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CHAPTER 1
He watched the man leave the back of the church, glance around the empty parking lot, and climb into a silver Cadillac. As part of his typical surveillance, he had been following his target for the past two days, from the modest two-story home to the stark white brick church, to the homes of parishioners who were shut-ins, and the homeless in soup kitchens. How confusing. The preacher was obviously dedicated to his work and a loving husband. A pity he had to die.
Returning to his hotel room, he peeled out of his tattered coat, and with a weary hand, slid the gray wig off and tossed it on the bed. A cascade of white-blonde hair fell past his shirt collar. Standing at the window, he gazed out at the lake, at the fog snaking around the breakwater and curling its cottony fingers around the base of a lighthouse. The fog made Lake Michigan look like a dark, barren land, uninhabited, the remains of some unknown annihilation. A faint light blinked in the distance, probably from a tanker that had dropped anchor during the night.
The fog prevented him from seeing much of Chasen Heights, a suburb south of Chicago. His job had taken him to a variety of interesting cities, but he had never stayed long enough to enjoy the local entertainment. Turning away from the window, he snapped on the table lamp and kicked off his shoes. A suitcase lay open on the king-sized bed.
Facial features were sharply defined, as if carved from a piece of granite, with inset eyes that seemed to pierce through the room darkness like bright blue beacons. His body was taut and muscular, carved out of the same fine piece of granite.
Another suitcase lay on the table. He sat down and worked the combination locks. The lid popped open revealing wigs, eyeglasses, beards, all in different colors. He unzipped a leather pouch and added his drivers license to the rest of the fake I.D.s. As he closed the lid, the light from the lamp cast a glow on his tattoo. It was a self-inflicted work of art on the back of his left hand, a black bird with streaks of red and yellow on the wing tips. Across the bottom of the image was the word SPARROW.
CHAPTER 2
“Hello? Anybody home?” Sam set her suitcases down and shoved the front door shut. Through the tall windows in the sitting room, she watched the cab circle the drive and head back out to the street. Inhaling deeply, she took in the aromas of her house expecting a hint of coffee and fresh fry bread. But the only odors that invaded her senses were cleaning solutions and burning leaves. Strange combination.
Tilting her head, she gazed up the stairway toward the second floor and called out, “Mom?” Silence answered back. With a shrug she crossed the foyer and down three stairs to the connecting living and dining rooms. Even though it was quiet, the house looked the same and home never felt so good.
Standing in front of one of the bay windows in the dining room, Sam admired the painted landscape. Her two-hour cab ride home through Indiana farmlands strewn with large pillows of hay and barren crops, had given the bleak reminder that winter was nudging its way in. But here the acres were bursting in fall colors from brightly colored mums to spirea and maple trees which refused to let the winds tug at their branches. In the distance she could see the charred remains of what might have been leaves and dead branches. The mulcher the landscaper used supposedly eliminated most of the fallen foliage but Alex liked the smell of burning leaves. Alex insisted on making his own little bonfire, the laws be damned.
Shoving her hands in the pockets of her corduroy shorts, she trudged off to the kitchen to see if Abby had left a note. But then, why would she? Abby didn’t know her daughter was going to check herself out early and surprise her.
The mid-morning sun brightened the airy kitchen as it sliced through the windows. Ivy had snaked its way up the greenhouse window in back of the sink as though seeking the sun’s attention. The top of the oak cabinets served as a showcase for a variety of baskets and pottery.
But something wasn’t right. Sam touched the stove. It was cold, the countertops spotless. Abby always had fresh fruit on the counter and baked goodies lying around. Except for the morning paper folded on the kitchen counter, the entire house looked ready for a real estate showing.
She opened the refrigerator and was relieved to see it still had food in it, if you considered butter, cream cheese, and bottles of iced tea, food.
“Of course,” Sam said. “Abby and Alex are grocery shopping.”
Flipping on the small TV sitting on the counter, Sam went about zapping a cup of water in the microwave to make a cup of herbal tea. She half-listened to the news reporter.
Bodies found at a burial site in the Iron Triangle are enroute to a Honolulu laboratory for testing. An eighty-four-member, two-nation team, which has spent the last year searching for MIAs in Viet Nam, believes the body count to be sixty-seven. A list of names compiled from the dog tags has been forwarded to the Pentagon.
“Still, after all these years.” Shaking her head, she clicked off the TV, then rummaged around the cabinets for something to eat. “Just one cookie, that’s all I ask for,” she mumbled, slamming cabinet doors, the bread box lid, and the top drawer where Abby was known to squirrel away Oreo cookies. Nothing. Out of desperation, she opened the freezer door, willing to eat ice cream at nine o’clock in the morning. Nothing. But then several Ziploc bags beckoned to her and she smiled as she saw homemade chocolate chip cookies through the clear plastic.
Snatching the newspaper off the kitchen table, she hauled the cookies and tea to the dining room and stretched out on one of the window seats. Leaving the unopened paper on her lap, she unfastened her long, thick hair from the banana clip and massaged her scalp.
Feeling the hard cookies, she thought about zapping them in the microwave but was too fatigued from the ride home. Instead, she took a sip of tea, leaned back and closed her eyes against the bright sunlight. She wanted to think only happy thoughts about being home, getting back to work at the precinct. But unpleasant thoughts seemed to dominate. She didn’t want to think about the past ten weeks because it would remind her of her last case, which had made a more negative impact than her resultant trip to the loony farm. A suspect had killed a cop using her gun, which got her suspended from the force. No witnesses, only a body and her gun.
The brain was a crazy animal, blocking out traumatic events. It was only natural that the mind of a five-year-old child would want to repress such a horrible scene as watching her father blown to bits in a car bomb. That experience could have stayed repressed as far as Sam was concerned. Unfortunately, in her last case, her father’s killer resurfaced, demonstrating new and better methods for blowing up vehicles. Watching her own Jeep blow up brought those childhood memories rushing back and had thrown her into the same catatonic state she had experienced at age five.
If only the doctors at Sara Binyon’s had focused on just her father’s death, that would have been fine. But they had to delve into Sam’s current feelings and that was something she didn’t care to share and didn’t feel it was anyone’s damn business. Doctor Talbot had been insistent, kept encouraging her to talk about it. “Sergeant Casey, how do you feel about the murdered cop?” I didn’t kill him. “How do you feel about your suspension?” Wonderful experience. Everyone should go through it once. “Why so much hostility toward Jake?” Jake who?
She opened her eyes and blinked against the light. Her head was pounding from lack of food. Jamming a fingertip into one of the cookies, Sam decided it had thawed enough. Opening the paper, a front page story stopped her cookie in mid-bite. The face glaring back at her made her skin crawl. Captain Dennis Murphy, with his beady eyes and patented smile reserved only for the cameras, was being honored at a dinner tonight. It shouldn’t have surprised her after all that had happened, after his questionable connection to the man who had killed her father, that they would reward him with a promotion to chief of police. It was back to politics as usual.
Sam glared at the picture smiling up at her. “You wouldn’t catch me giving you the time of day let alone attending your reception.”
A two-tone, sienna-colored van pulled up and stopped in front of the detached garage. Sam watched through the bay window as Abby climbed out first and walked around to the back of the vehicle, her long colorful skirt brushing the tops of her moccasins. Alex followed suit. Sam’s cup of tea stopped midway and her brows scrunched. Where did they get a van? When Sam left ten weeks ago, Abby had a blue Taurus and Alex had a truck. Why hadn’t Abby mentioned it during one of her visits? Something else puzzled her. The van was filled with boxes and hanging clothes.
Alex rummaged around in the back but he wasn’t bringing out any bags of groceries. The plot thickened. If Sam didn’t know better, she would say the van was packed for a trip, a very long trip.
She crossed the room and entered the kitchen just as Abby slid open the patio door.
“Samantha!” Abby beamed. They embraced in the kitchen. Sam held on tight to her mother. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming home? The doctor didn’t say anything.” Abby pulled her over to the kitchen table and they sat down next to each other. “Alex and I would have picked you up.”
“I wanted to surprise you.” Sam admired her mother’s flawless skin, her high cheekbones, and the hint of silver in the thick braid of hair. “You look wonderful.”
Abby waved a hand adorned in silver and turquoise bracelets and rings. “I look the same as I did when I saw you three days ago.”
But Sam marveled at her mother’s adherence to tradition. Abby Two Eagles continued her Sioux customs even though she no longer lived on the reservation. From her colorful, sweeping skirts to her ornate turquoise and coral jewelry, Abby did more than look the part of a medicine woman. She lived it.
Abby framed her daughter’s face in her hands. “Are you sure you didn’t leave too early? Doctor Talbot says you are still having flashbacks.”
“I’m fine, really. He said I’d have them for a while. I just have to write everything down when I wake up.” She pulled Abby’s hands from her face and kissed them. “I just missed you. I need my life back.”
“Sam.” Alex stood in the doorway, a wide smile spreading across his bronzed face. “When did you get home?”
“About an hour ago.” She jumped up and hugged Alex, her fingers brushing against his gray ponytail. She looked over his shoulder at the garage. “Whose van is that?”
“Mine,” Abby replied. “We thought it could carry more when we make our trips to the reservation.”
Puzzled, Sam stared at the van packed and ready to go. “Is that where you are headed?”
“Sweetheart, we thought we’d be back before you were released,” Abby replied. She looked quickly at Alex. “But maybe we shouldn’t go.”
“Something important happening back at Eagle Ridge?”
“Yes.” Abby rose and put on a kettle of water. She still preferred the old-fashioned way of heating up water.
Sam retrieved her cup of tea and cookies from the dining room.
Abby continued. “They are having an important meeting regarding the casino that will be opening soon.” Although they no longer lived on the reservation, Abby and Alex visited at least four times a year.
“When were you leaving?” Sam blinked back tears as she gave her cup of tea fifteen seconds in the microwave.
Alex checked his watch. “We were going to drive straight through but I can make motel reservations and break it up into a two-day trip.”
Abby nodded. “That would be best. Then I can spend a few hours with Sam.” Abby tugged on her daughter’s arm. “Come, I want to show you the bedroom.”
Sam stood in the center of the master bedroom. It was the last room to be completed in an intense remodeling project. “It’s absolutely gorgeous, Mom.” She opened the drawers under the king-sized platform bed and surveyed the lighted bridge connecting the two side hutches. “You have such great taste.”
She flipped on the light in the remodeled master bath with its added whirlpool and double-sized shower stall. The skylights brightened the room and the mirrors behind the whirlpool added more depth.
Sam made a move toward the walk-in closet but Abby intercepted her and casually turned her toward the door saying, “Why don’t we all go out for an early lunch seeing that there isn’t any food in the house.”
Puzzled seemed to be the word of the day and Sam was beginning to wonder if the cab had left her on a different planet. “They had to cut into the cedar closet to expand the bathroom. I just wanted to see how much closet they left me.”
Abby sighed and reluctantly let Sam open the closet doors. The use of closet organizers provided ample shelving and stacked hanging. Sam’s clothes had been moved from her old bedroom down the hall to the master bedroom. Shoe cabinets were against the far wall under the rack of shirts, men’s shirts. Then she looked at the opposite wall where men’s suits and pants hung. A regular his-and-hers closet.
“Mom, what...?” Sam stammered. “You have got to be kidding!”
Abby sighed heavily. “Samantha, you have to face the facts.”
“You let Jake move in here?”
“Husbands usually live with their wives.”
Whatever strength and positive attitude Sam had mustered when she left Sara Binyon’s earlier was disintegrating. Uncontrollable tears welled as she stumbled to the bed and lowered herself onto the edge.
“Mom, how could you? You know Jake is the reason I was suspended.”
“We’ve been over this before, Samantha. You were suspended because of the officer who was shot. Jake had nothing to do with that.”
“Well, kudos to Jake,” Sam mumbled. “He works with the Bureau behind my back to conceal facts about my father’s death and you think that’s peachy keen. Has he got you snowed.” She laughed, a nervous paranoid laugh of someone who should have spent a little more time at Sara Binyon’s. She swiped at the tears funneling down her cheeks, pressed her lips tightly. The past ten weeks had been an emotional roller coaster. The car should have been stopping and letting her off. Instead, it seemed to have coasted on through and was now taking her on another spin.
Abby sat down next to her daughter and wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “I love you. And I would never do anything that wasn’t in your best interest.”
Sam stared into her mother’s eyes. She always had a difficult time seeing herself in her mother. Abby’s skin was much more olive-complexioned and her eyes never flashed anger. They were gentle eyes with a voice that was soothing. And although an inch shorter than Sam, Abby had a stature and demeanor that made her appear taller than her five foot six inches.
“Mom, the night I spent with Jake I thought was my last. I thought I was going to be killed; I felt it.” Sam searched her mother’s face for a hint of understanding. “I wanted to make sure you were taken care of. I thought if Jake and I shared the traditional wedding vows, then, according to our custom, he would have to take care of you after I died. I was thinking of you.”
Abby patted Sam’s hand. “Then you can think of me now. He was my choice, Samantha.” She rose from the bed.
“Then you marry him!” Sam blurted. “The marriage is not legal without my signing the marriage license.” She watched Abby walk toward the patio doors. Visions churned in Sam’s head, memories of Abby’s previous trips to Sara Binyon’s, of papers she had Sam sign. “No.” Sam shook her head wildly and jumped from the bed. “Don’t tell me...” But she didn’t need to hear Abby say the words. She could see it in the way Abby straightened her shoulders, tilted her chin, displayed that my-decision-is-final stance.
Abby followed many traditions. And one was choosing her daughter’s husband. Abby had taken an instant liking to Jake Mitchell, a bond Sam couldn’t quite understand. And Sam would sooner walk on glass shavings than spend a lifetime with a man she couldn’t trust.
“No court will uphold my signature. I was in a rest home, for godsake.” She stormed over to the desk and rummaged through the drawers. “I’ll just call Jason and have him start the proceedings for an annulment.”
Abby again sighed heavily, pressing a hand against the squash necklace peeking out from beneath her firmly starched collar. “The least you can do is listen to what Jake has to say. He does love you.”
“He loves my money,” Sam replied, flipping through the pages of her directory.
“It’s not like we’re multi-millionaires, Samantha. Besides, money means nothing to him. You are being stubborn. You never answered any of his letters, refused to let him visit you during the entire time you were gone.”
“Doctor Talbot said to avoid all stressful situations and Jake was at the top of my stress list.” Remembering the newspaper article featuring Murphy’s smug face, Sam added, “Well, he’s near the top.” She picked up the receiver and started punching numbers. The headache that had started during the ride home was increasing with each pounding of the keypad. “There isn’t anything you can say or do that will make me change my mind.”
Hands clasped in front of her, Abby patiently waited while her daughter made a call to the family attorney. As Sam brought the receiver to her mouth, Abby calmly announced, “My grandchild will not be born without its father.”
CHAPTER 3
Sparrow plugged in his computer and hooked up the modem. While the system loaded, he checked the refrigerator for a bottle of orange juice. He took a long swallow and surveyed his surroundings. His one-bedroom suite at the Ritz Carlton was a little too Victorian, too Queen Anne for his liking, but when you live from hotel to hotel, all that really mattered was a bed, a shower, and good food.
He opened a small envelope taped to a larger brown envelope and again read the specifics on Reverend Everett Smith. He was forty-nine years of age, African American, just under six feet, and one-hundred-sixty pounds. Picking up the photo he had received last week, he studied the man he had been tailing. A short-cropped beard hugged his youthful face. Only the receding hairline seemed to give away his age.
Nothing in the report gave Sparrow a hint as to what Reverend Smith had done to warrant extermination. That’s why Sparrow liked to survey his target beforehand. Surveillance usually revealed the evil deeds of the person to be killed. But Reverend Smith was being targeted for some reason not yet clear to Sparrow.
Turning to the computer, he accessed his offshore accounts. He had specifically requested his fee be wire-transferred. But none of his accounts reflected receipt of two hundred thousand dollars. He stared at the larger envelope and didn’t like what he was thinking. Tearing open the bag, he dumped out the contents. One thing he despised was people not following orders.
Next, he accessed the Internet and sent a message to his contact, who quickly responded that they only deal in cash. Sparrow reminded him that wasn’t their agreement. Sorry was the response. Sparrow had half a mind to cancel the job. A mercenary for hire, Sparrow always demanded full payment up front and always by wire transfer. Something about this assignment hadn’t felt right from the start. He reminded himself that dealing with foreigners had always been a royal pain.
He signed off the Internet and checked his watch. A dull pain was building in his head. The pain intensified quickly. He pulled a bottle from his shirt pocket, shook out a pill and swallowed it dry. With hands pressed to the sides of his head, he inhaled deeply. Slowly the pain subsided. Too many preparations had to be made and he couldn’t let anything distract him, not even a migraine.
The two security guards sat next to each other at the employee entrance to the River Queen Casino. He joked and laughed; she smiled, flirted with her eyes. They were positioned at the end of a long hallway, a distance from the employee locker room and time clock. After a brief glance toward the engineer in the dark blue uniform and dark blue hat, they returned to their private conversation.
Sparrow didn’t look suspicious. His badge was official, even had his picture on it. Of course, if they had looked closer they would have seen that his fair complexion and blue eyes were in complete contrast to the I.D. picture of a full-faced man with brown hair.
He was proceeding as planned, even though his instincts were telling him to be cautious. But in order to find out what the foreigners were up to, he had to play it out. They were insistent that the hit be made in the casino tonight. It almost felt as though he were being tested, to see if he could follow orders, which he resented. Most of his jobs were on a referral basis. No one needed to be convinced of his capabilities.
Sparrow boarded the boat, turned and walked down the stairs. Two engineers passed him on the stairwell. The maintenance room was around the corner. No one was in it. He opened his gym bag and went to work.
CHAPTER 4
The front door was braced open by the cooler, the van parked and running at the curb. Sam leaned against the door jamb and watched as a rust-colored dog came bounding from around the back of the garage in response to Alex’s shrill whistle.
“Come on, girl. You don’t want to be left behind.” Alex held open the van door for Poco. The Irish setter immediately claimed an area behind the driver’s seat where Alex had tossed Poco’s blanket. Alex peeled out of his jacket and hung it up in the back, then returned to the house.
“Will you call and let me know you made it there all right?” Sam asked.
“Of course.”
She gave him a hug. “Do me a favor?”
“Sure.” Alex smiled. “Anything for you, Sam.”
Sam had known Alex Red Cloud since she was sixteen. A reservation transplant, he had shown up on their doorstep ten years before claiming the spirits told him in a vision to watch over wicasa waken, the holy man or medicine woman. He lived in the gate house on the back of the one hundred acres, and in the summer preferred to live in his self-constructed tipi.
“During your drive to Eagle Ridge, could you use your influence on Abby to talk her out of this marriage thing?” Alex grimaced. Sam quickly added, “I know how you feel about Jake and I trust your instincts. Could you try to convince her that she made a mistake, maybe get her to change her mind?” Sam brushed dog hairs from Alex’s shirt and straightened his collar. Batting her baby blues at him when she was younger had worked wonders.
“Abby knows how I feel, knew it before she made her decision. I believe you should marry Lakota. But face it. How easy has it ever been for any of us to change wicasa waken’s mind?”
“Not easy at all,” Abby said as she appeared at the bottom of the staircase, one last suitcase in hand. Alex retrieved the suitcase as Abby unfolded a piece of paper and handed it to Sam. “This is the name of an excellent obstetrician in town.”
Alex jerked his head around. “Obstetrician? Isn’t that a...?”
“Yes, it’s a baby doctor,” Abby replied.
Shaking his head, Alex headed for the door muttering, “More diluting of the gene pool.”
“Still having morning sickness?” Abby touched the back of her hand to Sam’s cheeks. “It will be stopping soon. I had morning and evening sickness when I was pregnant with you.”
“That’s kind of how it’s going.” She gave a weak laugh. “How silly of me to think I could keep my pregnancy from you.”
“Just keep crackers handy.” Abby placed a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Don’t wait too long before telling Jake.”
Alex made one last appearance in the doorway. “Anything else?”
“Just me. And I’ll be out in a minute.”
“Do you have to go?” Sam pleaded. “I just got home.”
Abby swept her shawl around her shoulders and tied it loosely. “Samantha, if I stick around I’ll be nothing but a referee for you and Jacob. You two will never solve your own problems.”
“But,” Sam started, wrapping her arms around herself, and feeling the warmth of the jogging suit she had changed into after their quick lunch. “I don’t know what to do.”
Abby gave her daughter one last hug and kissed her on the cheek. “You are my daughter. Look within yourself for the answers.” She smiled and brushed stray wisps of hair from Sam’s face.
As they walked outside, Sam asked, “No parting words of wisdom?”
The van door closed and Abby pressed the button to roll the window down. Abby’s dark eyes twinkled, revealing hints of mischief and mystery, and replied simply, “The only way to communicate is not to talk at all.” With that, the window closed and the van rolled down the driveway.
“Not to talk at all?” Sam mused. “What on earth does that mean? We aren’t talking now!”
She closed the front door and stood in the foyer, listening to the sounds of the house—the gentle humming of the ceiling fans, the subtle creaks and moans of aged wood, the tapping of acorns on the roof. The grandmother’s clock in the foyer clanged. Slowly Sam climbed the staircase and stood at the top landing. She started to the right, as though on a parade-of-homes tour. It had only been ten weeks, but she felt she needed to inspect her surroundings again, get a feel for her terrain. At least, that was what Doctor Talbot had suggested. He said the flashbacks would stop, not to fight them. That they really weren’t nightmares. Just the mind’s way of sorting things out, cleaning house so to speak.
Her old bedroom was across from Abby’s. Not nearly as big as the master bedroom, but this was her comfort zone. It looked so empty now, remnants of her youth still wedged in the mirror frame, the colorful quilt hand-sewn by one of Abby’s friends on the reservation.
She continued down the hall to the next bedroom. What little furniture that had been in there before was now removed, including the curtains off the window. Bright sunlight warmed up the room. One lone dresser pressed against a wall.
“Of course,” Sam sighed, noticing several books. Abby already suspected Sam’s condition and picked up books on pregnancy and decorating nurseries. She stared at her reflection in the dresser mirror. She had lost a few pounds after entering Sara Binyon’s. But then Abby started bringing her food and desserts and she gained it right back.
Pushing her fingers through her hair, she couldn’t imagine how springy her hair would be if she didn’t keep it long so the weight could tame some of the natural curl. The highlights the summer sun had added to her light brown hair were gone now, as was her tan. The reflection in the mirror was from two different worlds. She sat on the proverbial gene fence. Blue eyes and curly hair from her Caucasian father, prominent cheekbones from her mother. The best of both worlds yet not accepted fully in either one. It had served her well, helped her build a tough shell, sometimes a little too tough.
But impending motherhood was softening her. And she wasn’t quite sure she was ready for the change. Staring closer at the mirror, Sam wondered where this new-mother glow was she had heard about. Instead, the eyes staring back looked tired, the otherwise flawless skin was flushed and starting to blemish. Truth was, she looked just as she felt—miserable.
She should have begged Abby to take her with to Eagle Ridge. But Sam was glad the subject never came up. She wanted to concentrate on her hearing with the Board of Police and Fire Commissioners and finally getting back to work, keeping her mind occupied.
Turning to leave, several items drew her attention to the window seat. They were bean-stuffed animals, all furry and cuddly. “Oh, Mom,” she sighed and curled up on the window seat. “How did I ever get myself in this situation? This happens to sixteen-year-old girls, not a twenty-six-year-old woman.”
She picked up a brightly-colored bear and checked a tag attached to its ear. It said Valentina. It was a Ty Beanie Baby. She vaguely remembered reading about these. Something to do with a police report about a UPS driver stalked by frantic mothers trying to get a jump on the next new shipment. Holding the bear by its arms Sam had to admit, it was adorable. And she knew her mother. This was Abby’s subtle way of pushing her daughter’s maternal instincts button. Sam was doing her best to fight the warm, gooey feelings that were invading her senses.
“Just how long have you been stockpiling these, Mom?” Sam carried the bear downstairs and set her on the edge of the counter while she went through the motions of making another cup of tea. She leaned against the island counter and stared out at the patio. Maybe she would go out and cut some flowers. Maybe she’d take a walk around the acres or take a ride around the property in Alex’s cart.
Her gaze dropped down to the counter where an itinerary lay. It was Jake’s and he was out of town. Sam read his travel schedule while stroking the leg of the pink bear. He was in San Diego at a conference and wouldn’t be home for two more days. She heaved a sigh of relief.
“A reprieve for two days. Thank you, god.” The microwave beeped and as she dipped a tea bag in the water, her eyes caught a glimpse of the front page with Murphy’s smiling face. Scooting onto the stool, she unfolded the paper and read the article again as she sipped her tea. Slowly, a plan unfolded in her mind and she smiled. “I wonder if I have anything in my closet appropriate for a reception.”
CHAPTER 5
“Are you sure you’re up to this? You don’t look too well, Sam.” Benny Lau held out his hands for her coat. Sam decided to keep her brown suede cape as Benny’s wife, Lea, handed her coat to her husband.
“Are you referring to my mental or physical health?” Sam hadn’t bothered to check the garage for available cars. She knew her Jeep was in a rubble heap somewhere and thought Jake’s was probably at the airport garage. But she had no intention of touching anything of his. So she had called Benny, her friend and mentor, for a ride to the reception. He was the Chasen Heights medical examiner and one of the few men in the department to patiently answer her many questions when she first started out. He loved enthusiastic students almost as much as he loved his job.
“Both, actually.”
“Dear, Sam looks fine,” Lea chimed in. She carried her age as well as Benny. Both were close to fifty, not a speck of gray. Lea had a quick smile and large eyes that focused so intensely on whoever was speaking that she drew people to her.
Sam checked her reflection in a mirror around the corner expecting to see dark circles under her eyes and a shallow complexion. She did need some sleep but it didn’t show. Sam had taken great pains to prepare for tonight. Her mass of natural curly hair was pulled back in a clip with stray tendrils framing her face. A hunt through Abby’s jewelry box had netted her a stunning squash necklace which she promptly borrowed. Suede and fringe were the order of the day and she felt ready to do battle. It would be the first time she had seen Murphy since the incident. Other than stomach flutters, she felt fine.
“Looks like I’m going to be with the two prettiest ladies in the place.” Benny beamed through his dark-rimmed glasses.
They entered the banquet room at the Cypress during cocktail hour. The oval-shaped bar was shoulder to shoulder with bodies. Two hundred of Chasen Heights’ finest had come to help celebrate Dennis Murphy’s promotion. Most had felt obligated to dole out fifty dollars each for the prime rib dinner.
The room was furnished with colorful floral drapes and rattan chairs. The large faux pineapple centerpieces were filled with live gardenias, and faux palm trees dotted the pink marble floor. The room seemed to have jumped off the pages of a Florida Keys decorator’s handbook.
Sam recognized several of the people at the bar. Dorsey, who was close to retirement last time she had seen him, Sergeant Ed Scofield, several of the younger recruits, all from Precinct Six. And Sam recognized some fellow workers from The First, also known as Headquarters. Murphy was making his way around the bar.
“Great turnout, Dennis.” The man pumping Murphy’s hand was Mayor Jenkins. And wherever Jenkins was, the entire slate of aldermen wasn’t far behind.
Murphy seemed mechanical. His smile too broad as he turned to face the cameras while shaking hands. Sam wondered how long it would be until Murphy turned on his good friend Jenkins and ran for mayor.
The stench from cigars and cigarettes attacked her senses. Sam watched the smoke rise toward the lights where it hovered like some giant skull and cross bones. She found herself wondering how safe it was for the baby. Reaching down, she clasped the small leather pouch hanging from her neck. It was a medicine bundle, a gift from Abby on her twenty-first birthday and contained her umbilical cord, sage, and pipestone.
Abby didn’t need to nudge maternal thoughts into Sam’s psyche. Those thoughts had been flooding her head lately and she now wondered if it was due to hormonal changes. For one thing, she had the itchy boob syndrome. They were swollen, her bra was too tight, and she hadn’t had time to do any shopping. For once in her life she was developing a cleavage she could be proud of.
The loud voices in the room were dissipating, reduced to a low drone. Sam was suddenly aware that the room was becoming quiet. Heads were doing double-takes toward the doorway, toward her.
“You really know how to silence a room,” Lea whispered.
“Funny,” Benny said. “A room full of cops who are supposed to uphold the law that everyone is innocent until proven guilty yet they can’t give one of their own that same benefit.”
Sam hadn’t thought she would be able to sneak in without being recognized. But she had hoped they could at least wait a half hour before the buzzing started. And she knew they weren’t staring because of what she was wearing. There were enough feathers on her in the form of earrings and bordering her cape to sew a feather quilt. They were staring because of the reason for her suspension—a fellow cop had died from three bullets to the back, from her gun. It didn’t matter to them that the cop had died of a broken neck before he took the three bullets.
“I guess I do,” Sam replied.
Polite seemed to be the order of the night. Sergeant Dorsey politely welcomed her back. Janet Gabriello, the department secretary, politely told her she was looking great. Most people avoided her as if she was on a weekend leave and due back to the home by midnight.
A tall, black man, the size of a linebacker, strode up to her and offered a mitt-sized hand. “You must be Sergeant Casey,” he said in a deep, Barry White-type voice. The smile on his round face was genuine.
Somewhere between his chin and tie, she knew there had to be a neck. Benny introduced Sam to Captain Lamon Robinson. Her hand was swallowed up by his. The handshake was firm. Sam said, “It’s a pity the Homicide Department is in such good hands now and I’m not there to profit from it.”
Lamon laughed heartily. “You sure know the right things to say. I’ve heard a lot about you, Sergeant. Some are a little unbelievable.” He leaned closer so only she could hear. “Hang in there. I know a setup when I see one.”
Sam liked him, and wished she could spend more time picking his brain. But she was spotted by Murphy who pushed his way through.
“It is so great to see you, Sam.” Chief Murphy’s plastic smile conveyed the same sincerity as his handshake, a limp grasp by two fingers and a quick release.
“I guess congratulations are in order on your promotion,” Sam said dryly. She noticed he hadn’t changed much. He wore what was probably the most expensive tuxedo on the rack. A man driven by power and prestige.
“Well, I guess my predecessor’s integrity left a lot to be desired.” The corners of Murphy’s mouth turned up slightly. Chief Don Connelley had been Murphy’s adversary. It hadn’t helped that Connelley had been Sam’s godfather and had been one of the people Sam trusted the most. It hadn’t helped that he had been her father’s closest friend. Don Connelley was one subject Sam didn’t care to broach, but Murphy plodded on. “Sometimes the people you put all your trust in just end up disappointing us, don’t they?” His smiling eyes mocked her and Sam was beginning to feel the small bites of her crackers slowly rising. They were standing near the bar and Murphy made no attempt to move their conversation to more private quarters.
In an attempt to change the subject, Sam said, “It will feel great to be back at work. I have my hearing in a couple weeks so...”
“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” His smile broadened, creasing the corners of his eyes. “The Board of Police and Fire Commissioners won’t be able to meet for at least four more months on your case. They have such a backlog.”
Sam’s crackers were now in stage two. Eyeing him suspiciously, she said, “I’m sure it has nothing to do with the fact that in your position as chief you’ll be appointing new members to the Board of Police and Fire Commissioners.”
Murphy arched his eyebrows in surprise. “My, that does fall under my jurisdiction, doesn’t it?” With a shrug he added, “I’m sure you are still struggling with some kind of defense as to how your gun fired those fatal shots.” He paused a beat, making sure he had the attention of everyone close by.
Lamon stepped closer. “Chief, I’m sure we don’t have to discuss this now.”
Murphy dismissed him with the wave of a hand and pushed on. “Of course, you will be submitting a written statement to I.A. I am kind of curious what Connelley had to do with your father’s death. And how did he end up in your Jeep that morning?” Murphy cleared his throat and smiled that Cheshire grin.
She could feel her heart pounding and swallowed to keep her crackers from coming up but did think they’d look great right now splattered on Murphy’s silk tie.
Fire flashed in her eyes and the words tumbled out before she could reel them back. “One thing about Chief Connelley is that he was the epitome of class. He wouldn’t have taken an opportunity like tonight to discuss sensitive personnel issues, class which YOU obviously don’t have.” Her third earring of beads and feathers whipped against her left shoulder as Benny’s hand tugged at her elbow.
“By the way, it will be required at your hearing that you take a lie detector test, Sergeant Casey.”
“Maybe we can have you take one, too,” Sam countered, feeling Benny’s hand a little firmer.
The room was silent. Sam was vaguely aware that camera’s were clicking. And she suddenly realized the members of the Board of Police and Fire Commissioners were standing directly behind Murphy.
Murphy tilted his head, a victorious smile on his face the deeper Sam dug her grave. “And I’m sure we will definitely need a report from your psychiatrist on your mental health.”
Psychiatrist. He was making her sound like a raving mental case. “You bastard,” Sam whispered. She vaguely remembered being dragged out by Benny. It wasn’t until she was in the safety of his car that she broke down in uncontrollable sobs.
CHAPTER 6
The faint beat of a rock tune was drowned out by the incessant ringing of slot machines. Over one thousand enthusiastic gamblers filled three floors of the River Queen Casino as it floated back to its dock at the Calumet Marina. It usually sailed eight miles along the lake shore from Chasen Heights to Chicago and back, treating its guests on the observation deck to a spectacular view of the skyline.
Cocktail waitresses in hot pink satin jackets that just barely covered their rears weaved their way between the aisles. They seemed cloned...long blonde hair, long nails, hot pink lipstick, satin and feather hats.
Dealers in tuxedo shirts with hot pink bow ties came in all sizes and nationalities. The felt layouts by the roulette wheels were stacked with chips; the crap tables were three deep in players and spectators.
Black ceilings dotted with tiny white lights gave the feeling of a night sky. Large black domes hung from the ceiling every twenty feet, concealing surveillance cameras. Security guards in white shirts with turquoise epaulets roamed the floors watching for unruly guests and delivering fills of chips to the tables.
A small room at the bow of the boat on the second floor was set aside as a non-smoking room. It was there, near a five-dollar slot machine, that Everett Smith sat watching the players, checking his watch occasionally, patting the brown satchel that hung from his shoulder.
An Asian woman tethered to her slot machine by a coiled blue plastic chain looked curiously at him. She fed silver dollar tokens into the machine three at a time. As though she weren’t losing her money fast enough, she started to feed the machine next to her.
Reverend Smith gave her a passing glance, then shook his head. He was dressed conservatively in a dark blue V-neck sweater over a dark blue shirt. His navy blue trench coat was thrown over the back of his chair. Checking his watch again, he gazed nervously at his surroundings.
In fifteen minutes the boat would be docking and he could get off. But he had yet to meet the man who was supposed to take the satchel.
Sparrow watched Everett Smith from the bar in the main casino. He had followed his target to the observation deck and then to the deli on the third floor where the Reverend had a sandwich and cup of coffee. Sparrow thought it odd that Reverend Smith didn’t spend any time gambling. Just kept clutching the satchel and watching the gamblers with part disdain and part disinterest.
That feeling crept into Sparrow’s gut again. Something wasn’t right. His instincts told him to move cautiously. He searched the room, looking for some reason why the alarm bells in his head were ringing.
No one was giving Sparrow a second glance. He had on a gray wig and short graying beard, a white shirt open at the collar, a green sweater, and slightly tattered brown suit. Nothing flashy. He was a master of disguise. Today he was Mustafa Habib, a sixty-year-old businessman from New York City. He walked with a slight limp but was assisted by a sturdy metal cane with ingrained wood at the handle grip.
Square rose-tinted glasses sat snugly on his nose. He took a sip of his vodka and tonic, a drink he had been nursing most of the cruise. He needed all of his faculties tonight.
Sparrow was an expert at martial arts and jungle warfare, and fluent in five languages. Previously Special Forces, which was so many years ago it almost seemed like a different lifetime, he had learned not only how to stalk a victim, but also how to tell when someone was stalking. And he had noticed it an hour ago.
A man approximately five-foot-eight, wearing blue jeans, a blue knit shirt, and blue jean jacket, had been glancing once too often at Reverend Smith, following at a far enough distance, but his eyes never left him. His appearance was seedy at best, with a five o-clock shadow and oil-slick hair. He had sat in the same seat Sparrow now sat in, had ordered a beer, and then wandered off to the non-smoking room to casually play a quarter slot machine, glancing every so often at Reverend Smith.
Sparrow picked up the matchbook the man had left on the bar. Beverly Hills Where the Customer Always Comes First. He stored the information in his memory bank. The remote control in his left pocket would be cutting the power on the boat at approximately five minutes before docking. The night scope in his right pocket would fit easily onto the nickel-plated Beretta 950 Jet Fire pistol concealed in his cane. The butt of the gun served as the grip for the cane. Also a weapons expert, Sparrow had equipped the gun with a sound suppressor.
He could hear the boat’s engines, smell the fuel, as the three hundred-foot River Queen maneuvered into its dock space. Senior citizens, businessmen, blue jean-clad yuppies, passengers in all shapes and colors were beginning to line up near the doorway opposite the bar leaving Sparrow a clear line to the seat Smith occupied.
The boat shifted slightly as it hit the dock. Sparrow pressed the button on the remote control and threw the room into total darkness. Laughter and comments were bantered around. “Grab the money,” someone joked. No panic, no confusion. The generator lights snapped on casting a shadowy glow to the room. Sparrow could see that the dealers had covered their bankrolls with some type of metal and glass lids. He touched the remote control again and killed the generator lights.
Working swiftly, he released the gun from the cane, snapped on the night vision scope with a laser sight, and pointed it at Smith’s chest. The alarm bells were ringing again as he instead kept a close eye on the stalker who had just moved in front of the Reverend. Sparrow saw the change in the Reverend’s body as it slumped against the slot machine. The stalker slipped the satchel from Reverend Smith’s grasp and faded into the crowd.
Something was definitely wrong, Sparrow thought. It was too much of a coincidence that on the night he was to eliminate a target, someone else did. Within ten seconds the lights were back on to the applause of the passengers. Sparrow’s gun was safely back in the cane, the night vision scope back in his pocket. He kept his eye on the man in blue jeans, and, as the doors opened, followed him.
CHAPTER 7
The restaurant on the outskirts of town was dimly lit with high-backed booths, something Sam preferred about now. She didn’t think she would have an appetite after her altercation with Murphy and almost had Benny pull over because she thought she was going to be sick. Seated in a booth across from Benny and Lea, Sam felt their sympathetic eyes, which made hers well up again.
“I’m sorry,” Sam said as she dabbed her cheeks. “Guess I’m out of practice in dealing with Murphy.” Not to mention her hormones which were out of whack and making her bare her normally well-hidden emotions.
Lea reached across and grabbed Sam’s hand. “You gave him just what he deserved.”
“Yes, I did. I gave him my job on a silver platter.”
The waiter came and Sam ordered a glass of wine. One glass of wine wouldn’t hurt, shouldn’t hurt, Sam thought. She leaned back against the cushioned seat and perused the menu.
“Maybe it’s best that you don’t go back to work just yet,” Lea said. “It brings back so many negative feelings.”
Sam glared at them over the top of her menu. “You both think I’m pushing it too fast?”
Benny nodded. “Yes. You have been through more in the past few months than most people I know.”
“Enough with this talk of shootings and Murphy. Sam needs to think positive thoughts. Happy thoughts.” Lea’s face brightened the room. Eyes wide in excitement, a broad smile. When the waiter brought their drinks, she held hers up in a toast. “To a brighter tomorrow.”
Sam tried to quell the jitters in her stomach, thinking not of tomorrow but of two tomorrows, when she would have to face Jake.
The conversation turned to Benny and Lea’s three children, gymnastics, their families back in Honolulu, and Beanie Babies.
“Beanie Babies?” Sam blinked. Throughout her meal of filet and baked potato, Sam listened as Lea rattled on about a store called Spoil ‘em Silly in Crown Point, Indiana. That was where Lea purchased the stuffed animals for her youngest daughter. But she admitted they were also for her. She was collecting them.
Just as the waiter brought Sam’s pumpkin pie and whipped cream, Benny’s cellular phone rang. Several minutes later he hung up and announced. “We have a homicide at the River Queen Casino.” He looked at his own slice of pie sitting in front of him. “But I can finish my pie first. The body ain’t goin’ anywhere.”
Guests milled around the spacious lobby of the River Queen pavilion waiting to be questioned by police. The press was cordoned off in the VIP lounge just off the entrance to the ramp. Benny had dropped Lea off at home, and against his better judgment, let Sam talk him into letting her tag along.
They were met at the bottom of the ramp by two police officers and six of the casino’s security guards. Benny showed his identification. Sam presented her shield and they each signed the log book which documented everyone who was accessing the crime scene. Neither of them bothered to mention that she was officially off duty and had no business being there.
After boarding the boat Sam paused, surveyed her surroundings in awe. Mirrored ceilings reflected the flashing lights; pulsating neons advertised progressive jackpots. The carpeting was a kaleidoscope of color in hues of stained glass. She had never been to Vegas and knew nothing about gambling. Even though the casino boat had been closed after the discovery of the body, she could still feel the excitement in the air.
“This way,” the young officer said as he led them to the area roped off by black and yellow tape.
The body was lying on the floor in front of a five-dollar slot machine. Crime Lab technicians moved around the room cautiously. Sam leaned over the tape to survey the body. The area would not be accessible until the Crime Lab had completed taking pictures. She could feel the aura pulsating in the room, and wished she could get close to the body. Although Abby’s powers were with the living, Sam’s were with the dead. She could sense things about the victim and killer just by touching the deceased or an item the killer had touched. Neither of them could predict when it would happen and sometimes they couldn’t sense anything. But Sam could feel the aura pulling her from all directions and it was unusually strong.
Several feet behind her and to her left, Sam saw Frank Travis seated at a mini-baccarat table questioning a security officer. Frank was Jake’s partner and she assumed the primary on the case since Jake was out of town. Frank looked different but she couldn’t put her finger on it.
Standing near the table was a dark-haired man, streaks of blonde at the temple, medium height and build. If he didn’t blink every few seconds, one could almost mistaken him for a mannequin.
Others stood around looking just as grim, men in dark suits and ties, official. Sam guessed them to be state police who were part of the Illinois Gaming Board, members who were on the boat at all times. IGB. Sam smiled. She had heard of them referred somewhat affectionately as KGB, by gamblers arrested on suspicion of theft or cheating.
Sam said, “Looks like a gun shot wound, Benny. What do you think?” A dab of blood was visible on the front of the victim’s shirt. Eyelids were partially closed and staring toward them.
“Probably a small caliber,” Benny agreed.
“Excuse me.” A uniformed officer, whose badge read Reynolds, appeared at Sam’s side. “Ma’am, would you follow me?”
Sam’s gaze darted to Benny. “Guess Murphy must have found out already.”
She followed Officer Reynolds off the boat and down the ramp to the pavilion. How like Murphy to keep tabs on her whereabouts. He probably even knew where she went for dinner. Sam half-expected to see television crews set up in the pavilion to catch her altercation with Murphy on tape for the ten o’clock news. But instead, Reynolds led her through a door and down another hallway. He held open a door marked Training Room and closed the door behind her.
Only one overhead light above a crap table was lit. She could barely make out blackjack tables and a roulette wheel surrounded by stools. Then an eerie feeling crept up her spine. She wasn’t alone. In a darkened corner she could see tasseled loafers, legs crossed at the ankles. But the shoes weren’t ostrich-skinned so she doubted it was Murphy. The pants were charcoal gray, pleats pressed flat against a firm stomach. One hand was shoved into a pants pocket, the jacket opened revealing a shield clamped on a belt.
A match, lit by the flick of a thumbnail, illuminated an unsmiling face, brows hunkered over deep set eyes with a hardened look that bordered on despise. It was Jake. Sam braced herself for the barrage of rhetoric: You could have called, could have answered my letters. What happened to all we shared? Did it mean nothing to you?
Instead Jake said, “I hear you caused a bit of a scene at Murphy’s dinner.” He inhaled long and deep, letting the smoke drift out slowly.
Sam held her breath. For ten weeks she had hoped all her feelings for him were dead. But damn, he looked good. He wasn’t drop dead gorgeous. It took time for him to grow on you. It was his quiet reserve that attracted women. Tall and muscular, rugged looking with a ruddy complexion and furrowed eyebrows. He smiled rarely, as if life hadn’t shown him anything worth smiling about.
“Rumor mill is still fast and furious.” She fumbled with the stray hairs caught in her earring then stopped. Why care what she looked like? “Thought you were out of town.” She moved to one of the blackjack tables, her suede boots scuffing along the carpeting.
“It ended early.” He pushed away from the wall, his eyes assessing her in one sweeping gaze.
This time she braced herself for a barrage of apologies: I’m sorry you had to go through that. I should have been there with you. Why didn’t you tell me you were home?
But again, she couldn’t predict his thoughts. Instead, he said, “You should have known better than to go anywhere near him.”
Another long drag and a piercing glare that made Sam gather her cape around her tighter.
There was a knock on the door and Reynolds stuck his head in. “Sergeant?”
Sam and Jake both responded, “Yes?”
Sam jerked her head around. That explained the suit. Jake had always preferred to dress casual, sometimes even wearing gym shoes just to piss off Murphy. Now he looked just like what he was...a former FBI agent.
Reynolds told Jake, “They’re ready for you, Sir.”
Sam’s icy glare rested on Jake. “How silly of me. Of course you were promoted. That was Murphy’s deal with you. And what orders did he give you tonight? Bar me from the crime scene?”
Jake walked over to the blackjack table and stuffed his cigarette into an ashtray. Sam didn’t think she had ever seen him this cold or distant. But now another problem surfaced. Jake was a sergeant and so was she. In the same department. And they were married. One of them would have to go. Knowing Murphy, she just knew it would be her.
Finally, Jake said, “I need your shield, Sergeant.”
Sam blinked. “It was destroyed in the explosion.”
Jake waited, looked at Reynolds and back to Sam. “You used it to gain access to the boat tonight. It should have been confiscated after...” He looked away.
Sam could see his temples pulse. Jake pulled out another cigarette. Two cigarettes in the space of five minutes. She only knew him to limit himself to two a day. She hoped he was also losing sleep.
He nodded at Reynolds, that unspoken signal cops used. Reynolds made a move towards Sam’s shoulder strap purse.
“What?” She jerked the purse away. “Are you going to strip search me next?” But when she jerked it away from Reynolds, the purse floated in the direction of Jake. He pulled the purse from her grasp and quickly found the shield before Sam had a chance to react. She stared at the I.D. in his hand and willed herself not to be reduced to tears in front of him. Even though she had the suspension hanging over her head, at least she had her shield, that one reminder of who and what she was, of the life she would go back to sooner rather than later. And now that was gone. Murphy would make sure her return was later if at all. Jake handed her purse back. Her breath caught and to keep the tears from spilling over, Sam went through the motion of checking out the contents of her purse as if he might have taken something else.
“Did you come with Benny?” Jake asked.
“What else was I supposed to do? If you recall, the remains of my Jeep could fit in a shoebox.”
“Did you check the garage? You have a new one which I’m sure will meet with your approval.” He turned away from her, stopping to put out his cigarette, then whispered something to Officer Reynolds.
Sam stood dumbfounded. Why hadn’t Abby mentioned she had bought Sam a new Jeep? This wasn’t the way she had planned it. She had wanted to release the same kind of venom on Jake as she had on Murphy. She obviously used it all up on the new chief. But Jake was good at disarming. She hadn’t expected him to return early from his trip. She hadn’t anticipated him being promoted. She hadn’t thought that he would be as cold-hearted as he was. That was her specialty.
“Ma’am.” Reynolds held the door open.
Sam stared at the shield Jake held in his hand. A sick feeling started in the pit of her stomach. For some reason she knew she would never see it again. Sam turned slowly and walked out of the room.
CHAPTER 8
Jake slid onto a stool and lit another cigarette. Leaning his arms on the blackjack table he traced a thumbnail across his forehead. Abby had called him earlier to tell him that she and Alex were on their way to Eagle Ridge and that Sam was home.
Tough love. That was the only way he knew how to handle her. But it was tougher on him. Sometimes she was easy to figure out. He knew she wouldn’t waste time confronting Murphy. She had looked fragile, her emotions raw. She was trying to put up a good front but he could see right through it. Tonight. Other times, he couldn’t figure her out at all.
Sam had a mystery about her that was more than skin deep. To him the culture of the Lakota Sioux was shrouded in mystery. Jake always dealt in logic so to be in Sam’s world was sometimes difficult for him to adjust to, and many times logic seemed to have no place. Like the day Alex did a rain dance and it rained only on the vegetable garden. Or the day Sam instructed two mourning doves to fly through her office window and deposit their last meal on Murphy’s desk.
Fortunately for Jake, he preferred a tomboy, because Sam did not spend a lot of time on makeup or nails. That was the second thing that had attracted him...her subtle beauty. She was a chameleon who could go from tomboy to raving beauty with the stroke of an eyebrow pencil.
Frank appeared in the doorway with shirtsleeves rolled up, beads of perspiration on his dark skin, and tired eyes that drooped at the corners. He was sporting a new shaved-head look and kept patting his head as if forgetting he no longer had hair. “Hey, partner. Crime techs are done. Are you coming?”
“In a minute.” Jake poked at Sam’s shield, giving it a quarter turn, then another, until it was facing him again.
“Uh, oh.” Frank slid onto the stool next to Jake and made a cursory examination of his furrowed brow, loosened tie, tight jaw line. Frank’s smile was broad and surrounded by new growth. He was just starting to grow a mustache and partial beard. “You look like you’ve been playing good cop/bad cop without me.”
Jake took one last drag and pressed the cigarette butt into the ashtray. “More like bastard cop.” His fingers moved the shield 360 degrees. “Sam’s back.”
Frank’s gaze dropped to the shield.
Jake filled his partner in on Murphy’s reception, at least what gossip he had heard.
“That’s a shame.” Frank eyed the number of cigarette butts in the ashtray. “She looked that good, huh?” He smiled again, a smile as infectious as his laugh.
Jake ran a hand through his thick hair, exposing a deep scar near the hairline. The natural curl to his hair usually covered that reminder from his youth. “I don’t know, Frank. She’s in bad shape. The way some people talk, she sounded psychotic at the reception. And now,” he held up the shield. “Murphy had me confiscate it. You should have seen the look on her face.”
They were silent for a while. Jake lit another cigarette. Finally, Frank asked, “Still need my spare room?”
Jake shrugged. “Abby had me promise to give it two weeks, to wait until she returns.” He took a long drag. “It’s going to be a damn long two weeks.”
“I take it things didn’t go well?”
He swiveled his chair to face Frank. “In the space of five minutes, I took her shield and she found out Murphy promoted me. How well do you think it went?”
“She’s got to know it’s regulation to turn in her shield in a suspension case such as hers.” Frank picked up a few of the casino chips and examined them, placed them on the betting circle. “You think she got out too early?”
“She’s an emotional basket case, Frank.” Jake stood and checked his watch. “Let’s get this over with.”
The late model BMW never got more than two blocks ahead of him. Sparrow had followed the man with the satchel since they’d left the River Queen. The driver had hopped onto the Skyway after leaving the casino, followed the Dan Ryan Expressway, and turned onto a residential street just west of White Sox Park in Chicago. The man parked across the street from a twelve-story apartment complex and entered the building. Sparrow checked the inside pocket of his trench coat and left his car.
The man stared straight ahead, hugging the satchel close to his body. Sparrow followed and observed the man entering an apartment on the second floor. After making a mental note of the apartment number, Sparrow walked back down the stairs to the entrance to look for a name on the mailbox. Amid Gustaf. Most of the names on the mailbox were Middle Eastern.
He returned to the second floor and knocked on the door. It was pulled open against a sturdy chain. “We have problems,” Sparrow said in a thick Middle Eastern accent.
The dark eyes regarded him suspiciously. “Who are you?”
“Kaheeb. Let me in. Or do you want me to discuss in the hallway about the man on the river boat casino who isn’t dead and can identify you?”
Without any regard as to who the hell Kaheeb was, Amid opened the door. Once inside, Sparrow grabbed Amid in a headlock and put a knife to his throat.
“You can make this real easy, or real painful,” Sparrow whispered, dropping his accent. Amid didn’t flinch but Sparrow saw his eyes flash over to the satchel sitting on the worn couch.
All the furniture in the room was worn. But Amid had the latest in stereo equipment, a wide screen television, several VCRs, and boxes of video cameras stacked in a corner. Amid was obviously into a lot of things.
Sparrow gave a firm pinch to the lower right side of Amid’s neck and the man dropped to the floor. While Amid was enjoying his siesta, Sparrow inspected the apartment. He turned on the stereo and found a rock station but was careful not to turn the volume so loud that the neighbors might be tempted to call the cops. He picked up the satchel. It was brown leather, about a foot high by a foot wide, heavy, with a locked clasp.
A quick dig through Amid’s pockets failed to produce a key. Sparrow moved to the bedroom. The closets were filled with expensive silk shirts, cashmere coats. The dresser top was covered with gold bracelets and necklaces. The top drawer contained stacks of hundred dollar bills and a passport stating Amid was from Iran. But still no key.
He moved Amid to the bed, where he tied his hands and legs to the four corners using rope from the boxes of video cameras that had been tied together. He sat at the foot of the bed and proceeded to pick the lock on the satchel. That was when Amid began to stir.
Without looking up Sparrow said, “I hate it when a nagging voice sounds alarms in my head.” He looked over at Amid, who seemed dazed. Amid glared at Sparrow with no fear in his eyes. Sparrow wasn’t surprised. After all, Amid came from a country where people welcomed the opportunity to beat themselves to a frenzy all in the name of worshiping some fanatical religious zealot. “Why,” Sparrow continued, “were you following the man? Why do I get the feeling that I was being used to take the fall for killing him when all the while you were going to do it?” Sparrow removed his rose-tinted glasses and shoved them in his pocket.
“And why is this satchel so important?”
“You ask too many questions, you capitalist swine,” Amid said.
“Tsk, tsk. Name calling isn’t going to get us anywhere.” Sparrow twisted the pick in the lock and gently rolled the tumblers. “There we go. See?” Sparrow added with a Spanish accent, “I dunt’ need no stinkin’ key.” He picked up the satchel and dumped the contents out on the bed. Numerous layers of green felt were wrapped around two objects. Sparrow unfolded them. Two printing plates fell between Amid’s legs.
Amid looked at the plates and smiled mockingly.
Sparrow picked up the plates and studied them. They were for U.S. currency...a fifty-dollar and a one-hundred-dollar bill. It didn’t take long for it to register—his fee had been paid in counterfeit bills.
Amid threw back his head and cackled. “You greedy capitalist pig.”
Sparrow pulled out a dresser drawer and found a pair of socks. He shoved the socks in Amid’s mouth and wrapped a silk tie around the man’s head to keep the socks in place.
Sparrow pulled his gray wig and beard off and threw them across the room. His hair fell down past his shoulders as Amid looked with shock at the transformation. With a knee on Amid’s chest, he pressed a thumb to his neck and said, “I’m going to ask you just one time so listen carefully and be ready with your answers. Who hired me? Where do I find him? How did the dead man get these plates? Now, you can reply in any language you want. Nod if you’re ready to talk.”
Amid remained motionless, moving his eyes to stare up at the ceiling. He didn’t even have time to react when Sparrow reached inside the pocket of his trench coat, pulled out a fifteen-inch combat blade machete and chopped off three of Amid’s fingers.
A guttural, muffled scream, drowned out by the rock music, came from behind the socks as Amid grimaced in pain, thrashing his body against the ropes. Sparrow wiped the knife on Amid’s shirtsleeve, ripped the tie down to his chin and pulled the sock out of his mouth saying, “Any answers come to that pea brain of yours?”
Amid’s dark eyes teared but he showed no fear. He just pulled back his head and spit in Sparrow’s face.
The veins near Sparrow’s temple pulsated as he glared at his victim. With the back of one sleeve, he wiped the spittle from his face. Remaining calm, he stood, turned as though walking away, and with one quick movement turned back and slashed out with the machete.
CHAPTER 9
Sam sat at the bar and watched as Jake and Frank entered the crime scene area. Now she knew what was different about Frank. He shaved his head and was growing one of those Fu Manchu beards.
While Officer Reynolds searched for someone to give her a ride home, Sam had managed to casually stroll past the security guard at the doorway to the casino boat and ease her way over to the bar where she had a good view of the non-smoking room. The bar was cluttered with half-empty glasses and smelly ashtrays. The bartenders hadn’t had time to clean up before security removed everyone from the boat.
Out of boredom, Sam picked up a red matchbook and tapped it on the bar, turned it, tapped it. The chill in the air was immediate. All other sounds in the room ceased, replaced by voices crying out. Suddenly, she saw a vision of a hand with a tattoo of, what? A bird? Then she saw a name under the bird...Sparrow. Voices cried out again. But there was more. She saw bodies, too numerous to count, flash in front of her eyes.
A part of her had wondered if her powers had dissipated any during her stay at Sara Binyon’s. She had felt out of practice. After all, there weren’t any dead bodies at the rest home. Any doubts she had were now safely eliminated.
Her eyes focused on an empty glass next to the matchbook. Just reaching for it she could feel sparks of electricity. She carefully wrapped the glass in a napkin and shoved it in the pocket of her cape. The killer had held this glass. The aura was strong and seemed to be coming from different directions. It was even stronger than what she had felt when she and Benny stood by the taped area. Suddenly, the barstool swiveled and she was face-to-face with Jake.
“I thought I sent you home.” Jake slipped out of his sportscoat and tossed it on the bar stool next to her. Then he placed his hands on the padded armrest behind her, barricading her on all sides. His eyes swept the room, the bar area, then rested on her face. He leaned close to her, a little too close for comfort. It reminded her of another time she could feel his warm breath on her.
“I’m waiting for a ride.” She glanced toward the crime scene. “What did Benny say?”
He straightened and propped one foot on the rung of her chair. “Don’t try to get involved, Sam. You don’t want to do anything to jeopardize your hearing.”
“I can help.” She tried to make it sound like a statement rather than groveling. “I need to help.” Now she did border on groveling but she didn’t care. She needed to keep busy, keep the nightmares away.
Jake stared at his shoes, jammed a fist onto his hip, and placed a hand on the back of the stool next to hers. She could see him mulling things over in his head. Or he was pausing to calm his anger.
“Sam, if you want to do something, why don’t you spend your time off finding proof of your innocence.”
“What?” She stared incredulously at him. “Excuse me, but wasn’t that the department’s job to investigate? What have they been doing for ten weeks? Matter of fact, that would have been your job, unless...” He didn’t flinch.
“I don’t care to have this discussion now.”
“And why not?” Her voice raised several decibels. She crossed her arms and waited, contemplating if she could find a locksmith this late at night to change the locks on all the doors at home.
Jake pulled a small rubber ball out of his jacket pocket and started squeezing it. A new stress reducer, Sam thought. Probably sanctioned by Murphy himself. Jake just kept squeezing it and staring at her.
“Frank and I combed that entire parking lot where Officer Richard’s body was found. We came up with nothing, Sam. I personally visited Hilliard in prison but he’s still claiming no involvement. His hands are clean.”
State Representative Preston Hilliard was an intricate cog in a deception and cover-up dating back to the Korean War, all with ties to Sam’s last case and her father’s death twenty years ago. Jake paced a short path in front of her, still squeezing the rubber ball. “I wanted to beat the truth out of him, that arrogant bastard.”
“Can I read the case report?”
He stopped pacing, jammed the ball into his pants pocket. But before he could respond, a security guard and Officer Reynolds called him over. Sam watched their animated discussion, the security guard pointing at Sam, Jake motioning toward the door. Both men waited while Jake returned to where Sam was sitting.
“What?”
He held out his hand, palm side up. “The glass you took from the bar. I need it back.”
Sam sighed. The surveillance cameras. One minor detail she forgot. “Promise me you’ll check it for fingerprints.”
“It’s an open-and-shut case. Everything is on camera.” He nodded toward the doorway. “Officer Reynolds has a car ready at the curb. Go home and get some rest. You look like hell.” He turned and walked away.
“Damn him.” She left the casino in a blur of suede and feathers and cursed Jake during the entire ride home. Once there, she slammed the front door shut and watched the squad car through the blinds as it disappeared down the driveway. She leaned against the door and smiled. Out of her left pocket she slowly pulled out the matchbook that said, Beverly Hills.
CHAPTER 10
Jake looked up at the clock in Benny’s office and rubbed his eyes. The chair was comfortable, his sweater warm. It wouldn’t take much for him to nod off.
He and Frank had reviewed endless surveillance tapes until their eyes burned. They even had a condensed version made with just the segments where Reverend Smith appeared. That had taken most of their time. Tapes didn’t show anyone suspicious close to the Reverend at the time of his death. But the ten seconds the power went out was the crucial time.
Brent, the starched, Vegas-style shift supervisor, had promised to have his staff contact everyone who had a ticket for last night’s eight o’clock cruise. Most of the passengers had left the boat before security discovered the body. Jake hoped to be able to narrow the list down to just those on the second floor during the time of the power outage. The engineers had located a breaker attached to the fuse box. Unfortunately, the Crime Lab was unable to lift any prints.
Jake had gone home at three in the morning to catch a couple of hours’ sleep and take a hot shower. He had checked on Sam, pulled the covers up, and then spent five minutes watching her sleep. Even beneath the sheet and flannel blanket he could see every curve of her body. He had slept in her old bedroom down the hall. But it didn’t make it any easier.
After meeting Frank for a quick breakfast, they now sat in Benny’s lab waiting for the autopsy on Reverend Everett Smith to begin.
“You two give new meaning to the phrase, ‘crack of dawn’,” Benny joked as he slipped a lab coat on over his Hawaiian shirt.
“Never a dull moment.” Frank poured three cups of coffee from the coffee maker against the wall. The sterile white room held eight examining tables. The walls were brightened with colorful posters of Hawaii.
They sipped their coffee while Benny filled them in on the preliminaries. “Small entrance wound, probably a round-nosed bullet. No powder burns.”
“Had to have used a suppressor.” Jake said. A silencer at close range would have left minimal if any trace of powder burns.
Benny nodded in agreement. “I’m going to find a real mess when I cut him open. Those round nose bullets jump around like a damn pinball machine.” He walked over to a table and brought back a large tray. “Thought you might find this interesting.” The tray contained the clothing the Reverend had been wearing. Benny dug around and pulled out a money belt.
Frank’s eyes widened. “Holy shit.” A large quantity of fifties and one-hundred-dollar bills lined the belt. He removed the banded stacks. “Ten, twenty, jezzus, fifty thousand dollars maybe?” Frank’s eyes grew even wider.
“Pass the collection plate, please.” Jake fanned through one of the stacks checking serial numbers. He pulled out one of the fifty-dollar bills and held it up to the light.
“I swear, always suspicious, Mitchell.”
“Never can be too careful.” Jake checked the Federal Reserve Bank seal, the lacy border design to make sure the design wasn’t broken, and the denomination on the front and back. He felt the paper on both sides, then walked over to the microscope.
“It’s real, Jake. I can smell it,” Frank laughed.
“What is a man of the cloth doing walking around with this kind of money? The surveillance film didn’t show him gambling during the entire cruise. Isn’t that a little strange for someone with fifty thousand dollars?”
“What’s strange,” Benny said, “is this Reverend is the one who had been picketing the casino boats when they first opened.”
Jake looked up from the microscope. “He’s THAT Reverend?” Benny nodded. Jake turned his attention back to the fifty-dollar bill under the microscope. Around the president’s picture was small micro-printing saying, The United States of America. These were printed on Series 1990 and newer large denomination bills. Jake checked the Treasury Seal to make sure the points were sharp and clear. The paper had the tiny red and blue fibers embedded.
“If these are counterfeit, they are the best counterfeits I’ve ever seen,” Jake said as he leaned back in the chair. He pulled out a one-hundred dollar bill and held it up to the light, then under the microscope. Shaking his head, he told Frank, “Take a look.”
“What am I looking for?”
“I could be wrong, but the fibers in the paper don’t seem right. The color looks too faded and there seem to be too few threads.”
Benny pulled out a one-hundred-dollar bill from his own wallet and handed it to Frank for comparison. “I shoulda’ known you’d be rolling in dough,” Frank said. He compared the two under the microscope. “The paper feels the same but you’re right. There’s something funny about those fibers.”
Carl Underer stood by his office window holding a five-by-seven framed picture. He chewed on one arm of his horn-rimmed glasses and studied the picture. The woman was an attractive blonde. She was smiling, dressed in a bright yellow dress, her long corn silk hair flowing endlessly across her shoulders.
His fingers traced the outline of her face. He remembered where the picture had been taken...a rented beach house in Maui where they had spent four glorious weeks. That was as much time as he had ever spent with her. Four weeks each year. Always a remote place, out of the public eye.
They had met in college. Carl had never planned to marry. His life was going to be with the FBI, Foreign Intelligence. And being in his line of business would jeopardize anyone close to him. If he were in any other line of work, if he had ever planned to marry, it would have been to Judith Hunt. And she loved him enough to let him go.
They were separated for only two years. Judith had left college in her final year explaining that she would finish at a local college near her home in Dallas. And she had married Eric Logan, a CPA. But the marriage ended after two years and one child, a son, Charles.
Like a stroke of fate, Judith and Carl had run into each other when Carl was in Dallas on business. That was when they started their annual trysts, spending four weeks a year in an isolated place, sometimes Alaska, sometimes the desert, mostly one of the islands. And Carl never objected to her bringing Charlie. He was suspicious of Charlie every time he looked at him but he never asked and Judith never offered. Somehow he knew Charlie was his son.
Carl examined each of the award plaques as he pulled them off the wall and packed them into moving boxes. He couldn’t help wondering if it had all been worth it. He had been on assignment in Europe when Judith died of breast cancer at the age of thirty-seven. No one knew of their relationship, so he found out too late to even attend the funeral.
Charlie remained with the man presumed to be his father. However, Eric Logan died in a private plane crash four months later. It was only through extensive research that Carl found out Charlie was living with a foster family. With his FBI connections, Carl was able to keep tabs on the eighteen-year-old Charlie, who was so advanced that he already had two years of college under his belt when he joined the Marines.
A man appeared in the doorway. “You wouldn’t be cleaning out your office on a Sunday to avoid saying goodbye to your staff, would you?”
Carl smiled wearily. “You know me too well, Lloyd.”
“I’ve got the car running downstairs as we speak.” Lloyd Chandler was Carl’s closest friend and the only one who knew about Judith and Charlie. Lloyd, a forensic pathologist with a Ph.D. in psychology, had been with the FBI for the past twenty four years. A balding spot was ringed with salt-and-pepper hair. He pulled his pipe out of his mouth as he approached.
Carl smiled at Judith’s picture. “Can’t believe I’m finally retiring.”
“You must have heard something,” Lloyd said.
Carl nodded slowly and placed the picture in the box. “You heard about the burial site in the Iron Triangle?” Lloyd nodded. “They found Charlie’s dog tags.”
Lloyd placed a hand on Carl’s shoulder. “Almost seems like fate. On the anniversary of Judith’s death, Charlie’s body is found.”
Carl turned and looked at his friend. “When they ship the bodies back here, I want you to do the examination.”
“Of course.” Lloyd helped him load the boxes onto a dolly. “Hopefully, I can get a few days of fishing in with you before the call comes in.”
Carl did one last survey of the office. “I did schedule one quick layover in Chicago before heading down to the Gulf.”
The dolly moaned as Lloyd backed it through the doorway. “Chicago?”
“Yes, there are some people at our Chicago office I’d like to see one last time, not to mention Jake and his bride.”
CHAPTER 11
The man rolled over and looked at the young body next to him. She had long, jet-black hair and high cheekbones. A combination of Filipino and Puerto Rican, Yung was a petite nineteen-year-old with small breasts but a mouth with enough tongue action to keep his old body active.
He gave her a slap on the butt and said, “Go get my paper.” She murmured slightly then buried herself deeper in the covers.
“Damn,” he muttered as he threw back the covers and climbed out of bed.
Davud Menut had arrived in the States fifteen years before from Tehran, Iran. Davud, a fiftyish man with thinning hair and a slight build, pulled on his jogging suit and slipped into his house slippers.
His eyebrows were darker than his hair and rested evenly over eyes that didn’t seem to cooperate with each other. The left eye had had extensive surgery from shrapnel and lazily moved with little control from what was left of the eye muscle.
His two-bedroom suite was located on the second floor over his business. It was expensively decorated with European lines, red and black masculine colors, and a lot of chrome and mirrors. The master bedroom led to a sunroom with a hot tub and wet bar. And the spacious sunken living room held a huge, wide screen TV and plush U-shaped sectional couch.
Davud took the elevator down to the first floor. He yawned and shook his head to get the cobwebs out. The elevator emptied out to a private foyer with four doors—one that led to his office, a private entrance to each of his businesses, and a door to the back lot.
He opened the back door and inhaled deeply. The dark haze of early morning was just settling, leaving everything wet from dew. Davud bent down to get the morning paper. That was when he saw the brown satchel. Slowly he stood and checked the empty lot. This was not how the exchange had been scheduled. Amid wasn’t supposed to arrive until ten o’clock, and certainly not leave the satchel in the bushes.
“Damn help. Can’t find anyone any more.” Davud gingerly picked up the satchel, closed and locked the back door, and walked into his office. The weight of the satchel didn’t surprise him. He smiled at how smoothly everything had gone, and now he would have good news to report to his superiors.
He unfastened the catch, slid the strap up, and let out a scream as Amid’s head rolled across his desk.
Sparrow pushed the tray away, having finished his two eggs scrambled, French toast, and bacon, compliments of room service. He sat at the table in his hotel room overlooking the lake and its picturesque view of the sunrise as it burned its way through the haze.
Amid didn’t have to talk. Sparrow had found out everything he wanted to know by searching his apartment. A business card in Amid’s wallet from Menut Enterprises, another matchbook from Beverly Hills with a handwritten phone number; and by pressing the redial on Amid’s phone, he had heard a recording of a man’s voice saying “This is five-five-five, two-nine-hundred. You have reached Menut Enterprises.” The same number handwritten on the matchbook. He then dialed the number for the weather to erase Menut’s number so the police couldn’t trace it when they pressed the redial.
“Yep, stupid capitalist pig,” Sparrow said. The night before, when he had driven to the address on the business card, it just happened to be behind Beverly Hills, a Victoria’s Secret-type lingerie shop. Sparrow figured if he was wrong and it wasn’t Menut Enterprises, then someone was going to be in for the shock of his or her life when they found his little present.
The first thing he had done when he returned to his hotel room was to check his money. He had seen enough counterfeit bills in his days and knew just about every technique being implemented.
He took a sip of coffee and checked his watch. How long he would let Menut stew, he wasn’t sure. Maybe a day, maybe two. A lot of organizations would be interested in the plates. Just about every organized crime family, the Japanese, Russians, Koreans...the list was endless. He had called the airlines last night and cancelled his flight. He knew his business here was not quite finished.
CHAPTER 12
Sam stood in an abandoned parking lot at 1600 Cornell. If anything, the weeds had grown taller though turning brown and losing their sturdiness. She wandered the cracked sidewalks toward the darkened area on the asphalt. She had wanted to stop by the precinct to read the case file, but Records wasn’t open on a Sunday.
The morning headlines were filled with the news about the homicide at the casino boat and Sam could only guess that Jake would be kept busy all day just getting statements from passengers and reviewing surveillance tapes. There had been no sign that he had even come home last night...no note on the table, no message on the answering machine. Just as well, she thought. And first thing tomorrow she would stop by the precinct to see if she could take a look at the file on her alleged shooting of Stu Richards.
The large warehouse stood vacant, gaping holes for windows where pigeons perched. That night had come back vividly to her at Sara Binyon’s and she had often wondered if she ever returned here if she would be able to sense something, some revelation to prove her innocence. She edged closer to the area where the squad car had been, closer to the area where, in the dark, she had tripped over Stu Richards’ body.
Sam wrapped her blanket coat around her and squatted down. Stu Richards died on a damp asphalt parking lot. Even though Benny confirmed the broken neck was the cause of death, the bullets from her gun were still the main focus. And what good would it do now for her to feel any aura. She already knew Cain Valenzio had killed the rookie cop. Unfortunately, soon after, Cain had been conveniently killed by Representative Hilliard’s security guards. Sam knew Valenzio was Hilliard’s hired hand. But she couldn’t prove it. Suspension won’t be her only worry. She could actually end up having this baby in prison.
Standing, she turned to look at the vacant buildings across the street. Her memory of that night was clear enough for her to recall hearing sirens as she sped away. This entire industrial park had been abandoned for some time. So who called the police? Who called the fire department? The buildings had been known to hide the addicts and homeless but they would have all run for cover at the first sound of a siren.
Sam walked over to the entrance to the warehouse and sat down at a bench weathered with age, weeds snaking around the concrete legs. Cain had stood near this bench, that was his position when he was shooting at her, shooting at the squad car until he had ignited the fuel tank. She pulled out her cell phone then hesitated. But she had no other choice. She had to call Jake.
“Jake?” No small talk. She didn’t ask him how the investigation at the casino was going. He answered short and sweet with no hint that she was interrupting him. “Where are the remains of the squad car?”
“If you are thinking that Cain blew up the car to eliminate any fingerprints he might have left, we already thought of that.”
“Yes, but did you do anything about it? How do you know there wasn’t some fragment left with a fingerprint? Maybe Murphy had someone destroy every scrap of steel and falsify the report.”
“You mean someone like me working on Murphy’s orders?”
Sam dropped the phone to her chest, his voice muffled between her sweater coat and the mouthpiece. She brought the phone back to her ear.
“I didn’t say that.” The silence stretched and if it weren’t for the voices in the background on Jake’s end, she would have thought he had hung up. “I don’t put anything past Murphy.” Still nothing but breathing from his end. Sam asked, “Who called it in? I remember the sirens as I was leaving. Someone had to have witnessed the fire.”
“A fire alarm a few blocks away had been pulled.”
“Any fingerprints? Didn’t anyone search for some damn witnesses?”
He sighed heavily and this time Sam could detect impatience, could imagine his jaw cemented, the temples throbbing. Probably had that damn ball in his hand squeezing the life out of it.
“I don’t know what else I can tell you, Sam. The report is on file. You can stop by and read it.”
“In the closed or open case file, Jake?” She bounded off the bench and headed for her Jeep. “This is my damn life we’re talking about. Obviously, I’m the only one concerned about it.” She jammed her thumb against the POWER button so he couldn’t try to call her back. Placing her phone into one pocket, she pulled a plastic bag of crackers from the other. Talking to Jake had knotted her stomach.
The library wasn’t open so she wouldn’t be able to read back issues of the local papers but she could access them over the Internet.
“You’re going to flatten that puppy.” Frank stared at the ball in Jake’s hand. “Was that Sam?” He turned back to the plexi-board where he was taping pictures from the surveillance cameras.
“How could you tell?” Jake dropped the ball on his desk and it rested against a paperclip holder. He stared at the stack of typed statements and leaned back in the chair, fingers steepled. “I could just tell she was calling me from the warehouse, probably pacing the parking lot, desperately looking for something, finding exactly what we had found.”
“Nothing.”
“Right.”
Frank tossed the rest of the pictures on the desk and sat down. “So why don’t you tell her?”
Jake shrugged. “Would seem like damage control now. Besides, she should trust me. She should know Murphy would be the last person who would get my cooperation. But she’s going to think what she wants.” He picked up one of the suspected counterfeit bills. “When is the guy from the Treasury Department stopping by?”
“Not until later.” Frank sifted through Jake’s unanswered phone messages and tossed one in front of him. “And this guy is stopping by later, too.”
Jake picked up the phone message from Carl Underer.
Sam stared at the computer screen in her study. Before accessing the Internet to check the back issues of the Chasen Heights Post Tribune, she thought she would try to get the case report on Stu Richards. Her computer was tied to the precinct mainframe and with Jake living here, she was sure it was still connected. She typed in her password and pressed ENTER. But the computer said she was an invalid user. The password had been changed.
“Damn!” She tried several passwords, words Jake may have selected. She tried Abby’s name, Abby’s birth date, Abby’s last name. She tried again using Alex’s last name and birth date. Then she thought of using Jake’s birth date but realized she didn’t even know it. So she tried hers. But nothing would let her access the CHPD computer.
She abandoned that idea and accessed the Chasen Heights Post Tribune web site, searching through the archives. Seeing the first headline killed her interest of reading any of the rest.
DETECTIVE PRIME SUSPECT IN ROOKIE’S DEATH
CHAPTER 13
Sam wasted no time Monday morning getting to Headquarters to submit her statement. Just submit her report, that’s all. No one had said anything about being interrogated. But here she was in a plush room that looked more like a waiting room in a bank. Carpeting was thick, tables solid mahogany, chairs cushioned and comfy. There was even a floral arrangement on the credenza. They had spared no expense. But it still had the one-way mirror and Sam cringed at the thought of who was on the other side.
It hadn’t taken Sam long to type up her statement last night. There were a few things she didn’t include...like where she had spent the evening after Richards died. The last thing she wanted to admit was that she had spent the night with Jake. I.A. didn’t need to know everything. It wasn’t any of their business.
The clock on the wall said eight-fifteen. Sam tried not to compare the wall clock to her watch, not to fidget with the crackers in her pocket or twine her hair around her fingers. She sat calmly, legs crossed at the knee, and it took every ounce of restraint to keep her leg from swinging, a telltale nervous habit.
Across the table from her two men whispered, heads pressed together. There was a chill in the room and Sam gathered her blanket coat around her and shoved her hands in the pockets. Mackenzie and Cerello. It sounded like a law firm. Sam couldn’t understand what it was about a position in Internal Affairs that turned a cop into something that more resembled an IRS agent. They scrutinized fellow cops like an IRS agent ripping through the last five years’ worth of tax returns, looking for that one move of a decimal point, that one forgotten entry, that one little fib.
“Sergeant Casey,” Mackenzie started, pushing the button on a tape recorder in the middle of the table, “please state your name for the record.” As if testing the system, he gave the date and his and Cerrelo’s full names, in a flat monotone voice. He wore narrow square glasses, bifocals, and peered at her over the tops. Thin black straps circling his neck seemed to anchor the glasses to his head.
Already she was stumped. First question and she didn’t know whether she should say Samantha Casey or Samantha Mitchell. Slowly, her right leg started to swing.
“Sergeant Samantha Casey,” she replied. So maybe there should be a hyphen in there somewhere, Sam thought. She just hadn’t decided yet.
Jake slipped in through the side door of the adjoining room. It was dark and he could barely make out three other figures. One was Bryant, the Director of Internal Affairs. Another was a woman who Jake guessed to be the department psychologist. And then there was Murphy, face pressed close to the glass.
There were two rows of chairs, as if an execution were taking place on the other side of the room. Sometimes this room was used as training and officers from other departments sat in during interrogations.
Jake leaned against the wall and watched. Sam seemed unusually pale or maybe it was the tinted glass. He had read her statement last night after she went to bed, and had planned on pointing out a few glaring holes, maybe help her polish it up.
Jake wished Sam hadn’t left her coat on. It made her look as if she couldn’t wait to get out of there. She was bundled up in boots, leggings, and a thick cable knit sweater. Only the guilty are unusually warm. Sam was taking it to extremes, trying to appear so cool she needed layers of clothing to raise her temperature.
It was Mary, Connelley’s former secretary and now the department’s Community Liaison, who had called Jake to tell him about Sam’s meeting with I.A. If he had his way, he would never have let Sam go in there without an attorney.
Sam had given them too much to digest in one sitting. And she should have protested and not submitted anything until she had one hundred percent of her memory back. And then there were those other little fibs. It was tough to find a professional way to admit to breaking and entering.
Mackenzie tapped his Mont Blanc pen on the pad of paper while Cerello highlighted certain passages in Sam’s statement with a yellow marker. Every so often Cerello would press a pudgy finger to his ear.
“Why was Chief Connelley in your Jeep that morning?” Mackenzie’s eyes were flat, and he poised his Mont Blanc ready for her response.
“He had been looking for me and didn’t find me at home.”
“Why didn’t he just call you?”
“I didn’t have my phone with me.”
“Why was he looking for you?”
This wasn’t going to be as easy as she thought. A part of her still didn’t want to talk about it and she found herself spitting out the words fast just to get it over with. Connelley had received a call that Sam’s life was in danger and he wanted her to leave town.
“Did he say who had told him this?”
“No.”
“How was Connelley involved in your father’s death?”
“He wasn’t.”
“He told you that?”
“No. I just knew.”
“Why did you leave the Jeep?”
The tempo increased and Sam felt her entire body moving with the rhythm of her leg dancing under the table. “I felt that something was going to happen.”
Mackenzie blinked slowly, made another note. “Felt it? Or planned it?”
“What?” Sam watched as the corner of Cerello’s mouth twitched, his highlighter continued working overtime. And every so often his partner would glance at the highlighted areas.
Jake moved away from the wall. Murphy was turned sideways, lips lined in a satisfied smile. And as he approached, Jake saw Murphy’s lips moving. Then he saw Cerello pressing his finger to an ear piece. He was receiving instructions from Murphy.
“What the hell is going on,” Jake demanded.
Murphy turned from the window. “HEY,” he called out as
Jake stormed out and entered the interrogation room.
“What are you doing?” Logan stood when Jake barged into the room.
“Your line of questioning is off base.” Jake grabbed Sam’s purse and said, “You’re getting out of here.”
“I have nothing to hide.”
He lifted her bodily from the chair. “You don’t talk to them without an attorney present.”
“Mitchell.” Murphy’s voice blared over the intercom. “This is no concern of yours. You have no right to be here.”
“I have every right,” Jake replied as he hustled Sam to the door. “She’s my wife.”
“I was doing just fine.” Sam tried pulling her arm from Jake’s grasp but he held on too tightly.
“You were being set up.” Jake steered her toward his car. “Get in the car.” He opened the door.
She watched him hustle around to the driver’s side. As usual, he was leaving no room for argument. Making no move to get in, she folded her arms and stood her ground.
He glared at her over the top of the car. “Get in the fuckin’ car, NOW.”
She barely had time to close the door before he gunned the Riviera out of the parking lot. Then she saw why he was in such a hurry. Three media vans from local newspapers and television stations were pulling into the visitors’ parking lot.
The V8 engine roared as Jake made his way down Torrence Avenue. Neither one of them spoke. Sam glanced at his profile, the eyebrows practically touching his top eyelashes, his jaw set.
Turning off Torrence, Jake pulled into a nearby forest preserve where he slammed the car into park. He climbed out of the car. Gravel crunched under her boots and she shaded her eyes from the sunlight.
Jake shoved a cigarette in his mouth and scraped the match with his thumbnail. He regarded her briefly through the cloud of smoke.
Sam watched him pace, the leather trench coat flapping open, one fist shoved into his pocket. Back and forth.
“What were you doing back there? Trying to sabotage my interview?”
He jerked his head around to face her. “Cerello was taking his instructions from Murphy.”
“Is that where you were, Jake? In the side room watching everything?”
“Crissake.” He balled his fist up and she took a step back. Then he flexed his fingers. In and out his right hand clenched. She half expected him to kick one of the concrete barricades. “You left enough gaping holes in your typed statement to fly a damn Concord through.” He scuffled through the dried leaves, watched as a forest preserve worker van rolled past.
“You read it?” Sam paced along with him and grabbed his arm. “What? Did you and Murphy discuss it over breakfast?”
He stopped, fixed a wooden glare on her. “I read it off your computer last night. Mary called and told me I.A. was dragging you in this morning.”
Her fist grabbed more of his leather coat and she yanked harder. “You had no right.”
Jake flicked his cigarette away, grabbed her by her shoulders and literally lifted her off her feet and set her on the rear bumper of his Buick. He jammed a foot on the bumper next to her, his left hand adding pressure to her shoulder.
“Hey.” A burly man in a brown forest preserve uniform approached. His eyes regarded Jake’s hand on Sam’s shoulder. “You okay lady?”
“Get the fuck out of here.” Jake straightened, jammed a hand in his pocket and pulled out his shield. “Everything’s fine.”
The man’s eyes caught a glimpse of Jake’s gun belt, shifted his eyes to Sam.
“It’s okay,” she assured him.
The man strolled back to his van.
Jake lit another cigarette, leaned an arm on his bent knee, and got up close to her. Sam could see the steel glint in his eyes, smell the tobacco on his breath.
“Do you have the slightest clue what was happening to you in there?” Jake said.
She tried to force her eyes away from him, tried to focus on the sun slicing through the dark shadows in the woods behind him. But her gaze drifted back to his face, the concern behind his cold eyes, and thought back to the ambush at Headquarters.
“I didn’t think they would start to ask questions today.”
“Sam, they didn’t even ask you about the warehouse or Stu Richards. They could care less. Don’t you get it?”
She blinked back tears, her mind trying to decipher too many conflicting issues. “If there were holes in my statement it’s because I don’t have one hundred percent of my memory back. I thought they were going to wait until Doctor Talbot released his report.”
“Sam.” His hand moved from her shoulder to her neck, the anger was gone from his face. Compassion softened his eyes. “Aren’t you even curious why they didn’t focus on Stu Richards?” When she couldn’t provide an answer, Jake said, “Why bring up the death of a rookie cop when they can implicate you in Chief Connelley’s death?”
CHAPTER 14
Everything seemed so surreal. Sam felt numb as the elevator doors opened onto the fourth floor at the Sixth Precinct. Jake no sooner parked her in his office and got her a cup of tea, then Captain Robinson requested a meeting with him regarding the situation with Murphy and Internal Affairs.
Sam closed the door and hung her coat on the hook. Cradling her cup of tea, she studied what had once been her office. The desk had been moved from the wall by the door to the center of the room close to the windows where Jake could turn his back to the door, prop his feet on the sill, and catch a glimpse of the outside world.
The walls were barren of homey pictures or award plaques. Just a peg board on the wall by the door and a plexi-board on the opposite wall. He had moved the three-drawer filing cabinets against the plate glass windows. She stared out of those windows to the outer office. Desks were cluttered with paper and empty coffee cups. It was an area where you knew people were too busy to worry about such mundane things as straightening up. Not like Headquarters, which was constantly primped for the press and politicians. But the office was quiet today. No keyboards clacking or file drawers closing. No voices on urgent phone calls. All eyes were on her. She guessed it wouldn’t take long for the episode with I.A. to sift through the ranks. What she wanted to do was go home and have a good cry, an all out crying jag. That was the only thing she felt could relieve the pressure building in her chest. Turning the wands on the blinds, she shut out the curious stares.
Patting the pocket of her tunic sweater, she withdrew a packet of crackers. Three days. That’s all it took. Three days since she came home and already she had managed to make an absolute mess of her life.
She fingered the file folders on the desk. None were on the homicide at the casino boat. There weren’t any notes or pictures pinned to the plexi-board and she wondered where he was hiding them all. The rubber ball Jake found so therapeutic was lying against the IN box. She half expected to open the desk drawers and see them stuffed with more of the stress relievers.
Turning from the desk, she touched the heart-shaped leaves of the Rosary Vine spilling over the inside sill and the purple petals of the African violet. All the plants were colorful and flourishing. “Traitors,” she whispered. When she had this office all they did was curl up and turn brown.
The door opened and Frank Travis poked his head in. “Gotta minute, Sam?”
She nodded and he entered carrying a large mug of coffee.
He smiled broadly, but it seemed forced somehow. His eyes didn’t light up or maybe it was in the way he said her name. There was more beef to his frame, as if he had done some major body building. His neck seemed thicker, shoulders broader.
Frank shut the door and took a seat behind the desk.
She watched him move file folders aside, then clasp his hands on the desk. She lowered herself into the chair. Her gaze immediately rested on his shaved head and dusting of a mustache and partial beard. “You’ve lost a little hair.”
Frank patted his head. “Like that? I’m going for the Michael Jordan look.” His fingers scraped the stubble around his mouth. “This comes in handy for filing my nails.”
The smile was forced again, revealing a mouth full of stark white teeth against his dark skin. Several months ago Frank would have added his patented rolling laugh, the one that starts at the base of his stomach and keeps building, bringing a twinkle to his eyes and a smile to anyone within earshot. But Sam heard no hint of that today.
Frank said, “I heard about the deal with I.A. Sorry about that.”
All business. No how’s your mother? Nice to see you’re home. “What’s this about, Frank?”
He glared, his teeth working on the inside of his mouth, chewing, nibbling. Gone was the smiling jokester.
“I’m sure you had your reasons but I sure as hell don’t understand how you could have treated Jake the way you did.”
Sam leaned forward. “The way I...?”
“Let me finish.” He enunciated each word slowly and waited while she settled back in the seat. “Jake is the closest thing to a brother I have. I respect him. He’s probably the best cop I’ve ever worked with.”
Sam inhaled long and deep, trying to quiet her stomach. And she wasn’t in the mood for a lecture. “This doesn’t involve you.”
“Oh, yes it does. He doesn’t love easily and to shut him out the way you did just tore him apart.”
“I see.” She ripped into the plastic spraying cracker crumbs on her sweater. “You respect the fact that he was Murphy’s spy and that he kept information from me about my father’s death.”
“Jeez.” He pushed away from the desk and stood up. “Jake was right, you are stubborn as hell.” He walked around to where she sat and leaned against the desk. “Take it from me, Sam. I’ve been married long enough to know you have to talk things out. There are a lot of things you don’t know and it’s not my place to tell you.”
She bit into a cracker, her eyes drifting to the rubber ball on the desk. “One thing I don’t understand is why Jake has that stupid rubber ball.”
Frank reached behind him and picked it up. “This?” He bounced the ball in his hand, squeezed it. “If you took the time to talk, Sam, you would have found out this is therapy.” He squeezed the ball several times. “We weren’t too far behind you when we got the call that there was an explosion.”
Sam knew he was talking about her Jeep, the bomb that exploded scattering debris and Chief Connelley’s body over a three-square-block area.
Frank continued. “And when Jake realized there was nothing either of us could do to save you,” he tossed the ball back on the desk, watched it roll to an empty coffee cup, then lazily settle against the IN box. “Well, Jake pounded his fist into a nearby brick building. Broke seven bones in his hand.”
Sam stopped chewing, the crackers tasting a lot like gravel. She helped them down with a sip of lukewarm tea. She blinked away tears and wondered why Abby had never mentioned the broken hand to her.
“Jake and I may have been partners for seven years, but I really can’t boast knowing everything about the guy. He’s very private, drifted from one woman to the next. I think two years, off and on, might have been the longest he was with anyone. Never heard the word love cross his lips. But I did see a change come over him after he met you.” A warm smile spread across Frank’s face and light flickered behind his dark eyes. “You drove him crazy. You two were like oil and water.” Then the light went out, his mood darkened. “The last couple months have been hell. He wasn’t sure how things would be between you two so he never told anyone ‘cept me and Carl that you two were married. He asked to move in with me until he found a place. Jake’s pretty portable, you know.” Picking up a carafe from the desk, he poured himself a glass of water, took a long swallow. “Yeah, with Jake, it’s just clothes and toiletries. He doesn’t haul furniture around. That’s the FBI indoctrination again. Be ready to leave at a moment’s notice.
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