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Chapter 1
Parker Knight owed his wife an apology. Although he’d acted like a total ass the past few days, he still wanted to talk to his best friend, Justin, about the seed of suspicion he couldn’t quite shake.
Downshifting his Kawasaki, Parker flipped a u-turn in the morning rush hour traffic eliciting a blast from an SUV. Hoping no one recognized him, he sped down the busy Phoenix street. Two blocks later, he pulled into the lot of Kendall’s Motorcycle Shop and parked beside a tricked out candy apple red pickup.
Parker climbed off his bike and pulled out the slip of paper he’d found beside the bedroom phone. The words Ambassador Hotel, in Erica’s handwriting, had fanned his imagination. When he yanked off his helmet, angry shouts inside the garage’s open bay refocused his attention.
Justin Kendall, shoulder-length hair poking out the back of a Phoenix Suns cap, sat adjusting the rear strut on a Honda Sportbike. Ignoring the tirade of a brute standing on the other side of the motorcycle, he flashed Parker a reassuring smile.
The tough guy, with a tattoo of a dragon on his right forearm, probably thought he could snap Justin in two. A spray of spit flew as he shouted, “Where’s my old lady?”
“Your mother?”
“My girlfriend, smartass.”
Parker moved closer to his former Special Forces buddy. Justin could still handle himself, but he’d always been more of a lover than a fighter.
Justin rose clutching a wrench to his side. “Who’s your girl?”
The man smacked the seat of the bike. “Tina, Dickhead.”
“Tina Dickhead? Never heard of her. I’d remember a name like that.”
“Tina Banks,” he growled.
“The vet assistant? She was in yesterday.”
“So you do know her. Can’t imagine Tina with a skinny runt like you.”
“Who you calling a runt!”
Parker had to diffuse the situation. “I don’t know whether you have reason to suspect your girlfriend of infidelity...”
“Hey, you’re that reporter on TV.” The thug pointed a finger at Parker. “Stay the fuck out of this, pretty boy.”
“Pretty boy!”
“It’s all right, Parker.” Justin walked around the bike and gestured with the wrench. “Dude, I didn’t want to tell you, but your girl’s been scoping out motorcycles for your birthday.”
With a look of skepticism, the man gazed around the garage. “From a dump like this?”
“Dump! I’ve got top of the line stuff here.”
The garage smelled of oil and gasoline. Metal trash cans overflowed with greasy blue towels. Hand tools, motorcycle parts and empty Styrofoam cups cluttered the workbench.
The garage might be a dump, but Parker wouldn’t take his Kawasaki anywhere else. Justin had his weaknesses, particularly his tendency to get involved with the wrong kind of girl, but he was a techno-geek and definitely knew motorcycles.
The hothead’s expression softened as he inspected a dozen refurbished bikes along the far wall. “A motorcycle, that would be sweet.” He cleared his throat. “Sometimes I over react.”
“And...” Justin winked at Parker.
“And...I’m sorry I called your place a dump.” Holding up both hands, the man retreated toward the parking lot. “Don’t say nothin’ to Tina, okay, man? Get her whatever she wants.” He jumped into the pickup and sped off, squealing tires.
“Crazy bastard.” Justin chuckled.
“Dodging bullets, my friend, dodging bullets.”
Justin tossed the wrench into his toolbox then focused his attention on Parker. “Troubles? I haven’t seen you look this bad since Afghanistan.”
Parker sat on a stool beside the workbench and handed the slip of paper to Justin.
After reading the note, a smile swept over Justin’s face. He burst out laughing until he snorted. “What is this, jealous idiots day? Dude, Erica would never cheat on you.”
“It’s more than the note. She’s been secretive the past couple months.”
“You’re both secretive. She’s a prosecuting attorney and you’re an investigative reporter. I thought you two have an understanding.”
“We do.” Parker didn’t ask Erica about her cases, and she never prosecuted corruption he’d exposed.
“She’s probably investigating something ultra-sensitive.” Justin snapped his fingers. “I bet she’s on the Bradley case.”
“Harrison Bradley?”
“No, Omar Bradley. You sure you’re a reporter?”
Harrison Bradley, CEO of Biotech and war hero, had built a bioengineering empire in Arizona and created more than five thousand high-tech jobs for the state.
“Why would the county attorney be interested in the golden boy?” Parker asked.
“Hell if I know. I just run a dump of a motorcycle shop, but one of my customers is playing hide the pickle with a paralegal hottie for the county. Apparently, theydon’t have an understanding. She says your wife’s boss is after Bradley.”
“That would explain a lot.”
Justin handed the slip of paper back to Parker. “Erica loves you, man.”
Parker never doubted that. He’d just needed to talk things out. He dropped the paper into a trash can beside the workbench. How could an award winning investigative reporter jump to conclusions about his own life? He definitely owed his wife an apology for his recent behavior.
Parker pulled a cell phone from his jacket and dialed his wife’s number. He almost hung up when he reached her voice mail. “Erica, I’ve been a jerk lately, especially at the restaurant last night. I’m sorry I picked a fight this morning. You and I both work long hours. We need to talk, not argue.” Parker snapped the cell phone closed.
“Dude, you groveled by voice mail?”
Parker knew he should apologize in person. Erica deserved that, and much more.
Justin opened a metal coffee can on the bench. He took out a lighter and a marijuana cigarette. He lit the end of the joint, took a hit and held out the cigarette.
Parker declined the offer. “I wouldn’t even remember how, but thanks anyway.”
“Just being polite.” Justin hopped onto a stool beside Parker and took another hit. “Something else is bothering you. Everything okay at the station?”
Parker sighed “My audition is this afternoon.”
“There you go.” Justin took a long drag and held in the smoke. “Tell me again why a hotshot reporter like you would want to give up a job where you get paid to travel around the state.” Justin grabbed the sleeve of Parker’s black leather jacket. “For an anchor desk where you have to wear a suit and tie every freakin’ day.”
Parker shrugged. He loved uncovering corruption and greed and exposing political and business hypocrites. If he took a promotion, he’d miss being a crime reporter. He wanted to take himself out of the running, but he couldn’t just sit back and watch his rival, Marissa Graves, inherit the anchor desk.
Justin finished the cigarette and dropped the remaining flakes of weed into the can. He waved to a pretty blonde jogger in white shorts and a blue sports bra. She smiled and held a fist to her ear in a call me gesture as she ran past.
The restroom door in the back of the shop opened. “Is it safe?” A gum chewing redhead in a purple silk blouse with a plunging neckline strolled out. She sniffed the air that still lingered of pot. “Someone didn’t invite me to the party.”
Ignoring Parker, she stopped in front of Justin and set both hands on her hips. “You forgot about me, didn’t you?”
“Sorry, baby. My buddy’s having marital problems.”
“I’m not having marital problems,” Parker insisted. Maybe a little.
The woman studied Parker then checked her pink manicured nails. “Goody for you.”
Justin winked at Parker. “Parker Knight, meet Tina Banks.”
***
From a room in the downtown Ambassador Hotel, Erica Knight peered out the window toward her husband’s television station. After hearing Parker’s voice mail apology, she couldn’t help but smile. Now she could focus on the task ahead.
Erica wished her witness looked as confident as she felt. “It’s time,” she said to Biotech’s CFO as he paced the room.
Larry Calderon let out a deep breath. When he buttoned his tailored suit coat, his hand trembled.
“You’ll do fine.” Erica gathered her confidential notes, stuffed them into her briefcase and snapped it closed.
“Once I step out that door, there’s no turning back.”
For either of them. Erica opened the door and nodded to the uniformed deputy in the hallway. The officer led Erica and Calderon to a waiting elevator. They stepped inside, and the deputy punched the button to the parking garage.
“Wildflower,” Calderon said, as the elevator descended.
“Excuse me?” she asked.
“The key that will convince the grand jury that Harrison Bradley isn’t what he seems will be Wildflower.” Calderon ran a finger on the inside of his collar and swallowed hard.
Erica preferred his nervousness to the arrogance so prevalent the first time they’d met. She hoped the grand jurors would as well. “But you can’t prove what Wildflower is.”
“I can’t prove it’s a genetically engineered designer drug, but I know how much money Biotech’s spent on the pharmacology division. Bradley can’t keep it quiet much longer.”
“Until I can get the division head’s cooperation, I won’t be able to bring up Wildflower to the grand jury.”
Calderon shook his head. “Good luck getting Brooke Miller to cooperate. She’s Bradley’s fuckbuddy...sorry, that’s military jargon for mistress.”
“Why didn’t you tell me this before?”
“I told your boss. I thought you knew.”
The revelation stunned Erica. Although her portion of the grand jury case was to follow the money, she needed to understand the big picture regarding Biotech. What else didn’t she know about Harrison Bradley?
When the elevator door opened, the deputy exited and held up a hand. He scanned the parking garage then waved them into the corridor.
When Erica stepped out, Calderon stayed in the elevator. “Something wrong?” she asked, holding the door open.
Calderon dabbed his forehead with a monogrammed handkerchief.
She offered a reassuring smile. “No one knows you’re here.”
With a quick nod, Calderon stepped off the elevator and followed Erica and the deputy to a blue Buick with dark tinted windows. She opened the rear door, and Calderon climbed inside, buckled his seat belt and wiped his brow.
The officer slipped behind the wheel and glanced into the backseat. “Don’t worry. The windows are bulletproof glass.”
Erica closed the rear door. Her witness’s increasing apprehension troubled her. Maybe they should wait for a police escort. As she reached for the front passenger door handle, the deputy started the car.
A deafening blast knocked Erica off her feet. As if in slow motion, the Buick’s windows exploded. Bright flames surged through the car’s interior.
Erica slammed against the bed of a pickup and slumped to the ground. Her head cracked against the cement floor in a blinding flash.
Shrill screams from inside the flaming car penetrated the ringing in her ears. Ignoring her throbbing head and a sharp pain in her gut, she lunged toward the Buick.
Flames and bitter smoke boiled from the car blocking her advance. The screams faded. Two lifeless shapes, one in the driver’s seat and one in the back disappeared as fire engulfed the car.
As heat swept toward her, Erica choked from the boiling smoke. She stumbled backward and fell. Struggling to crawl from the flames, a wave of dizziness swept over her. She tried to call Parker but dropped the phone. The flaming car blurred, and her vision faded to black.
***
Parker spun a one-eighty in the station’s parking lot and sped toward the blast. As he struggled to retrieve his cell phone from his jacket, he spotted smoke curling from the parking garage of the Ambassador Hotel two blocks away.
Racing toward the hotel, Parker called Clete Hawkins, the station’s news director. After reporting the location of the blast, he snapped the phone closed, interrupting Clete’s questions. Parker jammed the cell phone into his jacket and raced down the street, the Kawasaki’s engine screaming.
***
Ears ringing from the blast, Erica coughed, and her eyes blinked open. She could barely breathe. Orange flames leaped from the car’s shattered windows and acrid smoke crawled along the ceiling. In spite of the pain in her gut, she inched away from the heat of the flames.
Two car lengths from the Buick, she rested and sucked in gulps of air. She gagged from the smoke and the bitter stench of burning flesh.
What the hell happened? She’d been meticulous with the arrangements. Only a handful of associates, people she trusted, knew about her meetings to prep Calderon for his testimony.
Erica spotted her phone lying beside the red pickup. She had to reach Parker!
A screaming garage attendant stood paralyzed beside the entrance booth.
“Help,” Erica shouted then grabbed her stomach as a jagged pain ripped through her gut. Crying out, she pulled out a piece of metal and dropped the bloody shrapnel beside her.
Blood spread across her jacket. Ignoring the pain, she pressed on the wound and managed to move another car length from the blaze. When a wave of dizziness swept over her, she collapsed onto her back but fought to stay conscious as her vision blurred again. A massive knot of fear paralyzed her. Erica knew if she closed her eyes, it might be the last time.
The familiar sound of a motorcycle broke through the ringing in her ears. She raised her head and managed a flicker of hope.
***
Parker sped past the screaming parking garage attendant toward the car with leaping orange flames. “Call nine-one-one,” he shouted before blasting through the wooden entrance arm.
Splinters of wood bounced off the face shield of his helmet. He fought the jerking handlebars. The rear tire slid, and the bike slammed into a convertible. Parker sailed over the front hood and rolled on the garage floor.
Ripping off his helmet, he snapped two photos of the burning car with his camera phone as boiling black smoke clung to the ceiling. He spotted a woman beside a red pickup, snapped her picture and ran to help.
With sirens in the background, Parker stuffed the cell phone in his jacket and sprinted through the garage. Staying clear of the inferno, he choked from burning rubber, gasoline and the distinct stench of burnt flesh. Parker slid to a stop beside the woman covered in shards of broken glass.
Oh my God!
“Erica,” he whispered.
Blood had caked the sides of his wife’s face and matted the front of her tan suit. Even through the hazy smoke, he could tell she’d been critically injured. He couldn’t bear seeing his wife in pain.
“Parker, how did you...” Erica winced.
Seeing how pale she’d grown, Parker summoned his Special Forces survival training, but this wasn’t a drill, this was Erica. “Can you move your neck?”
Erica moved her head from side to side then flexed both hands.
Sweat dripped down his forehead, burning his eyes. “What about your legs?”
She nodded then grimaced as she wiggled both feet.
Parker couldn’t wait any longer. He had to get her away before the gas tank erupted. Careful to avoid injuring her further, he gently pulled her away from the flaming car.
They made it to the far wall just as the Buick’s gas tank exploded. Parker fell on top of his wife shielding her body. A wave of heat and smoke belched over their heads.
Coughing, Parker rolled to his side and knelt beside his wife. His knee slipped in a smear of Erica’s blood.
Away from the thick smoke, he noticed blood oozing from both of her ears. More disturbing was the bright red that soaked the front of her tan suit. He swallowed hard knowing she had a concussion, probably two broken legs. The worst was the wound to her abdomen.
Parker untied the scarf from her neck and pressed it against the wound. “Hold this.”
Erica held the scarf against her wound and bit her lip in a grimace of pain.
Hoping to provide some comfort, he lifted her head and cradled his wife in his arms. His vision blurred as tears slid down his face. Where were the damn paramedics?
“Help, someone! I need a doctor,” he screamed over the sound of the fire. His voice echoed off the walls of the garage, hollow and empty. Even in war, he’d never felt so helpless.
Pulling a handkerchief from his jacket, he wiped blood from his wife’s face.
Erica stopped him, took the cloth and dried his tears.
Parker felt ashamed. He should be comforting her, not the other way around.
“I’m cold.” Erica shivered, eyes fluttering. She dropped the handkerchief and scarf.
Parker eased her down onto the cement floor. He ripped off his jacket and tucked it under her head. He held the blood-soaked scarf against Erica’s wound. In seconds, blood covered his hand. “Help me, someone!” he yelled.
As sirens grew louder, he fought to calm his voice. “You’re going to be okay.” He hoped she couldn’t see the fear in his eyes.
Erica appeared calm, or was it resignation he saw on her face?
Parker kissed her. Who would do such a thing? And why? He choked back a wave of fury that surged through his soul like a rotten fish.
Erica reached for his hand and pried his clenched fist open. “Don’t...let this consume you.”
A patrol car skidded to a stop on the street. About damn time.
As one of the officers sprinted toward them, Erica squeezed his hand, her grip weaker this time. “I’m sorry about our fight, Parker.”
Parker didn’t want to talk about their stupid argument. He had so many things he wanted to say, how she’d brought him from the depths of uncontrollable depression after he came home from Iraq, how their marriage gave him purpose, how he couldn’t live without her. How long had it been since he told her how much she meant to him? His voice caught as he said, “I love you.”
While the officer radioed their location, a satellite truck from his station parked behind the patrol car. The media had arrived before the damn paramedics.
Parker wasn’t used to being a victim, or source of a news story. He didn’t miss the irony that he’d callously taken a picture of the scene with his cell phone before he knew it was Erica lying on the cold cement, bleeding and in pain. For the first time, he felt guilt toward his profession.
From the corner of his eye, he saw a fire truck and paramedics stop behind the patrol car.
“Goddamn it, over here!” Parker shouted.
Erica’s breathing grew more shallow and faint, nearly drowned out by his own sucking gasps. When she closed her eyes and lay still, he fought to remain calm.
As the paramedics removed their equipment, firefighters shot white foam into the flames covering the car.
“Help is here, Erica.”
Erica’s eyes fluttered open. She managed a smile. “Not...not in time.”
“Don’t say that.”
“I’ll always love you, Parker. Remember that.”
Parker choked back a sob. “I’ll always love you.”
“Kiss me. Kiss me like you did at Scorpion Bay.”
As the officer met the paramedics, Parker brushed a strand of hair from her face and kissed Erica, kissed her like he hadn’t for far too long. For a moment, they both forgot the tragedy.
Erica smiled. She grew weaker, the life fading from her eyes.
“My...briefcase.” Erica’s voice was barely a whisper as she stared across the garage.
Parker followed her gaze and spotted a briefcase under a delivery van two cars over. “Who...who did this?”
Squeezing his hand, Erica clamped both eyes shut. Then her hand fell away. When a paramedic knelt beside them, Erica gasped, a death rattle Parker recognized from combat. With a knife-like stabbing in his chest, Parker lifted her and clung to his wife, as Erica took a final breath.
Chapter 2
In a haze of numb disbelief over his wife’s death, Parker accompanied Erica’s body to St. Joseph’s Hospital where EMTs took him to the emergency room to have a doctor check his injuries. Alone in an examining room, he glanced down at his hand, noticing a bruise he received when his motorcycle slammed through the entrance arm of the garage, and he tumbled over a parked car.
The impact shattered Parker’s watch, freezing time, forever documenting Erica’s fatal injuries. Parker slipped the watch from his wrist and dropped it into a trash can that sat in a chair beside his wife’s briefcase.
A perky blonde nurse with rose-tinted rimless glasses entered carrying a file folder. A brass pin that read Employee of the Quarter was pinned to her pink blouse.
She flashed a smile. “The doctor will be by in a few minutes. I’m here to check your blood pressure.”
“I don’t need to see a doctor. I just have a couple of bruises.”
“You’ve had a very traumatic event, Mr. Knight.” She slipped the cuff around his arm. “You’re so brave.”
Parker ignored the comment as the nurse read the pressure. When she finished, she entered a number in the folder without mentioning the results. Surprisingly, her voice cracked with emotion. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”
“Do you know who else was killed in the car bombing?”
“Nothing official, just what the other nurses have told me. I really shouldn’t discuss it.”
Parker squeezed her hand. “Please.”
Blushing, the nurse glanced at his hand. She looked over one shoulder then lowered her voice as if someone might be listening. “I heard the driver was a deputy sheriff and the man in the backseat was the CFO of Biotech, you know, Harrison Bradley’s company.”
“Thanks.” He let go of her hand.
The nurse left then surprised Parker when she quickly returned. In her hand, she clutched one of his old publicity photos the station always sent out to fans. “Would you mind signing this?”
Parker couldn’t believe she would ask for an autograph. Fans had approached him at the most inopportune moments, but never anything as outrageous as this.
“I know how insensitive this must seem, but I’m your biggest fan.”
Parker held out his hand and took the picture.
The nurse let out a schoolgirl giggle. “Ohhh! You’re as nice as I imagined you would be.”
Parker noticed four small holes in each corner. The picture had obviously been pinned to a bulletin board. He took a pen from his pocket. “What’s your name?”
“Kimberly. Kimberly Quinland.”
Parker wrote “To Kimberly, my biggest fan.” He signed his name and handed her the photo as the curtain opened and a short stocky man in a rumpled brown suit entered.
The nurse stood and clutched the photo to her chest. “I’ll treasure this always.”
A look of obsession behind the Kimberly Quinland smile caused Parker to regret signing the photo. As she left, he couldn’t help wonder how she’d become the hospital’s employee of the quarter.
The man in the rumpled suit studied Parker. Clearly, he was not a doctor. He introduced himself as a Phoenix PD homicide detective.
The detective nodded toward the curtain where the nurse had departed. “A friend of yours?”
“She’s my biggest fan.”
When the serious-looking detective pulled out a small notebook and made a quick notation, Parker realized he shouldn’t have been flippant.
“I’m Joe Richardson. I’ve been assigned to investigate the car bombing.”
It would be difficult, but Parker knew he’d have to revisit the last few minutes of Erica’s life. “You have my complete cooperation.”
The detective sat in the chair beside Parker. He didn’t seem to notice Erica’s briefcase. Parker didn’t want to turn the contents over to the authorities until he’d had a chance to examine what Erica had wanted him to see.
The detective started by asking Parker to replay the morning’s events.
With a reporter’s objectivity, Parker began with hearing the blast in the station’s parking lot. He recounted the events in the garage, leaving out only the part about the briefcase. Parker finished with Erica’s final gasps.
The tone of the interview changed abruptly. “Were you and your wife having marital problems?”
Parker knew most murders were committed by spouses so he expected a few uncomfortable questions. “Not at all.”
“In the garage, an officer heard your wife talk about a fight you two had.”
“It wasn’t a fight.”
Richardson flipped back a few pages in the notebook. “We recovered your wife’s cell phone. Nine minutes before the bombing you left a voice mail and apologized about being an idiot last night in a restaurant and for picking a fight this morning.”
Was the detective just being thorough or did he have real suspicions? “Erica and I weren’t having marital problems. We had a little spat before we left for work. That’s all.”
The detective considered Parker’s answer. “About the long hours you both work?”
“That’s right.” Parker knew the interview wasn’t going well, but he was usually the one who asked the questions.
Richardson made an entry on his notepad.
When was the man going to ask about Erica investigating Harrison Bradley? “Look, I was a jerk this morning to my wife, so I called her to apologize. You married, detective?”
“Not anymore.”
When Richardson stuffed the notepad back in his pocket and clicked his pen closed, Parker jumped to his feet. Richardson hadn’t asked about Bradley. “My wife was investigating Harrison Bradley.”
“You believe your wife was the target of the bombing?”
“No. I think the man in the backseat was. He was Bradley’s CFO.”
“That information hasn’t been released yet. How do you know who was in the car?”
Parker realized he’d further aroused the detective’s suspicions. “The nurse told me.”
“The nurse...your biggest fan.”
“Talk to her, she’ll tell you.”
“I intend to. How well do you know this nurse?
“We just met.”
“You don’t happen to know her name do you?”
“Kimberly Quinland.”
Richardson studied Parker’s face, got his notepad back out and wrote the name in the notepad. “When did you learn your wife was investigating Bradley?”
“This morning.”
“Did she tell you this before or after the car bombing?”
“Erica didn’t tell me. We don’t...we didn’t share information with each other about what each of us might be investigating.”
Richardson raised an eyebrow. “Your wife kept information from you because she thought you might use it to break a story? Is that what the fight was about?”
Parker felt like throwing the son-of-a-bitch across the room, but he’d seen enough violence for one day. “As I’m sure you’re aware, the county attorney insists on keeping his investigations confidential, especially high profile ones.”
“If your wife didn’t tell you she was investigating Bradley, who did?”
Parker didn’t want to involve Justin and never revealed a journalistic source even to the police. “I can’t tell you that.”
“So much for your complete cooperation.”
Parker knew he’d inflamed the detective’s suspicions. He’d said enough. “We’re finished, Detective.”
The detective flashed Parker a look of contempt. “An hour after your wife died, I come in and you’re autographing a publicity photo for a fan.”
Parker glared at the detective. “I said we’re finished.”
“Three people are dead, Mr. Knight. I don’t care if you’re a popular news celebrity. I have a job to do, even if it makes you uncomfortable. I’ll be in touch.” The detective pushed through the curtain and nearly collided with a woman carrying a stack of papers.
The woman’s badge read Social Services. With a look of concern far different from Detective Richardson, or the peculiar Kimberly Quinland, she apologized to Parker, explaining the paperwork necessary to process Erica’s body. The sound of the two words felt like a two-punch combination to Parker’s gut.
Parker slumped down in the chair and fought back tears while the social worker explained the forms. After he signed an autopsy consent form, the woman thanked him and disappeared down the hallway.
The finality of the paperwork sent shivers up the back of Parker’s neck. Trying not to think about Erica’s autopsy, or the detective’s suspicions, he grabbed the briefcase and hurried to escape the hospital.
Through a door’s window into the emergency waiting room, he glimpsed two groups of coworkers, Erica’s and his. Even more disturbing, a throng of media members had gathered outside the hospital’s front entrance.
Parker wasn’t ready to face coworkers and certainly not the press. He backed away from the door and wandered through a maze of long corridors passing faceless hospital staff, doctors and nurses treating sick people.
Erica wasn’t sick, she was dead!
Turning a corner, he found himself outside the chapel. He went in, slumped onto a pew and couldn’t stop a wave of agonizing emotions. While soft organ music played from unseen speakers, tears slid down his face as he relived the pain of Erica’s final breaths.
Stunned by the suddenness of his loss, Parker couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing her again.
The large brass crucifix on the wall caught his attention. Although he hadn’t regularly attended church in years, Parker had always accepted the existence of God without question. Now, however, he couldn’t seek peace of mind from prayer any more than he could blame God for Erica’s death.
The chapel, however, helped him take solace that Erica wasn’t lying on a metal table in a cold morgue awaiting an autopsy. That was just her body, a vessel. Erica was somewhere better, no doubt watching to see how he’d react to her death.
Jesus preached forgiveness, but compassion and mercy for his wife’s killer seemed unimaginable. Only one idea kept Parker from sinking into debilitating despair—revenge.
Detective Richardson might lack insight into the car bombing, but Parker didn’t. He wiped away the tears then opened Erica’s briefcase that smelled of smoke and gasoline. He grabbed a spiral bound transcript of questions Erica had planned to ask Larry Calderon, no doubt, the target of the bombing.
Parker skimmed the transcript. Calderon had met Bradley when they served as paramedics in Iraq. At an ambush in Beirut, Bradley suffered a bullet wound to the esophagus that left him unable to speak.
By the time Calderon’s tour of duty ended, Bradley had surprisingly recovered and offered his buddy a job, which Calderon readily accepted. He rode a wave of success as Bradley built an under-funded startup corporation into Biotech, a company a dozen states competed for, before the board of directors selected Arizona as the new location.
Parker recalled meeting Bradley at a media party two years earlier. Similar in age, the war hero, science guru and civic super star was shorter than Parker. The man’s movie-actor good looks and polished charm now seemed chillingly evil and calculating.
The chapel door opened. “I hoped I might find you here.” The station’s news director, Clete Hawkins, sat beside Parker, his dark skin a mask of solemn gravity.
His boss hung his head, lips moving in prayer. The idea of Clete being religious stunned Parker. The cantankerous old bastard often invoked the Lord’s name, usually in fits of anger or frustration over shoddy reporting by his staff.
Clete finished the prayer then looked at Erica’s open briefcase. “Tell me you’re not working.”
Parker stuffed the transcript into the briefcase, snapped it closed and set the case at his feet. “She was murdered, Clete. I’ve got to find out who’s responsible.”
“Leave the investigation to the authorities. You need to grieve, son.”
Parker jumped to his feet. “I’m not going to feel sorry for myself.”
“Grieving isn’t feeling sorry for yourself. You have to grieve in order to heal.”
“I don’t want to heal.” Parker’s voice trembled, but he wouldn’t lose it in front of his boss. “I want to focus on who killed my wife.”
“Sit down, son.” Clete tugged on Parker’s sleeve.
Parker shook off the man’s grip and grabbed Erica’s briefcase.
Clete shook his head. “In three decades of broadcasting, I’ve covered two wars, Nine-Eleven, Oklahoma City and Columbine. In all those years, you’d think I might have picked up some words of comfort.”
Words could not comfort Parker. He made his way toward the door. “There’s nothing you or anyone could say that would help.”
“It’s a story now. The station will report you were unavailable for comment.”
“I appreciate that.”
“Take as much time off as you need.”
“I don’t need time off. I need to work.” Parker left the chapel. Following a red exit sign down the hallway, he froze as the last person he wanted to see, Detective Richardson approached.
The detective handed him a business card. “If you think of anything that might help my investigation, I’d appreciate a call.”
Parker grabbed Richardson’s lapels and shoved him against the wall. “Listen, Colombo, Harrison Bradley killed my wife, Larry Calderon and a deputy sheriff.” Expecting to be arrested for assaulting an officer, Parker let go. Shocked by his capacity for violence, he headed down the hallway.
At the emergency room nurse’s station, Kimberly Quinland looked up and smiled. His autographed photo hung on a bulletin board behind her desk. Determined to ignore her, he continued toward the door leading to the lobby.
“There’s a mob of reporters in there.” Kimberly jumped up from her chair, caught up to him and pointed down the hall. “I’ll show you an easy way out.”
The nurse showed Parker to the cafeteria. Flashing her employee ID, she led him into a noisy kitchen full of greasy smells and a dozen kitchen workers who barely noticed him.
Parker followed her to the back door and outside to an empty loading dock.
“Do you need a ride home?” Kimberly asked. “I’ll just grab my keys.”
“I’ll call my friend, Justin.”
The nurse looked disappointed. Perhaps she wasn’t the obsessive fan he imagined her to be. Maybe she was just being nice.
“Thanks for keeping me away from the media,” Parker said.
With a slow change of expression, her obsessive smile returned. “You owe me.”
Chapter 3
In the shadows beside the loading dock, Parker heard Justin’s motorcycle and stepped into the sunlight.
Looking devastated, Justin stopped his bike beside Parker and handed him a helmet. Without a word, the two men rode off toward the hotel parking garage.
Parker felt grateful for the loud engine so he and Justin couldn’t talk about what happened to Erica. He knew Justin felt the same.
At the hotel, Parker climbed off the bike and handed his friend the helmet.
Justin cleared his throat. His voice trembled with emotion. “I loved Erica like a sister.”
“I know you did. Erica felt the same about you.”
“Anything you need, I’m there for you.”
“You always have been.” Parker clapped his friend on the shoulder. After Justin rode off, Parker headed toward the police tape blocking the entrance to the garage.
He reached the crime scene without the media recognizing him. Taking advantage of his celebrity status, Parker managed to talk the police into letting him retrieve his motorcycle. Without glancing at the spot where Erica took her last breath, Parker climbed on his bike and rode off.
By the time he arrived home, the streetlights had blinked on. Inside, Parker flipped on the light, half-expecting to hear Erica puttering in the kitchen or humming a tune, sounds he’d hear again only in his memory.
The house was quieter than Parker ever remembered. The only sound was the soft ticking of an antique clock above the couch, as if reminding Parker that time moved on.
Trying not to think about moving on without Erica, he carried the briefcase down the hall to his home office. At his desk, Parker studied the records in far greater detail than he’d been able to in the chapel.
The records showed that Bradley controlled Biotech like a third world dictator. He plowed company profits back into research and development, banking on more breakthroughs, but Calderon had confirmed the company’s finances were stretched thin.
Erica had focused on the company’s finances, including questionable campaign donations. She also had written the word Wildflower beneath a description of Biotech’s pharmacology division.
When he finished with the records, Parker had nearly memorized every bit of evidence in the briefcase and felt more certain than ever that Bradley had ordered the car bombing.
But what was Wildflower? What could he learn about Bradley that wasn’t in the briefcase?
Parker booted up the computer and scanned online news accounts of the car bombing. Thankfully, there were no pictures of Erica. After reading a half dozen accounts, all he could determine was authorities were investigating “any and all leads.” Bullshit.
Clicking on another story about Biotech, Parker found that Bradley was scheduled to speak at a bioengineering conference the next morning at the Phoenix Civic Plaza.
The ringing telephone jolted Parker. Caller ID revealed the call was from Marissa Graves, his ambitious rival for the anchor chair and the last person besides Detective Joe Richardson that Parker wanted to talk to. He let the answering machine answer.
Parker froze when he heard Erica’s voice. “Parker and I can’t come to the phone now. Leave a message and we’ll call you back.”
Ignoring the message from Marissa, Parker headed to the kitchen. He grabbed a bottle of bourbon from the back of the pantry and poured half a glass. He carried the drink to the table and pulled out his cell phone.
Parker ignored the dozens of texts and voicemail messages. He scrolled through the pictures he’d taken in the burning garage. Without hesitating, he pressed the delete button.
After finishing the drink, Parker braced himself and dialed the phone number of Erica’s parents in California. When her mother answered, he heard the cold edge to her voice he’d come to expect since he moved their daughter to Arizona. With as much calm and compassion as he could manage, Parker broke the news.
Erica had inherited her father’s intelligence and determination and her mother’s organizational skills. After moments of shock and choked back grief, his mother-in-law began to organize Erica’s funeral and Parker willingly let her. He managed to end the conversation, leaving his in-laws to their grief and their planning.
Parker poured another drink but left the glass untouched. The alcohol hadn’t lessened the pain of his loss, his anger or his determination for revenge.
He wandered to the living room and gazed around at the furniture he and Erica had accumulated, the antique clock they found in Jerome, the blue velvet couch they’d bought on sale, and the picture of a brilliant Arizona desert sunset that they’d purchased at a gallery in Scottsdale. Everything in the room reminded him of what they’d had and what he’d lost.
Down the hall, Parker entered the bedroom. In the closet, he gazed at the clothes Erica would never wear again. From the dresser, he unscrewed her Givenchy Amarige cologne and waved the bottle under his nose. Closing his eyes, he recalled the delicate fragrance when he held her close. He remembered the tenderness of her kisses.
Parker glanced at the bed. They made love with passion and tenderness he’d never known from anyone else, and would never know again.
In the hallway, Parker opened a room he rarely entered. A year after Erica’s miscarriage, the intended nursery had become a guest room, then a storage room. He and Erica never found time to try again for a family. Because of the pressures of their careers, they both felt there would be plenty of time for children.
Parker had nothing to remember Erica by except furniture and faded memories. None of their plans and dreams would ever come about. Powerless, swept along by the events of the day, Parker felt overwhelmed with a hollow pain of loss from which he’d never be able to escape.
He returned to his bedroom and reclined on the bed. Parker hadn’t eaten since breakfast. The day’s events zapped his energy. Needing to rest a moment, he closed his eyes and soon drifted asleep.
When Parker awoke, early morning sun peaked through the curtains. He sat up, head pounding, and realized his worst ever nightmare had not been a dream.
Glancing at the clock, he remembered the conference at the Civic Plaza. His determination to see Bradley brought to justice compelled him to act.
After a hot shower, Parker rode his motorcycle downtown, uncertain what he’d do when he got there. Just inside the door of the convention center’s main hall, he flashed his press credentials to a perky woman seated behind a registration table. Obviously recognizing him, she handed Parker a brochure about the conference and a canvas bag filled with vendor handouts. “Go right in, Mr. Knight. The conference just started.”
In the dim light of the lecture hall, Parker scanned the room where most of two hundred red cushioned chairs were filled with politicians, business professionals and curious members of the public.
He spotted an empty chair in the last row. Two twenty-foot screens on both sides of the stage displayed a video extolling the virtues of Biotech and its progressive, public-minded management. Right!
The narration led the attendees through a hi-tech video tour of the modern factory with white tiled floors, stainless steel and chrome furniture, florescent lights and Biotech’s gold BT script everywhere. The narrator praised the virtues of the company that had taken bioengineering theory into practical innovations. He described Biotech’s three main divisions, agriculture, energy and pharmacology.
The video ended and the lights brightened. On the stage, Harrison Bradley stood in front of the lectern in a well-tailored blue suit and red power tie. With the confidence of a televangelist, he acknowledged a round of applause normally greeting a movie star.
Clenching his fists, Parker studied the son-of-a-bitch. He should have brought a gun and killed the bastard, but then Bradley would die a martyr.
Parker wanted everyone to know the evil behind the supposed war hero. Rotting in jail, his true nature exposed, would be delicious punishment for someone who’d risen to such heights fooling everyone, everyone except Erica and county attorney Roland Ellis. Parker forced himself to listen to the speech.
“Understanding the complexities of the processes within the human body is science’s next great frontier. Biotech and the state of Arizona have forged a partnership that will propel this endeavor to even greater advances.” Bradley paused as the crowd erupted into applause.
“What will these advances mean to the average person on the street? Our company has developed pest and disease-resistant crops. We’ve introduced the next generation of drugs to combat cancer and AIDS, and we are close to breakthroughs that will turn organic refuse into oil. Improving the quality of life for us all...that’s the promise of Biotech, and my promise to you.”
Bradley sounded like any other conniving politician or infomercial spokesperson. Parker had heard enough. He made his way to the aisle and headed for the exit. He glanced back at the room full of believers. He might be the only one in the room to know Arizona’s biotech savior was also a ruthless murderer.
***
Icepick-like stabs shot through Harrison Bradley’s temples. He squeezed the sides of the lectern, determined to finish with the usual flourish that would bring an audience to its feet. He had given variations of the speech dozens of times, describing Biotech’s benefits to society and ending with the story of how a medical breakthrough from bioengineering had regenerated his esophagus, restored his voice box and saved his life. He smiled and began to wrap up the speech. “I came back from Iraq on a stretcher. Today I stand before you...”
Bradley finished to a standing ovation. Greedy public officials, media leeches and science groupies continued to applaud as he strode from the stage.
He nodded to his security chief, Luis Montoya. The two men walked through the curtain and into a hallway. Bradley leaned against the block wall beside the restroom and sucked in gulps of air.
“You all right, sir?” Luis asked.
“Do I look all right?” With his throat feeling like he’d swallowed a stack of razor blades, Bradley loosened his tie and ran a finger around the inside of his sweat damp collar.
“I’ve got good news, Mr. Bradley.”
“Not now!” Bradley pushed through the restroom door while Luis stood guard.
Bradley blotted his face with a damp paper towel. After checking to make sure he was alone, he pulled out a round metal tin from the breast pocket of his suit coat and set it on the edge of the sink. With a trembling hand, he twisted open the container and popped one of the orange football shaped pills into his mouth.
Stuffing the tin into his pocket, he closed his eyes. Bradley gripped the edge of the sink and began to count to thirty. At twenty, a warm tickle spread along his scalp and down his arms to the fingertips. At thirty, the pain was gone. He felt alive again.
Bradley opened his eyes and grinned. He straightened his tie and ran a hand over his well-groomed hair making sure every strand was in place. “Luis,” he shouted.
His obedient lapdog hurried in with genuine concern on his face. “Feeling better, Mr. Bradley?”
“Yes, thanks. I’m sorry I snapped at you earlier.” Pain made Bradley behave poorly and sometimes caused him to make bad decisions. That’s why he had to keep the pain under control. “What’s the good news?”
“The county attorney has agreed to meet with you this afternoon.”
“Ellis is a smart man.” Bradley clapped Luis on the shoulder. “Good work. Now let’s go.” He pushed through the restroom door and greeted his three division heads. Harris and Maxwell spoke at once, heaping praise on his speech.
Ignoring the boot licking scientists, Bradley smiled at the third executive, a tall blonde vice president of the pharmacology division, who merely smiled. Doctor Brooke Miller’s black-rimmed glasses and librarian bun muted her California girl good looks. Her appearance made her look even more brilliant than he knew her to be. Right now Bradley wasn’t interested in the hot doc’s brain. Without trying to appear obvious, he smiled, and she winked back.
Luis walked beside him as the executives headed down the hall toward the east exit. Beneath the brilliant blue sky, Bradley slipped on sunglasses and approached the first of two white limos with dark tinted windows.
Bradley patted Luis on the shoulder. “Why don’t you ride with Harris and Maxwell? I want to go over the pharmacology division budget with Dr. Miller.”
Stepping forward, Brooke climbed into the backseat. She crossed killer legs.
Bradley sat beside her and closed the door. He pushed a button to raise the tinted window that blocked the driver’s view of the backseat. “Luis is such an ass kisser.”
Brooke licked her lips seductively and rested a hand on his thigh. “Not as good as me.”
As the limo drove away from the Civic Plaza, Brooke removed her glasses and suit jacket and set them on the seat behind her. She undid the bun and shook her hair like a wild mustang waving its mane. She lifted his hand, and licked his palm. “Nice speech. You had them eating out of your hand.”
Bradley responded instantly as Brooke slid her red fingernails slowly up his leg. She pressed her full lips against his, and her tongue searched his mouth in a slow wet kiss. As she caressed him, he peered down her blouse at her considerable cleavage bulging from a black lace bra. “You have a great body.”
She unbuttoned her blouse and unclasped the bra in front. Brooke arched her back and offered her breasts. “The miracle of bioengineering. I’m surprised you didn’t mention it in your speech.”
Her breath caught as Bradley grabbed one breast and teased her nipple with his thumb. He kissed Brooke with growing hunger. “God, you’re beautiful,” he murmured.
“I bet you say that to all the division heads,” she said with a playful laugh.
“I bet I don’t.” Bradley laughed.
Brooke reached into her suit coat jacket and removed a tin identical to Bradley’s. “I have something for you.” She swallowed an orange pill and slipped one into his mouth.
She closed her eyes for several moments. When she opened them, her whole face glowed. Brooke reached down and removed her black silk panties. “Wildflower will make this even better.”
Chapter 4
Parker had been to far too many funerals in his life: his parents, relatives, friends he’d served with in the military, even subjects of stories he’d covered. This service was far worse than any he’d ever attended.
Beneath a cloudless sky, he sat in the front row facing Erica’s casket and holding a red rose. Behind dark sunglasses, Parker chocked back surges of emotion that threatened to overwhelm him.
Touched by the turnout of friends and coworkers, he tried to ignore the media presence, especially the two satellite trucks in the distant parking lot.
While the priest said a prayer, Parker glanced to his left where Erica’s mother and father sat beside an empty chair in case Erica’s troubled brother, Tyler, showed up. To Parker’s right, sat Justin and his latest, Tina Banks, looking bored in a black dress with a plunging neckline.
When the ceremony ended, Parker stood beside the casket and said a silent good-bye. He closed his eyes picturing Erica’s smile and auburn hair, the look he’d always remember. He laid a rose on the casket, turned and walked away.
After hugging Erica’s parents, Parker joined Justin and Tina, bracing for the flood of friends and coworkers who came to offer condolences.
When the mourners finally began to disburse, Justin led Parker toward the parking lot.
Tina slipped her arm in Justin’s. “I could use a stiff drink.”
Parker spotted Erica’s boss, Roland Ellis, accompanied by his wife and two security guards as they approached a black SUV with tinted windows.
“Wait here.” Parker had to talk to Ellis about the investigation.
Justin grabbed his arm. “Don’t.”
Parker shook off the grip. “I’ve got to find out what the county attorney knows about the investigation.”
“I know you do, but this isn’t the time or place.”
Reluctantly, Parker watched Ellis and his wife climb into the SUV then drive off. “I won’t let this go.”
“I don’t expect you to.”
Tina slipped her arm back in Justin’s. “About that drink...”
A day after the funeral, Parker was determined to act like his old self and find out what, if anything, the county attorney intended to do about Harrison Bradley. He rode his bike to the mountains in north Phoenix. With the February sun warming the back of his leather jacket, he skidded to a stop at the side of the dirt road. Straddling his Kawasaki, he pulled off his helmet and gazed down at the BMX racetrack the county had carved in the desert.
Recalling his own bicycle racing as a kid, he watched a dozen preteens race their colorful bikes through hills, gullies and flats, guarded by ribbons of orange netting. Raucous parents and friends, crammed the metal bleachers and crowded along the fence that surrounded the course, urging on the young riders.
Parker almost missed spotting the county attorney. In jeans and an orange Phoenix Suns sweatshirt, Roland Ellis stood at the edge of the parking lot helping his son adjust his racing helmet. In a silver chest protector that glistened in the sun, the boy resembled a young knight ready for battle.
When Ellis finished, he gave his son a hug. The boy proudly pushed his bike toward a group of riders assembled for the next heat.
Parker rode the Kawasaki down the twisting road past a line of blue, red, yellow and copper-colored state flags snapping in the breeze and parked alongside the chain link fence guarding the track.
After clipping his helmet to his bike, he followed Ellis through the crowd. The county attorney stopped beside the bleachers and kissed his wife who held a sleeping baby daughter.
Talking to Ellis could wait until after their son’s race. Parker retreated to the shadows of a brick building that housed a bicycle shop and concession stand where the smell of grilled onions and greasy burgers reminded him how little he’d eaten since the car bombing.
Keeping an eye on the county attorney, Parker stood in line behind an overweight woman in nylon shorts and a tube top. She couldn’t make up her mind between cotton candy and a Polish sausage. She ordered both.
From behind, a rough hand twisted Parker’s arm behind his back and pulled him out of line. As Parker struggled, a second person grabbed the other arm. “Don’t make a scene,” a man whispered. He slapped handcuffs on Parker then led him around back and pushed him into a storage room.
Parker spun and faced two sheriff’s officers with dark sunglasses, a no-nonsense female sergeant and a young brute of a deputy, at least six foot six. He recognized the two as Ellis’s security detail from the funeral.
Sweat trickled down Parker’s brow in the hot windowless room. The handcuffs bit into his wrists. He was anxious to talk his way out of this. “I’m Parker Knight, weekday news reporter. Maybe you recognize...”
“I don’t care if you’re Batman,” the sergeant said. “Why were you following the county attorney?”
Parker realized his actions might have appeared suspicious. After the bombing, of course Ellis would have increased security. “I want to talk to him about the car bombing at the hotel.”
The sergeant’s eyes narrowed. “You know something about that?”
“The explosion killed my wife, along with a cop and Ellis’s witness, Larry Calderon.”
The sergeant turned her back and pulled the radio from her belt. “Keep an eye on him, Manny.”
“Yes, ma’am.” The formidable deputy crossed thick arms over a barrel chest.
When the sergeant left, the deputy’s face relaxed. He removed his sunglasses, stuffed them in his shirt pocket and uncuffed Parker. After clipping the handcuffs to his belt, he pulled a notepad and a pen from his shirt pocket. “My wife’s a huge fan of yours, Mr. Knight. She’d kill me if I didn’t get your autograph.”
“You’re joking.”
The deputy looked embarrassed but held out the notepad and pen. “This would mean a lot to her. I’ll owe you one. I’ll fix a parking ticket or something.”
It never hurt to do a favor for a deputy sheriff. Parker took the pad and pen then wiped sweat from his brow with the back of one hand. He glanced at the deputy’s nameplate. “What’s your wife’s name, Deputy Lott?”
“Mona.”
Parker raised an eyebrow. “Mona. Mona Lott?”
“No jokes about our sex life, okay? I’ve heard them all.”
“Mona Lott. Sounds like a Bond girl.” Parker couldn’t help but chuckle. He wrote a note thanking Mona for being a fan. He signed his name and handed the pad and pen back to the deputy.
Deputy Lott stuffed the pad in his pocket and unclipped the handcuffs from his belt. “Turn around.”
“You’re not putting those back on me.” Parker took a step back.
“Come on. I’ll get in major trouble. In case you hadn’t noticed, my sergeant’s a real ballbuster.”
With a sigh, Parker turned around and held both hands behind his back.
The deputy hooked the cuffs in place then slipped his sunglasses on and crossed his arms as the door opened.
The sergeant walked in, followed by the county attorney. Ellis ordered the deputy to remove Parker’s handcuffs. “Sorry about that. These two take their jobs seriously.”
“I can see that.” Parker glanced at Manny.
Ellis gestured toward the door. “Let’s get some fresh air.”
As the sergeant and Ellis headed for the door, Manny tapped his uniform shirt pocket and mouthed “thank you” to Parker.
While the two deputies followed out of earshot, Ellis led Parker to the fence. On the track, a race official stood in front of a table of trophies and a dozen anxious BMX riders. “You have my deepest sympathy,” Ellis said. “Your wife was a wonderful person.”
Was. Parker winced, unable to think of Erica in the past tense. “How’d your son do?”
“Corey took second.” With fatherly pride, Ellis pointed to the track where his son waited to receive a trophy.
“I’m sorry to show up at a family event, but I didn’t think I had any choice.”
Carrying their baby, Ellis’s wife stopped beside her husband. She surprised Parker with a kiss on the cheek. “Words can’t express my sorrow over your loss.” Her eyes misted. “The last time I saw Erica was the Christmas party at our house. We made plans for lunch, but I never got around to calling her...”
Her voice trailed off, making Parker feel guilty over intruding on a family event. “I apologize for interrupting your outing, Mrs. Ellis. Congratulations on your son’s second place.”
“You’re very kind. Corey has his father’s determination and competitiveness. I’d better go take a few pictures.” Handing the baby to her husband, she pulled a digital camera from a fanny pack hooked to her belt. She walked through the gate and snapped a picture of her son flashing a thumbs-up.
“You have a nice family.” Parker again regretted that he and Erica never had children. “It must have taken determination and competitiveness to go after Harrison Bradley.”
Ellis looked surprised. “Erica shouldn’t have shared details about a case with you.”
“Erica never discussed her cases with me.” Parker had hoped Ellis would be determined to bring Bradley to justice, but he didn’t appear even slightly interested.
“I’m glad to hear that. I can’t talk about an ongoing investigation anymore than Erica could have.”
“It’s still ongoing?”
“I think you should go.”
“I have something for you.” Parker jogged to his motorcycle, returned with Erica’s briefcase and handed it to the county attorney. “Bradley ordered the hit to silence your key witness. My wife just happened to be in the way.”
Ellis glanced back at the two deputy sheriffs. He led Parker further away. “This is strictly off the record, okay? There’s a lot even Erica didn’t know about Calderon.”
“Such as?”
“Calderon had a lot of enemies. Of course Bradley had a motive, but so did a lot of others.” Ellis lowered his voice when a couple passing by appeared to be listening to the conversation. “Phoenix PD is all over what happened. If there’s evidence linking the bombing to Biotech, they’ll uncover it. But, as of an hour ago, they hadn’t found any evidence to believe Bradley was responsible.”
“Maybe they’re not looking hard enough.” Parker couldn’t believe the city and county were intimidated. Why had Ellis gone after Bradley in the first place if he didn’t have the balls to see it through? Had Bradley threatened Ellis, or had the bombing been a sufficient message to get the county attorney to back off? Forget drive and determination. What happened to the man’s guts? “You’re all scared of Bradley.”
“Family of victims usually feel the wheels of justice turn too slowly. You have to trust the system.”
“Screw the system!” Parker kicked the chain link fence and a dozen sets of eyes turned toward him. The two deputies came forward until Ellis reassured them by holding up his hand.
Parker struggled to control his temper. “What about the indictment you and Erica worked on for eighteen months? That going to die, just like my wife?”
The man avoided looking Parker in the eye. “It’s a complicated legal issue. Calderon’s testimony was crucial. Without it, the judge would dismiss the case with prejudice and we’d never be able to nail him. This way, we can reopen the case if we get more to go on.”
“So if you get more evidence then you’ll go after Bradley.”
Ellis’s son ran to the fence with his mother tagging behind snapping pictures. “Daddy, did you see?” Corey pushed through the gate proudly holding his trophy aloft.
Ellis squatted down and hugged his son. “I sure did. I’m so proud of you.”
When Corey shyly looked at him, Parker tried not to show his frustration with the boy’s father. As Ellis rose and ruffled the boy’s hair, his wife kissed her husband on the cheek and took the baby.
In that brief interaction, Parker recognized the depth of the love among Ellis and his wife and their children. Now he knew the real reason the county attorney wouldn’t go after Bradley. The man’s family was more important than his career, something Parker and Erica had always struggled to balance.
Parker’s anger vanished. He still had other options. “Thanks for your time.” He shook the attorney’s hand then his wife’s. “Mrs. Ellis.” He looked down at their son. “Congratulations, Corey. I used to ride BMX.”
“Did you ever win a trophy?”
“Not as nice as that one.” Parker smiled then headed for his Kawasaki.
Corey ran after him, still clutching the trophy as another group of riders sped down the track. The boy watched them leap into the air and down a slope leading into a turn. His eyes widened when he saw Parker’s motorcycle. “Wow! Awesome hog.”
Parker couldn’t help but smile. He nodded toward the track. “Don’t make the jumps so high like those guys. Go for distance, not height. You want to get the bike back on the ground faster so you can increase your speed.”
“Thanks, mister!”
Just after dark, Parker carried a thick manila envelope inside the television studio. He thanked coworkers who offered their hugs and condolences.
In the control room, he watched Marissa Graves seated in the anchor chair. She delivered the news in a calm reassuring voice.
Marissa was smart, beautiful and ambitious, like a Disney villainess. The camera and viewers loved her. Hardly anyone at the station did.
Parker tried not to let seeing her in the anchor chair bother him. He walked down the hallway and paused outside the news director’s office before knocking on the door.
“Go away,” Clete shouted.
His boss hated to be interrupted during a broadcast. Bracing himself, Parker went inside.
Seated behind his desk, Clete pointed a remote at the plasma monitor hanging on the wall and muted the broadcast. “Jesus Christ! What are you doing here?”
The office felt different. Parker had been summoned on numerous occasions, mostly for unwarranted butt chewings. Now he noticed pictures of Clete’s wife, his son and three grandchildren on the credenza below the window. A photo on the wall of a young airman in front of a Saigon bar, looked like it was taken forty years and fifty pounds ago. “You were in the Air Force?”
“That surprises you? I thought you were a better investigative reporter than that.”
“I figured you for a Marine.”
“Marines were crazy bastards in Nam. Have a seat. You look like you’ve had a rough day.”
“I’ve had better.”
“You need some rest, Son.”
Son? Clete only called him Parker, kid or dumbshit.
Parker recalled the smells from the concession stand at the BMX track. “Got anything to eat?”
Clete pulled a packet of roasted almonds from his top drawer and tossed them to Parker. “My wife’s got me on a low carb diet.”
Parker poured half the nuts into his hand and gobbled them down. “How’s that working for you?”
“I used to have a six pack.” Clete patted his flabby stomach. His belly shook as he laughed. “Now I have a beer keg.”
Clete grew serious when he glanced at the monitor where Marissa silently bantered with the handsome weatherman with a toothpaste commercial smile. “You know, work is therapeutic. When you come back, I’ll get you a week in the anchor chair.”
“You can keep your anchor chair.” Parker finished the nuts and tossed the wrapper into a trash can beside the desk.
“You’ve wanted that ever since you started here.”
“That was then.” Parker glanced at the monitor. Marissa was all style and no substance. “Give it to Marissa.”
“We both know she’s not right for the job. If it was my decision...”
“I thought it was.”
“I wanted you both to think that, made my life easier the past couple months. The old man’s going to leave the decision to the new station owner, whoever that might be.” Clete opened the bottom drawer of his desk. “Would you like a drink? You look like you could use one.”
“No thanks. But don’t let me stop you.”
Clete pulled out a pink bottle and poured two inches of Pepto-Bismol into a glass. He drank the medicine in one gulp then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “You should be home.”
“Erica’s parents are still there. They don’t want to leave until they track down Erica’s brother.”
Parker tossed the envelope on the desk. “What do you know about Harrison Bradley?”
“He’s Arizona’s Golden Boy.” Clete opened the envelope. Parker had obviously piqued his boss’s interest.
For several minutes, Clete sifted through the financial records and the transcript Parker had copied before giving the briefcase to the county attorney. Understanding swept across his boss’s face. “Illegal campaign contributions to public officials. I thought maybe you had something important here.”
“Charles Keating went to prison for what Bradley’s done the past couple years.”
“That was congress. We’re talking about campaign law violations involving our legislature. He bought a few friends. That’s hardly news.” Clete stared at Parker, then his eyes widened. “Holy shit! You think Bradley ordered the bombing!”
“I know he ordered the bombing. The motive is there, Clete.”
The news director picked up a handful of records. “Why would Bradley kill a key witness and your wife to keep this shit quiet? Doesn’t make sense.”
“There’s more that’s not in those records. Erica knew something about a Biotech program called Wildflower.”
“What’s Wildflower?”
“That’s what I need to find out. I don’t want time off, and I don’t care to sit in an anchor chair. Just let me work on picking up where Erica left off. I want to nail the bastard.”
Parker’s gaze followed Clete’s to the monitor where Marissa was covering Erica’s funeral the previous day. Although the sound was muted, he could read her comments scrolling across the bottom of the screen.
Parker forced himself to continue to pitch his boss. “You almost didn’t hire me, thought I was too nice. You said you wanted a real son-of-a-bitch. I can be a son-of-a-bitch, Clete.”
“I know you can.” Clete took another gulp of Pepto Bismol, set the bottle back and slammed the drawer so hard it toppled a picture of Clete’s wife on his desk. “You’re a journalist. What’s made you so good at what you do is your objectivity. You don’t have it where Bradley’s concerned.”
Parker could think of a dozen investigative pieces where he hadn’t been objective. What made the pieces work was his desire to seek justice. “Objectivity is important. So is caring.”
Clete walked to the window and gazed across the dark parking lot. “I’m the only black news director in Phoenix. My family thinks my work is important.” He faced Parker. “I like what I do. I’m too old to put my ass on the line.”
“I know all about your career. You’ve put your job and your life on the line more than once.”
“Things are different now.”
“Since when?”
“Since the old man decided to sell the goddamn station!” Clete pounded the credenza with his fist. “You want me to face a new owner and tell him we’re going to go after one of Arizona’s leading citizens with just diddly shit to go on?”
Parker gathered up the records on the desk and stuffed them back into the envelope. “I guess not.”
“I have to do what’s best for the news department.” The man, who ran the department like General Patton, seemed to be begging for Parker’s understanding.
“Of course. You’re right.”
“Damn it, Parker!” Clete pointed to the envelope. “You’ve got some time off. If you find out about Wildflower and it’s good, we’ll use it.”
His words sounded like the county attorney’s. Parker carried the envelope to the door.
“Your timing’s not good.”
Pausing in the doorway, Parker glanced back at his boss. “When is the right time for your wife to get murdered?”
Frustrated and angry at the world, Parker headed to the parking lot. He spotted a small dog and a slight figure, in the shadows of the building, facing his Kawasaki. “Get away from my bike!”
“I wasn’t doing anything.” The young man spoke with a Spanish accent.
“Then you won’t mind getting away from my bike, Chico!” Chico? Where did that come from? Parker felt like one of those racist bullies he occasionally had to interview.
The dog growled at Parker. As the young man backed away, the parking lot light illuminated his face. The kid couldn’t be more than fifteen.
Parker felt worse than ever. “I’m sorry.”
“Diablo!” The kid quieted his dog and glared at Parker. “I’m not Chico. And I’m no gangbanger either.” He and the little mutt took off across the lot. They ducked around the corner into the alley.
The heavyset parking lot guard ran toward Parker, zipping his fly. “You okay, Mr. Knight? Sorry, I had to take a leak.”
Parker felt like a total jerk for the way he treated the young man. “You ever see the kid before?”
“I don’t know. They’re all a bunch of losers. This isn’t the best neighborhood, especially this time of night.”
Parker doubted whether it was ever a good neighborhood to grow up in. He climbed onto his bike, trying to forget the hatred and the pain he’d seen in the young boy’s face.
Parker headed home. On the Piestawa Freeway, with the roar of the bike’s engine and the sound of the wind snapping his leather jacket, came the realization. The institutions Parker had always believed in were powerless. He had no one to count on...but himself.
What options remained in his quest to bring Bradley to justice? Then, with a cold chill, Parker realized justice was hardly the only form of revenge.
Twenty minutes later, Parker pulled into the dark lot of Kendall’s Motorcycle Shop. The bay doors were closed, but he could see a light on inside.
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