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Prologue

 


 


The halogen beam sprayed light over stone
walls. The shaft was the size of a freight elevator with a metal
stairway. He cast a nervous glance at the steel hatch one flight
up. A fragile stake of wood propped open the hatch leaching a scant
two inches of sunlight into the dark. Leaning over the railing, he
aimed the halogen beam down the shaft revealing an endless number
of stairs. How far did it extend and what awaited him at the
bottom?

With little more than stubborn determination,
he continued down the stairs letting the beam of light search for
signs on the walls to lend some clue as to what danger he might
encounter. He stopped two stairs before the third landing and
listened. Silence. Complete silence. Not one hum of a motor or
patter of four-legged creatures. Not one hint of a whisper or soft
sound of fabric rustling. Just utter silence.

As he stepped onto the third landing a loud
bang echoed through the stairwell. The flashlight skipped down the
stairs as he dropped the gym bag, pulled his gun from its holster,
and flattened his back against the wall. Three flights above the
hatch door had slammed shut, breaking the wooden stake. Immediately
light sconces on the walls clicked on in succession. His heart
pounded in his chest as though trying in vain to escape. He pointed
the gun first toward the closed hatch, then down the lit stairwell.
He listened for sounds of footsteps running, doors slamming, voices
shouting. But still there was only silence, except for the endless
clicking of light sconces becoming softer, more distant, until he
couldn’t hear them anymore.

Looking up he contemplated sanity. Of all the
reckless things he had done in his life, this had to be right at
the top. He should retreat and trust that the hatch didn’t lock
when it slammed shut. He should return home and forget about this
ludicrous mission. But then the depths beckoned and his curiosity
intensified. Insanity had gotten him this far. Why back out
now?

He looked down at his feet. What had
triggered the lights? His weight on the landing? Maybe a timer
after the escape hatch was opened. He holstered the gun, retrieved
the flashlight, shoved it in the gym bag, and continued down the
stairs. The walls looked like marble or cinderblock that some giant
stone polishing machine had buffed to a smooth nish. There weren’t
any cameras he could detect but for some bizarre reason he felt as
though he were being watched.

Dizzy from the endless flights, he collapsed
on the stairs and pulled a bottle of water from the gym bag.
Climbing down was one thing. Climbing up was a task he wasn’t
anticipating. Although he should have worked up a sweat, he didn’t
feel hot. The temperature in the stairwell was relatively mild, not
the cold dampness he had expected. The air didn’t smell moldy like
the inside of a tomb or earthy like a grave. It actually had the
fresh scent of the outdoors. It was as though the stairwell were
humidity and temperature-controlled, yet there wasn’t a sign of a
vent anywhere.

His eyes were drawn to a number in black
lettering on the wall. It was the second time he had seen the
identical number 402. How many flights since the first time he had
seen the number? He had tried counting the lights as he descended
but lost track at sixty, or was it seventy? The monotony of the
stairwell was getting to him. He could be trapped down here with
nothing more than a gym bag of power bars, fruit, and water. How
long could that last?

He capped the bottle and dropped it into the
gym bag. Picking up speed, he pounded down the stairs, no longer
concerned about making too much noise. He just wanted to see an end
to the metal stairs and stone walls. A third 402 in black letters
was painted on the wall at the next landing. Figures bounced in his
head — 402 times three equals 1,206. Was that feet? He had
certainly descended farther than 1,206 feet. The muscles in his
thighs burned. What could possibly be at the bottom of this shaft?
Missile silos weren’t this deep. Chicago’s Deep Tunnel Project was
only 350 feet underground. It took thirty years to build. How long
has this shaft been here and how long did it take to dig? He may
reach the bottom and find an unfinished shaft. If he had to turn
around and run back up, he’d sooner put the gun to his head.

Ignoring the pain in his calves he increased
his speed, taking less than one second per flight. He finally
caught sight of a stone door, an actual end to this monotony.
Several yards from the last stair was a door. Breathing came in
gasps, sweat glistened his skin. On the wall next to the door was
the number 1,608, a familiar number. The number was in meters and
equal to 5,280 feet. He was exactly one mile below the surface.

With one hand wrapped around the gun, he
grabbed the door latch and slowly pulled. Light burst through
forcing him to shield his face. Blinking the burning from his eyes,
he rammed the door open and stepped out onto a walkway. Gun at the
ready, he checked to the left and right of him but didn’t see any
movement. Stretched in front of him was a cobblestone courtyard as
wide as a four-lane highway. If there were people here, did they
run for cover when they heard him coming? Or did something chase
them away years before he arrived? Someone or something had to be
operating the lights.

One-story buildings served as sentries on
both sides of the courtyard, their marble fronts in an assortment
of colors, metal doors painted. He ignored the fatigue in his legs
while his senses picked up the chirping of birds in nearby trees,
the rustling of leaves from a breeze that barely kissed his skin.
Billowing clouds hung in a sunlit sky so blue it made his eyes
sting. Stone benches lined the courtyard every ten feet. Dazed, he
blinked quickly expecting the scene to disappear like a mirage, but
it didn’t. Slowly circling like a lost tourist, his hand lost its
grasp on the gym bag. It slipped from his hand and thudded to the
cobblestone. Three-story buildings in the distance jutted toward
the sky, chrome facades gleaming in the sunlight. As he wandered
into the center of the courtyard he scanned the surrounding
buildings, checking windows and rooftops. A variety of sweet aromas
filled the air from nearby ceramic flower urns. Yellow petals too
yellow, pink petals too pink. The entire area was an amateur
paint-by-number scene.

He holstered his gun, stumbled to the curb
and dropped onto the nearest bench. He should have been questioning
how all this could be happening. After all, he was sure he was a
mile underground. Any normal person would have been questioning his
sanity, exploring his surroundings, examining all possible
explanations. Any sane person would have been mumbling impossible,
ridiculous, absurd. But only one word came to Dagger’s mind:

 


Home

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 1

 


 


Five Days Earlier

 


 


Dagger decided this wasn’t going to be a bad
day after all. For one thing, all of his organs and bones were
intact, despite the throbbing muscles that would turn to huge
bruises tomorrow. But more importantly, the man dying on the living
room floor hadn’t bled on Sara’s new area rug. That should win him
Brownie points, seeing that he was already on her shit list for not
helping to clean Einstein’s aviary. Speaking of Einstein, where was
the advance warning from his attack bird? The scarlet red and blue
macaw poked its head around the corner of the grated door to the
aviary. During the melee, Einstein had been noticeably absent.

Dagger struggled to pull himself up on one
knee. Maybe he should have extracted a little blood from the
intruder and added it to the pink and mauve rug. Sara’s bright
color scheme made his eyeballs hurt. Now if only he had the energy
to bury the oaf before his partner returned.

Too late.

He heard the roar of the truck rumbling down
the drive.

“UH OH,” Einstein squawked, and flew to his
hiding place.

“You’re a damn chicken,” Dagger yelled,
threading shaky fingers through wet hair.

A truck door slammed. Footsteps clicked along
the deck porch. The front door opened and Sara took two steps
inside before halting. She spent less time studying the body than
it took for one perfectly shaped eyebrow to raise. “I thought we
agreed not to bring home strays.”

Dagger forced one thin smile and said,
“Cute,” before sliding back to the floor, deciding the scenery was
far better from this angle. Sara had one hell of a set of legs. But
those weren’t her only attributes. Her eyes were the color of
Caribbean waters and they were almond-shaped, adding to her exotic
beauty. Dark hair sun-streaked in an array of colors hung to her
waist.

She shifted the bag of groceries in her arms
and stepped over the man who looked as though anorexia would have
killed him if Dagger hadn’t. Although the man was lying on his
stomach, his head was twisted over his right shoulder at a painful
angle. Sara studied that angle, winced, and tossed an accusing
glare at Dagger.

“He started it,” Dagger protested like a
five-year-old.

The Caribbean blue turned icy and with an
exasperated shake of her head, Sara carried the groceries to the
kitchen.

“But don’t worry about me,” Dagger called
out. “I’ve only got three broken ribs, a ruptured spleen, and a
dislocated shoulder.”

Several seconds later Sara returned mumbling,
“Such a baby.”

Dagger grabbed the back of the love seat and
hauled himself up on wobbly legs. The intruder couldn’t have
weighed more than 150 pounds but he had managed to lift Dagger over
his head and toss him like a rag doll. How was that possible? He
lowered himself onto the armrest and watched as Sara picked up the
phone and punched in a two-digit code.

“Good morning.” Sara’s voice smiled along the
phone line. “We need a clean-up in aisle seven. Oh, and we also
need the trash taken out.” She hung up and marched over to the
trash.

“Gee, and how is Skizzy?” Dagger wasn’t too
surprised Sara knew the programmed code for his schizophrenic
friend. Nothing much gets by his partner.

Sara pressed her fingertips to the man’s
neck. “As usual, you are thorough.” She straightened and walked
over to where Dagger sat. A bruise was forming on his left cheek. A
press of her fingers to the left side of Dagger’s chest had him
wincing. “Why did you let him in?”

“I didn’t. He was already here when I climbed
out of the shower. I no sooner slipped into my jeans and shook the
water from my hair when I heard the door open. The jerk was
standing in the living room.”

“I didn’t leave the gate open.”

“Well, Einstein didn’t open it. And the guy
sure as hell didn’t have the code to the gate.”

“So, you said hello and he started
swinging.”

Dagger staggered to a standing position,
pressing a hand to his left side. He didn’t think he broke anything
but he was as sore as hell. “I stared at him for a beat and he
said, ‘I need your services.’ I asked how he got in and suddenly he
changed. I saw something just spark, like my words were offensive
somehow. Then he lunged at me. Idiot lifted me over his head and
threw me against the wall.”

Sara studied the dead man as though mentally
sizing him up, then ran her gaze over Dagger’s six foot frame. His
muscles were toned, shoulders broad. At least 190 pounds of solid
power. She dragged her eyes back to the waif of a man lying at her
feet. “He lifted you over his head?” That one eyebrow jerked
again.

“Hey, you know me. If I had my druthers, I
would have shot the son of a bitch but I couldn’t get to my
gun.”

“So instead you broke his neck.” Sara knelt
beside the body and carefully rolled him over. She patted his
jacket pockets before reaching inside. “He isn’t even armed.”

There was that look again. Dagger had always
worked alone and never had to explain or second guess himself. Sara
as a partner was like hiring a conscience, but she had talents that
were indispensable to his business. Had to take the good with the
bad. And right now the way her dress rode up her thigh was looking
pretty damn good.

Whenever Sara displayed an inkling of
confidence and self-determination, Dagger always pined for the days
after he had first met her, when she had rarely left the safety of
these three hundred acres of reservation land, when she was
frightened of her own shadow and looked to Dagger as her protector
and mentor. The good old days were long gone. And his brotherly
feelings for Sara were slowly morphing into something that was
making it very uncomfortable for him to live under the same roof
with her. Not only did he have a very talented partner who was so
damn great to look at, but she also provided the living and working
space which was saying a lot for a P.I. who used to live above a
bar. He had his own bedroom and a cubicle in the living room which
served as his office space. The house was a converted car
dealership. The adjoining maintenance area, which was originally
for servicing cars, served as an aviary for Dagger’s rowdy
macaw.

“OKAY? OKAY?” Einstein pecked at the grated
door.

“Yeah, Einstein. Everything is okay.” Dagger
watched Sara remove a wallet from the man’s pocket.

“Paul Demko. He’s from Minneapolis.” Sara
searched his pants pockets. “No car keys so he must have taken a
cab.” She checked his inside jacket pocket, then held up a hotel
key card. “He has a room at the Embassy Suites.” She pulled out a
wad of bills from the wallet. “About two hundred dollars, no charge
cards, not even an insurance card, no receipts, no airline
tickets.”

Dagger tested his legs. So far so good. He
staggered to the cubicle, pulled out his Kimber .45 and set it on
the desk. Next he grabbed an ink pad and a piece of paper, then
carefully lowered himself next to the body. “Check him for scars,
tattoos, wires.” Dagger opened the ink pad and dabbed each of
Demko’s fingers in ink, then rolled them onto the paper. “We just
need to confirm who he says he is.”

“Makes no sense. Why would he say he needed
your services and then try to kill you?” Once Dagger was done
fingerprinting, Sara rolled Demko onto his stomach, lifted his
shirt to look for scars, then pulled the shirt collar down. “Just
one scar on the right side of his neck, above the hairline. Nothing
else, unless you want to strip him down.”

“I’ll take a pass.” Dagger winced and limped
over to the control panel under the alarm system by the door. By
punching a few buttons he was able to view the camera recording
from the front gate. Sara appeared behind him and together they
watched the recording of Paul Demko being dropped off by a cab.
Demko looked more like an insurance salesman, slender build with
average height and features. If there had been a bank robbery,
Demko would have been the first to dive under his desk.

The monitor showed the cab pulling away.
Demko walked over to the gate and studied the intercom system,
checked the height of the fence. Instead of pressing the keypad to
announce his arrival, Demko walked back to the street, appeared to
check to see if any cars were approaching, then turned, took a
running start and leaped over the ten-foot-high fence.

“That can’t be possible,” Sara said. “He
looked as though he used a springboard.”

Dagger replayed the recording. He didn’t like
the looks of this one bit. Suddenly his muscles no longer ached.
Instead an anger and adrenaline coursed through his body. They
watched a third time. Demko hadn’t brought any type of portable
trampoline with him, hadn’t used a pole vault of any type, yet he
had been able to leap over the fence with little effort.

“As soon as Skizzy gets here, we’re going to
get over to that hotel room and find out a little more about Paul
Demko.”

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 2

 


 


Cedar Point, Indiana boasted 100,000
residents and hugged the shores of Lake Michigan in Northwest
Indiana. It had its country club and yacht club for the elites as
well as the seedy back alleys for the down-and-outs. Sandwiched
between the high and low incomes were the struggling middleclass
just trying to keep their lawns green, their kids in iPods and
their charge card payments down to a manageable level.

The key card envelope found on Demko’s body
directed Dagger and Sara to the third floor of the Embassy Suites
Hotel. Elaborate floral displays were arranged with precision
outside the bank of elevators. The carpeting was a thick forest
green with an ornate scroll design in cream and navy blue. Two
cleaning carts were parked at the far end of the hall.

Dagger and Sara pulled on latex gloves as
they approached the door to Room 324. A privacy card was hanging
from the doorknob. Dagger pressed his ear to the door.

“Let me,” Sara said.

He didn’t object. His partner was a
shapeshifter. And not only did Sara have the ability to shift into
a hawk or a wolf, but she also had the eyesight of the hawk and the
hearing and sense of smell of the wolf when in her human form.

“The room is empty.”

Dagger slipped the key card in the slot and
they cautiously entered. He engaged the safety lock to prevent the
cleaning people from inadvertently walking in. They stood at the
entrance and made a silent assessment of the room. There was a
small bar area and a spacious living room with a desk. A wide
doorway led to a sizeable bedroom with a walk-in closet. Sara
started with the dresser, checking each of the drawers. She moved
to the closet, then stood back, puzzled.

“Dagger.” Sara turned from the closet. “He
didn’t bring anything. There aren’t any shirts, suits, not even a
suitcase. Who doesn’t bring clean underwear?”

“Someone who plans to be in and out
quickly.”

“So why rent a room?”

Dagger didn’t find a toiletry bag nor a
toothbrush or toothpaste in the bathroom. The towels were crisply
folded on a rack above the toilet as were the washcloths. Since the
privacy sign was on the doorknob he knew housekeeping hadn’t
cleaned. The bathtub didn’t show signs of recent use so Demko
probably hadn’t spent the night.

He walked back to the living area and picked
up the remote. “Let’s see what kind of charges he’s made.” He
clicked on MENU and then SERVICES. “The bill claims he checked in
three days ago. Meals, dry cleaning, room service, all charged.
This doesn’t make any sense.”

“Is it his bill?”

Dagger glared at her, a look that told her he
had been a P.I. for five years and didn’t need an uppity
nineteen-year-old telling him his job. He scrolled back to the
first page. The room had been reserved in the name of Lee Connors.
That perfect eyebrow shot up again. One day he was going to peel it
right off of her face.

“What about an airline ticket?” Sara rummaged
through the garbage can by the bar, then moved to the one by the
desk.

He stopped himself from shooting another
glare her way and instead unzipped the compartments in a laptop
case resting against the leg of the desk. In one of the pockets was
a ticket. “Open return in Demko’s name. Flew from Minneapolis to
Chicago. Probably took a cab or shuttle from the airport. I don’t
see a rental car receipt.” He fumbled through the rest of the
compartments but didn’t find any car keys or papers. A laptop
computer sat on the desk but Dagger didn’t want to open it here.
Instead he shoved the laptop into the case and zipped the bag
closed.

Dagger tossed the bag on the coffee table,
then sat down and searched the desk. Stationery and pens were in
the top drawer. A phone book lay open on the desk. Dagger fanned
through the pages. One of the pages was folded toward the inside in
the P section of the yellow pages. “Maybe he was ordering pizza.”
Dagger unfolded the page which listed private investigators.
Scribbled in the margin was Dagger’s name.

 


 


“Is anyone coming? I hear someone coming.”
Skizzy Borden slammed the tailgate of the truck and scanned the
forest with eyes that appeared tethered loosely to his head. Just
sixty-eight inches of bone and skin, but Dagger had often said his
looks were deceiving. Skizzy was far more deadly than he
appeared.

“Ain’t nobody coming. Now let’s get him the
hell out of there.” Simon reopened the tailgate of Skizzy’s truck.
The burly mailman was also far more deadly than he looked. His wife
claimed it was his cherub face and twinkling eyes that made him
appear more like a black Santa than the Special Ops sharpshooter he
was in Nam. He tugged at the blanket-rolled body of Paul Demko and
dragged it to the edge of the truck bed. “Grab the other end.”

They hefted the rolled blanket off the truck
and half dragged, half carried the body through bushes and weeds.
The gravel road they had driven on was overgrown with goldenrod and
other hayfever-producing plants. The limestone quarry was on the
outskirts of town. A half mile wide and a mile long, the quarry had
supplied limestone rock and aggregate for a construction company
since 1912. It was closed five years ago. What better place to dump
a body than in a four hundred foot deep quarry. Once Demko was
unrolled from the carpet, the two men stood over him like preachers
paying their last respects.

“Sure don’t look like a killer,” Skizzy said.
His wiry gray hair was wrestling itself free from the rubber band.
As though on reconnaissance, Skizzy had dressed in camouflage pants
and shirt. His eyes scanned the area looking for witnesses,
although everyone who knew Skizzy believed he looked for government
spies around every bend.

“Let’s get a move on.” Simon bent down to
grab Demko’s ankles.

“How’s come I always get the heavy part?”
Skizzy mumbled. He crouched down to grab the shoulders.

“Guy weighs less than my wife,” Simon
said.

“You saw that videotape Dagger had. You see
how that guy jumped over the fence? That’s why I took his jacket.”
Skizzy had found something unusual about the fabric of Demko’s
jacket. Although Dagger remained skeptical, Skizzy told him the
government was experimenting with a type of synthetic muscle sewn
into fabric that adds strength and agility to the wearer. Dagger
had told him he was nuts but Skizzy had hacked into enough
government project files to know what he was talking about. Skizzy
had zoomed in on Demko during his acrobatics and his suit had
suddenly puffed up, resembling the Michelin Man. It had deflated
just as quickly after he had landed on the ground.

“Hey.” Skizzy leaned closer to the body. “Do
you hear some ticking? Check for a watch. He might have an
expensive Rolex I could sell in the pawn shop.”

“Rolex watches don’t tick.” Simon pulled the
shirt cuff back from Demko’s wrist. Demko wasn’t wearing a watch.
He checked the other wrist. “Maybe he has a pocket watch.” Simon
checked the pants pockets. “Huh. Nothing there either.”

“Check the back pockets.” Skizzy grabbed a
forearm and together they rolled Demko onto his stomach. Dried
leaves and dirt clung to Demko’s shirt.

Simon shoved his hand into one pocket, then
the next. “Nothing.”

“I still hear ticking.” Skizzy leaned closer
to the body. He stared at a spot above the shirt collar. “Is his
skin glowing?”

Simon leaned over for a look. There was a red
glow flashing under Demko’s skin. “I think it says something.”

Skizzy squinted, then pulled back a few
inches as though readjusting his eyesight. “Fourteen,” he
announced.

Simon stared, cocked his head. “No,
thirteen.”

Skizzy studied it closer. “Twelve.”

“Eleven.”

The two men locked eyes as large as eggs.
Both former military, they had a sick feeling what this meant. They
didn’t waste time trying to rationalize what they were seeing.

“OH, OH, OH,” they yelled in unison.

Nine pulsed from under the skin.

“Roll him back, get his shoulders,” Simon
yelled.

Skizzy fell back on his ass yelling, “Next
time you take the head.”

“Just start moving.” Simon lifted the legs
and started dragging the body.

“I’m moving, I’m moving.” Skizzy hooked his
arms under the shoulders and pulled. “Hurry.”

A four foot high rusting wire fence had been
mangled from wear, tear, and downed trees. It provided a clear
opening into the quarry.

“On the count of three,” Simon said.

“Hell, I don’t think we have three left.”

They made it on two, swinging the body back
and forth and sending it through the opening.

“INCOMING!” Skizzy yelled and they hit the
dirt as though still in Nam. The explosion shook the ground and
rattled their teeth. Skizzy hung onto the grass as though the
vibration might tip his body into the quarry.

A metallic sound clanged against a nearby
tree and bounced several feet from the two men. They slowly raised
their heads, eyes wide in shock. Neither said anything for a few
seconds as a pink mist drifted through the air. Their attention
turned to the metal object which landed several feet from them.
They pushed themselves onto their knees, then stood cautiously,
testing the ground. Curiosity got the best of them and they stole a
glance over the fence down into the quarry. The pink mist fluttered
like a gauze blanket as it spread and settled to the quarry
floor.

Simon pinched Skizzy’s bony elbow and nodded
at the piece of metal that had hit the tree. Stepping closer with a
bit more caution, they noticed the metal was the size of a nickel
with pieces of bloody flesh attached.

A red light flashed the number zero.

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 3

 


 


The gray hawk rested on a cottonwood tree
near the limestone quarry, its talons wrapped firmly around the
branch. It cocked its head and scanned the area for visitors. It
wasn’t looking for food since this particular hawk didn’t feast.
Two-legged mammals were the only ones who should fear this
hawk.

A crow diving into the quarry caught the
hawk’s attention. Sunlight reflected off of the strange color of
the hawk’s eyes. Although the hawk possessed a visual acuity eight
times that of a human’s, the color was unusual—a brilliant
turquoise, like Caribbean waters.

The hawk pushed off the branch and swooped
down into the quarry. With a wingspan of four feet, it circled
slowly, letting the wind currents fill its underwing coverts. As it
closed in on what remained of the body, the crow scurried away with
frantic wing beats. The hawk landed on a boulder several feet from
what remained of Paul Demko. Dagger hadn’t believed Skizzy and
Simon that Demko had a bomb in him. Although Skizzy was on a
different planet some days, Simon on the other hand did not
contradict Skizzy which made Dagger suspicious.

He was right,
Sara said. There are only bits and
pieces of Demko left. Most of the clothing was burned away and what
little is left looks singed.

Whenever Sara shifted, she and Dagger could
communicate telepathically. This was something she and her
grandmother could do. After her grandmother died, Sara realized she
and Dagger could communicate the same way.

Doesn’t make any sense. I know he didn’t have
a bomb on him so it had to be in him. But that should only have
separated the head from the body.

It’s almost as though Demko
were vaporized, Sara said. There’s a spray of blood on the wall. Maybe whatever was
triggered in his head released something into the blood stream that
was volatile. When the bomb went off, it was like a match touched
to a wick and…boom.

You know, you are hanging
around with Skizzy way too much, Dagger
replied.

How is Skizzy? I would think something like
this would have him building another bunker.

He’s too busy with new projects. He can’t
wait to study the jacket Demko was wearing and he wants to design a
new toy to detect microchips. Demko only confirms Skizzy’s belief
that the government is secretly embedding computer chips in all
newborns and every adult who goes in for surgery.

Well, you can assure Simon that what he saw
really happened.

He should be here in about fifteen. He’s
curious about what I might have found on Demko’s computer.

 


 


Little late for showering, isn’t it?” Simon
asked, training one eye on the clock above the stove.

Sara’s wet hair was pulled to one side and
French-braided. Dagger was the only one who knew of her shifting
abilities. Shapeshifting was part of Native American mythology.
They believed their elders could shift into various animal forms to
spy on their enemies. Sara had learned of her abilities at the age
of six. According to tradition, there can be no witnesses to her
shifting. To avoid exposure, anyone who dares to view her shifting
is killed by the wolf. Dagger had saved the wolf ’s life which is
what protects him since he had witnessed Sara’s shifting. But he
also secretly believed the black leather cord necklace with the
silver pendant in the shape of a wolf ’s head Sara’s grandmother
had given him also had something to do with protection.

“I was gardening.” Sara pulled a pitcher from
the refrigerator. “Iced tea, Simon?”

Simon raised his cup. “I need some
caffeine.”

Dagger stood at the kitchen counter, Demko’s
laptop computer in front of him. He wasn’t as computer savvy as
Skizzy and knew the computer would eventually be given to the
squirrelly guy.

“Find anything yet?” Sara asked.

“Yeah. A bunch of religious crap that doesn’t
fit Demko’s profile. Skizzy thinks the files might be encrypted so
he gave me a decryption program.”

Simon rubbed a beefy hand across his face.
“You know, I used to think that guy was screwy, but after this
morning.” He shrugged and shook his head. “Skizzy’s beginning to
look like the sane one here. What does that say about the rest of
us?”

Sara took out a package of cut vegetables and
placed them in a colander to rinse. Einstein’s squawking was loud
and insistent. Just like a two-year-old, he needed new toys to keep
him occupied and a variety of foods to satiate him. Brazil nuts and
cheese curls were also favorites of his. A grateful client who had
been short on funds had given Einstein to Dagger as payment. Dagger
wasn’t a dog or cat person, much less a bird lover. But Einstein
proved to have a photographic memory which came in handy when
Dagger was too lazy to look up phone numbers or to write them
down.

Sara carried the bowl of vegetables to the
aviary. “Hungry, Einstein?” The macaw bobbed its head up and down.
“How about outside? Want to go outside?”

Sara opened a second door that led to a
screened enclosure. It had several perches at different heights and
braided rope toys. They didn’t let Einstein out into the open
unless either she or Dagger was there to keep an eye on him. His
wings were not clipped and there were too many plants in the
surrounding acres which were poisonous to macaws. She opened the
door to the screened enclosure and rattled the bowl of vegetables.
“Come on, Einstein.” The scarlet macaw flew to one of the perches
and flapped his wings. Sara poured the vegetables into a bowl by
the perch. “You be good, okay?”

Einstein belted out another loud screech and
settled down on the perch. He trained one yellow-ringed eye on her,
then took a stab at her braided hair.

“No!” She shook the rope braid near his
perch. “That is your braid, not my hair.”

She left him in the screened enclosure and
walked back through the aviary, closing both the grated door and
the soundproof door.

“You spoil him,” Dagger said.

“Someone has to.”

“When is that program supposed to kick in?”
Simon asked. “We gotta find out about this guy. People just don’t
blow up. And what was he doing here? Was he supposed to put you in
a bear hug and take you with him? How many people have you pissed
off?”

Dagger turned from the computer and glared at
Simon. “In my estimation? Not enough.”

“Simon’s right,” Sara said. “What if he was
meant to explode here in this house? Are you sure you don’t
recognize him?”

“Never seen him before and I have a pretty
good memory for faces.”

A square box appeared on the computer screen
announcing that the decryption was complete. Dagger clicked OPEN
and a dossier appeared on the screen.

Sara asked, “Who’s that?”

Simon hobbled over to where they stood. The
screen revealed a man in his fifties, light brown hair abundantly
sprinkled with gray. Hazel eyes appeared lively and his smile was
warm and genuine. The man wore a priest’s collar and scarlet sash.
The dossier identified him as Cardinal Michael Esrey. He was
recently appointed to a position at the Vatican.

“Cardinal Michael Esrey is scheduled to give
a speech this Saturday at a conference of Northwest Indiana priests
at the Ritz Carlton.” Dagger took a step back and folded his arms
across his chest. He studied the dossier for several minutes then
shook his head. “That can’t be right. This guy is dead.”

Sara asked, “Is it a current bio?”

“From last week. Maybe Demko was in town to
assassinate the cardinal but believe me, Esrey is dead.”

“You see his picture right there,” Simon
argued. “How can you be so sure he’s dead?”

“Because.” Dagger pressed the heels of his
hands to his eyes. Some days he felt like his entire life was a
nightmare. “I killed him five years ago.”

 


 


Simon lifted his cup of coffee. “Got anything
to put in this, Sara? Dagger just told me he killed the Pope. I
need something a lot stronger than coffee.

“He isn’t the Pope,” Dagger said. “He wasn’t
even a priest when I killed him.” Dagger braced his arms against
the counter and studied the monitor. “At least, I don’t think he
was.”

Sara and Simon exchanged knowing looks across
the table. It was Simon who asked the obvious.

“Thought you said you have a great memory.
Maybe he just looks like someone you know.” Simon took the bottle
of whiskey from Sara and added a healthy dose to his coffee. “They
say everyone has a double.”

“I’m still on the part where you killed him
five years ago.” Sara’s remark hung in the air like an accusation.
With Sara there had to always be a good reason for his actions. Her
way again of being his conscience. He had always thought her
grandmother entrusted him to protect her granddaughter but Sara
once commented, “Did you ever stop to think that maybe Grandmother
meant for me to protect you?” Those words had proven true on more
than one occasion.

Dagger closed his eyes and tried to picture
the man, details about his life, where they were when Dagger had
killed him. He opened his eyes and studied the picture. “I’m
drawing a blank here.”

“There been that many that they all blend
together?” Simon asked.

Dagger shot his friend a look of irritation.
He hated to admit it but maybe there were too many fuzzy areas in
his brain. He had memories of his childhood, school, college,
military. He could describe places he had visited, people he had
met. But if he were pressed to give dates and names, he wasn’t sure
he could do it. And why was he so convinced he had killed the
cardinal but knew so little about why and when?

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 4

 


 


Dagger was up early the next morning. Tai Chi
out on the deck at six, then a round with the punching bag in the
garage until seven. He shaved but it was useless because he always
had a five o’clock shadow. With his dark hair, dark eyes, and
danger oozing from every pore in his body, it was no wonder he was
pulled aside at airports.

In his eyes the world was black and white and
the only gray areas you could find were in his bedroom. Gray and
black were the colors he lived in and dressed in. Not only did Sara
add beauty to his life but she also added color. It was her house
so she could pink it up anyway she wanted. There was pink and mauve
in the living room, the Florida room, her bedroom. But his bedroom
was his domain and it bled chrome, black, and gray.

One wall in his bedroom was mirrored and
directly in back of the gym equipment. But the wall was deceiving.
Dagger flipped open the lid on a fake thermostat and punched in a
code. A door in the wall popped open. Dagger entered a sizeable
vault which housed his arsenal, a printing machine that had been
known to spit out counterfeit checks on more than one occasion, and
a filing cabinet containing paper for such counterfeit purposes.
There were also bundles of cash, not counterfeit.

Across from the filing cabinet was a table.
Above the table a map lit up with blue lights indicating major
towns. But it was the two blinking red lights orbiting the globe
that Dagger was interested in. Every day he checked to see if the
satellites had shifted their locations. Five years ago there had
been just one satellite, one that Dagger had been instrumental in
helping plummet from the sky. But within five years BettaTec had
managed to install two satellites. These were state of the art.

The government thought they were
communication satellites. Dagger knew better. One red light stayed
on a trajectory over the Northern Hemisphere. The second red light
covered the Southern Hemisphere.

Ever since he saw his name handwritten in the
margin of the phone book at the Embassy Suites the first thought
that came to Dagger’s mind was BettaTec. Had they finally located
him? But they couldn’t have. Looking at it logically, he had
covered his tracks too well. Demko had wanted to hire him, not kill
him…at first. Why did it change? He tried to think back to
something Dagger had said or did that made Demko snap. Or was Demko
just trying to confirm his identity? Dagger’s first inclination was
to pick up and run. If he stayed on the move, he could keep one
step ahead of them. But he was so damn tired of running.

“Dagger?” Sara poked her head in the doorway.
“Padre’s here.”

Sara plied Padre with coffee and cake while
Dagger tried to mentally tick through the list of reasons why Cedar
Point’s top detective decided to pay him a visit. Yes, Padre was a
friend but Padre only came to chat or meet him for a beer after
working hours. And usually it was because Padre needed his help.
Had someone witnessed Simon and Skizzy dumping the body in the
quarry.

It was his early years in the seminary that
gave Sergeant Jerry Martinez the nickname of Padre. He had felt his
time could be better spent in law enforcement making sure people
followed the Ten Commandments and received their just punishment
rather than simply preaching them. Padre had what he called a high
forehead. He would never say he had a receding hairline. Just shy
of five foot ten, Padre was one sonofabitch you never dared to
cross. Criminals had learned that the hard way. His quick, friendly
smile gave suspects the impression he was their friend. Then he
swept in for the kill. Padre could smell a lie like bottle flies
could smell rotting flesh. He also believed in keeping his friends
close and his enemies closer which is why Dagger felt Padre asked
for his assistance in certain cases. Dagger not only looked
dangerous but he also looked like someone who operated just below
the radar. Padre had zeroed in on him not long after Dagger arrived
in town.

Padre shoved a piece of gum in his mouth and
started chomping and mashing it to death.

“Quit smoking again?” Dagger always knew when
Padre was trying to cut down. His gum wrappers increased. He pulled
a mug from the cabinet and poured himself a cup of coffee.

Sara busied herself emptying the dishwasher.
“I’ll be out of your hair as soon as I finish.”

“Don’t leave on my account, Sara. Matter of
fact, you might be able to clear up a few things.”

“So this is an official visit.” Dagger smiled
at the detective. “And here I thought you missed us.” He raked his
collar-length hair back into a ponytail and wrapped a band around
it.

“Sara I definitely miss. But you?”

“I’m deeply hurt.” Dagger actually had a
fondness for the cop. They had been in a number of scrapes together
and Padre was always watching his back. But he didn’t doubt for a
minute that Padre would toss the book at him if he thought he were
guilty of something. Padre was a by-the-book cop. Strange friend
for a guy who had tossed out the book years ago.

“Do you know a guy by the name of Lee
Connors?”

“Should I?”

“He gave our department a call a couple days
ago asking if we could recommend a private detective. I gave him
your name. Course, I respect your privacy and didn’t give him your
address. When I asked him for his number so you could call him, he
hung up.”

Dagger took a sip of coffee then grabbed the
carafe and refilled their cups. “Guess I should thank you. Did he
give any hint what he wanted?” He gave himself a mental pat on the
back for ripping out the phone book page with his name scribbled on
it in Connors’ hotel room.

“I was hoping you could tell me.” Padre gave
that steely eyed glare Dagger had seen so many times.

Dagger shrugged. “Never saw him.”

Sara pulled knives from the washer and dried
them with a towel before placing them in the knife holder. Her gaze
drifted from Dagger to Padre then back to Dagger.

“Hmmmm.” Padre snapped the gum like a truck
stop waitress. “What if I told you the cab company has a record of
dropping off Mister Connors on your doorstep?”

Shit.

“Oh,” Sara said and smiled shyly. “Was that
him?” She dried her hands on the towel and said, “I told him Dagger
wouldn’t be home for a couple hours. He never said who he was,
didn’t want to wait, and then he left.”

“He walked back to town?”

“I offered to call a cab but he had his phone
on him and said he would call. He never got inside the gate. Being
here all alone I didn’t want to let him in.”

“No, no. Of course not. Unfortunately, the
cab company doesn’t have a record of picking him back up.”

“Maybe he hitched a ride,” Dagger
offered.

“Hmmmm.” Padre wadded the used gum in an
empty wrapper and pulled out a fresh stick. “And this was
yesterday?”

“In the morning.” Sara went back to emptying
the dishwasher.

“Well then.” Padre thanked them for the
coffee and cake and stood. He started for the door then stopped,
one finger raised. “There’s just one problem with that story.”

“What’s that?” Dagger noticed the sound of
plates hitting the counter had ceased. He stood to walk Padre out,
to keep the cop from zeroing in on Sara.

“Some airport workers found Connors’ body
stuffed in the trunk of his rental car.”

Sara and Dagger both stared at Padre, waiting
for the proverbial other shoe to drop.

“He had been dead for two days.” Padre
chewed, looked from Dagger to Sara and smiled. “Did he look dead to
you?”

“Do you have his picture?” Sara walked over
to Padre. He handed her what looked like an enlarged drivers
license photo.

“Seems to me, if he had a rental car he would
have driven himself here,” Padre pointed out. “And, number two, how
can a dead man appear on your doorstep?”

“That’s not the man I saw on the monitor at
the gate,” Sara said. “Doesn’t look anything like him.”

Dagger looked at the photo of Lee Connors. He
was hefty, a middleweight contender with a broad face and flattened
nose. “I’ve never seen him before.” And he hadn’t. It de?nitely
wasn’t the guy who had died on their living room floor.

Padre tucked the photo back inside his jacket
pocket. “I’d appreciate it, Sara, if you could stop by the precinct
sometime today and give our sketch artist a description of the
guy.”

“Is it necessary to involve Sara?” Last thing
Dagger wanted was to have a sketch of Demko plastered on the
evening news so whoever had sent him would know he hadn’t completed
his assignment. That could bring all kinds of people into town.

“Got a problem with that?” Padre looked from
Dagger to Sara. “Or do you have something to hide?”

Dagger smiled. “Sure, Padre. The guy
threatened me, I killed him and had Skizzy dump the body in the
limestone quarry, but not before some bomb planted in the guy’s
neck blew his head off.”

Padre threw back his head and roared, a loud,
boisterous bellow. “Oh, Dagger. Always the comic.” He slowly ran
his hand from his forehead down to his chin, the smile quickly
fading as if his hand were doing the facial transformation. “I’m
not amused.”

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 5

 


 


“The forehead was a little higher,” Sara
instructed the artist. Jimmy Cho pounded the keyboard, a lock of
hair falling across his forehead. Sara glanced over her shoulder at
Dagger. “You don’t have to hover. You didn’t even need to
come.”

Jimmy chuckled at that comment. “If you were
my girl, do you think I would let you walk in here alone?” He
jutted his chin toward the sea of desks surrounding them. All work
had stopped. Men were seated at the desks or perched with one cheek
on their desktops, all eyes on Sara. The yellow floral dress she
wore brought out the bronze color of her skin. Her dark hair shined
with a multitude of sun-streaked highlights.

“How sweet.” Sara smiled at her admirers.

Dagger let out a loud huff. “Can we get on
with it?”

“I can handle myself, Dagger.”

“That’s why I came.” He nodded toward the
hungry males. “To protect them from you.”

Jimmy laughed but when he saw that neither
Sara nor Dagger was laughing, his laughter faded.

“HEY!” Padre bellowed from his doorway.
“Isn’t anyone working? Have all crimes been solved? All case files
worked?”

The detectives scurried back to their chairs
and started making calls or banging on their keyboards.

“Yes, that looks just like him,” Sara
announced. The computer monitor showed a man with thinning hair, a
nose slightly bent, eyes a soft brown.

Padre stared at the screen, then folded his
arms. “Sara, that’s me.”

Sara checked the screen. “You think so?” She
looked at Dagger. “Does that look like Padre?”

“Nah. Padre has less hair.”

“He was wearing sunglasses so I’m not sure of
his eye color,” Sara clarified. “Jimmy put in whatever color he
wanted. And I only saw the face briefly on the monitor so I’m sorry
I don’t remember more distinct features.”

Padre was seething. Dagger could tell by the
way his jaws were clenched.

“I want to see your surveillance tapes. And
don’t tell me, Dagger, that you didn’t save them.”

“I didn’t save them.” Dagger gave a hapless
shrug. “Sorry.”

Padre pointed toward a doorway. “In my
office. Both of you.”

“Did you want me to print this out?” Jimmy
asked. His question was met with an icy glare. “Okay. Maybe I’ll
just save it.”

“Sit,” Padre ordered. He closed the office
door saying, “Let me get this straight. Dagger, you weren’t home
when this man showed up at the gate. Sara, you thought he looked
like me.” He sank onto the chair behind his desk and slowly rocked
for a full minute while studying them. Finally, he leaned forward
and clasped his hands on the desk. “Let me tell you what I think
happened. This guy kills Connors, maybe for the use of his room.
Robbery wasn’t a motive because Connors had his wallet on him. So
maybe he needed a place to hide out, use the hotel phone. Although
missy here says he had a cell phone and was going to call his own
cab.”

“Did you trace the cell calls from
that…?”

Padre glared at Dagger. “Did I ask you to
speak?” He waited through several seconds of silence. “I think my
only link to Connors’ killer is through you.” He looked directly at
Dagger. “Now, I can understand you fudging the truth a little,
Dagger. But I would have never believed that you would manipulate
this sweet, innocent woman to lie for you. That is
unconscionable.”

“I didn’t lie, Padre.” Sara’s voice didn’t
display hurt as much as anger. Instinctively her right hand found
its way to her mouth and she started chewing on a knuckle, a
nervous habit she had acquired since dipping her toes outside of
the reservation land. “He did look a little like you in the few
seconds I had to look at him. He wasn’t much taller than the
monitor so he didn’t have to bend down to speak into it. That would
make him around your height, maybe a couple inches shorter. I
didn’t see any gray hair but the receding hairline is deceiving. He
could be coloring his hair but his face wasn’t that lined, not
like…”

Padre’s raised eyebrows dared her to comment
on his age.

Dagger held up a finger. “Can I talk
now?”

Padre dragged his eyes from Sara to
Dagger.

“What about the cameras at the hotel and the
airport parking garage? Besides, the cab company could have lied.
Your man could have driven Connors’ car with the body in the trunk
over to my place, then driven to the airport to dump the car.”

Padre punched the intercom on the phone. “I
already have a call in for those tapes.” When the intercom was
answered, Padre told Jimmy, “You can print out a copy of that
sketch now.” He punched the intercom off just as the phone rang.
Picking up the receiver, he barked out, “Martinez…yeah, Chief.”
Padre leaned back in his chair, the receiver pressed to his ear.
His eyes studied the ceiling as he listened. “We told the
cardinal’s people we’d give him a police escort from the airport to
the hotel. They are hiring their own bodyguards for the
event…yeah…who’s going to bother a cardinal? It’s not like the Pope
is visiting…yeah… okay…I’m on it.” Padre hung up with a shake of
his head. “Chief is expecting demonstrators against pedophile
priests. Guess some people don’t feel the church is doing enough.”
Padre saw Jimmy through the glass partition and waved him in.

“I made two copies.” Jimmy placed the
computer sketch on the desk. “I added sunglasses.”

Sara leaned over for a closer look. “Yes,
that looks just like him.”

Padre studied the image for a few seconds,
pressed his lips in disgust, then pulled out an identical pair of
sunglasses from his pocket. “Gee, they look just like mine.” He
glared at his visitors. “Now get out of here. All of you.”

 


 


Dagger gunned the Lincoln Navigator from the
parking lot. He punched the hands-free phone and listened to the
phone ring three times, five times, seven times. “Come on,
Skizzy.”

“Hey, I’m busy here.” Skizzy’s voice blared
from the speaker.

“Just tell me you decrypted the guy’s
Emails.” On their way to the police station, Dagger had dropped off
Demko’s computer at Skizzy’s shop.

“Sure, and I built a high-rise in my spare
time. This one ain’t so easy. I may have to hack into one of the
anagrams to get some assistance.”

“FBI, CIA, NSA, I don’t care which anagram
you hack into, just get me something.” Dagger punched the END
button. “I don’t like the fact that this guy was looking for
me.”

“Who else would have given out our address?”
Sara asked. “If Padre claims he didn’t and you aren’t listed in the
phone book, who else besides Simon and Skizzy?”

Dagger thought about that for several
seconds, then swung a U-turn on a busy downtown street eliciting
numerous horn blasts.

The Hideaway was a shot-and-beer joint.
Dagger had lived in a small apartment above the bar when he first
arrived in town. He had operated his P.I. business out of that
apartment and it was where he had first met Sara. She had walked in
with information about the murder of an undercover cop. At the time
he didn’t know how she obtained her information, didn’t know about
her unique abilities, but he followed up on her leads and
discovered a jewelry and art theft ring based inside the Cedar
Point Police Department. In the melee, a wolf had been injured, its
leg shot off. And just as Dagger was preparing to put a bullet in
the wolf ’s head to end its misery, the strangest thing happened.
Instead of a wolf, what was lying at his feet was Sara. To say he
was shocked was putting it mildly. But his biggest shock came later
as Sara lay on her grandmother’s bed. Sara’s leg had grown
back.

Dagger fingered his black cord necklace. He
could feel the turquoise stones that served as the eyes in the wolf
head pendant and remembered the filmy eyes of Ada, Sara’s
grandmother who had looked more like a great-great-grandmother. She
had been the only family Sara had left and seemed relieved that
someone else knew of Sara’s gift. Ada promptly died the next day
leaving the necklace and a note pleading for Dagger to watch out
for her granddaughter, a young woman who had barely left the
confines of their reservation land, and was as much afraid of
humans as the wolf and hawk were. Dagger had changed all that. Sara
now knew self-defense and could shoot a gun as well as he
could.

“What are you smiling at?” Sara asked, her
smile radiating from the passenger seat.

“Just wondering how many more gray hairs we
gave Padre.” He parked the Navigator at the curb and they slammed
out of the vehicle.

The Hideaway smelled of beer and sweat. If
the wood floor ever got a washing it would probably disintegrate.
Toby Keith’s voice oozed from the juke box talking about loving
this bar. Two men swaying at the end of the chipped and bruised bar
were bellowing along with Toby. Men playing pool stopped to leer at
Sara, their cue sticks hovering over the pool table.

“Well, well. Slumming, Dagger?” Casey stood
behind the bar looking more like a bouncer gone to seed. What might
have once been a muscular forty-eight-inch chest had given way to
beer and gravity and hung over his belt like yeast-raised
bread.

“Your place a slum? Why, it’s listed at the
Visitors’ Bureau as one of the top ten places to see in Cedar
Point.”

“Ha ha.” Casey turned his attention to Sara.
There were enough gaps in his teeth to release a whistle every time
he breathed. He made a futile attempt at pulling down his Chicago
Cubs tee shirt but it didn’t help to hide his gut. Tattoos
resembling barbed wire circled each of his flabby biceps.

“Who’s this? Thought you were engaged to the
blonde bitch.”

“That ended a long time ago. This is Sara
Morningsky. She’s my business partner.”

Casey laughed. “That what they call them
these days?”

“Excuse me?” Sara’s right eyebrow jutted
sharply. Faster than the bar owner could blink, Sara reached into
her purse and pulled out a Kel-Tec P32. “Want to clarify that?”

Casey’s eyes appeared crossed as they focused
on the weapon. He slowly raised his hands. The men in the bar
stopped crooning. Even Toby Keith got the hint as his song
ended.

“Sorry. No harm intended. Just having a
little fun is all.” Casey looked to Dagger. “Can I lower my hands
now?”

“Play nice, Sara,” Dagger said.

Sara slipped the gun back into her purse.

“Need to ask you a few questions.” Dagger
moved to the end of the bar, out of ear shot of the other patrons.
Sara and Casey followed. “Anyone come in here recently asking about
me?”

The big man’s eyes grew and a small teletype
appeared to play back in his head. It looked as though he were
weighing his options – lie and save his skin or tell the truth and
walk away with just a few broken bones. Seeing that Sara had
slipped her hand back into her purse, he opted for truth.

“Yeah, couple days ago. Looked like an
insurance salesman, but a dangerous insurance salesman. Something
about his eyes. You just happened to be picking up your cleaning
down the street. I pointed out your car,” he said, looking
nervously at Sara’s purse, “and told him he could probably catch
you there if he hurried. Did he?”

Dagger shook his head. Demko probably
followed him home and decided on a surprise visit rather than
approaching him in public. Which means he probably was using
Connors’ rental car before disposing of the car with Connors’
decomposing body in the trunk.

Dagger smiled at the nervous giant. “Guess
you can live another day.” He led Sara out of the bar whispering,
“That thing loaded?”

Sara winced. “Forgot.”

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 6

 


 


The gun metal gray binoculars were a
Christmas gift from his wife. Padre had complained that the damn
things cost $600 and a $25 pair would have done just as well. But
he was wrong. These were so powerful he could see an ant crawling
up a tree trunk two hundred yards away. Before it got too dark he
needed to search out the quarry Dagger had mentioned. Sure it was
far-fetched and Dagger could be pulling his leg. But with all the
weird cases he had seen Dagger work, there was just something in
the amusement Dagger had shown when telling the story that told
Padre if Dagger were involved, expect the unexpected.

The closed quarry dominated the southeast
side of town. Padre had been crouched in the weeds searching the
area to make sure he was alone. The gravel roads into the property
were grown over. So far he hadn’t seen any bird watchers or bikers
or teens engaged in nefarious activities.

He moved closer to the fence, then trained
the binoculars on the floor of the quarry. Small pebbles appeared
as huge boulders through the lens. Small bones sprang in front of
the lens of the binoculars. Padre figured they were the remains of
rabbits and other small animals who had inadvertently fallen into
the quarry. A crow cawed from a branch overhead, sending a chill
down Padre’s spine. He didn’t care too much for being out in the
woods even in daylight. Ever since the bizarre Friday the
Thirteenth case he worked with Dagger he hadn’t been able to go
into the forest at night without an entire arsenal on him. Back
then, even an arsenal hadn’t helped.

The sun slowly crept across the sky. Padre
returned his attention to the floor of the quarry. If Dagger’s
humor contained one ounce of truth, a body tossed into the quarry
would be close to the edge. He swept the floor below him, seeing
more small bones, bird wings, a few beer cans. Padre had grown up
several miles from the quarry and as a kid remembered his mother
yelling every time they dynamite-blasted the rock. All of her
knickknacks would fall off the glass shelves.

The lens skimmed the area across from where
he sat. Still nothing that looked like a body. There were tires,
charred remains of what looked like a car, scrap metal of some
type, more bones, shoes…wait. Padre zipped the binoculars back to
the bones. He lowered the binoculars to view the area with the
naked eye, then back to the binoculars. The bones were fragments
but looked larger than rodent bones. Slowly he returned to the
shoes, adjusted the focus. The shoes still had socks in them…and
feet.

 


 


“Tell me again what I’m doing here at eight
o’clock at night with my gear and my motorcycle.” Luther Jamison
pulled the helmet from his head. His close-cropped Afro fit his
small frame. There was barely any gray in his hair or lines on his
face yet he was pushing sixty.

Padre worked the lock picks in the rusted
padlock. He could just as easily have cut the chain but that might
encourage others to travel the gravel road down to the floor of the
pit. Padre pointed with his chin to the binoculars. “Check it out.
Just about two o’clock on the floor of the quarry.”

Luther peered through the binoculars and
swept down to the approximate area. Puzzled, he adjusted them
again, glared at the target, then lowered the binoculars. “This
what I think it is?”

“Yep. Shoes and lots of bone fragments. We
need to gather what we can and get them back to your lab.”

The lock pick finally did its magic. Padre
jerked the stubborn lock open and threaded the chain off the gate.
“You wouldn’t believe it if I told you.”

“Huh. That means Chase Dagger is involved.”
Luther climbed on his bike and nodded for Padre to do likewise. He
fired up the engine and tore down the gravel road.

Padre hung on for dear life as the tires
slipped and jerked on the gravel. He made a sign of the cross when
they finally hit bottom. “Sweet Mary and Joseph. You trying to kill
me?”

Luther just smiled, pulled his kit from the
back of the bike and moved closer to the battered shoes. He grabbed
his recorder, then stopped. “This official?”

“Not yet.”

Luther turned off the recorder and picked up
his camera. “I need these for posterity. Cases you dump in my lap
always make for great plots in the mystery series I’m planning to
write about a highly intelligent medical examiner.”

“Yeah, you and me both.”

Padre waited as Luther snapped pictures and
snorted, shook his head, sighed. He walked in a wide circle. There
were pieces of bone, clothing, and dried blood spread over a
four-hundred- square-foot area. It hadn’t rained in days so Padre
was sure the rust colored walls were from the victim’s blood which
told Padre this guy did explode on his way down. He pressed
fingertips to his temples and mumbled, “Dagger, I’m going to kill
you.” A small voice he called his skeptical angel said, “Wait for
proof. This may have nothing to do with Dagger.”

Once he was done snapping pictures, Luther
started to collect the fragments from the outer edges and work his
way in. “Hope we have enough daylight left.”

“Let me give you a hand so we can move this
along.” Padre snapped on latex gloves.

“I remember back in 1994 they discovered a
meteorite in this place.” Luther lifted one of the shoes and
sniffed. “It weighed about a thousand pounds and thought to be over
four billion years old.” He set the shoe in a paper bag saying,
“Been dead no more than a day.” He sniffed again.

Padre felt his dinner rise as he looked at
the bone and muscles jutting from the shoe. The top of the sock had
been burned away.

“Anyway, they believe the meteorite hit the
Earth about four hundred million years ago and landed in the quarry
when it was a coral reef. And this is actually three quarries
connected by tunnels. In its heyday it produced seven million tons
of rock products annually.”

“Thanks for the lesson. Maybe it will
come in handy if I’m ever on Jeopardy.”

Luther picked up pieces of cloth and dropped
them in the bag. “Fabric is singed. This guy went up like a torch
but the skin isn’t black. What the hell?” He studied the
surrounding area. “Where’s the head?”

Padre shrugged and pointed. “There…there…and
there.”

 


 


The man opened the door and listened. The
conference call had started so the representatives from area
parishes should be busy for a while. He closed the door then sat at
the conference table, the laptop fired up and ready to go. After
inserting the flash drive, he waited for the prompts, clicked on
EXPLORE and opened DRIVE E. It didn’t take long for the detailed
list of documents to appear. He opened the first document. Puzzled,
he opened several more. Curse words that would have made a
longshoreman blush flew from his mouth. Everything was
encrypted.

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 7

 


 


“PLEASE MISTER POSTMAN.AWWWKK.” Einstein
spread his scarlet and royal blue wings as he tap danced on the
perch.

“Mornin’, Einstein.” Simon reached out a hand
to Einstein but drew it back right as Einstein snapped at him.
Simon roared with laughter.

Dagger lowered the paper and glared at the
macaw. “Behave yourself, Einstein. He’s one of the friendly guests.
We need to keep him around.”

Einstein mimicked Simon’s laugh which made
Simon laugh even harder. The macaw flew up to the catwalk that
dissected the living room. Stairs along one wall led up to Sara’s
bedroom. The catwalk branched out from her door and led to a wall
of windows with a picturesque view of their property.

Simon hobbled to the front door and admired
the scenery. Sara was watering the flower baskets hanging on the
porch. Every time she raised the hose, she exposed more of her tan
midrift.

“Um ummmm. Such a lovely thing. One of these
days, that young Tyler is going to snatch her right out from under
your nose.”

Sara had met Nick Tyler during one of her
early cases with Dagger. The Tyler family was one of the richest in
the Midwest. Women followed Nick around slipping him their phone
numbers. He had Hollywood good looks, was currently modeling in
Europe, had gone to college in Europe, and had been so taken with
Sara that when back in the states, the two were inseparable.

“He’s gay.”

“Yeah. You wish.”

Dagger shrugged. “He’s a model, spends a lot
of time in Europe where daddy won’t catch wind of his, uh, male
friends, and the only reason he squires Sara around is to try to
prove to the world that he’s all man.”

“Squire?” Simon hefted his body onto the
loveseat. “No one squires anymore. They hook up. Besides, don’t you
think those foreign paparazzi would have a field day plastering his
face on their front pages? Everyone knows his every move. Except
you.” Simon pointed a beefy finger at him. “Like I said. One day
you are going to wake up and she’s going to be picking out wedding
gowns.”

Dagger folded the paper and tossed it aside.
“What have you got for me?”

“Common sense.” “Businesswise.”

Einstein swooped back to the perch by
Dagger’s desk. He bobbed his head as though watching Sara through
the window, then belted out a loud screech that had Simon covering
his ears. Simon gave up and hobbled out to the kitchen.

Dagger grabbed a Brazil nut from the top
drawer of his desk. “Want to go outside, Einstein?” The macaw
bobbed his head up and down. “This way.” He led Einstein back to
the aviary and through the far door to the screened enclosure. Once
the macaw was settled, Dagger gave him the Brazil nut.

Simon was cutting himself a piece of coffee
cake when Dagger walked in. “Can’t talk on an empty stomach,” Simon
said.

“Oh, hell. You are more trouble than…”

“Hey, no way to talk to a guy who cleans up
your messes.” Simon slapped the cake on a plate and hobbled over to
the kitchen table. Sunlight streamed in through the windows,
reflecting off of the chrome and granite counters and fixtures.
“Speaking of messes, you figure out how that guy ended up with a
bomb in his neck?”

“The guy is unknown and so far no one misses
him.” Dagger grabbed the carafe of coffee and two cups and set them
on the table. “Skizzy has been running the guy’s prints through
AFIS but so far he hasn’t had a hit.”

“So you don’t know how he knew Cardinal Esrey
or why he had him in his crosshairs?”

“Not yet.”

Simon reached into his back pocket and pulled
out a page from the Society section of the local newspaper.
“Thought you might find this interesting, could get yourself an
invite.” He tossed the page across the table. “The Tyler and Monroe
families are hosting a dinner for Cardinal Esrey at the Tyler
estate.”

Monroe was another of the few elite families
in Cedar Point. Leyton Monroe owned a multitude of newspapers
across the country including Cedar Point’s Daily Herald. Sheila,
Dagger’s former fiancée, was his daughter. The safest thing would
be to go with Sara. Not that he didn’t trust himself around his ex,
but Sheila usually behaved herself when Sara was with him.
Unfortunately, he had other plans for Sara. While the cardinal was
busy at the Tyler’s and Dagger was there to keep an eye on him,
Sara could search the cardinal’s hotel room.

 


 


Luther and Padre picked up burgers from a
drive-through and parked in the cool shade of the stacked parking
garage at the shopping mall. Here they could be away from the
prying eyes and ears of fellow workers.

“DNA?” Padre asked.

“That will take a few days. Blood is B
positive, got some intact fingers.” Luther handed Padre a report
with prints from four of the fingers. “No scars or markings on any
of the slivers of remains we found. No abnormalities in the bones
or skull fragments. Wore silk socks.” Luther smiled. “Light
blue.”

Padre glared at the medical examiner as he
sipped soda through a straw. “I want to hear how he blew up.”

“If it was a bomb, as you say, and only in
the neck, as you say, then he would have only lost his head. We
should have found an intact torso. I haven’t a clue how it was
done, maybe some explosive liquid in his pocket. Maybe he set
himself on fire. Either way, his entire body appeared to vaporize.
But, again, don’t ask me how that is possible. It’s a little too
high tech for me.”

Padre chewed his burger slowly. There was a
lot of truth to the saying that some people can’t think and chew at
the same time. High tech was synonymous with Dagger. “You think
someone shot him with some type of vaporizer gun? Saw that on CSI.
Makes more sense, right?”

Luther wadded up the empty burger wrapper and
tossed it in a bag. “Like I said, little too high tech for me but
I’m working on it. It’s a little tough to make phone calls and ask
people. They will want to know the whys and the wherefores. Only
thing I know is I would never want to meet this guy’s boss. He
knows how to keep his people in line.”

“Find any kind of housing or metal that might
have been in or on his body?”

Luther shook his head no. “Not in the bits
and pieces we found. We can always go back down there and have
another look around.”

“No, thanks. I’m done deep-sea diving.” Padre
gathered up the empty containers and handed them to Luther. As the
medical examiner walked over to a trash container, Padre thought,
Damnit, Dagger. What the hell are you into this time?

 


 


Sara set the phone down. “I feel really
stupid, Dagger. They will know something is up. I never call
Nick.”

“Never?”

“No. I’m not a love-sick puppy who follows
him around like the rest of the women.”

Dagger was glad to hear that. Plan B. “Guess
I could just call Sheila and ask if she needs a date.” He watched
for her reaction. Not a hint of jealousy there. Maybe Sara didn’t
care. Then he saw her right eyebrow twitch.

“Won’t it be a little crowded with Detective
Spagnola sitting on one side of her?”

“Oh, is she still dating him?”

Joe Spagnola was a homicide detective Sheila
had latched onto after she and Dagger had broken up. Dagger didn’t
follow Sheila’s every move but as far as he knew they were still
dating.

The phone rang and the caller negated any
need for Dagger to find a creative way to wrestle an invite to the
cardinal’s dinner.

“Dagger, Robert Tyler here.” The voice was
broadcaster-smooth and refined.

“Mister Tyler. How is everyone?”

Dagger had helped out the Tyler family during
a very public case involving his daughter-in-law, the murder of
Tyler’s very young second wife, and stolen diamonds. It had gotten
messy pretty fast and revealed a gambling problem his oldest son
had as well as his youngest son’s drinking problem. Now it was just
the three men, one grandson, and Lily, the housekeeper.

“Just fine,” Robert replied. “What about
you?”

“Oh, it’s just one explosive thing after
another.”

Sara rolled her eyes.

“Not sure if you read in the paper that we
are hosting a dinner for Cardinal Esrey,” Robert explained.
“Although I hired security at the doors and the parking lot, I
thought having you at the dinner table could add some closer
security for the cardinal without him being aware of it. Are you
free Friday night? You could bring Sara.”

“Unfortunately, Sara isn’t available Friday
night but I would be pleased to join the dinner party.”

Sara motioned to herself, her face revealing
hurt and anger.

“What time would you like me there?”

“Cocktails are at six. Come around five and
we can catch up on old times.”

“See you then.” Dagger hung up with a smile
until he noticed Sara’s stance, arms folded tightly across her
waist, eyes drilling him with a laser stare. “I have other plans
for you.”

“What? Eating a grilled cheese while you have
lobster and filet?”

“You don’t eat red meat. What I want you to
do is get into the cardinal’s hotel suite. Find one of the maid
outfits, have a look around, plant some bugs.”

“Hmmm. That certainly sounds more interesting
than listening to Sheila all night. What if he has a guard outside
the room who insists on following me into the suite?”

“Then you may have to get creative.” Dagger
winked. The printer at Dagger’s desk started humming.

“Yo, Dagger.” Skizzy’s voice bellowed from
the computer speakers.

“What did you find?”

“Decrypted a couple Emails in the laptop. It
used a very old cipher code created by the Greeks. They used
something called a Polybius Square that kinda looks like a
five-by-five checkerboard. Number it one through five at the top,
same on the side, then run your alphabet A through Z…”

“Break it down, Skizzy. I’m aging as we
speak.”

“Some lady by the name of Connie sent Emails
detailing Cardinal Esrey’s travel plans, plane, hotel, dates,
times. An Email from Demko to Connie states the amount of security
planned for the cardinal and asks how he should proceed. They tell
him to hire someone local to get close, someone who would be a
dupe. Use and dispose is how they termed it.”

“Use and dispose.” Dagger didn’t like the
sound of that. “Was Demko supposed to report in?”

“His last communication was what I just said.
He never reported to them whether he found anyone. There wasn’t a
mention of your name. But obviously when he didn’t report in, it
must have made them suspicious.”

“Did they give a deadline?”

“He was supposed to report in by ten in the
morning. Instead I showed him booking a flight to Vancouver.”

Dagger thought about that for a few seconds.
Obviously someone was monitoring Demko’s whereabouts. Would that
someone know Demko had been at Sara’s house? “It’s a little risky
eliminating their man just because he hadn’t reported in. What if
he had been in the middle of a shopping center?”

“Coulda been a timer, you know, so much time
after he expired. Unless they were watching him,” Skizzy said. “Big
Brother and all.”

Dagger didn’t like the sound of that. After
ending his conversation with Skizzy, Dagger gathered the papers off
the printer and carried them into the Florida room. Stair-step
tables were lined up in front of the windows where flowering plants
were on full display. A large paddle fan droned overhead. It was
five hundred square feet of quarry-tiled floor and floral cushioned
furniture. Dagger had built it from the ground up. Carpenter
projects were his best release valves.

He turned his attention to the papers,
thinking it would start with a biography of Cardinal Michael Esrey.
It didn’t. Other than the cardinal’s current travel plans, the only
biography Dagger had was the one Sara had printed from her Google
search. His suspicious mind started questioning the cardinal’s true
identity. All Dagger had to do was snatch a wine glass the cardinal
touches and, as a backup, have Sara pick up some prints from the
hotel room. That was their only starting point.

His mind drifted to Demko. Why did he seek
him out specifically? There were other P.I.’s in the area. The more
he thought about it, though, he realized they were all
high-profile. Their pictures were on billboards, smiling up at you
from restaurant placemats, on flyers posted at the local grocery
store. Someone would get suspicious if any of them were found dead.
But most people knew little about Dagger. His clients were all word
of mouth. His obituary would be a tiny blurb buried near the
classifieds.

And then there was the cardinal. Dagger
studied the face. Could he be wrong? Did Esrey only resemble
someone from Dagger’s past? Why were some people he had killed so
fresh in his mind but Esrey was a blur? There wasn’t anything in
the cardinal’s past that even hinted at corruption or misconduct.
Maybe…Dagger shook the thought from his head. That was too bizarre
to even contemplate. But the thought nagged at him, kept pushing
its way to the forefront until he gave it some structure.

Maybe it wasn’t the cardinal’s past that had
him targeted. It could possibly be his future.

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 8

 


 


Mansion didn’t quite describe the size of
Robert Tyler’s home. Castle was a better term, Dagger had always
thought. The grounds were manicured, the evergreens shaped to
resemble animals. Fountains sprayed and pools bubbled. The veranda
where Dagger stood offered a great view of the Tyler boat dock in
the distance, the stables off to the right. This side of the house
faced east. Dagger could only imagine what kind of sunrises they
enjoyed. Then his thoughts drifted to Sara. She would hate living
in a house this size with servants and high-profile elites drifting
in and out. Or would she? The house didn’t have rooms…it had wings.
The ballroom had held many gala events including a post-election
party for the Indiana governor several years ago. There were
groundskeepers, a cleaning service, a limo driver whose
responsibilities included washing all of the Tyler vehicles.
Captains were hired whenever Tyler took the yacht out on Lake
Michigan. A stable master kept the horses groomed. Yes, Sara would
definitely hate it here.

“Dagger, there you are.” Robert Tyler stepped
out onto the veranda and handed Dagger a beer. “Cardinal Esrey will
be coming down in a few minutes.” Robert rested one elbow on the
railing and watched the guests in the sitting room.

Dagger figured Robert was so used to the
grounds that he now took them for granted. Even his string of
resorts ran like clockwork so there wasn’t a need for him to travel
that much. Robert’s tanned skin showed few lines which had Dagger
wondering if the man recently had a facelift. His hair appeared
thicker and more silver. Hair plugs? Was Robert trolling for wife
number three? He had always been trim and in excellent shape but
having an in-home gym with a weight trainer visiting three times a
week would keep anyone in shape.

“I’m sorry Sara couldn’t make it. She is a
lovely young woman.” Robert studied his manicured fingers. “She
would be a catch for any man, don’t you think?”

Dagger gave a hint of a grimace which he
hoped looked like a smile. Maybe Nick was the wrong Tyler he should
keep an eye on.

 


 


Sara shoved her shorts and top into the gym
bag and stashed it in the supply cabinet in the women’s washroom.
The hardest part was trying to shove all of her hair under the
short red wig. The gray and white uniform fit loosely but it was
all she could get her hands on in such short notice. She had worn
her own gym shoes so hopefully she wouldn’t run into a member of
management who would notice her lack of adherence to dress
code.

Next she put on tinted glasses, more to hide
her eyes than anything else. Her eyes were an unusual color and
would be the first thing people would remember. She looked at her
reflection in the mirror. This would do. The uniform was large
enough to hide her curves and she wasn’t wearing anything that was
too eye-catching to be memorable.

She pulled on latex gloves and walked out of
the second floor restroom and down the hall to a red house phone.
She dialed the cardinal’s suite and listened while it rang several
times. After it went unanswered for a full minute, Sara hung up.
With luck, his entire entourage was with him at the Tyler
residence.

A map on the wall near the employee entrance
pointed out the location of all the supply rooms. One was on the
floor just below the Presidential Suites. She didn’t know how
Skizzy did it but he made her a master key card for the Ritz so she
didn’t have to try to steal one from a cleaning cart.

She rode the elevator to the eleventh floor.
Alternatives played in her head. What if housekeeping was in the
cardinal’s suite now? What if security was posted outside the room?
What if the security guard insisted on joining Sara in the room?
What if a member of management, knowing that housekeeping shouldn’t
be working after six o’clock, pulled her aside?

As she wandered the hall, she heard music
coming from one of the rooms. Voices from a television set, the
news possibly. More voices arguing. Sometimes Sara wished she
didn’t have enhanced hearing. She concentrated on blocking out the
background sounds.

As she approached the supply room, she pulled
the master key card from her pocket and opened the door. Cleaning
carts lined one wall. Towels and bed linens were stacked on shelves
above the carts. Cleaning supplies were on the shelves on the
opposite wall. Sara grabbed the closest cart, pushed it out of the
room and over to the elevator. Once on the elevator she pushed the
button for the twelfth floor. The doors closed but the elevator
didn’t move. Sara held her breath. Now what? She pushed the button
again. Still nothing. Sara inserted the key card into a slot
labeled Suites. The elevator moved.

The lavish décor on the twelfth floor far
exceeded anything Sara had ever seen before. A rain forest of
plants surrounded a fountain in the middle of the atrium. She
checked the sign on the wall. Cardinal Esrey’s was the Cordova
Suite. Soft music was coming from one of the suites. Humming,
probably from refrigerators. Ice clinking. Someone was making a
drink in another suite.

Moving quickly down the hall, Sara located
the Cordova Suite. There wasn’t anyone standing guard. So far so
good. She parked the cleaning cart just outside the door, grabbed a
few towels, then shoved the master key card in the slot. A green
light flashed. Slowly she pushed the door open, waited and
listened. She heard her pulse pounding in her ears. She gently
closed the door, then bolted it so no one could enter.

She stepped into a living room with a vaulted
ceiling and dark wood furnishings, brocade sofas, and Oriental
carpeting. A fireplace was on the far wall with a large basket of
flowers set inside. Sara hadn’t seen anything this lavish since the
Tyler house. Floor to ceiling windows gave a magnificent view of
the Cedar Point Yacht Club in the distance. Lights from boats could
be seen offshore. A staircase to her right led to a second floor
loft, probably the bedrooms. Off to her left was a kitchen and bar
area. Further on was a dining room table large enough to seat
twelve, and beyond that a separate conference room. Hallways were
large enough to drive a car through.

Sara could spend hours admiring the suite but
reminded herself she had work to do. She had three surveillance
bugs and had to pick the best places to plant them. Dagger was
curious to find out more about Esrey that might be hidden from the
public. The conference room had an Oriental silk screen painting on
the wall. Sara placed one of the bugs on the back of the painting.
She stood in the living room and studied the surroundings. She
could always place a bug in one of the plants but all of the plants
were live and might be watered, repotted, or thrown out. She
couldn’t chance it. The fireplace had a marble mantel, a perfect
place for the second bug.

She headed for the second floor. The
staircase was marble with an Oriental runner and high-gloss wood
handrail. The upstairs furnishings proved even more extravagant.
The bed was on a platform with a velvet canopy. The bathroom had a
whirlpool large enough for six people in addition to a walk-in
shower. Gold fixtures were just a tad too much in Sara’s
opinion.

It didn’t feel appropriate to bug the
cardinal’s bedroom. But the loft did have a library and another
fireplace. Sara placed the last bug under an end table in the
library. A long conference table was in the middle of the room and
at one end of the table was an opened briefcase.

She was just about to search the case when
she heard a soft creaking, like someone stepping on a wood floor.
Sara lifted her head and focused her attention on the source of the
sound. It was coming from the cardinal’s bedroom. This was a bad
time to travel unarmed. She focused her senses on the room as she
entered. She didn’t hear anything other than her own pulse pounding
in her ears and her own breathing. Or was it hers? Was there
someone else inhaling? She stopped to listen closer. Creak. Her
attention riveted to a set of French doors which weren’t completely
closed. Sara breathed a sigh of relief. It was just the ceiling fan
causing a draft. She walked over to the French doors and pulled
them open.

A man, mouth twisted in a grimace, tumbled
toward her. Sara screamed and stepped to one side. The man fell to
the floor with a thud. Sara stumbled away and nearly collided with
the bed. Her heart pounded against her rib cage as she stared in
shock at what lay before her. Blue face, bulging eyes. The man had
been strangled. Thoughts fired through her brain. She had on latex
gloves, hadn’t left prints anywhere. The bugs were planted. Time to
leave.

She ran out of the bedroom, through the
library, and right into Paul Demko.

“What?!” Sara’s mouth gaped in shock. This
can’t be. He was dead. But here he was. Same face, same receding
hairline, same suit. Demko lunged at her but Sara called on her
unusual strength and flung him aside like a rag doll. She dodged
his second attempt and tore off for the staircase. A figure
appeared in her peripheral vision dropping from the second floor
like a suicide jumper. Demko had leaped from the loft and landed at
the bottom of the curved staircase. Sara came at him feet first,
landing a blow to his head. Something dropped from his hand and
scuttled across the floor. He shook off the shock to his body and
studied her with renewed interest, cocking his head as though
calculating his next move against a 120 pound woman with unusual
strength.

Demko took a swing at her but she ducked,
flung her feet out and kicked at his kneecap. Bone crunched and he
went down with a howl. Sara ran for the door but he hobbled right
after her, grabbed a handful of her uniform and dragged her back.
He pulled her into a headlock. Sara clawed for his eyes but his
other arm held down her hands. She kicked backward, aiming toward
his injured kneecap. She turned, moving them in a bizarre circular
dance while lights sparkled behind her eyes. She heard pottery
breaking and furniture tumbling. Finally her heel connected with
Demko’s injured kneecap and he folded like a broken chair. Sara
stepped away and took in gulps of air. Her vision started to clear
as she saw Demko grope for a pen then stumble to his feet, wobbling
in front of the tall windows.

“Don’t you ever quit?” Sara said. She took a
deep breath then ran straight at him, leaped in the air and caught
him in the chest with both feet. Her momentum carried them both
into the window. Glass shattered as they tumbled out of the twelfth
floor. She expected his hands and feet to claw for purchase but
instead he was clinging to the pen with both hands. The parking lot
below was small and poorly lit. Demko was headed right for the hood
of a truck, a vehicle which, even in the dark, Sara recognized. She
pushed away from him, then shifted. Demko’s eyes grew wide as he
witnessed her clothing and wig fall away and the human form change
to a hawk. It flew up and landed on the seventh floor window
ledge.

Demko’s body hit the vehicle with a loud
crash. Several seconds later the truck exploded. In succession,
several surrounding cars exploded sending up a ball of fire and
fumes into the night sky. The hawk used its beak to pull a latex
glove from one talon. The glove drifted in the direction of the
fire only to be sucked into the flames. The hawk checked the
grounds for witnesses. It scanned nearby cars, the back entrance to
the hotel, the street beyond. Assured it hadn’t been seen, the hawk
took flight.

 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 9

 


 


Dagger barely listened to Sheila’s ramblings
about a story she was investigating which had something to do with
a refinery dumping waste into Lake Michigan. He was too busy
studying the cardinal seated across from him. Esrey had looked
familiar in the picture on Demko’s computer but up close and
personal he was just another priest dressed casually in white
collar and black cassock. After spending the last few hours with
the man, Dagger was now certain that he had never seen him before
in his life. So why had he believed beyond a shadow of a doubt that
he had killed him?

“Are you listening to me?”

Dagger shifted his gaze to the exquisite
blonde seated next to him. Her silk suit looked as though it were
woven with the fine platinum strands of her hair. At least she had
the good sense to wear something that didn’t expose the breast
implants her father had purchased when she graduated from college.
Her green eyes blazed with irritation and she pursed her
collagen-injected lips into a pout.

“Barely,” he replied as he lifted her hand
from his thigh. “I’m trying to stay focused here.” Dinner dishes
had been cleared away and replaced with some type of chocolate
mousse and cream puffs shaped like swans. Three platters of
desserts had been placed at strategic points on the table. Dagger
was sure if he used a yardstick each platter would be of equal
distance apart.

Leyton Monroe excused himself, but not before
stabbing Dagger with one final glare as a reminder that he was in
his crosshairs. Standing up the daughter of one of the richest men
in Cedar Point hadn’t won Dagger any soft spots in his heart.
Monroe had managed to only lose the security deposit with the
reception hall. He had had the foresight to add a clause in the
contract to his benefit knowing that somehow the wedding of his
daughter to a hooligan like Dagger was never going to take
place.

“Sweetheart, come over here and talk to
mummy.” Anna Monroe patted the chair next to her. She was a short,
frumpy version of Sheila. Dagger imagined Sheila would look the
same when she reached her fifties. Frumpy for the wealthy was quite
a bit different from frumpy for the middle class. Anna’s hair was
in a fashionable swirl of curls in the same shade as Sheila’s hair.
Dagger figured they got a two-for-one discount at the salon. Her
dress was tailored to hide the middle age spread.

“Oh, jeez,” Sheila said under her breath but
forced a smile and moved five chairs down.

The dinner guest list consisted of the
Monroes, Robert Tyler, Cardinal Esrey, several area bishops, Mayor
James Brookins and his wife, Bobbie, who had left early because of
a nanny problem at home. The cardinal’s private secretary, Donald
Thomas, was a fidgety priest who made even Dagger nervous. He was a
few pounds shy of pudgy with a patch of baldness on the top of his
head. Skin as smooth as a baby’s bottom, it was difficult to tell
the priest’s age. If there had been less hair, if it had ringed the
bottom half of his head, he would almost look at home in a
monastery. He had sat at the cardinal’s elbow all night with
notepad in hand should the cardinal make a request. Whether bending
over his plate or the notepad, Father Thomas was obsessively
focused on whatever he was doing. His voice was soft, almost timid
and he had waited patiently for the cardinal to finish speaking
before interrupting.

Dagger didn’t remember Thomas mumbling more
than one complete sentence and wondered in what monastery Esrey
found this guy. After Thomas left to do God knows what with his
notes, some of the guests retreated to the veranda with brandy in
hand, leaving the women at one end of the table and Esrey and
Dagger seated across from each other at the other end of the
table.

Cardinal Esrey studied Dagger over the rim of
his brandy glass. Dagger had stuck to coffee through dinner. “You
look like a man who might have a lot to confess,” Esrey said.

Dagger should have worn a white suit instead
of a black suit and shirt with a granite-colored tie. At least he
would have looked less like a hit man. He had found the cardinal’s
dry sense of humor rather engaging.

“My conscience is clear,” Dagger said with a
smile.

“You have a certain dangerous aura about
you.”

“It’s the suit. I think anyone who dresses in
all black makes people cautious.”

Esrey chuckled at that comment. “Of
course.”

Dagger had found the cardinal to be quite
knowledgeable on many subjects and able to hold his own when it
came to discussing politics with the mayor. When the subject came
to the Bible, Dagger had just sat back and listened. It wasn’t one
of his favorite subjects, seeing that he was an agnostic. His only
contribution to the discussion was to say the Bible was a nice
behavioral tool but it was too bad not enough people practiced it.
This had warranted him a burying of Sheila’s nails into his
thigh.

“Do you believe in divine intervention, Mr.
Dagger?” Esrey asked.

“Would have helped if your quarterback had
steered those planes away from the Twin Towers.”

Esrey smiled. “I love a challenge, Mr.
Dagger, and you are quite a challenge.”

“It’s just Dagger.”

“Dagger.” The cardinal took a sip of brandy,
then set the glass down and studied the contents of the glass for
several minutes. “Haven’t you ever seen anything that made you
question your lack of belief? That made you think, ‘this is the
most miraculous thing I have ever witnessed.’ You have never felt
like that?”

Dagger couldn’t help but think of Sara. He
couldn’t explain her abilities but were they really divine? If he
hadn’t witnessed them firsthand he would have never believed it.
Then he thought of Demco. Demco’s abilities, though, were all
manmade, he was sure of it.

“Do you believe in evil?” Dagger countered.
“And I don’t mean the staged exorcisms.”

“I noticed you avoided answering my
question.” Esrey studied Dagger for the longest time. Then he
leaned forward, forearms on the table. His tone was hushed so the
women at the end of the table couldn’t hear. The cardinal’s eyes
were penetrating when he stared at Dagger. It was as though he were
searching for Dagger’s soul and couldn’t find one. “I have a
feeling, Dagger, that you have witnessed both.”

 


 


Now she was angry. Not only did Sara have to
carry the brunt of the hard work while Dagger was eating caviar and
drinking champagne, but she had almost been killed. It didn’t take
her long to shower and change and drive over to the Tyler mansion.
She slammed out of the Ford Torino which was still rattling after
she turned off the engine. This made her angrier. Dagger had taken
the Beemer and left her with the choice of an aging Torino, a black
Taurus or the Lincoln Navigator which she felt was too large for
her to drive. She would have preferred the Beemer.

The look on her face dared the valet to take
her car keys, complain about the eyesore of a car she left at the
curb, or look twice at her legs. She gathered the black shawl
around her bare shoulders and marched up the stairs. Her P32 was in
her purse and it would take all of her control not to pull it out
and shoot Dagger.

Security let her pass without even checking
her purse. She walked up to the bar set up in the foyer, ordered a
glass of white zinfandel, and glared at the bartender when he asked
to see her driver’s license. She tossed the bartender a five and
walked away. It was close to ten, dinner had probably been served
hours ago. She could hear violin music playing, probably something
to eat dessert by.

The doors to the ballroom were closed. The
thought of flinging open the doors and marching in brought back
memories of Sheila. That was definitely something Sheila would do.
Sara took a sip of wine to calm down. Her hands hadn’t stopped
shaking and her head was still reeling after seeing a second Paul
Demko. Were they twins? Who was the dead man in the closet? And did
the truck explode or did Demko explode?

“Sara?”

She turned to find Robert Tyler stepping out
of a side room, cell phone in hand. “Sorry I’m late, Mr.
Tyler.”

Robert Tyler oozed wealth. Distinguished gray
hair and fine lines only added to his appeal. It was easy to see
where Nick got his good looks.

“I thought you couldn’t make it.” “My plans
changed.”

“Great. We’ve already eaten but I could have
Lily bring you a plate.”

“That isn’t necessary. Just thought I’d stop
in for a few minutes.”

“Wonderful.” He wrapped his arm around her
shoulder and led her to the ballroom. “You’re almost like
family.”

“I am?”

“Of course. If I have anything to do or say
about it, Nicholas is going to someday settle down and start a
family. And I can’t think of anyone more suitable.”

Sara didn’t like where this conversation was
going. “I’m not sure what Nick told you but he and I are just
friends.”

“Of course.” Tyler gave her a wink. “Whatever
you kids call it these days.”

He led her down the hall to a study. A study
in the Tyler mansion was like a single family house at a
residential country club. Area rugs separated cozy sitting areas.
The local librarian would kill for the number of books stocked on
Tyler’s shelves. All heads turned as she walked in. Her eyes were
immediately drawn to the cardinal whose vestment was trimmed in
scarlet. Then her eyes drifted to Sheila who was sitting on the arm
of Dagger’s chair, her fingers spinning through the hair in his
ponytail. There were only six other people in the room. Sheila’s
mother gushed at Sara’s black lace shawl which added a little flash
to the conservative black dress. Leyton Monroe chewed on an unlit
cigar and gave her a passing glance. Seeing Sara reminded him of
the wedding that never happened between Dagger and his daughter.
The cardinal gave her a polite nod while Dagger’s eyebrows furrowed
in confusion.

Sara wandered over to a table of desserts and
grabbed a small éclair. Dagger suddenly appeared behind her. He
whispered, “What are you doing here?”

She turned to face him, held up her drink.
“Getting a glass of wine.” Her shawl fell from her shoulders and
she saw his eyes move to a spot on her neck.

“Is that a bruise?”

Sara pulled the shawl up, draping one end
around her neck. She could still feel Demko’s arm against her
throat. Dagger moved in closer then turned to scan the room, his
back to the table.

“What’s happening, Sara?”

Suddenly Tyler’s cell phone rang, followed by
Leyton’s cell phone. Next, two of Cardinal Esrey’s security guards
were digging in their pockets for their phones. Obviously it took
some time for the hotel authorities to first discover there was a
body on the burning truck, then determine which floor the victim
jumped from.

Sara watched the guests with amusement.
“Let’s see. The bugs were planted, found a briefcase on a table, a
dead guy in the closet, and I killed Demko.” She popped the éclair
into her mouth.

Dagger moved in front of her. “You want to
run that one by me again?”

Sara pointed at the rush of bodies nearing
the exit. “That is probably the police notifying the cardinal that
someone fell out of his twelfth floor window, although it was
actually two people but just one hit the ground. Oh, and by the
way, he also exploded. It was quite a sight.”

Dagger stared at her for a beat. “You’re
wrong, Sara. Maybe it looked like him.”

“I know what I saw.”

“My, my. A lover’s quarrel?” Sheila pried
answers from them with her eyes. It was the reporter in her.

“This is a private conversation, Sheila.”

Sheila backed down from Dagger’s glare.
“Daddy and I are going over to the Ritz. There’s supposedly a
murder/suicide. Thought you’d like to come with. Maybe we can get a
drink afterwards.”

“No, thanks. Murders make me nervous.”

She walked off in a huff. Dagger turned back
to Sara. Her hand shook as she raised the glass to her mouth.
Dagger pulled it away. “Have you eaten anything besides the
éclair?”

“I don’t think I can.”

“Robert,” Dagger called out to Tyler. “Can we
get Sara something to eat?”

Lily was more than happy to bring out a plate
of crab and cocktail sauce, cheese and crackers, fruit, and hot tea
for Sara.

Dagger settled her at the end of the table.
Either Sara’s skin had a healthy glow or anger was radiating from
her body. He reached over and pulled the shawl down. The bruise was
already starting to fade but still looked tender. He saw a blur of
black and scarlet approaching.

“I don’t believe I have officially met this
young woman.” Cardinal Esrey pulled out a chair and sat down.
“Mind?”

“Not at all, Your Eminence.” Sara introduced
herself. The shawl fell from her neck and she saw the cardinal’s
eyes move to the bruise and then swiftly snap to Dagger as though
recognizing his fingerprints. She felt compelled to explain.
“Dagger and I work together. Since he was already committed to this
dinner tonight, I took a surveillance assignment. My suspect got a
bit aggressive.”

“I hope you got the best of him.”

Sara couldn’t help but smile. “You could say
he won’t be a problem anymore.”

Anna Monroe turned on the large screen TV
which had on-the-scene camera footage of the burned out vehicles in
the parking lot behind the Ritz. A large tarp covered the body of
the man who had fallen out of the suite. Speculation was that the
jumper had broken the window in order to commit suicide. More
speculation centered on a radical group targeting the church over
pedophile priests. The victim in the parking lot had yet to be
identified. Police were not forthcoming on the body found in the
suite other than to say it was one of the security guards hired for
the cardinal’s visit.
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