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    Thus says the LORD: Do not let the wise boast in their wisdom, do not let the mighty boast in their might, do not let the wealthy boast in their wealth; but let those who boast boast in this, that they understand and know me, that I am the LORD; I act with steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in the earth, for in these things I delight, says the LORD.


    Jeremiah9:2324
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    I’m pulling into the scene now. There are four dead, but Jackie wasn’t hurt. I’ll be back in touch, Dad, as soon as I know more.” FBI Special Agent Paul Falcon parked behind a Chicago squad car within sight of the blue-and-white restaurant awning with Falcons scrolling across the fabric. He shoved the phone back in his pocket. It was just after eleven p.m. and the dark street was bathed in the flashing lights of squad cars. FBI Agent Sam Truebone met him as he cut between the medical examiner’s van and the crime-scene van.


    “I’ve seen Jackie, talked to her,” Sam said immediately. “Your sister is furious, but fine.”


    Paul felt the sharp edge of his tension ease off. Being on the other side of town when the shooting occurred had made the drive a slice of private abyss. “Who’s got the scene?”


    “Lieutenant Sinclair.”


    Chicago PD had sent one of their top homicide cops. The woman wasn’t hard to spot, as she controlled the scene, people flowing to and away from her. Paul headed her direction.


    “Hello, Kate.”


    “Your sister’s fine.”


    “I heard that.”


    “One of your father’s places,” she added.


    “When is it not?” His father’s empire ran to so many corners of the nation, pockets of family business showed up everywhere he turned. “Need some help?”


    She smiled at him. Not the one she normally gave himwarm, welcoming, and often amusedthis was her cop’s smile, cool and assessing, but willing to play nice. “I don’t mind working with the Feds when it suits me, and in this case it does. This shooter is one of yours.”


    “That fits the night this is becoming. Which one?”


    “Andrew Waters. We’ve got him on tape. Rick Ulaw, undercover narcotics cop with the sixteenth precinct, was having dinner with his wife. Waters walked up to the table and shot him twice in the back and once in the head. He then killed three civilians who got in his way. He left the scene in a dark blue sedan. His photo is out to every cop in the state, and newscasts have just put it up. If he’s in Chicago, he’s ours. If he’s slipped out, you can help haul him back so I can bust him.”


    “You’ll have everything we have on him within the hour. And I’ll personally take any assignment you want to give me. You want flyers plastered on telephone poles in Mexico, I’m your guy.”


    “I’ve already called Marcus and told him I want Quinn on it tonight coordinating the manhunt. Leave Sam with me, and give me Christopher Zun. I like him.”


    “You’ll have them.”


    She was married to an FBI agent, had the head of the U.S. Marshals as a close friend, and called the Chicago Police her territory. Kate would get whatever she needed to run the case. And he was wise enough to let her have a clear field to do it. If Waters could be run to ground tonight, Kate would get it done. Paul could delegate the work, but he couldn’t delegate family. And right now he had family to deal with.


    Kate must have been thinking along the same lines. She nodded toward the restaurant. “Go convince your sister to go home. We’ve got the scene handled. As ugly as this case is, it is also simple. I backtrack to figure out who hired someone to kill a cop, and I chase the shooter into a rathole somewhere.”


    “Waters has no known family or friends in Chicago, but he’s got a connection to the Lacomb crime syndicate, and they work this far north.”


    “Thanks.”


    Paul nodded and headed into the restaurant. He knew whom he could trust, and he could trust Sam and Kate. The case and the chase were in good hands.


    Waters. The name had actually crossed his mind as a possible suspect when word of the shootings first hit. Paul knew the man’s work, and the original report had sounded like his MO. Waters had been hired for nine murders and managed to chalk up a body count of sixteen. Now he was at ten and nineteen. Cops had clipped Waters’s car in Virginia, cornered him in Boston, and shot him once in Philadelphia, and no one had ever been able to get a good enough hold on him to snap on cuffs. He’d disappeared into Mexico three years ago, and they had been working a cold case trying to stir him out of the muck. This time cops were on the trail within the hour. They might have him tonight.


    The restaurant main dining area showed the chaos of eventschairs overturned, meals abandoned, the violence at table twenty-two. Officer Ulaw’s body had been removed as well as two of the civilians. The medical examiner was still working over the waitress who had been shot. Paul could smell the blood and lingering gunpowder, overlaid with the burned smell of overcooked food.


    This was absolutely senseless violence. Waters could have shot the detective in the parking lot, or walking into the precinct, or in his car at a stoplight. Waters had chosen to shoot his victim in a crowded restaurant. He liked others to see his violence; he enjoyed killing bystanders who got in his way. They would have to catch him to end this. Waters reveled in killing too much to ever stop. If Kate didn’t get him tonight, Paul would on one of the tomorrows. It was a small corner of family truth that a Falcon didn’t stop hunting.


    Observing the scene, Paul found himself wishing his lady shooter had been hired for this hit instead of Watersat least then there would have been no bystanders killed. She’d never shot other than her target. She had never killed her victim where the family would see the death or where a child was present. She’d shot thirty people in the head, but treated it as business to be done carefully and precisely. She’d been quiet for nine years. He’d never come close to catching her, but she remained on his mind. And he was still quietly hunting her.


    He was the FBI’s top murder cop, and hired shooters stayed at the top of his priority list. Tonight he regretted more than ever that he hadn’t caught Waters in time. Paul stepped carefully around the room and moved toward the voices in the kitchen.


    His father would be here by first light, to do what could be done to help the victims’ families, to do what could be done to help those who had seen this violence. The Falcon restaurant would reopen, after it had been gutted, after the image of this tragedy had been erased.


    It would reopen with his father at the doors and welcoming the first guests. Paul knew his dad.


    And he knew his sister. “Don’t throw that, Jackie.”


    He ducked as a white mixing bowl came sailing toward him. It hit the door and then the floor and cracked into pieces.


    “You’ve been hunting this guy for years and you haven’t caught him yet? You let him stay out there and do this to my guests, my place?”


    He ducked another bowl. He’d taught her to throw as a kid and done a good job. He held up a hand and pointed a finger at her. She wavered on the third bowl and set it back on the counter.


    “Rough night. Sorry about that.”


    He was near enough now to simply wrap his arm around her shoulders and hug her.


    “Four dead, Paul. Four.” Her voice was muffled against his shirt.


    He rubbed his hand across her hair and let out a harsh breath. “Glad you weren’t one of them.”


    “Trish worked for me for a year. She’s a sweet kid.”


    “No one is going to rest until this guy’s caught. It’s what is left that we can do, and we’ll get it done.”


    “He killed a cop.” Her voice trembled. “That’s your table when you come for a meal. It could have been you.”


    “It wasn’t.”


    He could feel the energy and passion burning out of her. The crime-scene tape marked the area she couldn’t enter, but what was within her reach had been scrubbed down and set back to order. The grills and the stoves were glistening clean, the food in process packed away. At least she wasn’t running away from it; she was reclaiming the place. The Falcon family would help.


    “Let’s go home, Jackie. Let me take you home, and tomorrow we’ll deal with the rest of this.”


    She picked up a satchel holding her recipes and personal chef knives, along with the cluttered pad of paper she liked to think of as her business plan. “Can you drive with sirens so we’re not crawling home an hour from now?”


    “Lights, but not sirens. You were the one who wanted to live out in the suburbs.”


    “You’re on the fourth floor of a building that has no grass. I want better for myself.”


    He smiled, relieved to hear the normal complaint. He took her out the back way, through the alley and around to his car, managing to bypass the media hunting for a photo and a story. He took his sister home.
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    Paul walked into Chicago PD headquarters at 4:17 a.m., cleared through security, and found Lieutenant Kate Sinclair in the third-floor command center. The darkened room was crowded with people watching a live video feed on the wall shot from a police helicopter.


    Sam walked over and handed him a coffee. “He’s on Interstate74 heading west. Two cops identified Waters and the car at a light just outside Peoria, gave chase. He took a few wild shots, then tried to drive down an embankment to cut away from them and busted up his car. He’s running ahead of them now, leaking oil, and they are bringing in cars and boxing him in. State police are going to stop him at Sanders Point.”


    A flash of bright light tore through the room, turning it into instant daylight.


    The helicopter’s camera adjusted, and a burning wreck filled the screenstationary, crumbled, and tossing off flames.


    Cop cars that had tracked in behind the fleeing car began pulling into the frame, stopping well back. The pilot in the air had jerked away at the explosion and now panned around an oddly dark area and moved to hover back from the crash site.


    “What happened? Back the tape up and toss it on the second screen,” Kate ordered.


    The crash replayed.


    “Doesn’t look like he lost control. That was a hundred miles an hour right into a power pole,” the cop beside her said.


    The tape looped and replayed again. The cop nodded and used his pointer to trace part of the image before and after the crash. “Transformer blew up and took out power to the homes around it. Look at all the lights no longer on.”


    Sam shifted where he stood to better see the video. “I did not expect this ending.”


    “I’ll take this outcome over a shootout with cops,” Paul decided. It was done. Waters died without taking out more cops, and that was its own relief.


    Kate, standing in front of the screen, hands shoved into her pockets, watched the cops on the ground now using fire extinguishers to control the blaze. Paul moved forward to join her. “Sorry, Kate. You won’t be able to ask who hired him.”


    “I’ll still figure it out.” She turned to look at him. “This side of the case is over but for the paperwork. Mind if I keep your guys a few more hours working on the why?”


    “No problem. Thanks for doing my job.”


    She gave a small smile. “You could have rightfully made a fuss about taking over the case. You didn’t, so I’d say we’re even. Sorry it was your family’s place where this happened.”


    “You can come over and be my guest when it reopens next month. Anything you need to help find out who paid to have your cop killed, don’t hesitate to ask. Wiretaps, warrants, extra coffee for your guyslet me know.”


    “I’ll do that.”


    He nodded and headed to the door.


    “Paul.”


    He turned back.


    “When they offer you the top job, take it.”


    He smiled. “Now why are you squeezing me like that, beautiful Kate?”


    “It’s the first time in my memory local cops and FBI haven’t wanted to push each other into the Chicago River. I’m getting used to you.”


    “Have to say I’m beginning to feel the same.” She’d married a good friend of his, and he was coming to like this Chicago cop more with each passing year. “Oh, and, Kate?” He held up the cup. “FBI has still got the better coffee.”


    He left with her laughter following him. The day ahead would be run on two hours of sleep, for he had meetings beginning at seven a.m., but it would be a good day all the same.
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    The Chicago FBI office had blast barriers at curbside, and layers of check-in and security to reach the elevators. Having waded through the process a few times in the past, Ann ran an experienced eye around the lobby and chose one of the more seasoned officers working the check-in desk. She offered her badge. “Officer Ann Silver. I’m here to see Agent Paul Falcon.”


    “Do you have an appointment, ma’am?”


    “No.”


    He didn’t recognize the police department on her badge but was polite enough not to say so. “I’ll need to check your credentials, ma’am. Do you have a business card with department phone numbers?”


    She offered one from her pocket. “Ask for the acting sheriff.”


    He picked up the phone and made the call.


    Her office transferred the call. The phone in her pocket rang.


    She pulled her phone out and answered. “Hi, again.” She closed the phone with a small smile. “Sorry, couldn’t resist.”


    He leaned against the counter to share the smile. “Small department?”


    “You just talked to the entire staff.”


    “This does present a quandary.”


    “How about we try this. I came to Chicago to see the Cubs-Cardinals game tonightI scored third-row seats behind first base. Make a call and ask Agent Falcon to come down to the lobby. Let me show him two photos. If it turns out it’s not worth his time, you can keep the tickets to the game.”


    “You’re that sure?”


    “I am.”


    “Which case should I reference?”


    “I have no idea what he calls it. Tell him it’s regarding the lady shooter he’s been hunting for several years.”


    The desk officer made the call. “He’ll come down,” he told her, “but it may be a few minutes. You’ll find the bench is more comfortable than the chairs.”


    “Thanks.” She settled in to wait, out of habit pulling out a paperback she was reading. She didn’t mind the wait. Today was as close to a vacation day as she’d had this year, and if she could pass one more case off her desk, all the better. She planned to head home after the game without much of a voice left and half sick on hot dogs and popcorn, and if she timed it right she’d be at the ballpark early enough to watch batting practice and get an autograph or two.


    “Officer Silver.” The check-in officer nodded toward the man getting off the south elevator. “There he is.”


    She got up from the bench and waited while Agent Falcon came through the security barriers. He was a tall man with authority in his stride, wearing a business suit that didn’t come off the rack. She had done enough digging to know his reputation and what was on his desk. Despite his rank and seniority, he stayed working cases rather than lead a bureau office. He was as far from the politics of the bureau as a murder cop could get, and that made him the guy who could do something with what she had. He was presently working on too much caffeine and not much sleep, she thought, noting the coffee mug in his hand and the grim tightness around his eyes. She would wonder at why, but she’d spent too many days working without sleep herself to find it unusual.


    “Agent Falcon, this is Officer Ann Silver.”


    She stepped away from others in the lobby, opened her flight bag, and removed two photos. She didn’t bother to explain; she simply offered them. He took the photos. His watch looked expensive, and the ring was FBI academy. She had assumed he was married, but his left hand was bare.


    She saw the flare of heat in his eyes as he recognized the murders. Since the photos were copies of ones in his own files, she had assumed they would hit a chord. His gaze shot to hers. She took the punch of annoyance in his gaze because she deserved it, because she had set him up for it. She had chosen those two murders out of the thirty the lady had done for a reason, but the photos themselves were merely cover for her visit. The news she had come to share wasn’t something she planned to write down anywhere. “I’ve got the guy who arranged her services in my morgue,” she said quietly, simply, and let the words hang in the silence between them. She knew their implications.


    He did too. He studied her face, weighing the way she had said it, scanned the badge displayed on her belt, and nodded toward the elevators. “Come up with me.”


    The check-in officer smiled as he handed her a visitor pass. She clipped it onto her jacket, followed Agent Falcon to the security scanners, and emptied her pockets into the basket.


    “You’ll need to check your weapon, ma’am, and pick it up when your business is done,” the security officer said.


    “No. You can issue me a weapon clearance. Please do so.”


    “I can’t issue a clearance without”


    “I’ll vouch for her.” The bureau’s Midwest counterterrorism chief coming around behind them interrupted. “Give her the weapon clearance. How you doing, Ann?”


    “Catching the game tonight.”


    He was now at the elevator, but he held the door before stepping in. “Yeah? Want company?”


    “Lisa beat you out.”


    “My loss. Call me before you head home. I got your wiretaps approved.”


    “You couldn’t keep that news to yourself until after the game?”


    He grinned. “Take good care of her, Falcon. I still owe her for two speeding tickets.”


    She clipped on the weapon clearance and re-stuffed her belongings into her pockets. She waited until they were alone in the elevator. “His mom is my next-door neighbor,” she said, not needing to explain but figuring it didn’t hurt to cut politics out of the equation.


    Agent Falcon half smiled. “I didn’t ask.”


    “Didn’t have to.”


    She followed him onto the sixth floor and down a long hallway. Paul worked in a decent-sized office, but both chairs across from his desk looked uncomfortable. She chose the one near the wall and dumped her flight bag on the other one. She set her recorder on his desk and clicked it on.


    “Four weeks ago there was a wreck on Interstate72. The driver died. Something was off about the scene, and the patrol officer called me in. Think heavy rain, absent quarter moon, and truckers hauling grain in a steady parade as the barges on the river got jammed up by a damaged lock gate. Not an ideal situation for working a car crash. The car rolled, flipped, smashed, and ended upside down in a bean field. It took out a small metal storage bin, six fence posts, and twenty feet of electric fencing and barbwire. The Angus bull in the field with the downed barbwire was not happy with the flashing cop lights and constant truck traffic, and since he was worth six figures, the bull for a time got as much attention as the wreck, once it was confirmed the driver was dead and that it would take the fire department to cut him out.”


    She watched Agent Falcon as she talked and gave a half smile as she reached for the pause on the recorder. “Get a drink, pace, make faces at your window, whatever, because I tell long stories, enjoy the telling, and don’t plan to repeat myself to whomever else you want to hand this case to later. So I’ll tell it my way, record it, and you’ll have what I’ve got. I’m not inclined to fly north again just because I missed a detail you might one day need.”


    She was enjoying herself, Paul thought, and she was going somewhere interesting with her narrative. She’d delivered her statement in the lobby with exquisite timing. She had the tempo of a good storyteller. She liked telling stories. And he had a feeling she would back up that initial statement with just as exquisite timing. “What can I get you to drink?”


    Ann decided she liked Paul’s smile and offered a full one of her own. “Caffeine-free Diet Coke if you’ve got it, hot chocolate if you want me to shut up for a while, lemonade if you’re being ornery.”


    He opened the small refrigerator under his desk and handed her a Diet Coke, no caffeine, pulled a root beer out for himself, and settled back in his office chair.


    “Brownie points for it being extra cold.” She popped the tab and started the recorder again. “As the patrol officer was a suspicious sort, and I run that way on even my good days, we took enough time to flip a tarp over the car before we dealt with the six-figure and very angry bull. The tarp couldn’t do anything for the flood dumping out of the sky, but it kept the volume of water accumulating in the wreck to a minimum.


    “The Caldwell County Fire Department arrived to cut open the car frame, the ME removed the body, and everything that wasn’t dirt, beans, or grass was hauled onto a flatbed, covered with the tarp again, and taken into evidence for review at a secure and thankfully dry warehouse.


    “There is enough video and stills of the scene to count as being there, including a large number of fascinating lightning strikes that washed out otherwise perfectly focused shots. Lightning split three trees that night, and one tree closed a lane of the Interstate shortly after three a.m. I figure we earned the overtime. I doubt the front row of a rock concert would have been any louder than that storm.” She paused to take a long drink before continuing.


    “The patrol officer didn’t like the car crash. It didn’t make sense to him. I had the same sense of unease. Why was the guy speeding during bad weather? Unless he had suicidal intentions, his actions made no sense. He wasn’t a twenty-something who thought he’d have fun hydroplaning on a wet highway. He didn’t have a heart attack and swerve around with chest pain. He simply decided to go a hundred plus on an Interstate, weaving around truckers and running faster than his lights could see in the rain. He was going to crash, and he had to know that. So why was he speeding?”


    She let the question hang in the air while she stretched out her legs and crossed her ankles, trying to accommodate her body to the chair that was not very comfortable.


    “Truckers on that stretch of Interstate are a friendly bunch in the middle of the night. We’ve got a string of eyewitnesses to the wreck and its aftermath, most interviews done verbally over the open air of the radio, but real-time enough and varied in detail enough they piece together a mosaic.


    “According to two truckers, the sedan pulled onto the Interstate at mile marker thirty-five. The sedan was rolling with traffic until mile marker fifty-two, when he began to speed. By mile marker sixty-five we’ve got truckers complaining to each other about the idiot speeding around them. A patrol officer hears the chatter, turns around to come back on the Interstate.


    “The driver lost control and crashed at mile marker eighty-two. Overlapping radio calls reported the crash to the emergency dispatcher at 10:19 p.m.


    “Statements from four truckers confirm a second car stopped to render assistance. A white sedan with Missouri plates, two guys in jackets and ball caps. All said it looked like the two guys were attempting to assist the driver. We’ve confirmed the second vehicle was two miles back when the crash occurred.


    “The second vehicle was not at the scene when the patrol officer arrived.


    “I now have security-camera footage from every truck stop, warehouse, and business that faces the Interstate from mile marker twenty to mile marker one hundred for the night in question. The second car was also speeding, but not excessively. The two cars were never closer than a mile to each other. It wasn’t a bump and crash or a high-speed chase. After stopping to render assistance and then departing, the white sedan left the Interstate between mile marker eighty-five and mile marker ninety. The only options along that stretch of highway are back-country roads, which suggests the men were locals who knew the area. Four weeks of poking around should have given me another look at the car if it was local, but it hasn’t been spotted again. So it’s a mystery.”


    She wasn’t one to like a mystery, even though she spent her workdays solving them, and she frowned a bit as she thought back on the search for the second vehicle. She’d managed to peel back most of the layers of this case, but a few unknowns remained. She glanced up, found Paul watching her. She appreciated a guy who could listen without interrupting. “Because I’ve got a curious streak to go with my suspicious bent, I backtracked the driver for the day before the crash.


    “The dead man entered First National Bank in Dorado Springs, Missouri, at 11:17 a.m. on the day he would die and closed a safe-deposit box. The teller who assisted him with the box stated it was eight by seventeen by two, heavy when he carried it to the privacy booth and empty when he returned it to the safe-deposit box vault. He had rented the same box for thirty-eight years. The security tape has a decent photo and shows him carrying a black briefcase in and out of the bank.


    “He ate a late lunch in Jefferson City and carried the briefcase inside with him where he set it on the bench beside him but did not open it. He had roast beef, ate alone, and the waitress remembers a quiet guy who paid cash and left a generous tip. He filled up with gas at the Shell station in Farber. Security cameras show him alone. He pulled onto Interstate72 at mile marker thirty-five and was dead at mile marker eighty-two.” Ann paused, struck again by the sadness of the last day of his life. She could find answers, but not change the tragedy.


    “Back to the crash. At dawn, the patrol officer and I walked the bean field and the roadside, compared notes, and then headed to the evidence warehouse where the wreck had dripped mostly dry.


    “The first thing recovered from the car was a nice Glock, two full clips, no shots fired. It was taped under the passenger side seat.


    “The glove box held an owner’s manual, car registration, insurance card, half a roll of quarters, and maps of Ohio, Illinois, Missouri, and Iowa.


    “The trunk was crumpled shut, forced open, and found to be empty but for a spare tire, jack, and an extra gallon of windshield wiper fluid, now busted open and splashed around the space.


    “A hanging clothes bag in the back seat had one change of clothes, toiletries, and a pair of dress shoes. Nice stuff, but not new.


    “Miscellaneous items recovered from the mud under the car once it was removed from the bean field were a fast-food sack from McDonald’s, a windbreaker, and two old pocket day planners, brown and blue covers respectively, from ten and thirteen years before.


    “A broken briefcase handle was pulled from the mangled passenger door frame. The clasp had sheared off the case. We still haven’t recovered the damaged briefcase itself. It wasn’t in the car wreck, and it wasn’t in the bean field or thrown out on the roadside.


    “Personal effects taken into evidence at the scene were eyeglasses, a nice watch, a plain wedding ring, and a current day planner from his shirt pocket. His wallet had forty-eight dollars in cash, two credit cards, a gas card, driver’s license, and a receipt from a bookstore in Missouri for two newspapers. No photographs. No health insurance card. No checkbook.


    “He had no phone on him. We went back through the wreck looking for a phone or any signs a phone had been therea charger, a caseand came up with nothing. Security tapes of him in the twenty-four hours before the crash never show him on a phone.” Ann was still surprised she hadn’t found a phone.


    “We headed from the car wreck to the ME’s office. The deceased is a Caucasian male, early to mid-seventies, one sixty, five nine, hazel eyes, in good health, taking no prescriptions. The cause of death is impact injuries.


    “His fingerprints are not on file. His DNA gave no match. There has been no missing-person report filed anywhere in the U.S. that matches his description.


    “His license is a nice forgery. His credit cards are clones for cards owned by a man in hospice in Oregon. The VIN numbers on the car don’t match the registration. The car registration and plates belong to a junked same-make-and-model in Indiana. The gun trace disappears into a police stolen-items report from a gun store robbery six years ago in Nevada.


    “The day planner in his pocket reads like gibberish, as did the two day planners recovered from the mud under the car. One from ten years ago, another from thirteen years ago, a current planner in his shirt pocket. Where are the rest of them? I figure the ripped-open and now-missing briefcase had a stack of them.


    “Working assumptionhe emptied out a bank safe-deposit box, someone knew that, tailed him, planning to acquire the contents of the box. He made the tail, tried to outrun them, failed miserably and crashed. They stopped, confirmed he was dead, retrieved the briefcase and probably a phone, and got as far away from the scene as they could before the patrol officer arrived.” She paused and tipped the soda can toward him. “A nice story, since I like to tell them, and a pure guess, but it’s a tidy theory.”


    She couldn’t tell if Paul liked her tidy theory or not, but it was a good one just the same. He was turning his pen end to end, his fingers sliding down and turning it a hundred and eighty degrees in a steady twenty-second beat, and he was still carefully listening. She liked a guy who could listen to a story, appreciate its telling, and not interrupt the flow of it. She would know she had him when that pen stopped its graceful path, and what was the point of a good story if she couldn’t touch a moment of surprise in its telling? She settled her cold drink back on the coaster and turned the story to the reason she was sitting in his office on, for her, a rare vacation day.


    “A day planner written in some kind of code had my attention even in the rain of a stormy night, and it was still holding my attention over the next few days as leads to chase worked themselves into the weeds. My driver remained a mystery, and I was stalled for a name. As the day planner in his pocket began to look like my best chance of identifying him, I started working on the code. Being stubborn along with suspicious, I kept eliminating what it was not, on the assumption I’d eventually find what it was.


    “I cracked the code four days ago. He was offsetting his alphabet based on what day of the week the first day of the month came on, reversing his numbers right to left, and swapping first and last digits. It was the same code in all three day planners. He’s been a creature of habit through the years.


    “The day planners are boring reading on the whole.


    “He recorded the price of gas, baseball game scores, the DOW index closing price, and occasionally lunch expenses. Nothing looks like a phone number. There are some appointmentsplace, time, and initialsincluding several appointments coming up over the next few months. By the time I transcribed and read the three planners there was a nice tug going on about a few of the notations. Toss out everything trivial and they stand out as unusual.


    “Since the only thing I like to do better than tell a story is to remember odd and trivial facts, you’ll have to trust me for now that the following quotes are accurate.


    “MAY 22, 1999


    Call from TM


    Called Miss LS


    JULY 7, 1999


    Saw news YM died


    JULY 20, 1999


    TM $250,000 deposit cleared


    Paid Miss LS $220,000


    “And another:


    AUGUST 14, 2002


    Call from GN


    Called Miss LS


    OCTOBER 7, 2002


    Saw news VR died


    OCTOBER 25, 2002


    GN $300,000 deposit cleared


    Paid Miss LS $270,000


    “July 7, 1999, and Saw news YM died, turns out to be a rather unique combination. My search turned up the name Yolanda Meeks. And I landed in the middle of your murder investigation.”


    His pen stopped moving.


    “VR and October 7, 2002, gave me Victor Ryckoff. And there I was again. In your murder investigation.”


    She waited a beat. She had him.


    “SoI know it is thin, but is it enough I can dump this guy and this wreck off my desk and onto yours?”


    “I’ll take it all.”


    She grinned. “I knew I’d like you.”


    He had gone from politely listening to seriously focused, and she could almost see the speed of his thoughts as he ran the prior cases in his mind looking for initials. He’d probably interviewed one of the people who had hired the lady shooter to make a hit. She would not want to be in Falcon’s crosshairs when he came hunting with this new information.


    “I’ve got the wrecked car, its contents, his personal effects, the body, a bunch of photos, security disks, and a stack of interviews. You’ll need to send someone to pick them up.”


    “Done. I need to see the day planners as soon as possible.”


    She opened her flight bag and held up a manila envelope sealed in an evidence bag. “Three day planners and my code-breaking how-to guide, driver’s license, car registration and insurance, credit cards and gas card, a still image from the bank security camera of the man before he died, and as an added bonus I tossed in fingerprints and photos of the two who might have acquired the briefcase. I just need a signature for the evidence chain of custody.”


    He held up the pen. “Got the paperwork?”


    She handed it to him.


    He signed with a bold, legible signature, printed his name, and added a federal case number beneath it.


    She handed him the evidence bag.


    “We didn’t have her initials,” he said. “And the guy in your morgue might be Charles Ash.”


    “See? You’re already making more progress than I did. You can have fun with it, and I can go enjoy a ball game.”


    “You don’t want to stay on the case?”


    “Why would I? Assuming my idea of a tail is accurate and someone intentionally took the briefcase and the rest of the day planners, they know by now three day planners are missing. They are going to want them back. I’d just as soon they try to take them from you than from me.”


    “The wreck was four weeks ago. They likely would have tried by now.”


    “I’m reasonably sure they have, and failed in the attempts. They tried for the wreck and found it guarded by a very unfriendly police dog, who was keeping a restored Corvette in the same warehouse safe. They tried for the evidence room, but it’s a former bank vault. Jesse James tried to rob the bank back in 1871, blew a hole in the building, and still couldn’t get it open. They may have tried to hack the department computer system, if you can call a couple connected PCs a network. I’m hoping they made it to the case files, because if they got a copy of the property inventory, it lists three day planners with the notation destroyed by water, unreadable.”


    “Nicely played.”


    “I wasn’t sure, but I was working a hunch even back then. The pictures from the warehouse break-in didn’t give me much to work withtwo middle-aged white guys, jackets, hats, glovesbut they didn’t stay ghosts. They tried a tail on and off for the first couple weeks, but it’s hard to tail me in my own backyard. I reversed it back on them a couple times and showed them some very boring countryside and dead ends. Restaurant staff said Southern accent for both of them, which gets interpreted in my stretch of the world as Georgia rather than Texas. I haven’t seen them in the last couple weeks. I figured they would send someone representing a loved one of the victim and try to claim the driver’s possessions, but there have been no inquiries. I’m still surprised they haven’t gone that route.


    “They may have concluded the risk is passed, so why stir up trouble by pursuing it further. As far as anyone watching could tell, I worked the case for three days, touched it again briefly in weeks one and two, and haven’t done anything on it the last couple weeks. The ME is done and the body will be cremated in three months by the county if a loved one isn’t located. The car wreck will go to scrap once the paperwork goes through the bureaucracy. The personal belongings will linger in storage for a year or so depending on when space is needed to be reclaimed. The case is over.”


    “Who knows about the day planner code and what you figured out?”


    “Me. You.”


    “You’ve told no one the day planners were in code, told no one you had a puzzle to solve?”


    She liked the fact he was a skeptic, and smiled at him. “I recovered the day planners at the scene, including the one from his shirt pocket, and it’s my handwriting putting them into evidence. No one else ever opened them. And I’m good at keeping my mouth shut when it suits me.


    “I burn my trashit’s the country. My scratched-out attempts to crack the code no longer exist. I’m about six months behind in finishing my reports. I have them transcribed from audiotape so the law clerk has enough work and can keep her job. The tapes for this case and several others are still in the evidence vault in a box I misfiled a decade ago, where I keep all kinds of personal things, including a few nicely autographed baseball cards. When I say it’s possible for you to collect and have everything that exists on this case, I’m being literal.”


    She rose. “You want to get busy with those documents, and I want to get to the game, so I’m going to head out. Why don’t we leave it that you’ll call me tomorrow when you have arrangements made to pick up the wreck and the rest of it.” She clicked off the recorder, ejected the digital card and the tape duplicate, and handed them to him.


    He stood up. “Better yet, let me head down with you. We’ll stop on three and get an evidence guy scheduled to pick up the wreck and then talk to the ME about transferring the body. I can at least escort you to the lobby before I dive into this.” He locked the evidence bag and the tapes in his office safe. “Can you have the rest of it, the security tapes and interviews, packed up and under seal to be picked up tomorrow?”


    “I can.” She picked up her bag and followed him. Falcon led the way to the elevators and pushed the down button just as the stairway door opened and an agent walked through, scanning a report in his hand.


    “Dave,” Ann said.


    Kate’s husband, Dave Sinclair, glanced over and his face lit up with a smile.


    “Ann’s in the house.” Dave slung his arm across her shoulders and hugged her. “I gotta feed you, woman, and bug you with toddler pictures.”


    “Got them on you?”


    He reached for his wallet and dumped out a handful of photos.


    “Holly’s got her mom’s smile.” Ann turned one of the photos toward him. “I told you she was going to love the wrapping paper.”


    “She’s eaten the ear off your fuzzy kitten.”


    “I figured she would.”


    “Coming to dinner?”


    “Lisa and I are hitting the game.”


    “Perfect day for it. Come for breakfast then. Kate would love to see you. She’s setting you up with her new hire, some guy from Scotland Yard.”


    “Not this trip, but I’ll enjoy dodging her attempt.”


    “Something interesting bring you our way?”


    “Just dumping what I can stretch to be federal.” The elevator opened. Ann held the door but didn’t step on. “You still need me to ferry the plane to Wichita Saturday?”


    “I’d love it if you could,” Dave replied. “They gave me a six p.m. slot, and promised a seventy-two-hour turn. They are dropping out the rudder assembly to replace a recalled actuator.”


    “I’ve got to be in Salina Monday anyway. Henry Stanton got a new trial.”


    “How did he manage that?”


    “A very fine lawyer. I’ll handle the FAA for you, then maybe do a checkout ride south on the loop home.”


    “It’s an enjoyable ride.”


    She smiled. “It is that. Tell Kate I’ll tag her once I link up with Lisa.” She stepped onto the elevator. The doors closed. She glanced at Falcon across the elevator. “Sorry about that.”


    “No problem.” Paul pressed the button for floor three. Something special there, he thought. He’d known Dave for too long not to recognize the delight when he had looked up and seen Ann. She had to be nearly family for him to have that relaxed joy show up just on seeing her. It would be easier to ask Dave about that than Ann. “How long have you been flying?”


    “I paid for college ferrying planes around. Now it just cuts down on travel time.”


    “That sounds like serious fun. What did you fly in on today?”


    “I took a Cessna with a flaky autopilot into Milwaukee for repairs, and caught a lift south with highway patrol. There’s a stranded floatplane on Lake Michigan that needs someone to baby it home. If waters are calm enough in the morning, I may fly that one back.”


    “You enjoy the air time.”


    “Like some guys enjoy fast cars.”


    The doors opened on three. Paul got an evidence guy assigned to head south, and the ME to agree to arrange the transfer of the body by the end of the day. They headed from the third floor down to the lobby. Ann turned in her visitor credentials.


    “Enjoy the ball game, Ann.”


    “I plan to. It’s been a pleasure, Falcon.”


    He watched until she cleared the front doors and caught a cab. He hadn’t been expecting to meet someone today, the kind that went on the personal side of the ledger and deserved a second look, and he thought he just might have. Ann Silver. He was going to come back to that name before the day was done. Paul pulled out his phone and headed back to the elevators. “Sam, push off sleep for a few more hours. I need everyone to the conference room. We just got a break on our lady shooter.”

  


  
    

    2


    [image: ]


    Paul slid his credentials through the security scanner, punched in his code, and entered the secure conference room on the eighth floor that he considered his second office. The walls around the room were old school case boards, filled with photos and reports and timelines, keeping the progress visible to everyone working on his team. And his team had gotten large.


    It baffled him how many people he had collected. The early days it had been Paul and Sam, with Rita being the agent Paul pulled along with them through every promotion. She could think on her feet and, more important, put up with Sam, and Paul knew a good thing when he found it. The three of them had worked together on cases, content to stay out of the flow of office politics.


    Now he walked in on a mass of humanity. He had fifteen agents assigned to him. Four were seasoned homicide guys, eight were here by request of his boss who wanted him to rub the rough edges off the new guys, and three were here because he’d given in to pleas from experienced guys who otherwise would have been assigned to foreign liaison jobs in the last personnel shuffle.


    Get murdered carrying a federal badge and having a security clearance, odds were good he saw the paper on the murder or his guys worked it. He pointed them toward where to start and tossed them out to work the cases, and he played lifeguard if they got into trouble. He didn’t have to manage them. Rita handled that for him. She was either their mother, friend, or boss, depending on what she knew was needed.


    He scanned the conference room to find Sam and realized the people count had grown even more since he had made his trip down to the lobby. The legal expert who did warrants for the team had appropriated a table for himself, and three interns were clustered around his data expert. He missed the Paul, Sam, and Rita days more every time he walked into the conference room. But for right now, today, he could use them all. He might even need to borrow a few more.


    “Rita, case five.”


    “Really?” Her face lit up and excitement rippled among those in the room. “Case five, coming up, boss.” In moments she had boards moving across the walls until the entire room featured one case. Thirty murders, each one displayed in the sequence it had occurred. Tracking down the lady shooter and those who hired her had consumed more man-hours than any other case they had worked, and he had inherited it from the guy before him. Falcon wanted to be the one to close this case.


    “Arnett, there is a Diet Coke can on the coaster in my office. Get it to the lab. I need fingerprints for elimination purposes. I’ll wait for you before I begin the briefing, so don’t get delayed by chatter.”


    “Two minutes, boss.” Arnett headed to the door.


    “Listen up, everyone. What you are working on, put it to bed. If you’ve got calls or interviews scheduled for the next three days, hand them off or push them out. Everyone’s in on the first round. We hit a wall, I’ll push you back to current assignments.”


    Around the room, people picked up phones to begin clearing schedules.


    Paul set the evidence bag and the audio digital card and tape on the table he used as his desk. He got lunch from the deli tray perched on the half-sized refrigerator. He could feel it now, the relaxed emotions yet intense mental focus that came when a case began to move and there was something interesting to pursue. This was why he was a cop. He had run hundreds of cases over the years, and he never failed to enjoy the detail work and the chase that was at the core of the job.


    Arnett returned, and the last phone calls finished. Paul moved to the front of the room.


    “I’m going to play a tape, a long tape, and I want it quiet while it plays, no multitasking, everyone doing nothing but listening. Her name is Ann Silver. She’s a downstate cop, and she showed up this morning to bring us the best lead we’ve had on the lady shooter in ten years. She understands exactly what she’s got, she’s handing it to us, and she doesn’t want in on the case. You won’t meet many like her during your entire career, so pay attention.” He settled into a chair and turned on the tape.


    Ann was an even better storyteller the second time around, when he knew what was coming, and he could see her play it out with that refined sense of timing.


    He watched his team as the audio played.


    He could tell they didn’t know what to think of her. The younger ones around the room were thinking small-town cop and beginning to fidget, but the older, more experienced guys were leaning forward, recognizing something in her voice, in the verbal execution of her report, and starting to sense this was more than just a good cop. Sam was leaning back, hands folded across his chest, a small smile on his face. He’d pegged her for what she was, a master class of cop, and was enjoying the story and its telling.


    Ann began to elaborate on the day planners, and Paul scanned the room, knowing what was coming.


    “July 7, 1999, and Saw news YM died, turns out to be a rather unique combination. My search turned up the name Yolanda Meeks. And I landed in your murder investigation.”


    He heard a gasp from Rita.


    “VR and October 7, 2002, gave me Victor Ryckoff. And there I was again. In your murder investigation.”


    Christopher couldn’t resist getting up to walk to the murder boards, scanning the history.


    “SoI know it’s thin, but is it enough I can dump this guy and this wreck off my desk and onto yours?”


    And then Paul’s own voice on the tape.


    “I’ll take it all.”


    Jason tried to sneak in a few keystrokes to bring up a file on his console. Paul held up a hand to stop the whispered conversation beginning in the back of the room. No one was fidgeting now. Sam looked happy, and Paul caught his gaze long enough to share the smile. There was reason to be happy. He let the tape play through to conclusion and then clicked it off. Conversations erupted.


    Paul smiled as he got to his feet. He picked up the evidence bag and held it up. “Settle down, people. We’ve obviously got some work to do. Assignments first, then I want to hear what you think.


    “William, the initials L.S., T.M., G.N.check every name anywhere in the case file, people who were interviewed, friends of the victims, every address book, letter, and scrap of paper in evidence. Check it all.


    “Kelly, the medical examiner and everything he can tell us about this man. Work the prints, DNA, and photo through everywhere we can touch. This guy might be Charles Ash.


    “Peter, the two who were tailing Ann Silver, trying to retrieve the three planners. Who are they, where are they, and are they still a danger to my cop? I want an answer on that today, so use our chits to get others making it their priority too. Who sent these two? Who were they working for? Someone knew the middleman well enough to know he was closing that box, and can give us his name.


    “Arnett, forged documents. Who, what, where, wheneverything they can tell us. Have we seen documents like them before, who created them, where do they lead us to look next?


    “Daniel, those three day planners. Are there any fingerprints that can be recovered other than hers? Then scan the pages, pulling the six dates she gave us first. Use her code how-to guide and throw the decoded pages up on the board as fast as you work through them.


    “Christopher, the other notations in the day planners. What do they tell us, where can they lead us?


    “Jason, the bank. Did he have an account there as well as a safe-deposit box? Where did they mail his bill for the box fee? And I want the records on that safe-deposit box, every date he signed in for the last thirty-eight years. Signature cards, anything he ever signed or filled out. I want you on a plane today and the president of the bank your new best friend.


    “Franklin, talk to the other guys in the sandboxTreasury, CIA, DEA, other pockets around herehigh-value middleman making connections for people. Who are they hunting? Our guy will be doing business with more than just our lady shooter if he’s been active this long. We’ll share what we have as long as they give us someone inside their loop. I don’t want heads bumping. Only one agency is going to go through the door when we find his home, and I want it to be us. We’ll share what we find if there are cases overlapping with other agencies. Get Montgomery up to speed; he’s going to be our guy working the politics and making that happen.


    “Sullivan, the car, its contents, and the other items coming into evidence tomorrow. I want to know what was missed.


    “Rita, I need a transcript of that audio, and new boards started, a timeline on the middleman, and one working the day planners.


    “Sam, you and I are going to focus on the murders of Yolanda Meeks and Victor Ryckoff. I’m convinced there is enough here to put names on who paid to have them killed. The initials, the dollar amounts paid, and dates the deposits clearedwe’ll find a thread to link old and new.


    “I’ll want people in the field in forty-eight hours working whatever we find, so rearrange your personal schedules and get freed up to travel. Those of you married, with kids, go home for dinner and stay to put them to bed. You can come back in tonight if you must. Transportation is approved for anything you need while this is hot on the board, so commute on the bureau and maximize your time.


    “Any questions?” He scanned the room, and then handed the evidence bag to Daniel. “Okay, assignments are done. Now I want to hear what you are thinking. First impressions, ideas?” To keep it orderly, he nodded at Franklin to start the conversation.
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    Ann managed to get autographs from two pitchers, share a smile and touch of a glove with a catcher. She was revved when she finally found their seats. “It’s going to be a great game.” She set her glove on her aisle seat, hoping she left the stadium with a caught foul ball before it was over.


    Lisa handed her a hot dog. “I started without you.”


    “Excellent. How’s your world? How’s Quinn?”


    “I’m good. He’s wonderful. Yours?”


    “I’m great.” They slid past the fact they were both working murder cases, for they were ignoring it to get this day off. Lisa, a forensic pathologist covering small towns out West, was often the only trained crime-scene investigator available when tragedy happened. She had worked in Chicago before marrying and moving west, so this was a homecoming.


    Ann grinned at Lisa and nudged the new ball cap her friend was wearing. “Looks cute on you.”


    “Team spirit and all.”


    Ann flagged down a vendor bringing around soft drinks. “I missed lunch, so thanks for the hot dog. Oh, here’s Kate on the phone. Pull it out of my pocket. She wants to ask you about that picture you just emailed hersome fuzzy animal?”


    Lisa grinned and tugged out the phone. “Hey, Kate. Why did you call Ann? Oh, okay. Hold on.” She looked at Ann. “Dave’s birthdayis it okay for Kate to give him a pet when it’s probably going to turn into being her pet? I found her this adorable cat that has a coat so soft it’s like cashmere.”


    “Absolutely.” Kate’s old tomboy of a cat had died two months ago and everyone knew she had been secretly attached to the crabby animal, chiefly because it had been a gift from Dave. She needed another cat. She wouldn’t get one for herself, but saying it was a gift to Dave, that would work.


    “Ann agrees, Kate.”


    “Tell her to buy a nice negligee too, or re-box the one from last year.”


    Lisa laughed and passed it on. “Kate says they already have one adorable daughter,” Lisa relayed back to Ann, “and our suggestions are going to insure they have another.”


    “Holly deserves a sister.” Ann dug out cash to pay for the drinks.


    The stands were almost filled, the weather was beautiful, and talking was going to require something more like shouting once the game began. Ann leaned back in her seat and propped her feet up while she ate and listened to Lisa’s side of the conversation with Kate. This was going to be a perfect day.


    Lisa reached over and slid the phone back in Ann’s pocket. “She left the decision late this yearhis birthday is Sunday.”


    “She was nervous about what to get, so she couldn’t make up her mind. She knew one of us would help out. I was going to suggest a vacation without Holly. I want a chance to baby-sit.”


    “I’d love to have her for a week. Quinn is talking about kids. I want to practice first.”


    Ann smiled at the idea. “He’ll talk you into it.”


    “I’ll let him.” Lisa waved her drink at the stadium. “I’m so glad you said let’s get away and meet up for a ball game. I’m hundreds of miles away, and work can’t find me for this twenty-four-hour block of time. I needed this break.”


    “I did too. I’m sitting here remembering the last perfect day we spent together. Beach. Two fine guys. You had Quinn and I had brought Ted. Those icy drinks with the cherriesand I got a sunburn on my nose.” Ann smiled at the memory.


    Lisa dug in her pocket and pulled out a small bottle of suntan lotion. “Quinn stuffed it there when I left the hotel room.”


    “Are you enjoying being married as much as I think you are?” Ann accepted the bottle, rubbed some on her face, and handed it back.


    “More. But life isn’t the same without an occasional girl’s day out thrown into the mix.”


    “I’ve got a question for you, about a guy I met,” Ann remarked, pleased at the casual tone of her question, even though there was nothing casual about what she had been mulling over during the cab ride to the stadium.


    Lisa looked over, surprised. “Yeah?”


    “I think you met him once. Paul Falcon.”


    Lisa turned to fully face her and grinned. “I hear story. Come on, give.”


    “Just wondering what you know about him. Single? Divorced? Bad table manners?” Ann asked tongue-in-cheek, for she already knew some of the answers.


    Lisa laughed. “I have indeed met Paul Falcon. He was one of the first to brave a dinner I fixed as a new wife entertaining company. Quinn invited him overthey were working on a case together. Paul survived the meal. I admit I probed, for I was nervous, he was in my line of sight, and I kept him talking. He’s single, East Coast educated, bureau straight out of college, and won points from me by asking about the kittens that kept appearing in the dining room without implying they should be elsewhere, and more points from Quinn for being sincerely interested in the art collection around our home. I remember thinking smooth, relaxed, polished, sincere, and something really solid and nice under the good manners and expensive suit. Quinn introduced him as Paul Falcon, a good cop. That told me a lot even before the man ever said a word.”


    Ann thought that over. “I got the impression of authority, expensive suit, nice smile, and good at listening. The last point being what caught my attention. I told a really good story today, and he didn’t interrupt me once.”


    Lisa beamed. “He’s a keeper.”


    The stadium came to life as the game was called to order, with introduction of the teams and the playing of the national anthem. Ann added an expert whistle to the crowd’s roar of approval as her favorite players were named.


    “Going to see him again?” Lisa asked, leaning close to Ann to be heard.


    “Doubt it. I handed off the case. But I like knowing who I’m dealing with if I do.”


    Ann clapped and whistled again as the Cubs’ pitcher took a few practice throws and the umpire took his stance behind home plate. She settled into her seat for a memorable afternoon.


    The first pitch was tipped foul, and Ann scrambled up and darted onto the stairs along with two hundred equally enthusiastic fans, all hoping to snatch the first possible ball. She saw a young man snag it fifteen rows farther back. She slid back into her seat and put down the glove to reach for her drink. “This is going to be a great game, Lisa!”


    Lisa laughed and thought there was no better entertainment than Ann at a ball game. The next pitch, and Lisa saved the drink Ann was going to spill as she signaled her disagreement with the umpire. Seats behind the first-base line had cost Quinn a pretty penny, and Lisa wished she could capture this priceless moment to share with her husband later. When she whispered her thanks tonight and followed it with a kiss, Quinn would smile as a husband would, glad their afternoon had been a good time. He’d be genuinely happy she was happy. And he wouldn’t truly understand. This was Ann. This was her friend. And this was another memory of a perfect day together.


    Lisa spotted a vendor with popcorn and caught his attention, then dug cash out of her pocket. She was going to make sure that by the time this game was over, Ann was well fed, tired, smiling, and hoarse. It’s what friends did for each other. She grinned as she stuffed a bag of popcorn into Ann’s hand. “I could invite Paul Falcon to dinner, and just happen to invite you too,” Lisa offered. It was another thing friends did. They meddled.


    Ann smiled but shook her head. “Ask me again in about six months, and I might take you up on it. There’s too much on my desk right now.” The first hit of the game streaked down the first-base line, and bodies in a ballet of motion sprinted for the ball and raced to cover the base. Safe. Ann absorbed the joy of it, leaned over and with one arm hugged her friend. “Tell Quinn thanks from me too.”
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    In the midst of launching his determined hunt for the middleman, Paul hadn’t forgotten the other more personal question today had raised. When he saw Dave’s office light still on at seven p.m., Paul backtracked. Dave had his feet up on the second chair and a report open in his lap. Paul leaned against the doorpost. “Tell me about Ann Silver.”


    Startled, Dave looked up and blinked twice, mentally shifting gears. “A good friend. She worked eighty-three murders last year, and she needs a vacation. If she passed something off to us, I hope you took it.”


    “I did. I didn’t place her as being a homicide cop.”


    “She’s the MHI.”


    “Ann?”


    Dave smiled. “Top flight cop. Easy to hang out with. Knows more about murder than anyone I’ve ever worked with outside of you. And not an ambitious bone in her body, which is why everyone keeps voting her into the role.”


    Falcon wasn’t sure what to do with the information.


    The Midwest homicide investigator was voted into the position by the 214 active homicide cops in eight Midwest states. Any of the cops could call and ask the MHI to come in on a case. What made the position unique was the MHI worked for the cop who made the calland never filed a piece of paper on the case. The MHI just helped out when asked. It was one of the most trusted and under-the-radar positions in the region.


    And that person was Ann Silver. She would be carrying credentials from at least eight state police departments as well as have a security clearance level higher than most FBI field agents. And yet she had stayed with small-town cop and no title, beginning with check-in downstairs through leaving the building.


    Dave shuffled through the rest of the report and dropped it on his desk. “Surprised?”


    “Some.”


    “She doesn’t like to advertise. The cops who vote her into the position know who she is. If she had her way, no one else would even know the role exists,” Dave remarked. “Ann’s also the acting sheriff for her grandparents’ hometown this year while they dissolve the township and move policing over to the county. The stories she can tell about candy thefts, drunk drivers, truant teenagers, and lost petsshe’s enjoying it. I frankly was surprised to see she took the time to come north, but I’m glad she did. Her work load is pretty heavy.”


    “She flies to relax.”


    “I asked one time how many hours in the air she’s logged, and it was over sixteen thousand.”


    “She seeing anybody?” Paul asked casually enough he was pleased at the tone, but there was nothing casual about the question he’d carried in the back of his mind for the better part of a day.


    Dave studied him. “Why are you asking?”


    “Ann Silver dropped into a seat in my office today, wandered around through a good story, and cracked open a case that has given me five thousand hours of grief. She knew what she had, and she gave it away. How many ladies like that cross a guy’s path in a career? I already know she’s special. You just added a deeper layer to it. I’d like an answer to my question if you’ll trust me with the information.”


    “I don’t know that I want to answer it. I just don’t know. She’s a good friend, and more than that she’s family to Kate and me.”


    Paul could feel the protective wall going up. He’d never seen it happen before. “Dave, give me a break here. Ann Silver caught my interest. She’s your friend. I’m asking.”


    “You said you didn’t want to date a cop. You’ve been real clear on that.”


    “You know I’m not looking for just a date. You know I have in mind something more and have been for quite a while.”


    “You’ve been out with most of the friends Kate and I know, and you’re still looking. I’m not inclined to add Ann to that list.”


    “What do you want from me?”


    “Are we friends?”


    Paul crossed his arms. “You know we are. So why are you raking me over the coals for no crime?”


    “Just hear me out. Your father is larger than life. You’re the eldest son, the prince in waiting for the king to die. The Falcon empire and Falcon family responsibilities will fall to you one day soon. And it’s messing up your head. You think you need to be married before you become head of the family. And you’re a cop. You can barely reconcile the two roles. Now you’re looking for a wife who can also bridge the two worlds. I’m not interested in putting Ann in the middle of that tug-of-war.”


    “I’m not aiming to get married because of my family.”


    “I don’t believe you.”


    “Believe what you want. I’m hoping to get married because I’m tired of being alone when I get home. I’d like a wife to share my life with. I’d like some kids running around. And it’s time. I don’t plan to be the single guy coming to dinner when I’m fifty. I’m also smart enough to consider what being my wife is going to mean for the lady I choose. I want a marriage to survive me becoming head of the Falcon family, not end up scrambled in a mess when she realizes what she got herself into.” A marriage that could survive was at the top of his list. “You want to look me in the eye and tell me Ann Silver couldn’t handle the Falcons?”


    Dave thought about it, then laughed. “It’s the Falcons I’d be worried about. You have no idea who you’re asking about, Paul.”


    “So trust me and give me an answer. Is she seeing anybody?”


    “You said you didn’t want to date a cop,” Dave said again, aggravated. He reached for his office keys and phone. “Let’s go for a walk.”


    Paul had known Dave long enough to not break the silence as Dave sorted out what he wanted to say. The night was turning past dusk and the rush hour had ended, leaving the sidewalks half empty. Dave waited until they were walking along Spring Avenue before he broke the silence.


    “Ann is my wife’s best friend. Ann would say Kate’s best friend is Lisa or Rachel, but that’s Ann. Create a list with someone at the top, and Ann will put someone else in that role. She does it instinctively. She’s comfortable in the background and prefers it,” Dave began, then paused.


    “You’d be good together,” Dave said abruptly. “I know you both. You would be good together. So I’ll answer your question, I won’t dissuade the interest, but I’m going to make incredibly sure you don’t blow this up in my face. Ann trusts me, she trusts Kate, and I’m crossing a lot of lines having this conversation. This isn’t one of my other friends. This is Ann.”


    Paul heard the sharp edge just under the warning. This was going to cost him a friendship if he didn’t handle this carefully. He found himself oddly relieved to hear it. Ann had a claim here. And he began to glimpse the truth of just how significant a lady he had met today. “I won’t hurt her, Dave.”


    “You’ll try not to,” Dave agreed. “If I’m going to expect you to not make a hash of it, there’s a lot you need to know. I can’t unpack Ann Silver in a couple sound bites. She’s ... where do I even start? There’s a reason I don’t do this, Falcon. Not with Ann.”


    “Just tell me about her,” Paul said before Dave could change his mind. “She doesn’t live here. Be a friend and help me out. It would take months for me to learn what you could simply tell me. Be her friend and tell me what I need to know.”


    “You’ll need the help,” Dave agreed, “because Ann is the most private person I know. She is like this buried mine shaft with so many passages you don’t realize what’s there until you happen to fall into a new one. I know her well, and I’ll lay money I still don’t know all the turns she’s got tucked away. I’ll tell you enough of her background you won’t have to flounder around trying to figure it out, but I don’t know how you’ll avoid some of the rapids. With Ann, you’re suddenly in a turn you weren’t expecting to be there.


    “She’s not seeing anyone. To be fair to the question, Ann’s gone out with lots of guys, and always parts friendly in a month or two. She dated the former VP’s Secret Service guy for a few years, and I thought it would be the one that lasted. He’s a good guy, the kind you’d want a friend to marry. She trusts himyou can see it when they’re together. But even though she still pulls him along for holidays when he’s at loose ends, it’s another of those relationships she’s closed off and keeps as a friend. She doesn’t let a guy stick. I don’t know why.”


    Paul stopped walking. He wanted to make sure he understood what Dave had just said. “She dates for short periods of time, keeps the friendship, but never gets serious?”


    “It’s different than that, but yeah, that’s the pattern.” Dave thought about it and then shook his head. “I’m probably getting it wrong.” He started walking again. “The problem is she’s nice. Everyone asks Ann out. She’s good company, Paul. She’s the kind of lady that makes you glad you shifted your calendar to spend the evening with her. She gets asked out a lot. She’s too polite to say no.”


    It didn’t explain why she hadn’t settled down. It did suggest she had had plenty of opportunities to get serious about a relationship if she wanted to do so, and hadn’t taken that step. Paul wondered at the reason, or reasons, and wondered if he’d be one of the many with whom she parted friendly in a month or two. “What’s her background?”


    “She’ll be forty in June, grew up poor in south Chicago, spent her summers with her grandparents on a farm in central Illinois. No brothers or sisters. Never engaged. Her parents and grandparents have now passed away. She’s been a cop since she was twenty-six. She started out in Chicago in robbery and fraud, moved to major crimes, then to homicide. She worked directly for Howard Benson for eight years. He’d toss Ann into a case or a task force ahead of him and let her sort out what was really there. He put a deep well of experience under her belt, and when he retired, cops started calling her directly. Urban, rural, state, federalshe fits in wherever she finds herself and makes a contribution without stepping on toes. They all like working with her. She was voted in as the MHI five years ago, and they have done that unanimously every year since. I haven’t met a homicide cop in the Midwest who doesn’t have something nice to say about her. She’s made for the job.


    “She’s learned to leave the cop at the door and turn it offthe job and the weight of itand be somewhere else for an hour or two. When she was in her twenties I didn’t think she’d be able to do it, in her early thirties it was getting bad, but she’s doing it now, managing the images that come home with her. They’re there, behind her eyes, but it’s not pain bleeding out of her the way it did for a season. As MHI she gets called when a case is stressing out and getting on top of another cop, so it’s the worst of the cases she’s living with now. Grace is there now, and sacrifice. She’s seen so much of it she’s willing to deal with more of it just so someone else doesn’t have to. She’s coping, and she’s making a point to cope.”


    Dave’s somber mood lightened and he laughed. “She’s a truly awful cook. Ann doesn’t like to keep house, garden, putter, cook, remember vehicle repairs, or go shopping, so she has people she trusts do most of what she calls the stuff of living.


    “I buy her a new pair of tennis shoes for her birthday every year because she needs them. Ann walksher hands in her jacket pockets and a pad of paper tucked in her back jeans pocket and no particular destination. She’s off somewhere with that dog of hers. She’s not one for crowds, or concerts, or fancy places, or collecting things. She wants a sunset and a dog, a cold drink and a book.”


    Paul had been listening intently. “It sounds like she knows what she wants in life.”


    “She knows what she likes. She’s busy, and she stays busy. She’s an experienced pilot, she holds a computer-engineering degree, she built a fabulous rare coin business, she traded during the last bear market and remodeled her current place with cash, and every seven years or so she picks a new direction and something else appears in her life. She’s carrying around art books recently. Her version of relaxing is to be doing something that isn’t a murder case.”


    Paul understood perfectly that search for a diversion. It took an intense focus on other things when off the job to balance the weight of working homicide. “I can relate to that way of relaxing.”


    “Ann takes it to an art form. She’s a writer. She won’t tell you. Not many know. She’s published fifteen books now. She thinks about the book while she flies. She’ll have thought through her book on yellow legal pads of paper and hours of flying, and it’s there when she sits down to put it into story form. She’s written Kate and my story, Lisa and Quinn’s, turned them enough into fiction they don’t jump out to friends as ours, but the heart of them is ours. All fifteen are that wayfiction, but people Ann knows well, who have stories she’s heard and seen and understood. They are good, solid books and optimistic, which is quite a statement for a murder cop to make. The flying, the writing, the hobbies that turn into businesses, that’s how she dumps the weight of the job. It keeps her able to be a good cop.”


    Paul remembered her in his office, telling the story of the crash. She was indeed a storyteller. “You’ve got her books?”


    “I can loan you a set,” Dave offered.


    “Keep going,” Paul said. “While you’re willing to cross the line and talk about her, what else?”


    “She doesn’t carry stress with her, Falcon. Memories of blood and murder, that’s there in spades. But not stress. Hang out with her for a few days, and it doesn’t seem like she’s that busy. She puts her feet up and tells stories, pokes at puzzles, buys things that look cheap to her, and sells things that look expensive. She watches the weather like it was breathing to decide when to fly, and writes down notes when she has an idea, reads whatever is handy, and pushes murder cases along, cracking them like peanut shells to find what’s inside. She just keeps all these balls floating around. It adds up over the years to being a lot of stuff she’s accomplished. But the odd thing is, of everyone I know, she’s the only one who does not have a list of goals or timelines or a plan for her life.”


    “She doesn’t waste her life. She just lives it.”


    “Exactly.”


    Paul liked what he was hearing about her. He looked at his friend. He understood the matchmaking sales job he was getting from Dave. Nothing but the good points, and laid on thick. Paul could read between the lines. Dave might not like to talk about Ann, but once he decided to, he was determined to make the point Ann was worth a guy’s time. Dave had never taken a strong position one way or another about who Paul was going out with among Dave and Kate’s friends. Ann was a different matter. Paul thought Dave was acting quite a bit like the older brother Ann didn’t have.


    Dave paused in his walk. “It seems odd to me that Ann isn’t married. She’s good at relationships, in a way that cuts out the fluff and leaves the substance. The things that matter to you are on her radar screen. You part ways with her in better shape than you arrived. And it goes both ways. She shows up with her life, not some plastic-wrapped version of what she thinks you should see. She’s quiet, she’s private,butshe’s authentic.


    “Ann once told me no one can sustain more than a handful of good friendships over a lifetime. She’s intentionally and carefully choosing hers. She’s never told me a number, but I think she considers thirty to forty her personal limit. She’s watching people to see who is a good fit, because she’s going to try to keep them as her friends for a lifetime.


    “I don’t know if it’s the job that has her wanting to stay unattached, or if it’s her history. She’s a good cop, she likes to write, she invests time in her friends and the interests she enjoys. She’d have to give up something to make room for a serious relationship, and she’s probably decided it’s not worth the cost. It may be that simple. Ann can be that practical. You’ll have to give her a reason to want something more,” Dave said. “No one has ever made that sale with her. You are the one guy I think could, but I honestly don’t know what the answer is going to be.”


    “Okay, I’m going to ask. Has she ever slept with a guy?”


    Dave stopped.


    Falcon stopped.


    “No.” Dave shoved his hands in his pockets and blew out a breath. “And don’t ask me when or why she bothered to tell me that fact. It’s rather a point of pride with her that she’s not been stupid in such matters. She’s got too much self-respect for one thing, and some lines that she lets no one cross.”


    “So she’s got some common sense then, to go along with those high standards. She’s solitary, Dave, and marriage is a two-person life. She’s good at being single. Why risk something good for something that might not be?”


    “Speaking as the married guy, I was doing fine with single until Kate walked into my life. There’s more to living than what Ann has settled for. That’s what bothers me. I agree with my wife on this one. It would be a travesty if Ann stayed single all her life. I don’t want to see that happen. So I’ll meddle like I’m doing tonight and risk the consequences.”


    “Have you told Ann that?”


    “On occasion. She’ll give this wise smile and gentle thanks, and she’ll even agree to meet the guy Kate’s decided to introduce her to and do it with grace, even have a sincerely good time, and yet no one ultimately changes her mind.”


    “She made a decision and closed a door.”


    “Then someone better find the key.”


    They both pondered that reality while they turned back toward the office.


    “I appreciate you being willing to meddle,” Paul said. “You’ve made the sale that she’s near perfection. Care to tell me her flaws?”


    Dave laughed. “She’s got them. There are a couple obvious ones. She hates to multitask. She doesn’t like to drive at night. She can be persistent, bordering on stubborn. It’s hard to shake her off the course of action she’s decided on. Oh, and my favoriteshe has the patience of a sea turtle. She can outwait just about anything. Drives me nuts. I think she waits because she knows someone else will eventually go deal with the matter, and she won’t need to. She doesn’t burn energy on stuff she doesn’t have to.”


    Paul thought about what Dave had offered, smiled, then asked, “Is she a morning lark or a night owl?”


    “Night. She’ll spend her evenings with friends, then go back to work. Ann has worked from ten at night to two in the morning for as long as I’ve known her. Cop work, or personal work, or just a book she wants to read. It’s her four-hour block of uninterrupted time. She calls it her piece of sanity. I wouldn’t have said she’s an introvert if I didn’t know about that four-hour window of time. But that’s the real Ann. No people around and time to think.”


    “The stories should have told you that,” Paul replied. “She lives inside her mind, solving puzzles, writing books, thinking about people and watching what they do. She’s likely a very strong introvert, and people wear her out. That’s why she’s careful not to make a mistake by choosing the wrong friend. It’s too costly.”


    “So you think you can figure her out?”


    “No one figures out a woman like Ann; you just hope to get the center of it right before you make a fool of yourself. She’s interesting. I like interesting.”


    “You’re going to call her.”


    “She dropped a case on my desk that is going to have me busier than she is for the next few weeks. For now, I’ll take those books she wrote. The rest I’ll think about for a bit. You walked a mile of leather off my shoes tonight to make sure I knew she would be worth my time. So let me mull it over. Whatever I decide, I’ll be careful, Dave. I give you my word on that.”


    “You’ll like her novels.”


    “Likely. She convinced me this afternoon she can tell a good story. It’s a bombshell of a case she dropped in my lap. The guy in her morgue was the middleman for my lady shooter. And Treasury is falling all over themselves because he might also be the middleman for their currency thief. The thief has hit Federal Reserve currency shipments and stolen more than fifty million over the last decade. I don’t know who is busier tonight, my team or the guys over at Secret Service. There may be enough in the current day planner this guy was carrying to locate their thief. I’m convinced there is enough in the older day planners to put a name on my lady shooter, and at least two of the people who hired her.”


    Dave stopped walking. “That’s the ‘just dumping what I can stretch to be federal’ case she mentioned in passing?”


    “Your girl likes understatements.”


    Dave started to say something, stopped, and then just laughed. “That’s Ann. Falcon, you want to know who Ann is, you just saw it. That is quintessential Ann.”
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    Paul didn’t often bookend a day with family business, but when he walked back through the doors of Falcons just after eleven p.m. he thought the day reflected his priorities. He’d started with family, handled the job, sliced out an hour for a personal interest, and returned to end the day with family. He turned on lights as he walked through to the main dining room. The crime scene had been released, and during the course of the day everything in the dining area had been carried out in preparation for a remodeling job. Paul placed a call. “I’m here now, Dad. The carpet is gone, and the contractor has the three half-wall changes marked out.”


    “Kevin took what happened personally. He called at dawn and offered to step in with a full crew, and I wisely said thanks. Jackie wants to come in at first light and oversee the work.”


    “She’ll drive the contractor nuts, but it will be okay. She needs to be able to walk around this place without flinching when a tray gets dropped. It no longer looks like a crime scene.”


    “Take photos for the board and share them with the family. They need to see as well as hear that restoration has begun.”


    “I will. How are arrangements coming for the victims’ families?”


    “I’ve gotten in touch with friends of the families to confirm a visit would be accepted, and I’ll be making brief visits tomorrow to pay our respects. From there, it depends on how we can best help each family. They died in our restaurant. We’ll help however is needed.”


    “We will.” This was personal. The restaurant bore the Falcon name. They wouldn’t be forgetting the victims’ families. “I’ve got a case that needs my attention, but I’ll free up whatever time you need. Let me know how else I can help.”


    “You got Jackie home, made her smile, and made it possible for her to sleep without a nightmare. You did what was most important, son. The rest is simply putting the pieces back together.”


    “You got my message about Kate?”


    “I spoke to the mayor this afternoon and conveyed the family’s appreciation for the way the Chicago Police Department responded to the shooting and handled its aftermath. Kate runs a case with care and speed and has this family’s thanks. It will filter down to her boss.”


    “Thanks.” Paul shut off the lights on his way out. “How’s Mom?”


    “She was braced for hearing you were the one that had trouble, not Jackie. So she’s hovering a bit, and Jackie is indulging her. This will ripple a few more days, but it will heal. Head home, Paul. I know it has been a very long day. The family survived. I’m glad you were near.”


    “Wish I had been closer. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Dad.”
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    “The prince waiting for the king to die”Dave’s words still lingered like a bit of grit in the back of Paul’s mind as he stacked a bacon sandwich together for breakfast. The fact he would one day be head of the Falcon family was a heavy responsibility that often felt like a burden even as it was also a great trust. Even though he was adopted, his father was honoring him as the eldest son. He headed to his home office, sandwich on a plate and coffee in the other hand. It was six a.m. and the extra hour of sleep had helped with the fatigue, but it left him feeling like he was running late.


    His phone beeped, and he saw a voice message from Kate sent from her office number. He listened to it as he logged on to his computer and made a note to follow up with her on his way in to work. He glanced again at the time and reached for the phone. Kate at work, Dave at homehe had a question to ask.


    Dave answered on the fifth ring. “Tell me you’re not calling me this early.”


    “Kate just left me a voice mail from her office phone, so I know you’ve got Holly duty this morning. Your daughter is up at five a.m. whether you like it or not.”


    Dave was silent trying to come up with an answer and gave up with a sigh. “I really dislike the fact you’re a detective. What do you need, Falcon?”


    “What’s the biggest mistake people make with Ann?”


    “Seriously? You called now to ask me that?”


    “You’re the one that went from not going to tell me about her, to trying to be a matchmaker. If I’ve got a question, I’m going to ask it,” Paul replied, smiling. “So what is it? The biggest mistake people make with Ann?”


    “Calling her at five a.m. She’s a night owl.”


    “You already told me that.”


    “Well, she’s not as forgiving as I am,” Dave replied. “I’ll give you it’s a good question.” He was quiet for a bit, then said, “People think they have time to win her over, to gain her trust. The truth is Ann’s efficient and decisive, and she’s acutely paying attention from the point she meets you until she makes a decision about you. She wants to know if you keep your word. She wants to know how you treat your current friends. People think she keeps an open mind about them. Actually she doesn’t.


    “Once she’s seen who you are, once she’s made a decision about you, the door closes. She’ll be just as friendly, cordial, polite, and helpful as before, but once she’s made a decision about you, it’s final. You’re either on her list of potential friends, or you’re not. It’s the small stuff that is the most telling to her. If you tell someone you will do something, do you remember what you said, and do it? Do you remember who your friends are and create space for them in your life? If you don’t create that space for current friends, you don’t need another one. If you can’t remember and keep your word, you can’t be trusted. It’s a brutal standard, but if you want a chance with her, you have to pass that character test.”


    “Thanks. That will be useful.”


    “I sure hope I’m not making a mistake encouraging this interest. I’m dropping Holly off at my sister’s on the way in to work. You can call me until seven if you’ve got another question.”


    “I haven’t made the decision to call Ann yet.”


    “You’re not an idiot. I’m hanging up now. Holly wants her breakfast.”


    Paul set his phone back on the desk. He thought about Dave’s answer. Ann was a very cautious woman if those were her personal lines. He wouldn’t have seen that answer coming.


    He set aside the conversation to come back to at a later time and turned his attention to family business. He logged into the private email system the Falcon family maintained and brought up the secure family website. His dad believed those old enough to press a button on a camera could keep the rest of the family updated on what was happening in their lives. The photo book was filled with pictures of family meals, school outings, and pets doing funny things. Paul uploaded photos from the restaurant, confirming the rebuild was under way, read over Jackie’s post about what had occurred, appreciating her ability to finesse the seriousness of what had happened with the reassurance she was okay, then took time to read over his mom’s shoulder from her chat two days before with his niece Celia, who apparently now had a new boyfriend.


    Despite the tragedy, life went on, and Paul made a conscious point of trying to come up with normal things to post. He sent brief personal notes to his brothers, ribbed Joseph about his new haircut, asked Harper how his busted finger was healing, made an impassioned plea for Boone to find him another one of Scott Hickory’s seascapes, and sent slightly longer notes to his sisters. He sought advice from Marie about birthday gifts for his nieces, and sent Jackie his grandfather’s peanut-brittle recipe and bargained for a tin of it for his team. He asked his mom about her friend Linda, and forwarded to his dad a cartoon link he knew would get a laugh.


    It meant something to be a Falcon, if only because a group of people knew the real you and would laugh at your jokes and take you down a peg if your ego got inflated. His dad worked the phone and the emails for three or more hours a day, discussing business, reviewing ideas, and keeping in touch with grandkids. The Falcon world revolved around him.


    It was a good family, sprawling in its interests. There were pockets of animal care, art-quality paints, electrical work, boat manufacturing, magazines, restaurants, and numerous bakeries and food distributors. His father bought when a business was in trouble, got it back on its feet, and sold itthen moved on to the next opportunity. Paul thought at times being a Falcon made business part of how you looked at the world, for only a few of them had veered off into law enforcement or the military as their chosen path as he had done.


    His dad had posted three messages before the shooting had taken precedence, and Paul took time to consider his answers as he ate the sandwich. Five to seven a.m. had been for family business ever since he was a young man in high school. Paul replied and posed a few more questions. His brothers ran the day-to-day operations of the businesses now, but all sought their father’s perspective.


    When the time came that his father died, controlling interest in all of this would pass to him as the eldest son. Paul was still surprised his brothers saw that as a good thingthat majority control would pass to him. They meant it. They loved him, appreciated him, and didn’t want the top job. The business empire and the Falcon family would rest on him. His responsibility would be to see that it stayed stable and passed safely into the hands of the next generation.


    He loved them all. And he wasn’t going to let them down.


    Satisfied the family overall was content and quiet, Paul logged off.


    He wasn’t looking to get married because of his family, but he was certainly keeping them in mind as he looked for a wife. It was a family without a history of divorce. He didn’t intend to be the first. Common sense told him if he wanted a good marriage, it began with a wise decision on who to date. He wanted someone who could share what he had, who he was, and what was inevitably coming as his future. He wanted a partner in every sense of the word.


    He had avoided dating a cop. Two of them with schedules like his, burdens like his, it could crack even a good marriage. But maybe that was worth reconsidering. Ann Silver was interesting.


    A cop who worked murder caseson the face of it he almost liked the idea. She’d be someone who could talk about work and know which questions to ask, how to care about the cases. He could share his life with a murder cop. But for his familyhe had hoped for something other than a cop, for a softer person than a cop would often have to be.


    Dave had laid out a biography of Ann Silver that spoke of a fully alive and wise woman doing a tough job with grace. She wasn’t a small-town cop, that was for certain.


    Paul turned the idea around and looked at it from the other direction. The husband of a cop. They’d live with the constant undercurrent that one of them might not come home that night. The amount of traveling she did, the number of cases she worked, the odds she would be killed on the job or in transit to one were slightly higher than the odds it would be him.


    He returned to the kitchen to fix a second sandwich and get another cup of coffee. If they had children, the risks of the job were going to be an issue for both of them. He drank some of the coffee and pondered that problem and weighed again if he wanted to open the door to consider dating a cop. There was nothing simple about this decision. He didn’t plan to mess with her heart, or with his, by starting something that didn’t make sense. He didn’t have time for it now, for a misstep that could cost him months.


    Ann was a night owl. He was a morning lark. Of everything that needed to mesh, he’d never thought through a way around that basic difference. He wasn’t inclined to make a pro-and-con list when he tried to get to know a lady, but he’d have the things that had to be mulled over and sorted out in his mind. Schedules for them would be more than just a casual matter. A night owl and the current MHIhe couldn’t conceive of a schedule more difficult to finesse.


    “God, I’d like to ask you a couple questions.” He licked Miracle Whip off his thumb and added lettuce to his BLT. “You know the subject that has been on my mind for several yearsthe idea of getting married. Even in yesterday’s chaos, it managed to get an hour of my attention, so I don’t need to tell you how big a matter this is becoming. I’m not that lonely, and I’m close to being too busy, but I want something more. I want to share this life you’ve given me with someone, and have a wife to care for, kids and pets to run around here, with the inevitable stuff cluttering the counters. I want someone else in my life, the messy disarray that is sharing life with another person, and I don’t know how to find that right lady.


    “What do you think of Ann Silver? Am I going to regret going that direction? And how am I going to consider her when she’s not even within a hundred miles of here? I don’t know where she lives, but it’s somewhere so far south she flies rather than drives to Chicago.” Paul thought about that and laughed at himself. He lived in the midst of a major city, and his attention was caught by someone who didn’t even live here. It wouldn’t be so funny if it weren’t his personal knot to finesse. “My parents are growing older each day, and I want them to meet and love my wife. I want to get married.”


    He was tired of waiting and hoping the lady would show up one day. He’d been deliberately looking for the last few years, systematically looking at the single friends of his friends. If he hadn’t ruled out considering a cop, Dave probably would have mentioned Ann years ago. Paul refilled his coffee. He and Ann proved it was possible for two people to slip past each other, even with close mutual friends in common. She lived out of town, and Paul might have been escorting someone else when he stopped in at Dave and Kate’s occasional gatheringshowever close they had come to meeting over the years, they hadn’t been introduced.


    Paul took the sandwich with him into the den where he had left his Bible the night before. He settled in to read and to listen. If there was a good marriage to be found, God would be involved in making it happen.


    He wanted a wife who understood this bond and affection he felt toward God. While still in foster care, long before he’d met George and Karen Falcon, he’d met Jesus. This relationship with God was the one thing he had chosen for himself. The more time he spent with Him, the more he wished to spend, for it was the place he felt most at home. He wanted to share his family, job, and faith with his wife. He needed to find a lady who loved God with the same passion he did. He rubbed his eyes briefly. The list of what he hoped for just kept getting longer.
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    Paul detoured on his way into work to see Kate Sinclair. He walked into Chicago PD headquarters just before eight a.m., cleared through security, and headed to her office on the fifth floor. Her phone message could have been answered with a return call, but he preferred to do it in person.


    Kate’s office walls were covered with commendations and awards, large blown-up photos of the Chicago skyline, and finger-painting artwork by her daughter Holly. The desk and shelves were gleaming mahogany, buried under stacks waiting for Kate’s attention.


    She wasn’t in her office, but Ann Silver was sitting on Kate’s couch. Paul felt a rush of pleasure at the sight of her, a similar unexpected delight that Dave must have felt when he realized she was in town. He paused at the door rather than step into the office, content to watch her for a moment before she realized he was present. She was reading.


    She was sitting on the couch, legs stretched out, tennis shoes crossed at her ankles. The floor around her was piled with open binders and printouts. She was working with no sleep and too much caffeine, he thought, judging by the lined-up empty soda cans, and he felt a tug of sympathy for the devotion this job of solving murders inspired. It was tough on a personal lifeeven the idea of having a personal lifewith the hours the job demanded. At least she had thought of food and was eating, as she had a fork in the same hand as her pen. She was writing herself a note in the margins of what she was reading.


    He thought of all the things he could say, queries on the ball game, a comment about the case she had brought him, a compliment that would veer this to a personal conversation. He pushed them all aside and simply smiled. “Good morning, Ann.”


    She looked up. Surprise shifted to a quick, warm welcome. “Morning, Paul.” She glanced at the clock to check the time. “Kate will be back soon.”


    “She called you,” he guessed.


    Ann shook her head. “Quinn told me a cop was dead, but not until after the ball game was over. I gave him some grief about that delay, and to Kate too for not calling me. I volunteered.” She gestured toward the photos on the board of the Falcon restaurant after the shooting. “Sorry I didn’t know before what had been in your day. How’s your sister doing?”


    “Coping.”


    Ann tugged over her flight bag and pulled out a book. She considered it, then held it out. “For Jackie. She’ll have time on her hands while the restaurant is reconstructed. She’ll like it.”


    “Thanks.”


    Kate came in drinking coffee.


    Ann tilted her head and looked pointedly at Kate and then the coffee. “That better be decaf.”


    Kate smiled, amused. “Nag, nag, nag.” She pushed aside paper and took a seat on the couch next to Ann. She tugged open the lid of the second carryout carton Ann had brought in, then hurriedly shifted to reach for napkins because the carton was still hot. “Pepper steak for breakfast?”


    “We both missed dinner and the chef was being kind.” Ann tore the plastic wrapper off another fork and offered it. “Eat.”


    Kate took the fork and carefully took a few bites. “This is good. The fried rice needs more soy sauce.”


    Ann tugged a packet from under a stack of papers and passed it over.


    “Thanks. What can I do for you, Paul?”


    He grinned. “Invite me to dinner.”


    Ann glanced in sacks and tipped one his way. He took the offered egg roll and two napkins with a thanks and returned to Kate’s question. “You called me, Kate.” The egg roll was wonderful, stuffed with pork and pieces of shrimp.


    Kate tried to remember why she’d called.


    “Kelser,” Ann prompted.


    “Oh, yeah. We stumbled into a guy who mentioned he knew about a murder in New Jersey. The note is there on the deskhalf sheet, blue paper. He just moved to Chicago and was trying to be helpful. Maybe it’s something or maybe it’s not.”


    Paul retrieved the note. “I’ll check it out. How’s it going?”


    Kate shook her head and looked at Ann. “Tell me you have something.”


    “I have something.”


    Kate leaned her head against Ann’s shoulder. “Don’t try to make me laugh, Annabelle. I’ve been up for thirty hours.”


    Ann winced at the name, and moved Kate’s coffee out of her reach. “One idea. You’re looking for someone Officer Ulaw arrested, testified against, put in jail, within the last five years, sentenced to at least ten years, who has a cell mate with East Coast crime-family connections.”


    Kate sat up. “Yeah?”


    “If it is not that, I’ve got nothing.”


    “How did you get there?”


    Ann offered her legal pad of paper. “Officer Ulaw hasn’t arrested anyone at the top of the food chain,” she said, pointing to the list of names she’d sketched in. “He’s been making cases against the mid-level guys and the distributors. It is someone who works in Chicago, lives here, is from here, who wanted Officer Ulaw dead.


    “He hired an East Coast shooter. Why? We’ve got enough shooters for hire around Chicago it’s not necessary to go elsewhere. And why did he bother to even hire someone? Why didn’t he kill Officer Ulaw himself? It’s cheaper to do it himself. More satisfying. He’s crossed the line to be willing to kill a cop. So why hire someone? Only answer I can come up with, it’s because he had to, and he didn’t have access to hire someone from Chicago.”


    “Interesting,” Kate said, studying the logic chain.


    “Yeah, well I’m brain dead, because that’s all I’ve got. The rest of the ideas are trash.” Ann held out the cup. “This coffee is awful.”


    “You don’t like coffee.”


    “Reminds me why. Tell someone to look for a name, and then stretch out on the couch for a few hours. I’m going to make a trip south. I’ll be back tomorrow if this goes nowhere.”


    “You shouldn’t fly when you’re this tired.”


    “I’ve got a sweetheart who asked if he could give me a lift home. Virgil Hale.”


    “That old codger still alive?”


    “He’s sixty, and you like him.”


    “Hard not to like someone who blows stuff up for a living. I’ll let you know if this goes anywhere.”


    Ann dropped a kiss on Kate’s head in place of a hug and picked up her flight bag. “Call Holly when you get up. She’ll perk you up better than the coffee.”


    “Always does. Paul, walk Ann out of the building so no one intercepts her, or she’ll still be here four hours from now.”


    He wiped his hands on the napkins and stepped to the door. “Sure.”


    Paul walked with Ann toward the elevator. She stopped several times to exchange brief greetings with people, to ask about families, to remember birthdays, to share a laugh.


    “You used to work here.”


    “My office was next to Kate’s.”


    The elevator doors opened and it was empty. When they had stepped on, Ann leaned against the back wall of the elevator and sighed. She closed her eyes. “Excuse me while I catnap.” She reluctantly opened her eyes when the elevator stopped at the lobby and the doors opened. She pushed herself away from the wall.


    “Let me give you a lift to the airport.”


    “No need. Virgil is over at the ATF office, hanging around until I’m ready to go.”


    “You’ve been busy.”


    “Normally am.”


    “I got told you’re the MHI.”


    She half smiled. “I probably should have mentioned that.”


    “I don’t mind the surprise of itit makes you more interesting.”


    She gave him a look that was considering, and made it a full smile. “Do me a favor and tell Dave to come kidnap Kate in a few hours.” The cop waiting at the curb lifted a hand in greeting, and Ann headed his direction. “See you around, Paul.”


    “You can count on it.”


    [image: ]


    When he reached the FBI headquarters, Paul bypassed his own office to avoid getting pulled into whatever had landed on his desk overnight and headed upstairs. His boss had the best coffee in the building, and used it as a subtle incentive for his direct reports to find an excuse to stop by in the morning and give him brief updates. Paul liked to oblige. His boss ran the Chicago office and the Midwest region. The boss of his boss was the director of the FBI. It made for a short reporting chain.


    Paul walked into Suite 906, not surprised at the calm. Efficient and quiet defined how his boss liked to do business. “Good morning, Margaret. I need five minutes of Arthur’s time.”


    She checked the board. “He’s finishing a call, then he’s yours.”


    “Thanks.” Paul poured himself coffee and picked up the morning paper. He had scanned the sports headlines when Margaret indicated the call was finished.


    Paul walked into his boss’s office. “Morning, Arthur.” His boss was a practical, common-sense cop with deep family ties. Paul liked the man both personally and as a boss. If he had a mentor in the bureau, it was Arthur.


    “You’re smiling. I’m going to like this.”


    “We have a good lead on the lady shooter.” Paul settled into a chair and updated his boss on the wreck and the day planners. “Ann Silver showed up in my office yesterday to hand me the case, so it arrived as a gift.”


    “Ann was in town? Sorry I missed her.”


    “You know her?”


    “She handled the Delford matter for me. Nice lady.”


    “So I’m finding out.”


    “So what’s your plan on this? Anything you need me to clear away for you?”


    “We find his name and where he lived, this gets interesting. He didn’t know he would be dead, and he will have left some interesting materials behind. I can use some help keeping this orderly between us and Treasury. They want him too.”


    His boss smiled. “I’ll be glad to handle it. Keep me posted. And good hunting.”


    “Thank you, sir.”
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