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CHAPTER 1

 


Wade was comfortably ensconced in his
favorite chair, engrossed in reading, Metallurgy: Unsolved
Mysteries. When he sensed a movement at the top of the stairs,
he looked up. Yolanda was cautiously making her way down, her first
venture in three-inch heels. He smiled; it softened the chiseled
look of his features. She was doing great. He’d tell her so when he
got the chance.

Cynthia, perched on the edge of the couch,
seemed more nervous than usual. Maybe there’d been a snag in the
fundraising project; Judy and two other women would be by later to
do more planning. But Jim was due any minute to take Yolanda to the
school dance. This seemed a more likely cause.

Wade had a hunch they were intensely
involved. Although Cynthia hadn’t brought it up, he sensed she felt
the same way. And that she approved, as he did. Rachel, his
youngest, was ignoring the scene, totally focused on the tube.

Contented as he could ever remember being,
Wade turned back to his book. He paused to gaze through the slider
at the lighted pool. He leaned back into the chair; his light gray
eyes set deeply under heavy brows reflected quiet contentment.

Heavy rain was slanting in from the north.
Each drop hit hard, bouncing high enough to create a smaller
splash. Beautiful, he decided.

Chunks of oak burned in the fireplace behind
him, adding a cozy warmth. Combustion, he thought. Molecules being
rearranged. In this case, most of the energy being generated was
rising up and out the chimney.

When the doorbell rang, Cynthia rose quickly.
Over her shoulder she called out to Yolanda, “Take your time,
honey. I’ll get it.”

Wade noted that despite the advice, Yolanda
was moving more quickly. As he turned his attention back to the
book, Cynthia opened the front door.

He had never heard the sound of a fist
smashing into a face. But as he lunged to his feet, whirling toward
the door, he knew he now had.

Cynthia, her face twisted in agony, was
falling with one hand clutching her jaw and cheek. One of the three
young men was rushing toward Rachel. Wade recognized the muzzle
blast from the gun for what it was, caught the look of abject
terror on Rachel’s face, felt a white, blinding explosion of pain,
then nothing at all.

 


* * *

 


Judy Dolan parked in front of Cynthia’s home.
Since she didn’t recognize the two cars in front of her, she knew
Jean and Kelly had not yet arrived. She glanced at her watch in
light from the dash. Three minutes to eight. She smiled as she
turned the lights off. She knew it was silly, but she took pride in
being on time.

She reached for the door handle, then froze
when the front door to the house was suddenly thrown open and a
young man dashed outside, followed by two others. Watching
intently, she eased down in her seat as she unzipped her purse and
lifted out the snub-nosed Smith & Wesson .38 revolver.

Terrified, she nonetheless studied each young
man in the faint light from the street lamp beyond. But the rain
made it difficult to see clearly.

Moments later, two car doors slammed closed
and the older gray car pulled quickly from the curb and accelerated
down the street. Something was wrong with the left taillight for
she could see only the bulb glowing. There was no light above the
license plate, but as it passed under the street lamp, she did see
that the second character was an X.

When the car turned and became lost to her
view, she glanced at the light flooding the yard from the open
front door to the house. Involuntarily she shivered.

Determinedly she opened the car door and
stepped outside, the .38 clutched in her fist. She glanced down at
it as if seeking reassurance. Her knuckles were white.

As she made her way around the front of the
car to the sidewalk, she cocked the pistol. Raindrops collected
quickly on her neatly groomed sandy-colored hair; she ignored
trickles down her back. As she turned up the walkway leading to the
open door, few would have dared challenge the squared shoulders,
the grim features, or the pistol which seemed huge gripped in her
small hand.

Her pulse rate was increasing rapidly. Her
heart was pounding so hard she thought she might be able to hear
it, except for the rain.

At the open doorway, she did not hesitate.
She took one step into the room, another to the left, then pressed
back against the wall. The minutes passed slowly; her dark brown
eyes seemed still as she stared at the bloodied remains of three
people she had come to love. There was nothing she could do for
them; their throats had been slashed with a savagery she had never
seen before.

When she saw a leg beyond the chair, she took
two quick steps to the right. It was Wade, near the slider, lying
on his stomach with one shoulder twisted upward in an odd manner.
Even with his Mediterranean complexion, she could see his cheek had
been embraced by a deathly pallor.

She rushed to him and knelt on one knee with
the .38 aimed at the open doorway. With her other hand, trembling,
she reached down and placed her fingers against his neck. She shook
her head in disbelief. Then checked again. She put her cheek to the
floor to examine what she could see of the wound. Blood was still
oozing from it.

She dashed into the kitchen, grabbed the
phone and dialed 911. “My name is Judy Dolan,” she said with snap.
“I’m at 1415 Mayfield Drive. There’s a man here who’s been shot.
His pulse is steady but weak. I’m an experienced RN who has seen
this often. If we can get him into surgery soon enough, he may have
a chance.”

For a few moments it was if the line had gone
dead. Then the dispatcher said, “An ambulance is on its way and a
cruiser has been dispatched.”

“Tell the officers there are also three
dead women here. Nothing can be done for them.”

She laid the phone on the counter and moved
to the corner of the room near the slider, now gripping the .38
with both hands. Every ounce of her being demanded she rush to help
Wade; anything at all could make the difference. But years of
experience had taught her well; this task must be left to those
trained to do it.

The sound of running feet brought her back to
now. A tall man with a camera and shoulder bag burst into the room.
He paused long enough to take in the scene, then said, “Put the gun
away, lady.”

“Who are you?” Judy demanded, the
pistol steady in her fist.

As the man moved to position himself and
began snapping pictures he said, “Estes Viafanna. The lab team is
right behind me. I need to get some shots before this guy is
moved.” The burst of light from the flash on each shot bounced
about the walls, lending an uneasy, psychedelic sense to the
stillness of the scene.

She didn’t believe him, but she couldn’t just
shoot. She was still pondering the dilemma when two uniformed
officers stepped into the room. Both had their weapons at the
ready.

“Who the hell are you?” Officer Branson
demanded.

“Estes Viafanna. LA
News.”

“Get the hell out of here.”

“Or?” he replied, snapping a close-up
of Cynthia whose nipples had been slashed off.

Branson returned his pistol to its holster in
a deliberate manner. As a continuation of the motion, he drew his
baton. As he took a step forward, he said, “If I beat on you long
enough, I can figure a charge.”

“The public’s got a right to know,”
Estes said, easing toward the door.

Branson took two more steps; Estes fled. As
Branson tucked his baton away, he turned toward Judy. “Your name,
please?” he asked, eyeing the .38.

“Judy Dolan. I called this
in.”

“We’ll need a statement,” he said, then
added softly, “You won’t need that pistol now.”

Judy nodded. “Two other friends are due any
minute. I don’t want them to see this.”

For the first time, Branson looked down at
the bodies. Judy could see the shock that stiffened him, that he
was holding his breath. The ripple of the muscles in his burly arms
was visible beneath his shirt.

As Judy started toward the door, Branson
shook his head slowly, then said, “I’ll tag along.”

She tucked her pistol away and together they
stepped out onto the porch and started toward the sidewalk. Branson
had again drawn his weapon. Judy noted the safety was off and it
was cocked. His eyes were in constant motion. It was if he wanted
to shoot somebody. As if almost anybody would do.

 


* * *

 


Lt. Harv Dunstun double-parked in front of
the house just north of 1415 Mayfield Drive. He stepped out of the
unmarked sedan into the rain and slipped on a plastic raincoat to
cover his well-worn charcoal gray suit. He ignored the hood,
letting the rain have its way with his silvery-gray hair and
olive-black features. A tall man with a broad, burly chest. Drops
of water collected on the military-styled toes of his spit-shined
shoes.

He watched for a few moments as the ambulance
sped away, its flashing red and blue lights reflecting back from
windows they passed. A high-class neighborhood, he decided,
glancing again at the homes across the street. As he started toward
the sidewalk, he knew those behind these windows weren’t ready for
this. But nobody in Los Angeles could be. As he strode up the
walkway to the house, he muttered, “Neither am I.”

To the right, three members of the lab team
were examining the body of a young man, half hidden by shrubbery
just off the porch. Another victim, unnoticed initially.

He nodded to each of the two uniformed
officers at the door, then stepped inside. He tucked his hands into
his pockets and let the grotesque scene etch itself into memory.
The younger woman with part of a white sock shoved up to her knee.
The older woman, probably the mother, with a few inches of her bra
and a strap still clinging to one shoulder. The older daughter with
the remains of her dress bunched above her hips in bizarre
fashion.

Six men and two women from the crime lab were
working intently with the bodies, most crouching, the tools of
their trade scattered about them. “Joel,” Dunstun said to the man
on his knees and elbows taking a sample of hair. “Don’t miss
anything.”

Joel nodded. Only when he’d finished his
task, did he look up.

“Need more people?” Dunstun
asked.

Joel nodded again. “We haven’t even been
upstairs,” he said. “But I couldn’t find anybody else
available.”

“I’ll deal with that,” Dunstun said
quietly, then turned to face Sgt. Manny Garcia who had stepped up
beside him. “Who’s in the ambulance?” he asked.

“Wade Turklen.”

“Doctor?” Dunstun demanded
sharply.

“Yeah. An orphan who made it big time.
Physics, I think. Got his BS from Cal Tech at eighteen, his PhD not
much later. And a Nobel Prize before he was thirty. Owns half of
Sturm Engineering. Saw a piece in the paper about him just the
other day. He gets lots of coverage.”

“Will he make it?”

“Nobody’s saying.”

“Christ,” Dunstun muttered. That poor
son of a bitch. If he did make it, how could he live with
this?

“A guy from the LA News with a
camera got here first. Gave his name as Estes Viafanna,” Garcia
said. “All those newshounds live with a scanner these days, set to
listen in on 911 calls. He must have been close when he picked up
on this. Ms. Dolan says he got here in minutes after her call. Our
team ran him off, but he got lots of shots.”

Dunstun knew what kind of pictures he had
taken. There hadn’t been this kind of butchery since Charlie Manson
had hit town. The media would jump all over it. There’d be
nationwide coverage. The city would be shaking by tomorrow evening
as if struck by a major quake. God alone knew how long the
aftershocks would continue.

“If we don’t clear this one, Manny,
butts are going to get kicked. Hard. Some right off the force.” He
knew, as Manny did, he might be the first to go. There were those
who claimed he was too old. He hadn’t been assigned a major case in
over a year.

“I’ll get with Hendersol,” he said. “He
may want to wake up the chief. We don’t want those pictures in a
newspaper,” he said, scowling. “Where’s the woman?”

“At the station, working up some
sketches. But she didn’t see much. They were moving fast and the
rain didn’t help.”

When Garcia turned abruptly to face the open
door, Dunstun did the same. Together they watched a truck from KTTS
pull up.

“Got uniforms out back?”

“Two.”

“Send them out front and order up six
more.”

“You’ve really got a thing for media
types.”

“Hate those mothers, butting in the way
they do.”

As Garcia started toward the back, Dunstun
said, “Find Branson, then the boss at the LA News. If that
asshole, Viafanna, won’t give you the negatives, bust him. Photos
of carnage like this don’t belong in a newspaper.”

Garcia nodded and walked quickly to the back
slider as Dunstun stepped into the doorway. Standing between the
two officers, he said, “Hold ten feet from and behind me. If I look
at the sky and shake my head, draw your batons and be ready to use
them.”

“Yes, sir,” both men replied almost in
unison. They followed Dunstun down the walk, falling back and to
the side as they watched people with their gear hastily abandon the
truck, rudely shoving spectators out of their way. Dunstun stopped
inches from the yellow tape that now surrounded the entire lot. He
tucked his hands into his pockets and squared his shoulders. His
regal stance and features showed nothing of his inner feelings
about those approaching.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Wade was attuned to fear, more so than most.
While it often brought a change of course, he never allowed it to
divert him from his goal. Now the intensity of his focus frightened
him in a way he’d never known. There was something he needed to
remember. Something that mattered. He noticed his right arm
trembling with reaction. He had to know what was being blocked. He
had to.

It might help to open his eyes, but he
couldn’t seem to get it done. He felt chilled even with the fine
layer of sweat accumulating.

Finally he made it happen. The room was dimly
lit, but there was no mistaking where he was. He could smell it.
The scents of antiseptics were pronounced. There were others he
couldn’t identify. He clung to that of soap; it seemed easier to
deal with somehow. He reached across with his right hand and
discovered his throbbing left shoulder and arm were bound tightly
to his body. His shoulders and gut were strapped to the bed.

He knew part of it then. He was in a
hospital. Why? Despite his struggle, he couldn’t come up with an
answer. It added to his pending sense of dread.

When his eyes focused, he realized he was
staring up at the ceiling. Battleship gray. Did that matter? With
better light, it might be a pale blue. Could that mean
anything?

As if a magician of mythical proportions were
at work, the ceiling abruptly became a tabletop of dark wood.
Scattered upon it were pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. But that couldn’t
be so, for there were no curves, no way to interlock one piece with
another. Only oddly shaped triangles. Small ones. Large ones. Some
had a greater height than base. Some were short, squatting on bases
seemingly too wide.

Mentally he reached for one of the pieces. It
moved as he directed it. The shades of white to gray to black were
difficult to compare, but he was able to match it with another.

As he continued moving pieces about the dark
surface, individual images began to emerge. A hand and an arm fit
properly. Then he found a shoulder to which the arm attached. A top
of a head matched another piece he found.

He closed his eyes tightly; he wanted no more
of this absurdity. But the tabletop only shifted from the ceiling
to his mind. He continued to move pieces to match others.

What he saw evolving began to slow the
process. He knew he didn’t want to see the ending of it. His rising
fears assured him of that.

Abruptly another force began moving pieces
rapidly. Blocks of fitted pieces were shifted about the tabletop.
Suddenly there was no motion. The tableau was complete. A picture
of motionless beings about to collide with monstrously brutal
consequences.

Yolanda on the third tread of the stairway
about to step into a hell she’d never even imagined. Cynthia,
clutching her jaw and cheek, falling. Three young men, one lunging
at the face twisted with abject terror that was Rachel’s. The cone
of fire exploding from the barrel of the gun. The searing white
pain of the bullet ripping into his chest.

A primordial scream began at the center of
his being. It rapidly increased in intensity while growing louder.
A screeching wail he could not hear. The cry of a man who has lost
everything, even himself. Mercifully the drugs flowing into his arm
from the IV brought relief, a form of sleep that wasn’t sleep at
all.

 


* * *

 


He became aware of someone at his bedside. He
opened his eyes and stared at the woman in a nurse’s uniform.
Compelled by overpowering inner needs, he reached out and grabbed
her arm. “Are they all dead?” His voice was faint, scratchy.

As she sought to remove his hand from her
arm, she said, “Yes. I am sorry. I thought you’d been told.”

His grip didn’t falter as he gazed at her.
Was she sorry his family was dead or that he hadn’t been told? When
he decided it didn’t matter, he let his hand fall free, turned his
head away from her and began crying.

Tears quickly wet the pillowcase. Heaving
sobs ripped at his gut making it difficult to breathe. And each
lanced upward to add to the agony that had replaced his
shoulder.

Moments later, he felt a needle inserted into
his arm. And he didn’t care. Even as he felt his eyes close and
sleep approach, he didn’t care. He had time to wonder if he cared
about anything. Then he wondered about nothing at all.

 


* * *

 


Someone was beside him. It didn’t seem worth
the effort, but he opened his eyes and gazed up into the face of
the man wearing a white jacket.

“I’m Dr. Langsford,” he said. “You’re
an extremely fortunate man.”

Wade turned his head away.

“I wasn’t speaking of the loss of your
family,” the doctor said as a friend might speak to another. “For
that, I have no remedy.”

Wade sensed he had meant what he said and
turned back to face him.

“I was speaking of your shoulder,” he
said with a touch of sadness. “A wound such as yours is generally
fatal. In your case, the bullet slightly fractured one of your
ribs, diverting its course. There was muscle and cartilage damage,
which we mended effectively. And we repaired a lesser artery.
You’ll be fine, Dr. Turklen, given time. That
is . . . ” He paused, shaking his head. “That
is, your shoulder will heal completely.”

“When can I begin moving about?” Wade
asked in a raspy whisper.

“We need some pictures in the morning.
If they’re good, we’ll begin a rehab program tomorrow
afternoon.”

Wade examined the doctor’s eyes. Yes, it was
sadness he had noted. “Thank you, Dr. Langsford. And for your
concern.”

“Judging from the volume of calls
received, there are many who are. I hope that helps.” He turned and
left the room. A nurse who had been hovering near his arm with a
hypodermic ready, followed him.

As he drifted back deep within himself, he
noted a corner of the tableau on the edge of consciousness, he
tugged it gently onto center stage. As was his habit, one by one he
blanked out external sounds, scents and motion. He focused totally
upon the three men, only faintly defined.

He had great confidence in the unconscious
mind. He’d used it effectively for years. Become angry at it.
Scream. Even curse it. Demand it do your bidding. And bit by bit it
reveals its secrets.

As he studied what he could see, he realized
he was once again alone as he had been when he had met Cynthia.
Still, he did not look at her image; he focused on those of the
three young men. A towering hatred dominated. A hatred he’d never
known.

There was no hurry. He had time. The rest of
his life. The initial task was to clearly define these three
animals.

 


* * *

 


Oh God, Wade thought as he heard someone
enter the room. Another needle. But the step was hesitant.

When he opened his eyes, he saw it was Mama.
Her broad face, usually a complex map of past smiles, seemed
flattened, gray, ashen. She paused a moment to gaze at him, worry
and sorrow fighting for equal time in her lovely dark eyes. When he
reached out his hand, she tucked hers into it and moved slowly to
the edge of the bed.

He wrapped his good arm around her shoulders
and pulled her down to him. “I’m so sorry, Mama.”

He felt her tears on his chest, his own
flowing off his cheeks onto the pillowcase.

“We mustn’t upset him,” a nurse said
gently.

Mama lifted her head and stood, nodding
acceptance. She reached for a tissue in the box beside the bed,
dabbed at her eyes, blew her nose, then balled it up in her hand.
“Is there anything I can do?” she asked hesitantly.

Mama was like that; she had an inexhaustible
desire to help as she could. “Our mail maybe?” he suggested.

“I should have thought of that,” she
said, scolding herself. “I’ll have the post office hold it.” She
dabbed at her eyes with the crumpled tissue. “Anything
else?”

He gazed at her for several moments. She
reached again for his hand and gripped it firmly. “Would you call
Morrie?” he asked.

“What on earth for?”

He looked up at the ceiling. “Cynthia and the
girls can’t spend a dime now.” He turned back to her. “I need a new
will.”

“But the doctor said you’d be
fine.”

Watching her eyes, he said, “He’s probably
right.”

“You’re not expecting another attack?”
she demanded in a rush.

He glanced again at the ceiling, then back at
her. “I don’t know, but I’d feel better if what we had didn’t go to
the state.”

Her tears had vanished; she was staring at
him intently. “I’ll call him,” she said speaking slowly.

“That’s enough for now,” the nurse
said. “He’ll be much stronger tomorrow.”

Mama nodded, gave his hand a firm squeeze,
then started to leave. She turned back and said with a familiar
snap, “Get well, Wade.”

He nodded faintly. “I must,” he said, still
scratchiness in the words. “There are things to be done.”

Mama studied him for several moments, then
turned and left, her step uncertain.

 


* * *

 


At the sound of voices in the entry, Wade
awakened from a doze. The male voice was commanding; the female
voice unyielding. He wondered which would win out. “This is
official,” the man stated with emphasis on the last word. “I’ll
check with the doctor,” the woman said, apparently unfazed by the
man or his demands.

Moments later a nurse entered and inserted
yet another needle into his arm. As usual, it smarted, but the
procedure now only bored him. The man had followed her inside.
“What’s that?” he demanded.

“A sedative,” the nurse announced,
walking toward the entrance. “You have ten minutes,” she said
haughtily.

Wade watched the glare on the black man’s
face as he stared after her. Apparently he was unaccustomed to
being stonewalled in such fashion.

He was tall, over six feet. His height and
regal bearing minimized his portliness. His silvery-white hair was
neatly trimmed. As he turned and stepped to the edge of the bed, he
showed his credentials. “Lt. Harv Dunstun,” he said in a monotone.
“Homicide.” Without a thought as to how to respond, Wade said
nothing.

Gazing at the shoulder wrapped securely,
Dunstun laid a small recorder on the edge of the bed and said,
“Tell me what happened.”

Wade glanced at the ceiling, then back at
Dunstun. “I was shot, then three animals savaged and butchered my
family.”

Dunstun sighed. He tucked his hands into his
pockets and said, “I was at your place last night. What happened
earlier?”

“It was raining,” Wade said finally.
“Hard. Drops were bouncing off the pool.”

“You were sitting in the chair facing
the slider?”

“If you were there, you know
that.”

Dunstun sighed. “Why did you stand up?”

Wade stared at the ceiling for a long while.
The man’s just doing his job, damn it. And I want him to get it
right, don’t I?

“Dr. Turklen?” Dunstun asked. “We need
your help.”

“It’s just all
so . . .”

“That was the ugliest scene I’ve ever
seen,” Dunstun said softly, leaning onto the bed with his huge
hands. “To nail those mothers, I’ll need help.”

“Yolanda was coming down the stairs,”
Wade began in a dull, scratchy monotone. “Rachel was watching TV.
At the knock on the door, my wife said she’d get it. I heard the
door open, then what sounded like a fist hitting flesh. I lunged
up, whirling toward the door and was shot.”

Dunstun straightened and tucked his hands
back into his pockets. “There were three?”

He nodded, examining the tableau in his mind.
“Young. Hispanic,” he said. “I saw only the one gun.”

“What else?”

“How long does it take a bullet to
travel thirty feet? A second maybe?”

“Much less.”

“How much do you expect me to
recall?”

“Will you work with a police artist? It
often helps reveal things you don’t remember just now.”

Wade sighed. “If you can keep that nurse with
a needle away, I’ll try.”

“When will you be able to sit up? We
need that.”

“The doctor might know.”

“I’ll check,” he said, starting to turn
away.

“Can you find those
animals?”

“Nine of our very best are working it
now.”

“They should be destroyed like rabid
dogs.”

“That wouldn’t be civilized,” Dunstun
said, turning back to the bed.

“Their behavior was
civilized?”

“If we do the same, we’re no better
than they are.” He leaned closer. “The law is flawed, Dr. Turklen.
Anybody with half a brain can see that. But it’s what separates us
from the likes of them.”

Dunstun straightened, examining Wade’s
features with care. “There’s a bleakness in your eyes that bothers
me. You’ll do better backing away from this.”

“You can . . .” Wade
began, then his head collapsed heavily into the pillow.

 


* * *

 


Lt. Dunstun had never worked a case such as
this. He would as soon have passed on it. But he felt he was the
best man for it. Any other cop would press the right buttons, rip
this fellow into shreds, and possibly suggest he’d shot himself.
Dr. Wade Turklen needed a keeper, not a cop.

He sighed tiredly as he parked and started
toward his office at Foothill Division. He hadn’t seen a bed since
night before last. He wasn’t sure about tonight.

Inside the building, he nodded to those he
met and most added a smile to their nod of acknowledgement. Time in
grade had advantages, he decided. He knew everybody in the division
and many throughout LAPD.

Once inside his cubby-hole office, he closed
the door quietly, moved to the swivel chair, settled into it, and
leaned back. He’d admitted to Turklen the scene had been ugly. He
lacked the words to adequately describe it. Two of the lab team had
spent time face down over a toilet and they’d all looked a bit gray
about the gills.

So what were the options? Had it been a
random thing? A group of crazies passing through? If so, an arrest
was unlikely. Three lovely people, dying in that way? He shook his
head. Such wanton total destruction. Could it be anything but a
random act? He couldn’t recall having heard of such bestiality
elsewhere. If there had been, the FBI would have an MO. And they’d
jump in here with all available resources.

But if it had been members of a local gang,
it would be up to him. And his chances would be close to nil. The
city overflowed with loosely knit sub-cultures devoted to violence.
Drug sales were their principal source of income. Turf wars were
commonly drug-related, a matter of capturing more customers within
the net, thus sales and profits.

Still a contract was accepted, if the bucks
were high enough. Could that be the case here? But who in their
right mind would request this kind of action? If he hadn’t
anticipated the media coverage, he’d be in a state of shock by now.
The event was not only the talk of this city, but of the nation,
the first item on all TV news broadcasts, one of the leads in every
newspaper.

He sighed. The enormity of the task
overwhelmed him. The chances of clearing it were slim to none. It
would make sense for the captain to leave it in his hands. For if
it was botched, it would be easier to announce his resignation,
than to do so for a popular, successful, younger officer.

Slowly he tilted the chair to its upright
position. He stared at the manila folder. A neatly typed label had
been attached to the tab. Turklen: Background.

He thought back over what he already knew of
the man. An orphan, abandoned on the porch of a small church when
only two days old. An internationally acclaimed physicist and Nobel
Prize winner twenty-six years later. “Son of a bitch,” he muttered.
He opened the folder and began reading what six people had spent
the day gathering.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


When Wade awoke, Dr. Langsford was gently
shaking his leg. Where am I? he wondered, for there was a window in
this room. And no sensors were attached to his body.

“Are you with us?” the doctor
asked.

He gazed at the man for a moment. “I’m
getting there.”

“The tests show you’re healing
nicely.”

He used his free hand to explore. The straps
were gone, but not the heavy material binding his arm to his body,
secured with leather straps.

“The restraints have been removed,” the
doctor said. “However, your shoulder must remain immobile for a
time. And you still need the IV and catheter. But you’re making
remarkable progress, Dr. Turklen.”

“I’ll have to take your word for
that.”

The doctor chuckled. “A physical therapist
will be along in a while to get you walking again. You’ll be
surprisingly weak initially. But you’ll recover quickly.”

“I don’t see things that way at the
moment.”

The doctor chuckled again. “That’s
understandable. Is there anything specific you’d like to ask
about?”

“Recovering. How long might that
take?”

“It’s the fourth of March,” he murmured
to himself as he glanced at the wall beyond the bed. “I expect to
be able to release you the first of next week. And I’d expect close
to total recovery by the end of the month.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I am,” the doctor said, then turned
and left.

 


* * *

 


Wade had requested a phone and the return of
his watch. He had been surprised to have both within ten minutes.
The therapist had come and helped him walk about the bed, as he
clutched the sheet with his good arm for balance. Even with the
doctor’s caution, he had been startled by his weakness.

“After any workout,” the therapist had
said, “your shoulder may ache some. If it lasts more than three or
four minutes, you probably did too much.” Then he had left. When
rock climbing, Wade had come to depend upon many such clues. He had
known immediately this one mattered.

Dragging a chrome stand on wheels from which
the IV bottle hung, he took his first official walk under the
watchful guidance of a petite, impish black woman. It was more a
shuffle than a walk; he had quickly discovered his shoulder
objected when he set either heel.

“Will you pick me up if I fall?” he
asked, watching her bright laughing eyes.

“Me? No way.” She shook her head,
laughing up at him. “But I’ll find somebody who can.”

“That will do.”

She came every hour on the hour; he began
looking forward to her visits. On each small journey, he pushed it
a bit further than she had planned. Exasperated, she said sternly,
“Don’t overdo it, Dr. Turklen.”

“I must,” he said. When he noticed her
frown, he added, “Honest. I’m doing fine.”

“You are at that,” she said with an
impish grin.

 


* * *

 


Wade had been told not to walk alone, but as
in all things, he had his own agenda. At the first hint of the new
day, he left the bed and walked to the window dragging the stand
holding the IV bottle to watch the horizon grow brighter.

He turned away finally, then made his way
around the set of adjacent rooms in the center of the ward. The
shoulder complained now and then, but the throbbing pain had
lessened.

As he stepped back into his room, he nearly
collided with Judy Dolan who appeared to be rushing out to find
him. “My God,” she cried. “You’re not to walk alone. Are you out of
your mind?”

He watched her stride toward the bed and
fluff up the pillows as she had so often done. “Here,” she said
with an authority that only comes from years of experience.

He felt his lips lift at the corners. He knew
it wasn’t much of a smile, but it was his first effort in a long
while. “How does your husband put up with you?” he asked as he sat
down on the bed.

“Like yourself, he loves me,” she
snapped.

“That’s easy to do,” he said as he
again examined her neatly groomed hair which curled under her
cheeks almost to her neck. Lovely, he decided, as he positioned the
IV stand and worked his legs under the sheet. As he leaned back
into the pillows, he realized Judy had been watching every move,
scowling faintly, her fists tucked into her hips.

“You’re moving well,” she said
decisively. “You’ll be released soon.”

He nodded. “Maybe the first of the week.”

“I’ve a spare room you’re welcome to,
but the kids will drive you nuts,” she said with a grin.

“Can’t,” he said. “Mama told me I’d use
her guest room or she’d come at me with her rolling pin. Then she
rushed off to make sure the room was ready.”

Judy chuckled. “You can’t beat that woman, so
you better go along.”

He nodded and felt the warmth of her hand
upon his.

“Seriously,” she said, “You look
absolutely great. And I know about such things.”

He nodded again and clasped her hand more
firmly. When he asked about her kids, she chuckled. “You should
know better.” Whereupon she began a lengthy description of recent
events. There was no mention of bad happenings, only the good
things; Judy was that kind of person.

She stopped mid-sentence and looked down at
the floor. “Kind of dumb,” she murmured, “bragging about my family
at a time like this.”

He sighed, glanced out the window, then said.
“We had lots of wonderful times. More than most, I think.” When he
looked back at her he said, “I’ve got to move now into a new
reality. Just knowing you and your family, helps more than you
know.”

Her grip on his hand tightened. “If there’s
anything I can do, anything at all, will you call?”

He nodded, then shifted position on the bed
and turned to gaze out the window. “It’s ugly,” he murmured, “but
can you tell me what you saw?”

She did so, omitting all references to the
bodies. She watched his eyes closely, as if prepared to wrap at any
moment. As she finished describing the sketches she’d made with the
help of a police artist, she said, “They aren’t very good. I don’t
think I could identify even one of them in a courtroom. They were
moving quickly and the rain blurred what little I could see. That
broken taillight may help. If the license plates weren’t stolen,
that X should be easy to spot.”

“Do you know what kind of car it was?”
he asked.

“An older Camry, I think, not much
different from mine. But I’m not good with cars. It could have been
most any kind.”

He thought for a moment, then cleared his
throat. “Cynthia was a bit nervous that night. It seemed odd at the
time. Have you any idea what might have been bothering her?”

“I wish you hadn’t asked that,” Judy
said in a near whisper.

“Let it pass, if that’s
best.”

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
“Jim was going to ask you for permission to marry Yolanda. Cynthia
felt sure you’d approve. But she also knew you often do the
unexpected.”

Wade rubbed at the beginning of tears in his
eyes. “They’d have made a great team,” he said hoarsely.

“Yolanda was six weeks pregnant,” Judy
added, watching him closely.

He gave up at that point and reached for a
tissue. “Did you know Cynthia was about two months along when we
asked Papa and Mama?”

Judy nodded, then reached out and grabbed his
good arm with both hands. She drew herself as close to him as she
could. “I don’t wear it on my sleeve,” she said, “but I’m a
Christian. Many things happen we can’t understand. Consider
yourself. People don’t survive a wound such as yours. But you did.
There’s a purpose to all things. And in your remarkable recovery.
Trust me. You will discover it.”

“I can’t buy that right now,” he said
finally.

“Your eyes are different.” She examined
his features as if seeking a way to better understand. “There’s a
bleakness to them I’ve never seen before.”

He paused for several moments, gazing at her.
He knew it was unfair to burden her with his troubles. “Hatred is
an emotion I’ve never felt; now it overwhelms me. I’m nearly
overcome with fear and my self-confidence has evaporated. I don’t
see a way to build anything worthwhile on this foundation.”

Judy’s grip on his arm tightened and she
moved even closer. “I’ve seen this before. It’s common in those
like yourself who have survived a near-death experience. But Wade,
you’re stronger in every way that matters than anybody I’ve ever
known. You can, and you will, put this behind you.”

“I wish I could believe
that.”

“You will, Wade. I know it.”

 


* * *

 


“Is that closer?” Officer Selson asked.

Wade nodded. His focus was equally divided
between the tableau in his mind and the monitor screen resting on
his thighs; his concentration blocked all else. A fine sweat seeped
out from every pore of his skin.

Selson sat in a chair with a laptop computer
from which he could also see the screen. He leaned back and smiled
at Wade. “Relax,” he said. “You’re doing great. You have an
excellent memory, but if you push too hard, distortions will slip
in.”

Wade nodded, but he knew he could not
withdraw from the battle in which he was engaged. He had to take
full advantage of the power the computer offered. Then he corrected
himself; it was the creative mind of the man he was working with
that brought the magic to the process.

Two men strode into the room without knocking
or invitation. They acted as if they owned the place and everyone
in it. “Agent Jackson. FBI,” the taller man with blond hair said,
briefly flashing a badge. “He’s Aldermann.” He turned to Selson.
“We need privacy.”

Selson began gathering up his things.
“Officer?” Wade asked. “If you can stick around, I think I can add
more.”

Selson ignored the two agents and said, “I’ll
be glad to, Dr. Turklen.” He laid his laptop on the chair and
walked from the room.

Aldermann placed a recorder on the edge of
the bed as Jackson said, “Tell us what you saw that night.”

Wade tensed. He couldn’t remember anyone to
whom he’d taken such an instant dislike. What he wanted to do was
tell him where to go. Instead, he started, his voice flat, without
inflection or hint of emotion.

Aldermann seemed bored. Occasionally he ran
his fingers around the fringe of his neatly groomed black hair.
Jackson was motionless, his dark brown eyes watchful, but empty of
emotion. Wade guessed the man would look at a slab of beef in such
a way, as he decided what cuts could most easily be made.

When he’d finished, Jackson said, “We need
better descriptions.”

“Young. Hispanic. Officer Selson has
been helping me with that. When we’ve the opportunity to finish,”
Wade said pointedly, “we may have something useful.”

“Is there a way to see who is on the
porch of your house without opening the front door?”

Wade nodded. “We were expecting Jim and he
was always prompt. Cynthia may not have checked.”

Jackson scowled as if to say that people who
don’t check deserve what they get.

“Do you know of similar cases
throughout the country?” Wade asked.

“We’re checking on that,” Jackson said
bluntly in a way that ended further conversation on that
point.

“Could it have been a gang-related
attack?”

“Turklen,” Jackson said bluntly, “we
ask the questions.”

Wade glanced toward the window. “I don’t know
anything beyond what I’ve told you. Lt. Dunstun may be more
help.”

Jackson scowled again. “Tell us about your
company.”

“Like what?”

“How you got started and how you got to
where you are.”

From starting a business to a hospital bed?
How could that matter? He shook his head. “About twelve years ago,”
Wade began while examining the ceiling, “Whitney Johnstone, Riley
Sturm and myself formed Sturm Engineering. Whitney was in charge of
production, Riley dealt with sales and I handled the designing and
engineering. We each put up a million in cash and another million
in credit. We were modestly successful even in our first year.
Whitney died about five years later. Since then, Perry Elderson has
handled production.

“We weren’t getting rich, but we grew
steadily until the last few years. Now we may be gaining ground
again. We have a good reputation in the aircraft industry, both
civilian and military. And we have a number of modest contracts
with a variety of small to mid-sized companies.”

“What’s your security
clearance?”

“Top Secret or better.”

“So what went wrong?”

“Check with Riley. I’m into design.
I’ve never had much interest in the money side. I do know we lost
four profitable contracts to an outfit in Seattle. Symtech. That
hurt us badly.”

“How did that happen?”

“Again, Riley can help. I do know they
submitted lower bids.”

“What’s your personal net
worth?”

“I’ve no idea. Millions at
least.”

“You can’t say?” Jackson demanded,
clearly astonished.

“I’m not into money,” Wade responded
flatly.

“How much did you make last
year?”

“Less than two hundred
thousand.”

“You can’t be more
specific?”

Wade shrugged; his shoulder reminded him that
wasn’t a good idea. “I can say it louder, but not differently. I’m
not into money. Cynthia managed our checkbook. And our investments.
If you want specifics, see Riley. Or Gilbert Furgeson, our
accountant.” Wade shook his head slowly. “What has this got to do
with the savage butchery of my family?”

“We ask the questions.
Remember?”

Wade turned away to look out the window at
the bright blue sky.

“How do you get along with your
partner?”

Wade turned back reluctantly. “He’s a good
friend.”

“What do you know about his personal
life?”

“He had married Belinda before we met.
My wife and I saw them socially now and then, but I don’t know her
well. When Riley and I get together, we generally talk about the
business, our hopes, and so forth. Or about the Dodgers; he’s a
fanatical fan.”

“What do you see as his
flaws?”

Wade shifted uncomfortably. These bastards
would ask Riley, and others, the same questions about him. “He’s a
workaholic; that will kill him one day.” He paused, wondering if he
had the right to say more. “Some,” he said hesitantly, “might say
he’s too interested in women. But it never affects his work.”

“Does his wife know he’s seeing other
women?”

“Theirs is an open
relationship.”

“Given your key-man insurance, he’d be
three million dollars ahead with you dead.”

“Not so,” Wade said flatly. “Our
attorney, Morrie Steinmann, can explain the details. But my heirs
would probably get close to two million. Riley might find it
difficult to replace me with what remained.”

“You’re an orphan. Right?” Aldermann
asked, speaking for the first time.

Wade nodded.

“With your family dead, you have no
heirs.”

Several things came to mind. The kinds of
things he would never have considered saying in the past. “My will
has been redrawn; Cynthia’s parents and siblings are now my heirs.
There’s nothing official about it, but they ‘adopted’ me when I
married Cynthia. They’re family to me.” He paused. “The only one I
have now.”

“Do you have any enemies?” Jackson
demanded sharply.

Wade turned slowly to look at him. “None I
know of,” he said finally. “Why do you ask?”

“I’m told you’re something of a
genius,” Jackson said with hints of sarcasm underlining each word.
“Surely we don’t have to spell out every detail.”

“You better start spelling out
something,” Wade said bluntly.

“Look,” Jackson said as if seeking
civility. “Somebody tried to kill you. Isn’t it reasonable to
consider enemies you’ve made?”

“Why would anyone who hated me have
savaged and butchered my family?”

“We’re not here to answer questions.
Why is it difficult for you to understand that?”

“Has it occurred to you I may have done
it myself, then tried suicide?”

“You do have an unusually high level of
rage. So that’s a possibility.”

Wade was overwhelmed; he couldn’t recall
facing such ignorance in his life.

“We have a lab team at your house right
now.”

Wade was at a total loss for words. “Get out
of here.”

“We can arrange to have you transferred
to a federal facility. We’d be better able to obtain the
information you’re withholding.”

“Get the hell out of here now,” Wade
said softly, his voice trembling with emotion. He picked up the
phone and asked the operator for Security.

Both men unhurriedly turned toward the door
and left. When a man answered, Wade said, “There were two men in my
room who wouldn’t leave. When I picked up the phone, they did. I’m
sorry for the inconvenience.”

When Wade hung up, Officer Selson peeked into
the room as if to make certain no flying objects were headed his
way. Then he smiled, walked inside, picked up his laptop and sat
down. “You’re no doubt in a very creative mood at the moment.”

“Fussy Bureaucratic Assholes would be a
better name for that outfit,” Wade said bluntly.

“I was leaning against the wall outside
the doorway, so I heard a lot of it. I really like that last bit
about you doing it yourself.”

“Can they make that act
work?”

“Some people are easily intimidated by
authority.” Selson shrugged. “They wouldn’t last a week in our
department.”

“I believe that.”

“What would you like to consider
first?”

Wade sighed, then ruthlessly shoved thoughts
of his recent visitors from his mind. “Can you put all three images
we’ve got on one screen?”

Moments later Wade was staring at what he
felt were pretty good drawings of the three men. He gazed out the
window for a moment, then back at the screen. “I probably wasted
your time, asking you to wait. Those look pretty good to me.”

“They may be as close as we’re going to
get. You didn’t have much of a look.”

Wade nodded. “Can you show me what Judy Dolan
came up with? She’s sharp, and better at this kind of thing than I
am, I think.”

Moments later, Judy’s three sketches filled
the screen. His first reaction was one of disappointment. They
didn’t seem to even resemble his memory of them.

“Remember,” Selson said, “it was night
to her, and raining hard. She worked at it, but she wasn’t
satisfied with the results.”

Wade nodded. “She said as much.” He pointed
to one figure on the screen. “Can you put this up against the one I
did?”

As Selson did so, he said, “She saw mostly
profiles. You were looking at them face on. This alone accounts for
a lot of differences.”

Wade nodded again. “I think she’s right about
the forehead on this man. I paid more attention to the gun than his
face. I think his forehead was taller some way, more as it is in
Judy’s sketch.”

“Do you think he might have been
older?”

“No,” Wade said, shaking his head. “The
hair looks close. But it was further up from his eyes than it is in
my drawing.”

As Selson adjusted the sketch, he asked
questions to which Wade replied promptly. At one point, he noted
the moustaches again. Judy hadn’t seen enough to help in this. But
Wade pointed to the figure on the left and said, “The hair wasn’t
that thick. That might mean he’s younger than I guessed.”

An hour later, Wade said, “I think this is
the best I can do.”

“I was about to suggest that. We get to
a point where we’re running in circles. Let’s pack it in for now.
If you come up with something new, check with me at the station.
You can see how easy it is to make changes.”

“Can you print these for
me?”

“Easy.” Selson opened another case
beside his chair, set a small printer on the bed, plugged a cable
into the back of the laptop, then hit a key. Wade watched in
fascination as the images emerged from the machine. They looked
even closer to what he remembered than what was on the
screen.

As Selson began packing his gear, he handed
two sheets of paper to Wade. “I made an extra copy.” As he tucked
the printer away, he said, “What you’ve experienced will change
your life. And there’s no saying how it will go. Care for a
suggestion?”

“Go,” Wade said.

“Put those pictures in a mental drawer
somewhere and forget them. Leave this to Lt. Dunstun and get on
with putting your life back together.”

“The voice of experience?”

“I’ve seen people ruin their lives
because they couldn’t erase images like these. You’ve got them on
paper now. There’s no longer any need to remember them.”

“Good thinking.” Wade hesitated. “It
may be inappropriate to ask, but is Lt. Dunstun
effective?”

“One of the best,” Selson said,
reaching for his good hand. “Except for the circumstances, it’s
been a pleasure to meet you, Dr. Turklen.” He picked up his gear
and walked out of the room.

When he disappeared from view, Wade felt
strangely alone. The first assailant had worn only a tee-shirt, the
second a sport shirt over the top of one. But the man with the gun
had worn only an undershirt. What had been visible of his body was
covered with tattoos. Some had been partially visible through the
undershirt. There’d been a relatively open space on the bicep of
his right arm with a small tattoo within it.

When he had first recalled it mentally, he
had felt it mattered. He still did. Interesting, he thought. Selson
was right. He was no longer considering the faces; what he could
remember of them had been captured on paper.

He sighed, reached for the phone, asked for
an outside line, and dialed. Sally answered. “Sturm
Engineering.”

“It’s Wade. I
need . . .”

“We’ve been so worried. How are you
doing?”

“Pretty good. I’ll tell you all of it
as soon as I can. But right now I need Riley.”

“He’s on another line. Hang on a
sec.”

Moments later, in a rich, full baritone,
Riley demanded fiercely, “How the hell’s it going, buddy?”

“I’ll live. But that’s not why I
called.”

“I came by as soon as I heard, but they
wouldn’t let me in.”

“It’s just as well. I was in awful
shape. But listen . . .”

“Will they let me in now?”

“Will you shut up and
listen?”

“I’m listening.”

Wade told him briefly of the rough handling
by the FBI. And of the topics covered. “Their lab people are
working my place over again right now.”

“Damn,” Riley muttered. “It sounds like
they’ve got me high on their suspect list.”

“I’m sure of it.” Wade said. “They may
get a search warrant for your place as well.”

“Christ,” he muttered, then took a
notably deep breath and released it abruptly. “Later, buddy,” he
said quickly. The line went dead. Riley always kept a little coke
and grass handy for those women who enjoyed it. Who could say what
the FBI might make of that?

Wade lowered the top of his bed and let his
head fall deeply into the pillows. The tableau remained in the
background. Only that odd tattoo on the bicep behind the gun
interested him now.

 


* * *

 


One of the nurses had brought a comfortable
chair, one with padded armrests. She’d placed it by the window
where Wade often stood gazing out at the city. He had been sitting
in it for almost an hour when Riley Sturm rapped his knuckles on
the open door and burst into the room.

He grabbed Wade’s good hand and shook it as
if he’d just come across a long lost friend. “You’re looking real
good to me,” Riley said, hitting the first of each word,
“considering you damned near died.”

“It might be better if I
had.”

“Forget that crap. You’re hurting good
is all. This is Riley talking at you. Remember me? I know a winner
when I see one. And that’s what I’m looking at right
now.”

“We haven’t been doing well
lately.”

“Forget that,” Riley proclaimed with a
wave of his hands that encompassed the world. “We’ll make it up
with lots to spare real soon.”

When Riley spotted the other chair, he
grabbed it, set it down in front of Wade and straddled it. He set
the classy-looking briefcase, finished with crocodile skin, down
beside him and crossed his arms across the back of the chair.

Riley had become prematurely bald before he
was thirty. He had turned to Max Factor for a quality hairpiece. It
looked great and Wade felt many would believe him to be younger
than he was. And no one could overlook the vitality and energy of
the man.

“I don’t remember seeing you without
that briefcase,” Wade commented. “And I still can’t figure why you
carry a gun in it.”

“Like I said, I don’t like street
trouble. It’s come in handy a time or two. Besides,” he said with a
chuckle, “some crock gave his hide to cover this case. The least I
can do is take care of it.” Abruptly he leaned closer. “I think you
saved my life, buddy,” he said softly.

“How’s that?”

“After your call, I made a fast run to
my place. I was walking out the front door as an FBI agent was
about to knock.” He shook his head. “I had coke in one pocket,
grass in the other, and Bennies in my shirt pocket. I told them I
was late for an appointment. When they said they didn’t need me, I
split. Fast.” He shook his head again. “That was close, buddy. Too
close.”

“Glad I could help.”

“So am I, let me tell you.”

“When this shoulder gets to aching,”
Wade said, “they tell me it’s time to lie down.”

As Wade stood, Riley stepped immediately to
his side. He did not reach out or touch Wade in any way, but he was
there, ready. As always, Wade was encouraged by his mere presence.
He shuffled to the bed, positioned the stand with the IV, and
worked his way down under the sheet. It felt great when he laid his
head back into the pillows.

Riley grabbed his chair and briefcase, and
settled in next to the bed. “It’s going to take a while, isn’t
it?”

Wade knew that piercing glance; the man saw
more than most. “The shoulder is coming along fine. It’s my head
I’m worried about. It’s pretty well screwed up.”

“Christ, losing your family like that?
What would you expect?”

“I’ve always thought I was
tough-minded, but this may be too much.”

“It’ll pass, buddy. Besides, I know
you. Remember? On half throttle you run circles around
most.”

“I wish I had your
confidence.”

“Take all you need,” Riley said,
grinning. “There’s plenty of it.”

Wade turned to gaze out the window.

“What we’ve got to do,” Riley said, “is
get you some help in the lab. You’ve been busting too hard for much
too long.”

“You haven’t?”

“That’s different,” Riley said with a
grin. “I’m built that way. But you’re a guy who needs more time for
yourself to noodle stuff around in your head without being pressed.
You’ve taken a super-ugly hit. It’ll take a while to get back into
full stride. So it makes sense to get you some help right
now.”

“We’re short of cash.”

“We’ll figure a way,” Riley said with
conviction. “But,” he said, hesitating for a moment, “you’ve got to
do the picking. What I see of your work looks like magic. A steady
stream of miracles. I wouldn’t know how to figure that in a
guy.”

Wade gazed out the window again. “You’re
probably right,” he said. “I’ll see Dr. Mason.”

“Great,” Riley said, picking up his
briefcase and standing.

“Mind if I butt in?” Wade asked
hesitantly.

“Have I ever?” Riley demanded with a
grin. He sat down again and settled the briefcase beside
him.

“You’ve also been pushing hard. Is
there a way we can get you some backup? Some time off could help
you a lot.”

Riley sighed, then scratched at the back of
his neck. “I’m not good at delegating authority.”

“You’ve been drinking more these last
few years.”

Riley nodded reluctantly. “I’ve been thinking
about trying a shrink one more time.” He scratched at the back of
his neck again. “I bust it from dawn. Get back to my place about
eight or nine, and I head straight for the bar. Lots of times I
just keep pouring until I crawl into bed.

“My personal life sucks. I don’t see
enough of Belinda to suit me. I can still have a ball with a lovely
babe who’s willing. Most call back and I don’t get complaints. But
it doesn’t seem as important as it used to.”

“Any ideas?”

Riley shook his head. “What I do, the way I
do it, there’s more habit to it than anything else. I used to love
it; now I just do it.”

“Grab that stand, will you?” Wade said
pointing to the IV. He shuffled over to the window and both men
gazed out at the city for a time.

“There are lots of wonderful things out
there we’ve never considered. Maybe we should.”

“I don’t have your talent,” Riley said.
“It would scare the shit out of me to try something
different.”

“Maybe we should think about it,
though. I’ll never be the man I was.
And . . .”

“You’ll do fine, buddy,” Riley
interrupted. “I can see why you can’t believe that right now, but
it’ll happen.”

Wade made no comment, simply continued to
gaze at the horizon. “I wonder if it might be best to just sell
out,” he said. “There must be something simpler we can do.”

“That blows my mind. It never even
occurred to me.”

“Let’s think about it. There must be an
easier ways to make the money we need. More free time would help us
both. And killing ourselves day after day doesn’t seem
right.”

“I’m not so sure. I think we’re on the
verge of a blockbuster year. That would help both of us a
lot.”

Wade turned and looked at him. “You’ve been
saying that ever since I met you.”

“Yeah,” he said, a bit chagrined.
“Should I find a new line?” he asked with a grin.

“Definitely,” Wade replied promptly. He
turned and shuffled back to the bed. Sitting on the edge of it, he
said, “We’re not that different, are we?”

“What are you thinking?”

“I’m not going to enjoy the work as I
used to. That will put us into the same boat.”

“We can figure something,” Riley said,
but the usual sense of conviction was lacking.

“How about buying me out?”

“Jesus Christ. Where did that come
from?”

“You have more confidence in this
operation than I do.”

“That bullet came close to your heart,
but nowhere near your head. Have you lost it?”

“I know you’re not overloaded with
cash, so I’d take paper.”

“Just what in hell are you thinking
now?”

“I’ve got to build a new life. We had a
lot of fun putting the company together. But now may be the time
for me to move on.”

“I will be damned. How can you walk
away from such a sweet deal?”

“The money doesn’t matter, Riley. You
know that. It may not be so for you, but for me it might be best to
let this become part of the past.”

Riley reached for his good hand and gripped
it firmly. “If it’s gotta happen, we’ll figure a way. But give it
time, buddy. Your world has disappeared. As that shoulder heals,
other things will also get to looking better.”

Wade nodded. “I’m in no hurry. But I don’t
like what I see ahead of me.”

 


* * *

 


The moment the two FBI agents were clear of
Riley’s office door, he closed it. He was keenly aware of the
enormous sense of relief that flowed over him. As usual, Wade had
been right. They had given up on a Charlie Manson type thing. While
they hadn’t eliminated the possibility of local gang action, they
seemed intent on finding someone who wanted Wade dead. And he was
high on their list of suspects.

And they had played rough, as Wade had
predicted. When they had demanded a list of employees and another
of those laid-off or fired, Riley had pleaded lack of manpower.
Agent Jackson had commented that the IRS could put together such
lists while doing a general audit. “Christ,” he muttered out loud.
The IRS could find things wrong with even the best set of books,
maintained in accordance with every regulation.

He leaned back in his chair as his thoughts
again turned to Wade. He remembered their first meeting, his
standing up in Dr. Mason’s office at Cal Tech to shake his
hand.

His first impression had startled him. He was
reminded of a thick clump of tall prairie grass, common in the
county in which he had been born. A lanky leanness that would bend
with the breeze, bow before the winds and gales, but never break
however fierce the storm. Even his face had a look of Kansas about
it. But there was a touch of rockiness reminiscent of the northern
parts of the Dakotas. That he was a strong man had been immediately
clear. But his was the strength of leverage, rather than brute
power.

While they had visited today, there had been
no trace of the customary smile that softened the rocky, granite
look of his features. His light gray eyes had lacked their usual
luster. There had been a bleakness about them that had made Riley
feel uncomfortable.

One of the first things he’d checked for in
Wade’s room was newspapers. Somebody in that hospital was smart.
There wasn’t even a TV in his room. Wade hated publicity; when
facing a reporter, he always seemed to be on the verge of running.
What filled the headlines in the press and on the tube was Dr. Wade
Turklen and his recently departed family. To have had to face that
along with his own dark thoughts might have done him in.

He didn’t have a clue about how to proceed.
He was fifty-two years old, but that wasn’t the point. He simply
didn’t have what it takes for a restart.

He had always thought of himself as being
more honest with himself than most. He felt he understood his flaws
and was able to deal effectively with most of them. While never
letting it show, he knew he was not the creative genius who could
grow and manage a multibillion dollar corporation. But he was
effective with Sturm Engineering. Even so, he no longer felt he
could hit the bricks and come up with a significant position in a
first rate company.

But Wade might be lost to him; he might never
be the same. And who could blame him? Who could accept such a
tragedy and put it behind him as simply one of life’s little dirty
tricks?

If Wade couldn’t make it back, Riley knew
he’d face a difficult situation. But it had been so since they’d
started the business. His best hope was that Wade could find a good
replacement.

He stood, carefully closed the briefcase,
picked it up and started for the door. Wade had never let him down;
Riley knew he wouldn’t do so now. He squared his shoulders and
stepped into the hall, closing the door behind him.

 


* * *

 


Fluorescent light accented the silvery gray
of Lt. Dunstun’s thinning hair as he looked up at the knock on his
door. Although it was older, the coat of his suit fit as if
tailored. As was his habit, he wore a plain white shirt and
conservative tie, perfectly knotted. While nearly exhausted from a
long hard day, he was ready for whatever might come next.

On his nod, Officer Selson entered and laid a
folder on his already cluttered desk. As Dunstun opened it, Selson
said, “I’ve cleaned them up some, but those are the guys Dr.
Turklen believes he saw.”

“How’d he do?” Dunstun asked, examining
the sketches.

“First rate,” Selson said confidently.
“He never hurried and he thought through every suggestion before
making it. He interrupted himself a time or two, and asked to go
back on a couple of things. Most people aren’t that careful with
their thinking.”

“He didn’t get much of a
look.”

“He knew that. And worried about it. He
stated several times that his imagination might be intruding. I
explained this was always a problem, but that I didn’t feel his was
getting in the way.”

Dunstun opened another folder on his desk and
examined the sketches Judy Dolan had made. “It doesn’t look as if
they saw the same guys.”

“I thought she did well. But lack of
light and the rain made it harder for her. And she saw mostly
profiles. Dr. Turklen was face to face with them.”

“Did he see these?”

Selson nodded. “And he decided she was right
on a couple of points, so we made those changes.”

“You think they’re pretty close, don’t
you?”

“Yeah,” Selson said with a grin. “But
then I always think that.”

Dunstun nodded. “Nice work,” he said.
“However it turns out, I appreciate your extra effort.”

“Thanks, Lieutenant. Glad to help.”
Selson turned and left the office.

Dunstun leaned back in his chair and gazed
out into the squad room. Four good men had finished canvassing the
neighborhood. Those who had known the family had only good things
to say. And nobody had noticed anything out of the ordinary that
night.

The FBI had sent one of their lab teams into
Turklen’s place. They had found nothing of significance his team
had overlooked. But they’d run the dozen prints his people had been
unable to identify through their computers, and had come up with
names on all but one. Dunstun had two people checking them out.

At FBI headquarters, all databases had been
scanned for any action with a similar MO. None was found. When
Dunstun had suggested it might have been a gang thing, they had
agreed it was possible. But they were leaning toward the notion
that some one person wanted Turklen dead.

They didn’t seem to believe it, but they felt
Riley Sturm was the best suspect. When Dunstun had asked why, Agent
Jackson had asked, “Who else is there?”

It was a good point. Turklen didn’t relate to
the public. He had never had a conflict with an academic peer or
associate. To the FBI, it was simple. Everything pointed to the
business.

Dunstun sighed. The FBI liked big cases, the
bigger the better, with corresponding headlines. But national
interest was fading; Turklen’s name was seldom mentioned on network
channels now. Even local stations, trying to keep the story hot,
were struggling. So the FBI would soon vanish from the scene,
leaving it to him.

He leaned forward to study the sketches
again. He’d put people on the list of present and past employees of
Sturm Engineering, but he expected little. And even though he
thought the two agents were out of their minds, he’d have a talk
with Riley Sturm. He didn’t see anything else that seemed even a
possibility.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


Tuesday morning things changed. Cynthia’s
brothers and sisters began arriving from across the country. Each
couple dropped in, often more than once. Some even brought their
kids.

There was an awkwardness in these meetings
since there was nothing to celebrate. Cynthia had been dear to them
and they to her. While Wade was in no mood for sympathy, he
accepted what was said as gracefully as he could.

Their presence and quiet support came to have
its way with him. In time he realized what he’d told the FBI was
accurate; he did have a family, one of the best. He began looking
forward to their visits and to reflect the affection they felt for
him.

Since he was kept busy during the day, he
found it easier to sleep at night. Still, he did examine the
tableau as possible. He ignored faces, focusing on style, manner,
and on what seemed to be an odd tattoo on the bicep of the
gunman.

He knew Mama, with the help of her daughters,
was providing dinner for most of the family at her place each
evening. So he saw little of her. Until Wednesday. When she entered
his room late in the afternoon, her step was hesitant and her
usually pleasant features reflected only concern. “Are you doing
okay?” she asked, her thoughts elsewhere.

He nodded. “What is it?”

“Well,” Mama began boldly, then
hesitated. “The entire family is here,” she said in a rush. “I know
the police still have
the . . . ah . . . remains.”
Her hands gripped each other in front of her. She was trembling
faintly.

“So?” he asked puzzled.

“We were
wondering . . . A memorial service might be of
help to all of us.”

As he began thinking about how to say no, he
realized that while it would mean nothing to him, she might be
right about the family. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” she said, stepping up next to
the bed. “But it might be painful for you.”

He thought about that as he gazed into her
eyes. “We have a wonderful family,” he said finally. “I wouldn’t
want to let them down.”

“Would you be able to come?” she asked
hesitantly.

“You arrange it, Mama. And I’ll find a
way.”

She gripped his hand, then squeezed it.
“Friday? Say about four in the afternoon?”

He nodded. “Should we keep this a family
affair? Or should we also invite people from the plant? None have
been allowed to see me yet.”

“That’s a wonderful idea,” Mama said
nodding enthusiastically. “They’re people who matter to
you.”

 


* * *

 


Wade checked with Judy first. Then with the
doctor who was distinctly hesitant. “One of my friends,” Wade said,
“Judy Dolan, is an experienced RN. She’s agreed to look after me.”
That brought the doctor’s approval.

When he called and told Riley he needed a
ride, that he’d be in a wheelchair, the man said, “Done, buddy.
I’ll check with Perry; he’s got a van. If he’s not available, I’ll
rent one. And we’ll give people the afternoon off so those who want
to can attend.”

 


* * *

 


Judy was the first to arrive. Earlier she’d
got sizes from the clothes he’d been wearing, then bought new
things.

Riley borrowed a wheelchair from the
hospital. Once Wade was settled into it, and the IV bottle secured,
a nurse pushed the chair to the entrance. At the van, Perry used
the lift to raise the chair to the level of the floor. He and Riley
pushed the chair forward so that it was against the front seat.
Riley and Judy sat beside it on stacks of packing pads.

Judy watched Wade intently, holding his right
hand with a firm grip. He had always known friends were good to
have. But in this single, short journey, he realized he hadn’t held
such relationships in sufficiently high esteem. But he dreaded what
lay ahead.

 


* * *

 


At the chapel, Riley pushed the wheelchair
from the van up to the entrance. There Wade said, “From here I
walk.”

As Riley steadied the chair, Wade stood, and,
with the IV bottle on its chrome stand, moved inside, Judy holding
his hand. He wasn’t shuffling, but it wasn’t much of a walk. Very
short steps, planting each foot flat to the floor.

Wade took the fourth seat at the right in the
first row. Judy sat beside him with Riley and Perry to her right.
Mama and Papa took the two seats to his left. Wade braced himself
for what was to come. He was not into ceremonies; those such as
this were to be avoided at all cost.

People entered and took seats quietly as if
determined not to interfere with the thoughts of others. As Perry
had arranged, the first three rows were reserved for relatives and
friends. Those from the plant sat behind them. Wade concentrated on
sitting erect, his eyes focused on the wall at the back of the
chapel. When he did turn briefly to look at those who had gathered,
he was surprised to find so many from the plant, people who had
taken precious free time to attend.

When the minister stepped to the podium, Wade
sought to seal his ears; he had no interest in what a stranger
might have to say. He examined the floral arrangements that
overflowed the tall stands. He nodded faintly; Cynthia and the
girls would have loved them.

As the minister began speaking, Wade found
his voice captivating. A pleasant baritone that projected well
throughout the small chapel. Clearly he’d been coached by Mama, for
he said nothing that might offend any of the family. Despite Wade’s
determination to ignore him, when the man began speaking of love,
family and the meaning of life, he found himself listening
intently. Judy offered a tissue now and then.

He couldn’t have said what he’d expected, but
nothing like this. And for him, it ended too quickly. He couldn’t
remember a word that had been spoken, but love, family and life
mattered to him even more now.

When the brief service ended, members of the
family approached to greet him. He stood, squaring his shoulders,
standing tall. Each got a firm handshake and a heartfelt thank-you
for coming. He learned the women gave great hugs and that pleased
him in a special way. He knew that later he would not remember
anything said, but the affection shared would last a lifetime.

Perry had explained earlier that Wade wasn’t
up to greeting the people from the plant; they quietly began to
leave. When Wade turned toward Mama, kissed her on the forehead,
and gave her a hug, flash bulbs began illuminating the subdued
lighting in the chapel. Wade was scowling when he turned toward the
man taking pictures. When Perry had stood, they were only inches
apart. “Favor?” Wade asked.

“Name it,” Perry responded
quickly.

“Get those negatives.”

Perry’s nod was exceedingly brief as he
stepped around Wade and spoke to Scofield. Both men made their way
up the center aisle. As Wade started toward the entrance, he saw
Perry excuse himself to a couple and lean across them to tap Jim
Dikers on the shoulder. Jim immediately joined them and the three
continued up the aisle.

Riley fumbled some with the controls for the
lift gate in Perry’s truck. But with Judy’s help, they got the
chair loaded again and backed it up against the front seat.

“You look awfully tired,” Judy
said.

Wade nodded, slumped deeply into the chair.
“I’m good. Show me a bed, though, and I’ll show you how to
sleep.”

Judy smiled, took his pulse, then gave an
extra squeeze to his hand. “We’ll be back before you know it.”

The door to the van flew open and Perry
jumped behind the wheel, breathing heavily. “Sorry if I held you
up,” he said. “That sucker decided to run. I never would have
caught him, but Jim took after him like a cheetah. Hit him waist
high like a pro linebacker.” He chuckled as he started the engine
and backed out.

“Did you get them?” Wade
asked.

“In a way. Somehow his camera got broke
when he hit the concrete. Some of his face, too. When I caught up,
I stripped the film, exposed it, then left it with him. At least he
can’t accuse me of theft.” He chuckled again.

“I ought to keep you handy,” Wade
said.

“Anytime,” Perry said as he drove
off.

 


* * *

 


Early Saturday morning, both the catheter and
IV were removed, and breakfast was served. When he had finished, he
was once again grateful he wasn’t a fan of gourmet cooking. But it
was his first real food in over a week; it comforted his
stomach.

The pain pills were no match for whatever the
IV had contained. The dull throbbing ache had spread across his
chest and up into his neck.

One by one, Cynthia’s family dropped in. Wade
rose to greet each and got another great hug from each of the
women. And he made sure each kid got at least a warm handshake and
a kiss on the forehead when he could manage. They were going home,
back to their lives, their friends and their jobs. Despite efforts
to subdue it, he found he was envious. Arkansas. Pennsylvania.
Denver. New York. Miami. Only Marsha still lived in the city.
Normalcy was not that close for him. All made it clear he was
welcome to visit any time. “I’ll try to get back there,” he said in
each case.

“It’s too soon,” Janet said, leaning
back against his arms. “But you need a good woman,
Wade.”

He turned to gaze out the window. “I’d never
find the equal of Cynthia. Or of Rachel and Yolanda.”

“Of course not. But you’re a man who’ll
never be whole without a family.”

He was a quiet man; he generally hid his
feelings with a wry smile and skeptical light gray eyes that
revealed only hints of that smile. This surprised him.

And Janet saw it. She smiled and backed away.
“Ask Mama,” she said, “if you don’t believe me.”

At a loss for words, he leaned forward and
kissed her on the cheek. When she, her husband and four kids had
left, he made his way to the window and gazed out at the city.
Could she be right? he wondered. He was thirty-seven; too old to
start another family? He wondered what Cynthia would say. He
wondered about that for a considerable time.

Finally he sighed. It was a reasonable idea.
And he knew Mama would agree. But it wasn’t going to happen. The
risks were too high.

 


* * *

 


There were further tests Monday morning. An
hour later, Dr. Langsford stepped into Wade’s room. “I’m surprised
again,” he said. “The results are much better than I expected.
Follow the rules and you’ll be at top of form in less than a
month.”

“Those pain pills aren’t working
well.”

“Ignore the instructions. Take one an
hour if they help. Same with the sleeping pills. Just don’t take
more than one at a time. You’ll find you won’t need either in a
short while.”

Wade nodded, reached for the glass of water
beside the bed, and took another pain pill.

“Have you ever had a serious injury?”
the doctor asked.

“I used to enjoy rock climbing.
There’ve been some falls.”

“Then you know how to get yourself back
into shape?”

He nodded.

“I can release you, but you need
somebody close. Any suggestions?”

“My mother-in-law has offered me her
guest room. She’ll drive me nuts, but she’s a good person to have
around.”

“Give her a call while I get the
paperwork started.” As he started to leave, he turned back and
said, “I’m not concerned about your health; you’ll do fine. But how
to handle the rest of it is beyond me. I wish you the very best in
that.” He turned and left the room.

It puzzled Wade; doctors don’t get involved
this way. As he thought about it, a nurse entered and removed the
heavy harness that had protected his chest and shoulder. She
replaced it with a sturdy sling with a strap across the back of his
shoulder and another that locked his arm across his chest. After a
few minutes of help, he could take it off and put it on with only
his right hand. There was an amazing sense of relief. Better
movement. More freedom. He no longer felt as if he were in a
straitjacket.

 


* * *

 


Mama stepped into the spare room ahead of
Wade. The light heightened the faint blue tint in her gray hair. As
she moved to the bed and turned the covers down, he watched her
hands which were long, elegant and, as always, efficient. “A nap
would be good,” she said.

“Maybe some food first?”

“How silly of me. I’ll tend to it now.”
She rushed out the door.

He lingered. All looked the same as it had
when he’d been here with Cynthia, a time when she took care of Mama
after a nasty bit of surgery. The large bathroom included a small
hot tub at one end. The dressing table to the left was elegant in
its simplicity. Lovely beige drapes that matched the carpet and
bedspread were tied back from the two windows. Although large, the
bed didn’t nearly fill the room. A small desk was located under one
window. He walked over for a better view.

Housetops for the most part. And busy,
crowded streets. But the San Gabriels lunged skyward from the
valley floor beginning only a few miles from the house. He knew he
couldn’t be content here indefinitely, for it was Mama’s home. But
the mountains would sustain him.

 


* * *

 


Wade was utterly bored until the computer he
had ordered arrived. The pro he’d used for years set it up and
checked it out. As soon as the man left he loaded the browser for a
visit to Amazon.com. He ordered three books he’d been feeling
guilty about not reading, paid extra for fast delivery and
immediately felt better.

Judy had located a gym nearby. And she’d
introduced him to Alex, a giant of a man who, in his younger years,
had been a terror in the boxing ring. The one-eighth mile indoor
track was a blessing. While still not striding normally, he did
manage a quarter of a mile each day. The stationary bike allowed
him to push his legs without harm, provided he held his arms across
his chest. Mama drove him to the gym in the mornings and picked him
up at noon. He was uncomfortable about adding to her chores, but
she seemed delighted to be a part of what he was doing.

When the books from Amazon arrived, they
helped immensely. Mama kept him jumping, though. Each time she
found him motionless, gazing out of a window, she’d demand, “What’s
wrong now?”

His answer was always the same. “Just
thinking.”

“It’s not right for an active man to
sit in a chair by the hour and do nothing.”

“If I think things over, Mama, it’s
easier to do whatever.”

“Just tell me what you need and I’ll
see to it.”

He couldn’t bring himself to tell her it
wasn’t so. He generally settled for something bland such as, “I
think I’ll go back to my room.”

To which Mama would state emphatically, “Rest
would be good.”

“Maybe,” he’d say. Then return to his
room and continue to consider whatever he’d been thinking about
earlier.

Far too often, the image of the tableau
dominated. Something about the man who had shot him continued to
grab his attention. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t make
sense of that odd tattoo on his bicep.

 


* * *

 


Marsha, one of Cynthia’s sisters, lived close
by. She dropped in as possible to support Mama’s efforts with Wade.
To him, it was becoming something of a circus. But his shoulder was
healing.

When he awoke Friday morning, he knew he had
to find a place of his own, no matter what sort of dump it might
be. First, though, there were some things he wanted from his home.
When he told Mama he needed to see Lt. Dunstun, she grabbed her
coat, purse, and car keys.

Along the way, she chattered on about the
coming school picnic next week. Wade’s thoughts were focused on Lt.
Dunstun. First, he wanted his truck from the impound garage. Then
he wanted a key to get through the police seal. Grimly he decided
that with or without a key, he was going in.

 



CHAPTER 5

 


As Lt. Dunstun walked to one of several
filing cabinets, the fluorescent lights highlighted the silvery
gray in his hair in a complimentary manner. His regal bearing
suggested he should at least have a larger office, if not a
promotion. When he returned to the desk, he shoved a key across to
Wade seated in front of it. “Lock up when you leave.” Watching Wade
closely, he said, “Nothing’s been cleaned up. Can you deal with the
blood stains?”

Wade nodded. “How do I get my truck
back?”

Dunstun reached into a drawer and pulled out
a form which he filled out. “I looked it over. One of the neatest
SUVs I’ve seen. I’ll bet it works great off-road.”

“It does,” Wade said, wondering when
he’d get the chance to use it that way again.

“They don’t use steel like that
anymore.”

“Not many follow me too
closely.”

Dunstun chuckled as he slid the completed
form across the desk.

As Wade picked it up and stood, he asked,
“Any progress?”

“These things take time, Dr.
Turklen.”

“It’s been nearly a month. What
happened to the FBI?”

“They have a playbook. If the play they
call doesn’t work, they go away.”

“So they didn’t find anything,
either?”

“They walked because they decided one
person is trying to kill you. They’re not into that kind of
action.”

“Did they come up with a
name?”

Dunstun nodded, watching Wade closely. “Your
partner. Riley Sturm.”

“That’s crap.”

“They didn’t believe it either,”
Dunstun said with a shrug. “Why isn’t Sturm in your new
will?”

“He wasn’t in the original.” Wade sat
back down and leaned out on the desk.

“Why a new will all of a sudden?”
Dunstun demanded. “Hell, you were barely conscious.”

“The original left all to my wife and
kids. Since they can’t benefit now, I listed Cynthia’s parents and
siblings.”

“That could have waited.”

“I may have been the
target.”

“You said you couldn’t accept
that.”

“I don’t. But it would be foolish to
ignore the possibility. If someone gets it done, Cynthia’s family
should inherit, not the state.”

“How much are we talking?”

“Several millions, but I don’t have a
number.”

“You don’t know?” Dunstun asked
suspiciously.

“Cynthia handled the books and our
investments. A bunch of it came to her initially from her
grandfather. I don’t remember hearing a recent total.”

“Guys with bucks usually know how much
they’ve got within a buck or two.” He shook his head as if
disbelieving.

“Forget that and tell me what you
have?”

“Not much. We don’t have a motive, so
nothing else makes sense. You and Judy Dolan are the only
witnesses, but she says she couldn’t identify any of them in court.
And you didn’t get much of a look.

“The FBI didn’t find anything. And
there’s no hint of a gang involved. Nobody in the neighborhood saw
anything unusual. Those who knew anything about you thought well of
the whole family. We checked those working at Sturm’s and those
recently let go. If I had the manpower, I’d check further. A bitter
ex-employee is a good suspect.”

“What does lack of manpower
mean?”

Dunstun leaned back in his chair, considering
what he wanted to say. “We can’t afford nine officers on special
assignment when we’ve checked all known possibilities.”

“So the case is closed,” Wade murmured
to the desktop, his shoulders slumped. His left shoulder was
throbbing again, but it didn’t seem to matter. He reached up to
scratch through the sling at the wound.

“Me and my partner are working it. If
we figure anything, we’ll move hard.” Dunstun leaned forward until
his face was only inches from Wade’s. “I don’t like what’s behind
that bleak look in your eyes. It’s like a towering inferno of
rage.”

“It’s hatred,” Wade said bluntly. “I
can deal with Cynthia’s death; we had eighteen wonderful years
together. But I can’t handle the savage attacks and butchery of my
daughters. Rachel was only fifteen; she’d only dated a couple of
times. Yolanda and Jim wanted to get married.

“Now their future has been stolen. My
being shot is part of it. And so is Cynthia’s death. But the kids
matter most. They’ll never again hope or dream. They’ll never again
feel joy or contentment. Never watch their own kids evolve into
fine young people.

“Those three animals must be destroyed.
I want to leave this to you and your people. But if you can’t cut
it, I will. When the social safety net fails, it’s up to ordinary
people to do what is needed.”

“That’s insane. You’d get yourself
killed before you found even one.”

“What’s to lose?” Wade demanded. “If
someone wants me dead, I can’t stay lucky forever.”

“Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith
the Lord. Romans 12:19.”

“Predating that by many years is
another: an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.”

“If you pulled it off, I’d bust you; I
wouldn’t like that.”

“Neither would I.”

“Prison wouldn’t suit you.”

“True, but I’m already locked in a
cage. There was no judge or jury. Just the actions of three
animals. My life is bounded, on hold until they are brought to
justice. There’s no escape, not even any steel bars a man could cut
through.”

He stood slowly, tucked a pain pill into his
mouth, collected some saliva, then swallowed; it stuck in his
throat. He shook his head; it suited the way he felt. He turned
toward the door, then turned back. “Would the offer of a reward
help?”

“Probably not.”

“Have you a better idea?”

“We’re undermanned. We’ve nobody to
field the calls.”

“Some off-duty cops might be interested
in overtime.”

“We don’t have the bucks. End of
story.”

“I’ll pay.”

“Do you know what you just did? A
reporter could make it look like a bribe. So could a cop. Or
Internal Affairs. We’ve lost two law suits this year. Last month we
crashed three cars and a good man. We don’t even have small
change.”

“There must be a legal way to support
LAPD with money.”

“Go get your truck, then get some rest.
You look like hell.”

Wade sat back down and pulled his checkbook
from an inside pocket of his jacket. “Who do I make this out
to?”

“Shit,” Dunstun muttered. “LAPD Support
Group.”

“How much?”

“Who knows what it’ll cost?”

Wade wrote a check for two hundred thousand
and shoved it across the desk.

Dunstun glanced at the check, than back at
Wade. He did so several times. “This is not what people do.”

“What do you mean?”

“They pound on my desk, scream and yell
a lot. Mostly threats. Like they’ll get my ass fired and get a guy
in here who can do the job. Always they remind me they pay my
salary.” He sighed. “The list is endless.” He stared at the check
for some time, then added, “What they don’t do is this.”

“You’re one of the best. You’ve done
everything possible.”

Dunstun held Wade’s gaze for several moments.
There was a sadness in his eyes that grabbed Wade hard. “It won’t
work,” he said softly.

“How much do I put up as a
reward?”

Dunstun sighed. “It would guarantee only one
thing: a zillion calls. Even a single lead is unlikely. The last
time we tried this, a woman called and said if she could put her
hands on the body, she could draw a picture of the killer.”

“Can I go half a million?”

“For God’s sake, don’t do that. It
would only attract more loonies.”

“Then you tell me.”

“A hundred thou is plenty.”

Wade wrote the check for twice that and slid
it across the desk.

“Shit,” Dunstun growled, staring at the
check. When he looked up he said, “This has to go into an escrow
account.”

“Can your Support Group set that
up?”

Dunstun nodded. “I’ll see to it,” he said
with a sigh. “But I’ve got to clear it with the captain and the
chief. If either says, ‘no,’ we’re out of business.”

Wade nodded. “What have you done about that
reporter who took pictures of the bodies?”

“Where’d you hear about
that?”

“They’ve been in a lot of newspapers.
And I have friends.”

Dunstun sighed. “We goofed there. The
photographer gave us the negatives so we didn’t arrest him. But he
got prints on the wire before we showed. We’re still trying to
figure the best way to get him a good dose of hard time.”

“I want to see those
pictures.”

Dunstun gazed into Wade’s eyes for several
moments. “No you don’t,” he said softly.

Wade started to speak even more sharply, then
interrupted himself. He studied Dunstun’s eyes until convinced the
man was trying to tell him something that mattered. But what?

Slowly Wade stood, tucking the checkbook
away. As he passed through the doorway, he realized his shoulders
were badly slumped as is often seen in a very old man. And he was
shuffling his feet, rather than walking. He couldn’t seem to find
the strength to straighten up or to convert the shuffle to a
stride.

 


* * *

 


The key Dunstun had provided opened the
padlock. With his own, Wade opened his front door, then came to an
abrupt halt. For a time, all he could see were the broad patches of
long-dried blood that had flowed from his wife and daughters as
they were raped and beaten repeatedly. He tried to stop the growing
image in his mind of a knife. Of it approaching a lovely white
throat. He watched in horrified fascination as the blade cut deeply
into soft flesh, all in slow motion. He reached out to grab the
doorjamb for support as he watched the act repeated twice
again.

He felt two huge hands grab his good arm,
then looked down at them. Finally he looked up into the face of the
man they belonged to. “Maybe you should wait outside,” Perry said
softly.

Wade shook his head slowly, still gripping
the doorjamb. “I’m . . . I’ll be okay,” he
finally managed. “Let’s get on with it.”

Perry studied him for several moments.

“Go.”

Perry reached down for the stack of blue
plastic tarps he’d dropped, then slipped inside; Scofield followed.
As they began laying them down to cover the bloodstained floor and
furniture, Wade watched intently. He had to. This was the real
world, the one with which he must deal. When they had finished, he
could still see every stain as if the tarps weren’t there.

He’d expected the emotional hit, but the
harshness of it frightened him. Finally he shook his head, hard,
but the images remained locked in.

“This stuff is slippery on the stairs,”
Perry noted. “Want me to tack it down? What I need is in the
van.”

Yolanda had died there, Wade decided.
Determinedly he nodded; Judy and Mama would need to use the stairs.
As Perry and Scofield moved toward the open door, Wade released his
grip on the doorjamb, then paused. He felt faint to the point of
being unable to move. He turned slowly to face the street and began
taking deep breaths. Still trembling faintly, he started toward his
truck. On each of the first few steps, he was certain he’d
collapse.

He had fought with himself about making this
move; he’d wanted nothing to do with it. But there was Mama and the
family. They were supporting him; he had to respond. Things Cynthia
had valued could mean a lot to them. When he opened the door to the
truck for Judy and Mama, she demanded, “And what was that little
exercise all about?”

“There are lots of bloodstains, Mama,”
Wade said slowly, enunciating each word with care. He helped her
from the truck. “They’re covered with tarps now.”

“Oh,” she murmured, gripping his arm
more tightly. Judy stepped out as if she was accustomed to trucks.
She tucked her arm in Mama’s and the three of them started toward
the house. Judy was watching Mama closely; it was what he had hoped
for. Mama was as tough as they come, but everyone has
limits.

Inside, in something of a daze, he led the
way around the tarps. At Mama’s unasked questions, he said,
“They’re slippery, Mama.”

As she nodded, he glanced toward the mantel
over the fireplace. The three photos were gone; only the frame
remained.

Mama, who had followed his gaze, murmured,
“Who would do a thing like that?”

Wade shook his head, puzzled. The hurt
surprised him; they’d been precious to him, one of the few things
he’d planned to take with him. He continued on his way reluctantly,
Mama and Judy following.

Inside the bedroom, he paused. “You may as
well start here.”

“It doesn’t seem right,” Mama said in a
near whisper.

“Maybe it isn’t. But I’m going to empty
the place, have it painted, put down new carpets, then sell it. I
can’t live here anymore.” He turned and left the room, counting on
Judy to sustain Mama in this ugly chore.

He met Perry and Scofield in the hallway. “In
here,” he said, stepping into his room. As he glanced about, he
knew he’d miss this. The quiet privacy it had offered him through
the years would be tough to duplicate.

“What should we pack?” Perry asked as
if hesitant to intrude.

“All the books you can find. Everything
in those file cabinets. The stuff in the desk. If there’s room, I’d
like to take the desk as well. Papa gave it to me.”

“How about the closets?” Scofield
asked.

“Take what’s on the shelves, but forget
the clothes. I’ll poke around a little. Anything I find I’ll toss
on the bed.”

Scofield nodded; Perry was already packing
books as if each was an irreplaceable classic.

Back in the living room, Wade noticed the
family album on the coffee table where it had been that night. He
thumbed through it quickly, but it appeared to have been
undisturbed. He found the book he’d been reading lying on the
floor. Metallurgy: Unsolved Mysteries.

“Wade?” Mama cried anxiously from the
bedroom.

He strode quickly down the short hallway,
laying the book and photo album on the bed. Mama was standing next
to the dresser. Cynthia’s jewelry box was empty. “Damn,” he
muttered, reaching for his cell. He pressed a key and said,
“Dunstun.”

“Lt. Dunstun.”

“It’s Wade. We’re inside, but someone
beat us to it. My wife’s jewelry is gone. So are three photos I was
fond of. Can you help?”

“Give me twenty minutes.” He
disconnected.

 


* * *

 


At the knock on the open front door, Wade
strode toward it as Lt. Dunstun stepped inside followed by two men
carrying heavy cases. “Where were the photos?” he demanded.

Wade thought it odd the photos were more
important than the jewelry, but he led Dunstun and his people to
the mantel.

“I need some prints real bad,” Dunstun
said to the man on his left. He received a nod in reply, then said,
“Where’s the jewelry box?”

Wade led the way down the short hall to the
bedroom. “Charlie, same deal. Find me just one good print.”

Dunstun turned away, noticed the slider
opening onto the patio, walked to it, and stepped outside. Wade
followed, his world still a bit blurry. He sat down at the redwood
table opposite Dunstun, gazing at the pool.

“What was that jewelry worth?” Dunstun
asked.

“Maybe three hundred
thousand.”

“Can you prove it?”

“I’m not sure,” Wade said thinking it
through. “Our accountant has good records. Then there’s our
checkbook. A few pieces are listed specifically on our insurance
policy. And better jewelry stores keep records, don’t
they?”

Dunstun nodded. “Why wasn’t that stuff in a
safe?”

“Cynthia did keep some things in our
safe box. I’d have to visit the bank to know what’s
there.”

“Do it,” Dunstun demanded. “Now tell me
about those photos.”

Wade hesitated, wondering how to get it said
effectively. “In one, we were stream fishing with friends. When
Cynthia slipped, I grabbed her. I told her if she didn’t kiss me
I’d drop her into the icy stream. She did. And one of our friends
got a great shot. Are you sure you need all this?”

“Go on.”

“In another, we were at the beach on
one of those perfect days. Again with friends. One noticed the
girls who had snuck up behind me just as they each doused me with a
pail of water. Cynthia cracked up. The third was one of me standing
on the top of a tall peak with the snow-capped Sierras behind me.
It was something of a cheat; one of our team took the shot from the
peak we’d actually climbed.”

“You say you were fond of these
pictures?”

“Call them a brief summary of a
wonderful life.”

Dunstun nodded, then stood. “I need to check
with my guys.” He took a step, then stopped. “The chief called a
press conference yesterday afternoon to announce that reward. Most
of the media have put it out, along with your sketches. Phones are
already ringing off their hooks.”

“Good luck.”

“We need that,” Dunstun said, then
walked off.

Wade studied the ripples on the pool as if
within them lay the answers to his questions.

 


* * *

 


When Judy sat down in the chair Dunstun had
been using, Wade asked, “How’s Mama doing?”

“She had a shaky start, but she’s
tough. She’s on track now. She’s matching items to her other kids
and to the grandchildren. Incidentally, she said Cynthia kept
negatives in the safe box. If you’ll get them for her, she’ll get
reprints of those photos.”

“She’s a wonder,” Wade commented. “She
drives me nuts now and then. But she’s special.”

“I was sorry to hear you’re going to
sell this place.”

“I can’t stay. I’m nervous as a cat
just being here.”

“It’s a lovely home. It’s a shame to
give it up. And you’ll take a beating on the price because of what
happened here.”

Wade nodded in agreement. “Do you know a real
estate type you trust?”

“Erica Downing, a good friend. She’s
tops.”

He leaned out on the table. “You’ve been
fantastic in all this. Can I ask one more thing of you?”

“Sure.”

“Get this place sold. I’ll sign
whatever it takes to make it legal for you to act on my behalf.
Dealing with the details, the lookie-lous, and the wannabe real
estate tycoons is too much for me. Just the bs in getting an escrow
closed would drive me up a wall.”

“That’s a lot to ask, Wade.”

He nodded. “That’s why I’m offering ten
percent of the selling price out of escrow.”

“I can’t do that. It’s way too
much.”

Wade leaned back and gazed up at the sky for
several moments, watching white puffy clouds drifting north. He
reached up and scratched through the sling at the scar on his
chest. “I had eighteen wonderful years with Cynthia,” he said,
still examining the clouds. When he looked back at Judy, he said,
“This house is a big part of that. They’re all right in here,” he
said, jabbing at his heart with his thumb, then at his head, “where
no one can take them from me. I don’t want to sully great memories
with business negotiations.”

“Let me introduce you to Erica. She’ll
understand.”

He shook his head. “You’ve been our friend
since forever. I know I’m asking a lot, but I need someone I
trust.”

“You know, if I weren’t happily
married, I’d come at you so hard you’d never know what hit
you.”

He smiled. The way he used to. It felt great.
“That could be wonderful.”

“Humpf!” Judy snorted.

“You’ll do it?”

“You knew I would.”

Wade shoved the key to the police padlock
across the table to her. “Dunstun has only asked we keep it
locked.”

“How do I get myself into these
things?”

“Years of practice and
experience?”

“Humpf!” she snorted again.

 


* * *

 


Wade was seated with Papa at a white circular
table on his patio. Both had listened intently to Alfred Barrlet’s
report, the private investigator Papa had hired to look into the
situation. When he’d finished, Papa said, “I gather you’re
convinced it wasn’t a group of crazies passing through.”

“I am,” Barrlet said, “I didn’t find
anything to suggest that. Such people are not usually bright, so
they stick to simple things that have worked before. So there’s
generally a pattern that matches earlier events. Neither I nor my
staff could find one. Neither did the FBI.”

While Wade had been listening intently, he
had also been studying Barrlet. He was Mr. Nobody, a person who
could pass unnoticed in any group. Good shoulders. About six feet.
Bland features. And light brown eyes that gave no hint to his
thoughts. His spectacles, his modest, almost fussy dress, all
shouted loudly that he was no threat. Just what a good private
investigator needed, Wade decided.

“And you also don’t think a Hispanic
gang was responsible,” Papa said. “Same reasoning?”

“Not exactly. These are lazy types. And
not bright. It’s unlikely they’d drive far without a compelling
reason. And they become more fearful as they get further from their
turf, their base of support. Any cop who saw them in this
neighborhood would instantly think of burglary. Either one that had
already gone down or one planned.”

“These animals did come to our home,”
Wade said. “What’s your guess as to why?”

Barrlet looked at Papa for some time, then
stared at the top of the table. Finally he looked up and said,
“When Dr. Overfield asked me to look into the situation, I didn’t
hesitate. I have the utmost respect for him. And it’s reasonable
for him to want to know what happened.

“But when he asked you to join in, I
was hesitant. You were also badly hurt. But since I know little
about you, I’m concerned.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know how you’ll react to my
comments.”

“What you said of Papa being entitled
to know is true,” Wade said evenly. “But it was my family that was
savaged and slaughtered. So tell me. Why did those animals take the
risk of driving all that way to attack us?”

Barrlet turned toward Papa as if demanding
guidance.

Papa stroked his white beard for several
moments, then said, “Wade is an unusual man. He’s also resourceful.
He’ll discover what he needs to know in his own way. And he will
act upon what he learns as he chooses. Neither of us have a say in
that. I suggest you share everything you can with him.”

Barrlet shook his head, clearly unhappy with
the position in which he found himself. “They were hired.”

“Is that fact?” Wade
demanded.

“No. But I don’t see an alternative
that makes sense.” He leaned out on the table. “If it’d been a gang
hit, there’d be talk of it in the barrio. Brag as well. But there’s
been no mention.”

“The FBI seemed to suspect my partner,
Riley Sturm. Could he have hired them?”

“The key question certainly is who. And
yes, Sturm could have done so. But then anybody could have. I’d say
Sturm is very unlikely. His wife keeps him angling for her favors.
And he’s hooked good. He often sees other women, as she sees other
men. It’s an odd arrangement, but I’ve seen it before. I found no
other negatives. He’s good at his job. Certainly he’s a likable
fellow who many admire. And he thinks highly of you. I found no
reason to go further.”

“You said gang types aren’t bright,”
Wade said. “If someone did buy those three men, what would it have
cost?”

Barrlet shrugged “Not less than a hundred
thou.”

“Since there doesn’t appear to be a
pattern here and no names are available, the police aren’t going to
find them, are they?”

“It’s doubtful.”

Wade examined the sky for several moments,
then looked again at Barrlet and said, “Can you
find . . .”

Barrlet raised both hands, palms up. “Don’t
ask that of me. If my family had met the fate of yours, I would
already be on the hunt.

“But I can take most men with my hands.
And I’m expert with the .357 magnum I carry. Further, I have over
twenty years’ experience and have never spent a night in a
hospital. In short, I’m good at what I do. Even so, I’d probably be
killed before I found even one of these bastards.

“To those in the barrio, I’m
anglo. I don’t speak Spanish. And there’s a good chance
someone would recognize me, and thus know why I was in the
area.

“Even if I was fortunate enough to find
and take one out, I would probably spend the rest of my life in
jail. LAPD is a sharp outfit, highly underrated.

“By contrast, you lack my skills and
have no experience. You’d die, Dr. Turklen. And soon.”

“By your own words,” Wade said,
speaking slowly, “I’ll likely die soon in any case. The paymaster
who hired those animals is still out there. How do I deal with
that?”

“If you can accept the goal of staying
alive, there is a way.”

“And that is?”

“Leave the investigation to the police
and hire a bodyguard until the situation is resolved.”

“Do you do that kind of
work?”

“No. But I know a man who would suit
your needs.”

Barrlet reached down and opened the briefcase
beside him. He laid a thick folder in front of both Papa and Wade.
“That’s a summary of my thinking and the results of our research.
It includes printouts of things the media has said of you, Dr.
Turklen, that my service could find. Incidentally, Lt. Dunstun also
received a copy.

“Also included is a set of photos a
reporter illegally took of your family after they’d been killed.
Were it me, I’d throw them away without looking at them. You’ll
only be hurt.

“On the other hand, they would make a
solid basis for a lawsuit. If you’d like to pursue such a course,
call this number,” he said, pointing to a name and number on the
front of the folder: Lester Montaign. He pointed to a second name
and number, then said, “He’s the best bodyguard I’ve ever met or
heard about. Feel free to use my name. They know I don’t refer
losers.”

“Do you think I should sue?” Wade asked
hesitantly.

“That’s a personal decision. Suits in
which a negotiated settlement can’t be arranged may drag on for
years. And, judging from what Dr. Overfield has said, you might be
unwilling to risk the attendant publicity. On the other hand, it’s
a fine way to demonstrate you’re not going to take any crap. If
people know you’re prepared to act, they’re unlikely to risk
releasing anything they can’t substantiate.

“What it comes down to is that if you
can handle the related publicity, you’ll have far more privacy in
the end. To me, it’s a difficult call.”

“Thank you,” Wade said
thoughtfully.

When Barrlet stood, he extended his hand to
Wade who shook it firmly. “Please call if you think I can help
further. But I won’t go looking for those people. I hope you
understand.”

Wade nodded. Papa stood and led Barrlet back
into the house.

Despite his best efforts, Wade could not
defeat the arguments he’d heard. Finding those animals was an
impossible challenge for him. He knew nothing about investigation,
the barrio, or even how to handle himself in a tough situation. He
simply couldn’t do it. Period.

 


* * *

 


Wade laid the folder on the bed, again
surprised by the thickness and weight. He leaned back deeply into
the pillow propped against the headboard. He had become a name of
note within his field, as described in the first article. He’d been
proud of that.

But now ugliness had been added. Creative
reports by the hundreds, often loaded with invalid suppositions and
even downright lies, had expanded upon what had been written about
him earlier, adding in the horror inherent in the loss of his
family.

The envelope that had been at the back of the
folder lay unopened. Try as he might, his eyes tended to focus upon
it until he yanked his glance away.

He closed his eyes for a time, halfway
thinking of sleep. But he knew it was futile. Those who followed
the American press were now well informed about his situation, even
if much of what they believed was incorrect. The creative
implications had a practiced subtly to them. That he had failed to
protect his family. That he was another of those one-dimensional
geniuses the world did not need. That in all that mattered, he was
inadequate.

His eyes opened suddenly and he gazed at the
envelope. He had to know what the world had last seen of his
family. He had to.

Determinedly he reached for it and tore it
open. Not one to hide from bad news, he dumped the color photos on
his lap, then gazed for some time at those parts of them he could
see.

His breathing was heavy; he felt faint. But
one by one, he picked up each and examined it for several moments,
then laid it on the bed. He was overwhelmed with pure unadulterated
hated. He sensed his eyes were tossing impossibly hot flames he
could not see or feel.

When the last photo had been placed, he
closed his eyes again and fell heavily back against the pillow. The
full shot that had captured all three victims didn’t seem to
matter; they looked like models in the background of a movie. But
the close up of Cynthia with her nipples hacked off dominated for a
long while. The remnants of a beautiful dress draped from Yolanda’s
hips lingered longer. Then his mind loaded the close up of Rachel,
her long, slender, dead legs spread wide, her pubic hair splattered
with blood.

 


* * *

 


“Tell me,” Lester Montaign said, seated
behind his desk in his law office, “what do you hope to achieve in
filing such lawsuits?” His smile seemed to be cast in place as if
with artificial flesh. Only his dark brown eyes were alert,
watchful. “Money? Revenge? What?”

Wade, seated in the comfortable chair in
front of the desk, scratched at the scar through the sling as he
looked about the room for several moments. Walls paneled in teak.
Lots of books. The large walnut desk. “Why does that matter?” he
asked.

“I have an excellent reputation, Dr.
Turklen.” He placed his arms on the desk and leaned out upon them.
He wasn’t smiling now; instead his features reflected quiet
determination. “I built that reputation by refusing cases that did
not stem from positive, fundamental values. Thus I must know your
position before continuing this discussion.”

“My privacy has been stolen; I want it
back.”

“Give me an example.”

“A memorial service was arranged for my
wife and daughters a few weeks ago. Only family and friends were
invited. Yet a reporter slipped in and took half a dozen shots. I
want an end to that kind of thing.”

As Wade had been speaking, Montaign had been
thumbing through the thick folder Barrlet had provided. “Is there a
manila envelope at the back?” Wade asked.

“This?” Montaign asked holding it
up.

Wade nodded. “It’s a set of photos taken
illegally in my home. They’ve been widely published. Look them
over.”

Montaign opened the envelope, pulled out the
top photo and laid it on his desk. After studying it for several
moments, he hesitantly reached for another. He examined each
additional photo more closely and he was even more hesitant to
reach for another.

“That is the legacy of my family,” Wade
said sharply. “Three wonderful people in love with life, devoted to
each other and the community, always prepared to support any
worthwhile enterprise. This view of them has been stolen. They’ll
be remembered by all who have seen those photos as simply crime
victims. And there are those who will assume that in some way they
brought it upon themselves. I’m not asking you to change what is,
but to help prevent further violations of my privacy and that of my
family.”

“Are you acquainted with the financial
arrangement we require?” Montaign asked, still examining the
photos.

“Mr. Barrlet explained
that.”

Without looking up, Montaign punched a button
on the intercom system.

“Yes, sir?”

“Will you ask Jason and Samuel to join
us, please?”

“Right away.”

Montaign looked up then. “These men are my
associates. We will define a nationwide campaign, then execute it.
I would expect further intrusions into your life to largely
disappear within a year or two at the most. Will that be
satisfactory?”

Wade nodded.

“You look tired, Dr. Turklen. The
wound, no doubt. I invite you to stay as long as you like; we can
benefit from your contribution. However, feel free to leave at any
time.”

Wade nodded again as the office door opened
and two quiet, self-confident men strode into the room. “Check
these out,” Montaign said, pointing to the photos. “We’re going to
nail every dumb son of a bitch who published even one of them. Then
we’ll talk to others about libel and slander.”

The two men nodded to Wade, moved to the desk
and began examining the photos intently.

 


* * *

 


Riley gracefully scooped the last of his
lobster from its shell and tucked it into his mouth. “Ummm,” he
murmured. “Good stuff, don’t you think?”

“I’m not a gourmet,” Wade said, having
finished earlier, “but the shrimp was delicious.”

“Can’t figure how they do it,” Riley
commented, cherishing his last bite. “They have the most
competitive prices in town. And for my money, the best food. You
can’t hardly get into this place nights, they’re so
crowded.”

As Riley wiped his hands on the napkin, he
asked, “Is that lawyer type going to work out?”

“If he accomplishes half of what he
claims he can, he’ll get it done.”

“You could turn out to be a very rich
man.”

“You know better than that,” Wade said.
“It’s not the money that matters.”

“Well, if it becomes a burden, I’m
available,” he said with a chuckle. “How’s the
shoulder?”

“Good,” Wade said with a nod. “It seems
to have healed, but I haven’t got much strength back.”

“Still hitting that gym?”

“Never miss a day. I’m back to running
a mile, but not full out yet.”

“It looks like a couple of small
contracts are coming at us. When do you expect to be
back?”

“I can’t say. My head is so messed up
I’m not sure I can do you much good.”

“Have you checked with Dr.
Mason?”

“Yes. And he’s got a man he feels would
be ideal. I’ll meet with both of them Tuesday.”

“I sure hope that works out. It’d be
good for you and the company.”

“Riley, let’s be straight. I may not be
coming back at all. Have you thought further about selling
out?”

“Yeah, but I can’t figure what I’d
do.”

“How much could we get?”

“Maybe ten mil. A lot more given a
couple good years.”

“Maybe forget about a new business;
consider traveling. You’d have enough to go first class. And
Belinda loves it. You’d be spending time close to her.”

Riley was startled. “That’s a hell of an
idea, buddy.”

“It might work out fine.”

“Yeah. And you could build a lab of
your own.”

“Let’s at least think about it,” Wade
said. “I don’t know if I can hang in the way things
are.”

“You’ve said that, but I’m not so sure.
You’ve got more guts than any guy I know.”

“Maybe, but if selling out doesn’t work
for you, buy me out; I’ll cut the price by a million or
two.”

“Wow. That’s an awfully good offer. Let
me kick it around with Belinda. She’s good about these kinds of
things.” He waved at the waiter. “Another drink?”

Wade wasn’t a drinking man. But the rules had
changed, he thought grimly. “Sure.”

When the table had been cleared and the
drinks served, Wade said, “You’re in great form today. Belinda
maybe?”

“You know me too well,” Riley said with
a grin. “We spent last night together and we’re headed to Santa
Barbara for the weekend. A nice private place on the beach. You
really ought to see that gal in a bikini.

“It’s weird,” he said. “Until I met
her, I’d never seen any gal more than two or three times. But with
her, every time was better than the last. When she suggested
marriage, I said yes so fast you wouldn’t believe it.”

“What do you think went
wrong?”

Riley shook his head, an unusual sadness in
his eyes. “The first hint I had was that she seemed bored. We tried
swinging, but I couldn’t deal with being in the same room with a
guy doing what I wanted to do with her.”

“It’s none of my business, but why
haven’t you left her? If you gave her the house, you’d still have
your condo.”

“I asked a shrink that same question,”
Riley said with a puzzled look in his eyes. “In fact I saw two for
some time, a psychologist and later a psychiatrist.“ He shook his
head as if still not believing he’s struck out twice. “Both gave me
a lot of fancy words. But to me they amounted to do it or get off
the pot.” He grinned. “As you know, I didn’t do either.”

“As crazy as it sounds, it seems to
work for you.”

Riley nodded. “Yeah. It surprises me how
exited I get looking at some other neat gal. Even thinking about
Belinda doesn’t slow me down. But it doesn’t seem to last.

“I don’t get near enough time with her.
That travel idea has real possibilities, though. She might go for
that.”

“I’ve never mentioned it, but she made
a heavy pass at me.”

Riley chuckled. “You’re going to tell me you
turned it down?”

“I’ve been hooked on Cynthia since we
met,” Wade responded with a slight smile.

“It’s good to see that again,” Riley
said, suddenly serious.

“What’s that?”

“That smile of yours. You need to get
back to that.”

“I’m working at it,” Wade said, but his
effort this time didn’t quite make it.

“Has that reward offer done any
good?”

“I haven’t heard a word, so probably
not.”

“Lt. Dunstun stopped in. With that
nice, easy smile he’s got, it’d be easy to take him for slow, even
dumb.”

“He’s not.”

Riley nodded. “I figured that right quick.
Any idea why he looked me up?”

“The FBI decided my family was killed
only to cover my death. And they heard about our key man
insurance. So they decided you’re the best suspect. Dunstun may
have done the same.”

“That’s not fair,” Riley cried. “That
three million would drop real quick once the heirs were paid.
Twenty-five percent of net for the last four years can be
heavy.”

“From what Dunstun told me, the feds
didn’t seriously consider you a suspect. He doesn’t
either.”

“What do you think?” Riley asked
leaning closer.

“Now that’s ultra dumb.”

Riley nodded with a sheepish grin. “So what
next?” he asked.

“I haven’t a clue.”

“Me? I try to listen to what folks
mean,” Riley said, “not what they say. If that cop can’t nail those
bastards, you’re going after them, aren’t you?”

“I’m strictly an amateur. What could I
do, even supposing I didn’t get my throat cut?”

“This is Riley talking at you. Remember
me? You’ll figure something so don’t waste your breath telling me
different. Just let me know if you find a way I can
help.”

 


* * *

 


When they’d left the restaurant, Riley and
Wade had shook hands, then parted. Riley always used valet parking.
Wade’s truck was up the street. As he started toward it, a man
leaning against the wall of the restaurant stepped forward. “I’m
Conrad Hyder,” he said, extending his hand. “Barrlet said you
needed a bodyguard, Dr. Turklen.”

“I’m not convinced, but I listen to
people who know what they’re about,” Wade said, taking the offered
hand. Like Barrlet, he wasn’t an impressive man. But his handshake
was firm. His hairline was receding, but he had a full crop of
black hair. “How do we get started?” he asked. If this man had
found him here, a place he didn’t know he’d be, how hard would it
be for others to do the same thing? he wondered.

“I can’t afford those prices,” Hyder
said with a grin, tossing his thumb back toward the restaurant.
“But there’s a coffee shop up the block and a park another block
further on.”

“The park sounds good,” Wade said. As
he started up the walk, he noted Hyder took a moment to study those
behind them, then fell in step beside him, placing himself between
Wade and the street.

“I picked up a copy of that file from
Barrlet this morning. Interesting reading,” he said as they paused
before crossing the street. Again he took a look at those behind,
scanned traffic to his right, checked with care both to the left
and right, then stepped off the curb. Wade followed.

“What did you make of his
conclusions?”

“He’s not a god, but you’ll live longer
if you believe what he told you.”

As Hyder turned into the park, Wade followed,
then sat down beside him on the bench he’d chosen, one from which
he could see both cross streets.

“How’d you find me at that
restaurant?”

“Called Sturm’s office. They told me he
was having lunch with you at that joint.”

Wade shook his head. He had a lot to learn,
if he was determined to live privately. Or even live at all. “If
Barrlet is right about someone trying to kill me, I’m stumped.”
Wade felt a faint shiver ripple up his spine from his gut. “I don’t
have a clue as to who or why.”

“That’s no problem. What we do is stop
a guy who makes a try. Then we pound on him to get the
answers.”

“That sounds simple enough. Why don’t I
believe you?”

“How can you? You’ve never faced this
kind of thing. But it’s what I do.”

“Tell me how this works.”

Hyder smiled. “Something different. I like
that.”

Wade looked at him, clearly puzzled.

“Most first want to know everything
about me.”

“Barrlet says you’re tops. What else do
I need to know?”

“Good point,” Hyder said. “But for the
record I’m not as good as he is with my hands, but I am with a
weapon. The important point is that I’ve never lost a
client.”

“That last part sounds
good.”

Hyder chuckled. “It’s the whole of it.” He
paused to examine both streets once again. “Basically it’s simple.
I’ll usually be behind you. If I see something, I may move up
beside or beyond you. Ignore me. If a shooter connects us, he’ll
take me out, then go for you.

“If I say, ‘Drop,’ get on your face
like now. If I say, ‘Cover,’ find some fast. If I say run, make
like a deer. Got all that?”

Wade nodded. “I’m not sure running makes
sense. A bullet travels fast.”

“At thirty feet, a moving target is
tough to hit with a handgun. Toss in some zigs and zags, get about
sixty feet away, and you’re pretty much clear.”

“What if he chases me?”

“He won’t risk it. People notice a man
with a weapon. There’d be too many witnesses.”

“Running is one thing I know how to
do,” Wade said thoughtfully.

“Got a girlfriend?”

Wade shook his head.

“Then I sleep where you
sleep.”

“Same bed?”

Hyder grinned. “That’s a bit much. I get the
couch. And we don’t call out for food. We cook ourselves or go
hungry.”

“Are you any good at that?”

“No. How about you?”

“This is not going to be
fun.”

Hyder chuckled. “Do you shoot?”

Wade shook his head.

“Then we need to get you a weapon you
can carry. I’ll show you how to use it.”

Wade stared down at the grass as if counting
the number of blades he could see.

“You got a problem with
that?”

“Guns are for killing. I don’t want
one.”

“If I go down, you’ll be a sitting
duck.”

Wade didn’t answer, but the idea wasn’t new
to him. “A gun wouldn’t have helped that night.”

“I’m not going to win this round, am
I?” Hyder asked grimly.

“No,” Wade said emphatically. “What’s
the fee?”

“You get all of these remarkable
services for only eight hundred a day plus expenses.”

“Sounds good.”

“Wow!” Hyder cried. “Now that’s really
different.”

“How’s that?” Wade asked, puzzled once
again.

“Most scream loud and long when I
mention the fee.”

“Less than $34 an hour to risk your
life protecting mine? Sounds like a bargain to me.”

“I’ll be damned,” Hyder said, shaking
his head.

“What next?”

Hyder stood. “We’ve got to find you a place
to stay. Right now, your in-laws could be caught in a cross
fire.”

As Wade stood, another shiver rippled up his
back. He hadn’t even thought of that. And he should have.

 


* * *

 


It was two when Riley got back to his office.
He scanned the messages he’d received. He tossed the two that could
be ignored, then sat down to return the other three. In each case
he ended the call early with a comment that he had to make a
flight.

But except for making an occasional note, the
content of the calls went largely unnoticed. His mind was full of
Belinda and last night. And of the nights to come. God, he got hard
just thinking about her.

He thought about Alicia. Two weeks back,
they’d spent a weekend together. He’d never been with better
company and the sex had been fantastic. And she was interested;
she’d called twice. Why couldn’t he just say yes and tell Belinda
something had come up?

But she’d know he was lying; she always knew.
So what? What could she do? What would a divorce really cost
him?

But he knew the answer. He knew it all too
well. She would deny him her magnificent body. And her eager,
demanding embrace. In the light of day, it was easy to resolve not
to see her again. But as night approached, his resolutions
evaporated.

In every way he’d been able to look at it, he
knew it was wrong. No, not wrong. Unnatural maybe. Even unhealthy.
Maybe not for her, but it was for him.

Maybe he could make it happen after this
weekend. There was no reason to pass on her offer right now; they
had been far less frequent of late. Besides, she might just go for
that travel idea Wade had suggested.

If not, he’d make a strong move after the
weekend. Alicia was a wonder for sure. Maybe she had an answer.
Hell, maybe she was the answer.

 


* * *

 


With Sgt. Garcia at his side, Lt. Dunstun
stepped up to the receptionist’s desk at the LA News and
said, “We need to speak to Gaspard Rhienman.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” Ms. Herdly said, “but
he’s in an important meeting and can’t be disturbed.”

Lt. Dunstun laid his badge on the small desk.
“We can cuff him,” Dunstun said evenly, “drive him to the station,
and ask our questions there.”

“Just a moment, sir,” Ms. Herdly said
in a rush, her face suddenly pale. “Let me check with him.” She
quickly walked to an adjoining door, opened it and disappeared
inside.

Moments later a tall, slender man of about
fifty followed her back to her desk. His salt and pepper gray hair
had been neatly groomed this morning, but the tasks of the day had
nearly erased the effort. “How can I help, Lieutenant?” he asked
politely.

“Where can we find Estes
Viafanna?”

“Probably in the photo lab. Would you
like me to call and find out?”

Dunstun shook his head. “Show us the way. You
need to be present when we talk to him.”

With obvious reluctance, Rhienman started
off; Dunstun and Garcia followed closely. When Rhienman opened a
door and started toward a desk, they were right on his heels.
Seated behind it was a young man examining photos. “Viafanna,”
Rhienman said. “These officers wish to speak with you.”

“What’s up?” Viafanna asked with a
cheerful smile.

Sgt. Garcia reached out and placed a small
recorder on the desk, then pressed the record button.

“Are you acquainted with Ms. Geraldine
Rydenhouser?” Dunstun asked politely.

“I’ve talked with her on the phone, if
that’s what you mean.”

“She informed us in a recorded
conversation that you believe those who attacked and murdered the
family of Dr. Wade Turklen were members of the El Lobos
gang. Is this so?”

“No way. She asked if I could help
provide some authentication for her story. I told her that, but we
agreed the source was to remain anonymous.”

“How did you obtain that
information?”

Viafanna shrugged. “I just made it up. It’s a
reasonable guess, though.”

“She further claims she paid you four
thousand dollars for three photos of Dr. Turklen and his family.
Did she send the money?”

“Sure.”

“How did you obtain those
photos?”

“I took a shot of them that night at
the crime scene.”

“How did you obtain
entrance?”

“I picked up the call on my scanner and
got there before the cops did. So what’s the big deal?”

“Why were you there at all? It was a
private residence.”

“The public has the right to
know.”

“Do you recall meeting Ms. Judy Dolan
inside?”

“Sure.”

“She has stated you claimed to be a
police officer.”

“She had a gun. What was I supposed to
do?”

“After the house was sealed, one of the
rear windows was broken and someone entered the house. Any
ideas?”

“Why ask me?”

“Your fingerprints were found on the
glass and the windowsill.”

“That’s crap.”

“Also on the picture frame that
contained the three photos you sent to Ms. Rydenhouser. And on the
mantel itself. How do you explain this?”

“Somebody goofed.”

“Ms. Turklen’s jewelry is missing. It
was there when our lab team examined the bedroom and when we left
the scene after sealing the house.”

“What the hell does that have to do
with me?”

“Your prints are on the dresser and the
jewelry box.”

“I did check upstairs to see if there
was anything of interest. I may have touched the jewelry box then,
but I don’t remember doing so.”

“Ms. Dolan claims you did not go
upstairs. Your prints weren’t there when our team examined
it.”

“Where do you think you’re going with
all this crap?”

“Will you stand up, Mr.
Viafanna?”

“Why?”

“Do it,” Dunstun demanded.

Reluctantly, Viafanna stood. Seconds later,
Sgt. Garcia had cuffed him. “What the hell’s this?” he
demanded.

“You’re under arrest.”

“On what charge?”

“We’ll spell that out at the
station.”

Sgt. Garcia grabbed Viafanna’s cuffed hands
and shoved him toward the exit.

Rhienman said bluntly, “You’re fired.”

“Who gives a shit?” Viafanna snarled in
response.

As Dunstun turned off the recorder and
slipped it into his pocket, he said, “Mr. Rhienman, you better talk
to your legal department. Lester Montaign, on behalf of Dr. Wade
Turklen, is filing a lawsuit against this paper even as we speak.
It seems Dr. Turklen objects to you printing the photos of his
family after they were murdered.”

Before Dunstun turned toward the door, he
noted that Rhienman’s mouth was hanging open. Dunstun smiled
faintly. Sometimes the good guys win.

 


* * *

 


It was near midnight when Lt. Dunstun climbed
behind the wheel of his car and started for home. As he often did,
he chuckled, wondering if his wife of forty-five years would
recognize him. He couldn’t imagine what it might be, but he would
make tomorrow a special day for her. He had informed all he
wouldn’t be in. Or even available.

But he’d worry about Turklen. Still he was
content with one thing. Viafanna’s cocky certainty, his willingness
to chatter on incessantly about how smart he was, had given them
all they needed for a solid case. Many in the DA’s office would
scrap to get it, an easy win to their credit. But it wouldn’t help
Turklen.

Christ, did that guy get clobbered. And
despite the best efforts of a lot of good cops, they still had
nothing. From the morass of information collected from calls in
response to the reward offered, it was nearly impossible to
separate fact from error and downright lies. From it all, nothing
helpful had turned up.

Viafanna’s guess that the three were members
of El Lobos might prove to be correct. There had been hints
of this possibility in several calls. But then again, every gang in
the Valley had been mentioned. Nobody really had a handle on the
number of members El Lobos had, but in two rumbles, they’d
put over fifty soldiers into the fray armed with MAC-10s. And they
weren’t hesitant to shoot. The body counts were awesome.

He was confident that if he could make even
one of the three, he could nail the others. But how do I get even
one? he wondered.

Narcotics had several men undercover in the
area, for gangs were key figures in drug sales. Dunstun had called
in every favor owed. But he’d got nothing in response.

And it bothered him. Because if it had been
gang action, there was a gang motive. And there would be talk, if
only brag. Surely the experience with the two young girls would
stimulate interest. In fact, it might lead to copycat actions. If a
guy wants to demo power, what better way is there?

He’d seen such violence destroy good men. Was
there any way to explain to a man such as Turklen, one who makes
his own way? “No,” he murmured aloud.

He sighed as he turned into his driveway.
Before he even had a chance to act against those three, Turklen
would likely go down.

 



CHAPTER 6

 


When the remains of lunch, including a large
empty bowl of delicious salad, had been cleared away, Mama sat down
at the table again and said to Wade, “You used to smile a lot. I
haven’t seen one recently.”

“I’ll get there, Mama.”

“I still can’t believe you need a
bodyguard,” she said with a frown.

“We covered that, Mama,” Papa said. “If
it’s even possible someone is trying to kill Wade, it’s a wise
move.”

“But why can’t you stay here?” Mama
asked as she had several times earlier. “We’ve room for Mr. Hyder
as well.”

“If you or Papa got hurt, I’d never get
over it.”

Mama shook her head, struggling to accept
defeat. “Well,” she said, placing her palms on the table, “at least
we can help you get your things into your truck.”

Wade had turned down every other offer; he
felt compelled to accept this one. “Sounds good,” he said,
standing.

Each time he reached the door, he glanced at
the gray Ford in front of the neighbor’s place. When he got the
thumb-up sign from Hyder, he stepped on outside.

When they’d finished, they lingered at the
door for several moments. Mama gave Wade a kiss on the cheek and
hugged him tightly. There were tears in her eyes as she turned away
toward the kitchen. Papa followed him out onto the porch.

“You’re still weak, I know,” he said, a
sadness in his eyes. “In body, mind, and spirit. To fully recover,
you must deal with those animals, despite what Mr. Barrlet
said.”

“I know.”

“Let me help in any way I
can.”

“I will.”

Papa nodded and stepped back inside. A moment
before the door closed, Wade heard Mama cry out from the kitchen,
“What did you say to him?”

Wade smiled then, wondering what Papa would
say. But he would count on the man. Mama, too. Since Cynthia had
introduced him to them, they’d always been there.

If Dunstun struck out, he’d find a way. Hopes
and dreams must wait, along with rebuilding his life. Papa
understood. Likely Mama did, too.

 


* * *

 


Hyder had scoffed, but Wade had persisted.
He’d rented a modest two bedroom apartment; a man sleeps better in
a bed than on a couch and a good night’s rest might matter. Hyder
had insisted on a second floor unit. It didn’t take much to
convince Wade it was safer.

They spent the rest of the day and part of
Sunday buying the essentials they needed. Most of the food
purchased was fodder for the microwave.

Their travels helped Wade gain a better feel
for the way in which Hyder worked. He was shown a pattern of
driving, much the same as the one they used when walking. Hyder
occasionally pulled alongside or even ahead, but for the most part
followed.

Wade was also shown a dozen effective ways to
leave a following car behind. Doing so without alerting the driver
took more time and patience. Running was easy, given the powerful
engine and superior suspension in his SUV.

Wade had secured a coil of rope to the wall
below both windows in the back; kicking out the screen and tossing
one outside would provide a fast exit, if one was needed. Hyder
anchored a heavy bolt lock on the front door; it would be difficult
for anyone to break in.

While Hyder seldom drank, he accepted a glass
of rum over ice and shared tales of earlier experiences. Wade had
liked the man when they first met. Now he felt they would be
friends soon.

While Wade had thoroughly enjoyed Hyder’s
tales, it took time to get to sleep; the world was not as safe and
jolly as he had thought it to be.

 


* * *

 


Wade was expecting Judy and Erica Monday
morning. Still, at the knock on the door, he peaked out the window
before opening the door. After introducing Hyder, he said, “I’ll be
out by the pool.”

Wade nodded as he ushered his guests inside.
“Can I get you something?” he asked.

Erica shook her head, acknowledging the offer
with a smile. “I’m good,” Judy said as she and Erica sat down on
the couch.

Wade grabbed a chair from the kitchen and
straddled it facing them. Judy had sounded nervous on the phone.
And she looked even more so now. “What’s up?” he asked.

“Jim and I would like to buy your
home,” she said solemnly.

“Wow! Where did that come
from?”

“Erica took us inside Saturday for a
closer look. But Jim and I already knew it would be perfect for
us.”

“You and Cynthia were close. What about
ghosts?”

“You’ve been with my kids. They’ll
scare away any who linger.”

Stalling, Wade stood, reversed the chair,
then leaned closer to Judy on his elbows. “Are you sure about
this?”

She nodded. “Erica has a friend who made an
offer on our place yesterday. It may be enough to cover. We’d have
twice the house, and one twice as nice, for the same amount.”

“Erica,” Wade said, “you suggested
listing it at $2.1 million, that a counter offer of $1.9 might
work.”

Erica nodded.

“You suspected I’d take $1.8, didn’t
you?”

“I wasn’t sure,” she said, “but I
thought you might.”

Turning back to Judy, he said, “1.8 it is.
You get ten percent. That makes it $1.6 to you. I was hoping to get
it cleaned up and remodeled for about a hundred thousand. But if
you and Jim handle that, $1.5 works for me.”

“That’s not fair,” Judy said
softly.

“If Cynthia were here, she’d
agree.”

“She often said she didn’t know what
you’d do next,” Judy said quietly. “But this is unbelievable. I
feel like a thief.”

“Don’t,” he said. “I’m delighted you
feel it will suit you. And I think it will. What’s more, I’d far
rather have you looking after the place than a stranger. By
comparison, the money doesn’t matter at all.” Wade turned to Erica.
“Can you draw up a counter offer? If we adjust the selling price,
Judy can save a bundle in taxes.”

Erica nodded, opened her briefcase and
selected a form.

“Show me where to sign.”

“I haven’t filled it out
yet.”

“Just point.”

She did, handed him a pen, and he signed.

“Stay as long as you like, but I’ve got
to go.” He stood, clasped Judy’s cheeks in his hands and bent down
to kiss her on the forehead. “I hope you find as much joy there as
Cynthia and I did.”

“I will,” she said.

Wade turned and left. When he started down
the stairs, Hyder rose from his chair by the pool and followed. As
Wade climbed into his truck, he became aware of a deep sense of
loss, that of a dear friend. It didn’t seem possible he’d be
willing to visit Judy in her new home, one he and Cynthia had
built.

 


* * *

 


Tuesday morning, Wade spent a delightful hour
chatting with Dr. Mason in his small office at Cal Tech. Light
bounced off the top of his head, but he had an abundance of hair on
the sides, a dark, attractive gray. He needed the thick bifocals he
wore, but Wade had always felt something lighter than the heavy
horn-rimmed frames might be more comfortable.

“I wonder,” he said, “if I was wrong to
leave. I love being on the campus again. Here it’s easier to focus
on things that matter.”

“I’ve known many students,” Dr. Mason
said, “as I came to know you. Trust these old eyes. You have much
to do. And despite your tragic loss, you won’t be able to keep
yourself from embracing that challenge.”

Wade was reviewing what the man had said when
there was a knock on the door. Dr. Mason stood, a man of modest
height with an angular frame which gave little hint of the frailty
of age. As he opened the door, he said, “Come in, Brian,” then
moved back to his desk.

The man who strode into the room exuded a
quiet self-confidence that grabbed Wade immediately. His wavy dark
brown hair fell nearly to his shoulders. His piercing glance
through the large lenses of his gold-framed glasses might annoy, if
it weren’t for the pleasant smile reflected in them.

As Wade stood, Brian took the offered hand
with a firm grip, examining Wade closely.

“Dr. Turklen,” Dr. Mason said, “Dr.
Whitkoff.”

“I’m delighted to meet you, Dr.
Turklen.” Smiling broadly, he continued, “Among the many legends on
this campus, I’m attracted to yours.”

“Is Whitkoff an Irish name?” Wade asked
with a slight smile. “There’s some blarney in that.”

“Some perhaps,” Brian said with a smile
as both men sat down. “But I’d love to work for you, Dr.
Turklen.”

Wade leaned out with his elbows on his knees,
still smiling. “We might get to that, given two conditions.”

“Yes,” Brian said, waiting with a touch
of anxiety.

“The name’s Wade, not Dr. Turklen. And
you’d be working with me, not for me.”

Brian paused, a little taken aback. Finally
he said evenly, “I can deal with that, sir.”

“And pass on those sirs.”

“Okay.”
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