminder of how much we value doin’ business with you – how unwise it is to cut ties with us. And funny thing, it turns out somebody else is in town, doin’ my work for me. I just had to sit back and watch. Haven’t had a job so easy in forever. But then that detective took out the killer, and I had to get back to work.”
 
   “I’m sure we can work something out,” McMahon said.
 
   “I dunno about that. When I come into the picture, it’s usually too late.”
 
   “Please, I’ve got a family.”
 
   “Yeah, we’ll get to them.”
 
   I crawled forward, peeking through a crack in the door. McMahon was standing by his desk, and a man in a dark suit stood in the middle of the room. He was tall and thin, with dark hair slicked back, and he was holding a gun that had a silencer on it. Then I noticed Oscar lying on the floor on the other side of the door. Since he wasn’t moving, I assumed he was dead.
 
   How do I get this guy? And where was Tyrone?
 
   “So, how shall we do this?” the man said. “Do you –”
 
   He stopped as the house suddenly went dark. Tyrone must’ve cut off the power.
 
   “What the hell?” the mob guy said.
 
   I slipped into the library. Gray light filtered into the room through the window. McMahon’s silhouette moved near his desk, and the mob guy edged toward him.
 
   “Stay where you are,” Mob Guy said.
 
   “I’m right here,” McMahon said.
 
   A moment of sickening silence followed, then a horrendous crash split the quiet. I jumped backward as Tyrone’s big body crashed through the window and tumbled into the desk. McMahon ducked as Mob Guy raised his arm. As he aimed at McMahon, I dove behind a chair, then peered around it. I pointed my gun and fired, and at the same time I heard a muffled shot and saw a flash. Mob Guy jerked his shoulder and then McMahon emitted a gasp. Another muted shot echoed in the room and Tyrone dropped out of sight.
 
   Mob Guy whirled around and gazed in my direction, fired a few rounds, then leaped out the window.
 
   I crept across the floor to McMahon. His eyes stared at the ceiling and I didn’t need to feel his pulse to know he was dead. Tyrone moaned and I scrambled over to him.
 
   “I’m all right,” he said. “Got one in the knee. Go get him.”
 
   I leaped through the broken window, out into the snow. Footsteps led around the backyard, and as I followed them, I noticed periodic spots of red in the white. I’d hit him. I ran across the patio, slipped, then righted myself and continued on. The footsteps cut through the neighbor’s yard and into the street. Icy air sliced into my lungs as I raced ahead, the Glock in my hand. I couldn’t see very far in front of me and at one point, I thought I heard a bullet whiz past. I ducked for a second, then ran on. The footsteps suddenly veered to the right, down the middle of a short street. I stared into the haze and saw a brick wall. I was nearing the perimeter of the gated community. Then I spotted Mob Guy. He was at the wall, using a rope ladder to climb over. I raised the Glock, but he disappeared over the wall. I put it into overdrive but by the time I reached the wall, the ladder had been pulled up over the wall. I shoved the Glock in my coat pocket, then took a running leap and was able to get my hands on the top of the wall, but I had nothing to grip and I fell backwards, landing in a heap. I stood up and kicked at the snow. Then I brushed the snow off my backside and trudged back to the McMahon house.
 
   As I neared the house, the whine of police sirens cut through the snowstorm.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER THIRTY
 
    
 
   Detective Spillman wasn’t thrilled to see me. “Why am I not surprised?” she said as she combed snow off her head with her hands. She shook herself and big flakes flew off her heavy coat. Then she stepped into the foyer where I’d been waiting since a patrol car and ambulance arrived.
 
   I held up my hands. “I came here to talk to McMahon, that’s all.”
 
   We stepped aside as EMTs wheeled a gurney by us. Tyrone was lying on it, an IV running from an arm. He saw me and reached out. “You did okay,” he said weakly, grasping my arm. “Look after Stephanie.”
 
   I nodded and they rolled him out the door and into the ambulance.
 
   “Where is Stephanie?” Spillman asked.
 
   “In the living room. A neighbor came over to be with her.”
 
   Spillman glanced past me to look at her. Stephanie was sitting on the couch, staring into space. A woman in an expensive outfit was next to her, holding Stephanie’s hand.
 
   “Want to tell me what happened?” Spillman asked.
 
   “Not really,” I said, but I did. When I finished, she gazed at me thoughtfully.
 
   “The mob?” she asked skeptically.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “And you didn’t see the car they left in?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Too bad,” she said. “But we’ll get them.”
 
   “No you won’t.” I gazed at her. “He’s part of the mob. He’s gone.”
 
   “You hit him, right?”
 
   “Yes, I saw the blood,” I said. “But it wasn’t enough to slow him down too much.”
 
   “Too bad,” she repeated.
 
   Her partner Spats approached from the library. “You want to take a look?”
 
   She nodded. “Get Stephanie’s statement.”
 
   “Okay.” He started to ask a question but was interrupted by the appearance of a sturdy-looking man who was elegantly dressed in a pinstripe suit.
 
   “Conrad Collins,” he said. He pinpointed Spillman as the official detective and handed her a business card. “I’m the McMahon’s lawyer and I’m here to take care of Stephanie.”
 
   Spillman glanced at me. I shrugged. I hadn’t heard of the guy, but given Forrest McMahon’s secret organization, I wasn’t surprised that someone showed up so quickly. Tyrone or Stephanie probably had him on speed dial.
 
   “She’s in the living room,” Spillman said. “You can wait with her and I’ll be in shortly.”
 
   “Yes, and I’d like a word with you,” Collins said with an authoritative tone.
 
   He marched away and she held out a hand to me. “I’m sure I’ll have more questions, so I’ll be in touch.”
 
   I shook her hand and left.
 
   The storm was now a full-blown blizzard as I drove up University Boulevard toward downtown Denver. The wind whipped flakes around and visibility was near zero. I was barely able to drive more than ten or fifteen miles an hour, and the 4-Runner slipped more than once on icy streets. By the time I arrived at my condo, there was almost a foot of snow on the ground.
 
   I tramped from the garage and up the steps to my place. I shed my coat and sprawled on the couch, sitting in the silence for a few minutes. I finally had a moment to reflect on the events at McMahon’s house. I was relieved to be home and relieved that I’d survived my encounter with a gunman.
 
   The phone rang and I hoped it was Willie. But it was my mother.
 
   “Hello, dear, how are you? The news said there’s a snowstorm in Denver. Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m fine, Mother,” I said. “Safe at home.” I wasn’t about to tell her about my gunfight. She wouldn’t believe me anyway.
 
   “That’s good. You know I worry about you.”
 
   “I know.” And I really did appreciate it … but I wasn’t going to let her know.
 
   We talked for a few minutes, and then I hung up and immediately dialed Willie.
 
   “Hey you,” she said, her chipper voice music to my ears. “How’d your meeting at McMahon’s go?”
 
   “It could’ve gone better.” I filled her in, and quickly tagged on the end, “but I’m okay.”
 
   “I’m coming over,” she said. “Let’s watch a movie and not talk about anything serious, or dangerous.”
 
   “That sounds great,” I said.
 
   I got a couple of beers from the frig and was back on the couch when she tapped on the door, then came in, followed by Ace, Deuce, and Bob, the Goofball Brothers’ older, and much wiser brother.
 
   “I ran into them on the porch,” Willie said, her raised eyebrows asking if it was okay. “And they were talking about watching a movie.”
 
   “Yep,” Deuce said. He held up The Terminator, with Arnold Schwarzenegger. It was one of his favorite movies. “If you can’t go play pool, watch an Arnold movie.”
 
   “Yeah, none of that film noir stuff,” Ace said.
 
   Bob glanced at me, then at Willie. “Are you two okay with this?”
 
   I would’ve preferred spending the time alone with Willie, but since I knew she’d stay the night, I shrugged. “Yeah, make yourselves comfortable.”
 
   Bob grabbed a chair from the kitchen. “We were at B 52’s and it was snowing so hard, I told the brothers we’d better leave or we’d get stuck there, and now I think I’d better stay with Ace and Deuce tonight. They wanted to play video games but I suggested a movie.”
 
   “A good choice,” I said.
 
   Willie came and cuddled up with me on the couch, pulling a blanket over us. “We can talk later,” she murmured in my ear. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”
 
   “Me, too,” I said.
 
   Ace put in the movie and while the snow continued, we settled in for the night. And I relaxed for the first time in days.
 
    
 
   THE END
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   TORCH SCENE SAMPLE
 
    
 
   It woke me out of a deep sleep. I stared up at the ceiling and noticed a dancing glow penetrating the darkness. I blinked and turned my eyes toward the window. The light through the cracks in the blinds was too bright and too red to be the moon’s luminosity. I propped up on an elbow, trying not to disturb Willie, who was cuddled beside me. We were lying on the couch in my living room, and we’d both fallen asleep while watching a movie. The television screen was glowing neon blue, the movie over. I sat up carefully, noting Willie’s soft, regulated breathing. Then another noise carried through the stillness. Sirens, growing louder.
 
   There was a fire, somewhere close by. Wow, I was some detective to have figured that out.
 
   I pushed myself off the couch, tiptoed in my socks to the window, and peeked out through the blinds. My jaw dropped. Fire raged through the top story of an old Victorian house across the street. It was a beautiful structure, although lately it was suffering from the rundown blues. It still had lots of charm, with a long balcony, arched windows, and plenty of original wood. I watched, hypnotized by the red, orange and white flames that licked at that old wood. Brilliant flames soon enveloped the roof.
 
   I stared at the blaze for a moment, too stunned to act. It was quite a sight, and I held up a hand to block the glare. Dark shadows raced along the sidewalk as my neighbors poured out of their houses to watch the sight.
 
   Behind me, Willie stirred. “Reed?” She yawned. “I can’t believe I fell asleep. I should go home.”
 
   I turned around and shook my head. “You can’t.”
 
   “Nice try, but I shouldn’t stay.” She stretched and groaned. “I’ve got to be up early and I don’t want to disturb you.” A puzzled look crossed her face. “What’s wrong?”
 
   I felt pressure on my chest, and for a moment I couldn’t find my voice. “Your building is on fire,” I finally managed to say.
 
   Her eyes widened. “What?”
 
   I pulled up the blinds and the fiery glow burst into the room.
 
   She flew off the couch and rushed to the window. “Oh no!”
 
   I suddenly found my faculties. “Come on.” I grabbed her arm.
 
   We both slipped on shoes, then ran outside and down the stairs. The wail of sirens grew to a crescendo as we rounded the corner to the front of my building. My neighbors, Ace and Deuce Smith, emerged bleary-eyed from their first-floor condo. Both wore nothing but white boxer shorts and socks.
 
   “Hey, Reed, there’s a fire,” Ace said, stating the obvious.
 
   “A big fire,” Deuce said as he crossed his arms over his beefy chest to ward off the chilly April night air.
 
   This level of insight was typical from the two, whom I’d affectionately nicknamed the Goofball Brothers because they were, perhaps, a few snowflakes short of a blizzard. Ace had worked at Blockbuster until they closed, and now he was job-hunting, and Deuce was a construction laborer. Their parents helped them financially, which explained why they could afford to live in this neighborhood. Their older brother, Bob, who lived a few miles away, watched over his younger, intelligence-impaired brothers, and tried to make sure they stayed out of trouble. As far as the younger sons’ goofy names, apparently their father had discovered his love of poker only after Bob was born. Lucky Bob.
 
   We stood on the porch and watched the spectacle unfold. Two fire trucks pulled to a stop on the street in front of us, and firemen poured out of the trucks, rushing to and fro, yelling as they hooked up hoses and maneuvered ladders. The sirens died a slow death, and a couple of police cars screeched to a halt behind the trucks. Four officers shot from the cars and began shouting orders for everyone to stay back. Not that they needed to tell us. Even from across the street, the heat from the blaze was intense. A couple of our neighbors sidled up near the porch and watched with us.
 
   “Damn,” Mr. Darmody said. He must’ve been in his eighties and he and his wife lived next door. “Never seen anything like that.” His wife, Mrs. Darmody – I didn’t know her first name either – nodded mutely as she tugged a sweater around her shoulders.
 
   It was amazing how the fire brought us all out, like this was a Fourth of July fireworks display, and not someone’s home dying before our eyes.
 
   Crackling and popping sounds split the night air as wood burned and electrical circuits exploded. Smoke billowed into the air and ash fell around us like spring snow. Two firemen pointed a hose at the house, then a stream of water fanned back and forth, spraying the flames. It was hard to tell if it was making a difference. Two more firemen in fireproof suits and oxygen tanks stormed up the front porch, broke down the door with axes and rushed inside.
 
   “Is anyone in there?” a man who lived down the street asked.
 
   “I hope not,” someone else replied.
 
   Willie choked back a sob as tears streamed down her cheeks. I put my arm around her. She was trembling, and it wasn’t just from the chilly air.
 
   The blaze intensified, engulfing much of the top floor interior. Streams of water poured down on the fire. Then a loud groan broke through the cacophony, and we jumped as the cracking sounds of collapsing joists burst from the building. The two firemen emerged from the building just as some windows exploded. Someone screamed. The firemen dropped to the grass, then scrambled away from the house.
 
   “Wow,” Deuce said, awe in his voice. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”
 
   Sparks danced in the night sky, and black plumes of smoke rose up, obliterating the moon. A breeze shifted direction, and suddenly a fireman shouted and frantically gestured at the house next door. Flames were crawling up the roof.
 
   A crew of firemen shifted focus and doused the new blaze, then covered surrounding roofs with water to keep them from catching fire. Then they aimed the hoses at the towering maple tree in the yard. The first unit still focused on the third floor, trying to get the blaze under control.
 
   Willie’s other next-door neighbor, a guy named Rusty Householter, came running up.
 
   “Oh my god!” he said as he ran a hand through thinning blond hair. “I can’t believe this.”
 
   “You’re not the only one,” I muttered.
 
   “Willie, are you all right?” he asked.
 
   She didn’t answer, her eyes focused across the street, a helpless look on her face.
 
   “Reed,” Rusty murmured, throwing a slight nod at her. “Where are the other tenants from her building?”
 
   Willie stiffened. “Oh.” She emitted a little yelp and covered her mouth. “You don’t think…”
 
   We stepped off the porch and approached the street. Before we’d taken five steps, an officer standing on the sidewalk hollered at us to stay back.
 
   “We’re looking for the other tenants,” I shouted at him as I pointed at the inferno.
 
   He cupped a hand around his ear and I yelled again. He nodded, then signaled us over. “How many tenants in the building?” he asked.
 
   “Three,” Willie said. She coughed and waved at the smoke around us. “I live on the ground floor. Darcy Cranston has the second floor apartment, and Nick O’Rourke lives in the studio apartment in the attic.”
 
   “What about the basement?” he asked.
 
   “Laundry and storage,” she said.
 
   “I saw Darcy earlier,” Rusty said as he joined us. “She was going out with her boyfriend.”
 
   “She spends a lot of time at his place,” Willie said. “I hope that’s the case tonight.”
 
   “What about Nick?” I asked.
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “I don’t see him anywhere,” Rusty said as he scanned the people nearby.
 
   The officer – his name tag read ‘Adams’ – turned and shouted a name. Another officer ran up.
 
   “Ask around, see if you can find a man named Nick…” Adams glanced back at us.
 
   “O’Rourke,” Willie said.
 
   The second officer nodded and headed off to canvas a small crowd down the street. We stepped back, waited and watched. The firemen appeared to be making some progress, keeping the blaze confined to the attic. But even as I thought that, one attic wall moaned, then shuddered and collapsed. Another wall soon followed. The officer returned and spoke to Adams, then shook his head. Adams came toward us, his mouth a grim line.
 
   “No Nick O’Rourke,” he said.
 
   Willie’s lower lip quivered. “Was he…” she couldn’t finish the sentence.
 
   Adams shrugged. “Do you know his phone number?”
 
   “I hadn’t thought of that,” she said as she pulled out her cell phone. Her hand shook as she touched a couple of buttons and put the phone to her ear. “It’s ringing,” she said in answer to quizzical looks. A moment later, she spoke into the phone. “Hey, Nick, it’s Willie. Can you give me a call as soon as you can? Thanks.”
 
   “Voice mail,” Adams said. I guess he was taking his cue from Ace, pointing out the obvious.
 
   “Where could he be?” Willie asked.
 
   “We’ll find out,” Adams said. “We’ll need to talk to the owner of the building, and we can ask if they have more information on O’Rourke. You know who owns the place?”
 
   “That would be me,” Willie said.
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   5 Star Review
 
   Stephen King and Dean Koontz have long been known as masters of horror. I believe you can add Renee Pawlish to that list… The plot is entrancing. It grabbed my attention from the beginning and held it to the end.
 
   
Readers’ Favorite
 
    
 
   A Spooky Blend of Biblical Intrigue and Modern Paranormal
 
   This book is clearly written by a pro. The scenes are colored with rich description, depth of character and a cast that is reminiscent of Henry Fonda’s On Golden Pond. However, there is an evil in this story that FINALLY brings the Nephilim to life and uncovers the dark secrets that scripture has keep hidden for millennium. If you enjoy reading supernatural fiction that meshes our distant past and the present, you will enjoy this most excellent book.
 
   
Kindle Book Review
 
    
 
   I Couldn’t Put It Down!
 
   This book grabs you immediately and it doesn’t turn you loose until you’ve read the last word. Carefully plan when you will begin reading it because it’s more than likely you won’t be able to put it down. Renee Pawlish is now on my favorite writer list and it’s not a long one.
 
   
Bert Carson, author of Southern Investigation
 
   www.bertcarson.com
 
   

Buy the eBook version of Nephilim at Amazon - http://amzn.to/stBSss (sample chapters available).
 
   

Nephilim Book Two Available Soon
 
   
The long-awaited second book in the Nephilim Trilogy will be released soon! Visit www.reneepawlish.com for more information.
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