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    “Set against the backdrop of a brutal Minnesota winter, The Life We Bury is much more than a satisfying, suspenseful novel…. This story kept me turning the pages, and it touched my heart. The characters are as real as my next-door neighbors, the story compelling, and the writing superb.”


    —SUSPENSE MAGAZINE


    “A solid and thoughtful tale of a young man used to taking on burdens beyond his years—none more dangerous than championing a bitter old man convicted of a horrific crime.”


    —KIRKUS REVIEWS


    “Thriller fans should keep their eyes on Eskens; he's a comer.”


    —BOOKLIST


    “[A] masterful debut.”


    —PUBLISHERS WEEKLY STARRED REVIEW


    “An intelligent and compelling story with characters that will capture you from the start…. This debut novel never lets the reader off the edge of the seat—the mark of a great story.”


    —THE BIG THRILL


    “Compulsively suspenseful.”


    —BOOKPAGE


    “Eskens delivers interesting puzzles, clever problem-solving, and plenty of stay-up-all-night-reading suspense.”


    —REVIEWING THE EVIDENCE


    “Eskens's first-person narration grabs the reader and never relinquishes its hold.”


    —LIBRARY JOURNAL EDITOR'S FALL PICK
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    That night, there were a few things that the man knew to a religious certainty. He knew that he'd soon be having sex with the woman sitting in the passenger seat of his Lexus. He knew that neither his wife nor the woman's husband yet suspected their infidelities. And he knew that any whisper of guilt he may have felt would soon be silenced by the tumult of their act.


    There were other things, however, that the man did not know. He didn't know where or how they would be having sex. He didn't know whether his feelings for this woman reached beyond the carnal pull of her body. And he didn't know that their recklessness that night would trigger a chain of events that would ripple far beyond their self-absorbed little world.


    For six months now they'd been acting like mindless teenagers, pushing one another to limits neither had ever experienced, getting bolder with each passing week. Their trysts were all about variety and risk, finding the precipice and pressing everything to the point of catastrophe. If she'd wanted tried-and-true, staring at the same ceiling fan until it was over, she wouldn't have been cheating on her husband. If he'd wanted a menu of only three positions, he could've been at home with his wife. Ordinary was what they were running from.


    As they prowled the near-empty streets of Minneapolis—in that part of the city where the glass and granite walls of downtown melded into the paint and mortar of the warehouse district—the woman became restless.


    It was time.


    She removed her seatbelt and leaned over and unbuckled his. Then, with a practiced grace, she started to undo the cinch of his pants. He must have looked disappointed, because she paused, mid-zip, and said, “You'll like this.” Thinking that he knew what she had in mind, he drove in the direction of Third Street, a lightly traveled one-way that became a four-lane highway, nearly desolate at that late hour.


    She leaned into his ear and whispered, “Move your seat all the way back.” The tease of her perfume—the way it mingled with the scent of the new leather seats—made his breath grow shallow. The seat motor whirred, moving him back until his fingertips barely held the steering wheel. She slid her dress up and eased onto his lap, sliding a knee on either side of his thighs. He smiled as she took over.


    Neither saw the rotation of the city shooting by in an ever-increasing blur of streetlights and shadows. At a place where opposing lanes were separated by a concrete median barely as high as a man's knee, the woman let herself go. She rocked on top of him, teeth gritted, hands clenched as the pleasure surged through her body.


    Had she known that those sensations would be the last thing she would ever feel originating from below her L-4 vertebra, she would have paid far greater attention. Later, after she'd been fitted for her wheelchair and he for his cane, they would denounce each other with a fierce enmity reserved for blood feuds. She would say that he lost control in the heat of his passion, jerking the car sharply to the left. He would swear that her butt cheek caught the steering wheel, catapulting them over the divider. Those who heard their stories—or read the salacious details in the newspaper—would hate them both.


    The crash ruptured the calm fabric of the night. And in the span of a single gasp, the northbound Lexus hurtled over the median and into the opposing lane, slamming nose-first into an oncoming Porsche Panamera.


    The driver of the Porsche, a guy known to the world as James Erkel Putnam, went for his brake, barely touching the pedal before the grill of his car kissed the steel frame of the Lexus. The cacophony of screaming metal could be heard for miles as the two cars spun counterclockwise, intertwined in a grisly pas de deux, the Lexus leading the dance.


    That night, James Erkel Putnam—a man who walked in daylight but lived in shadows, a man who thought he had all the time in the world to seek forgiveness for his many sins—never stood a chance.
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    Detective Alexander Rupert descended the worn marble staircase into the depths of City Hall, pausing on the bottom step to let the clench of knuckles in his gut relax. He breathed in the tired air of the basement, and when he exhaled, his breath carried with it the residue of his frustration. With each new day and each new trip down that staircase, he found it harder to convince himself that he didn't own this new routine, this reassignment into the Frauds Unit. He wore this new job like a suit one size too small, a suit he swore he would never claim as his own. This was a temporary bump in his career path, nothing more. Yet, as the weeks turned into months, as hard edges began to form on the stories that triggered his departure from Narcotics, he began to doubt that he would ever find his way out of that basement.


    He took another cleansing breath as he turned the corner and entered the long, stale hallway that led to the Forgery and Frauds Unit of the Minneapolis Police Department, the place where he landed after his ignominious fall from grace. The hallway, with its moss-green walls and mat of tiny white tiles underfoot, reminded him of the men's restroom at the old Metrodome. All it needed was a stainless-steel pissing trough and a few sinks, and he'd feel like he was at a Vikings game.


    His transfer from Narcotics to Frauds had been termed a temporary reassignment, just a place to land until the dust settled. But Alexander knew better. He knew that the powers that be intended that he languish there until the federal investigation either exonerated him or sent him to prison. He also knew that when the grand jury came back with a finding of no bill—and he was certain that they would find no bill—that exoneration would not completely pull him out of the hole he'd fallen into.


    He sat down at his desk, a gray, metal, standard-issue desk wedged into a cubicle identical to the one he sat in eight years earlier when he first became a detective. That first promotion to detective sent him to the Sex Crimes Unit, a job that had its good side and its bad side. He got a kick out of the prostitution stings, especially when he plastered the mug shots of the patrons all over the Internet. But the child-abuse cases sickened him.


    One day, during an interview with a man who videotaped his abuse of a mentally disabled girl, Alexander leaned into the man and whispered, “You'd better hope that you go to prison, because if you walk away from this, I'll hunt you down and kill you myself.”


    That incident ended Alexander's stint in Sex Crimes. It wasn't a demotion or a punishment that moved him out of Sex Crimes; in fact, his commander never found out about that comment. As far as she was concerned, Alexander did a bang-up job of getting a sexual offender off the street. But Alexander told that story to his big brother, Max, also a detective, but in Homicide. It was Max who prodded Alexander into asking for the transfer. That's how, after three years in Sex Crimes, Alexander moved to Narcotics and from there joined the Joint Drug Enforcement Task Force.


    And then came the fall of the Task Force.


    Alexander sat down at his cubicle in the Frauds Unit and stared at the stacks of reports awaiting his attention. He felt as though he'd been sent back to the kiddie table, removed from the adult conversations that whispered around him. He could feel the icy stares of the other detectives in the room—men and women who, when Alexander approached, parted like a school of anchovies in the path of a shark. They fed on the rumors and knew nothing about the hell that Alexander went through in his days in Narcotics. They knew nothing about the gray areas that a man had to walk when working undercover. They had no inkling of the sacrifices that it took to get in tight with the right group of bad guys. They knew little beyond the dark whispers that swirled in his wake as he passed by.


    During his days on the Task Force, Alexander stood shoulder to shoulder with men who would one day try to kill him. He had set up one of the biggest sting operations in Minnesota history, an operation that led to his first—and only—bullet wound, a shot to his pelvis that cracked his ilium. But that arrest also led to his Medal of Valor and the parade of well-wishers, everyone from patrol officers to senators congratulating him on his outstanding work as a detective.


    But that was before the fall of the Task Force, before the newspaper articles, the federal investigation and the grand jury. That was before the backslide that landed him in the Frauds Unit in the basement of City Hall. Because of the stupidity of others, he'd become a pariah, a man so loathsome that none of his fellow detectives even deigned to offer him a cup of coffee.


    Now, every day, Alexander Rupert walked to his cubicle in the Frauds Unit, where he would sit and gnaw on the bridle and bit of his resentment. He cursed those detectives from the Task Force whose ineptitude stained them all. He also cursed the detectives around him who had judged him without giving him a chance. After three months, he still found it hard to fight through the muddle of bad thoughts that stirred in his head.


    Yet, in a way, he preferred the agitation of that resentment to the calm that lay behind it. On those rare occasions when his bitterness fell quiet, he could feel the loneliness, the stigma of being an outcast. He could feel the full force of his ostracism, powerful and cold like a winter wind. He'd never known anything so consuming.

  


  
    

    [image: images]


    Alexander glanced at his clock. His first appointment of the day, a personal-injury attorney named Reginald Dogget, was already late. Alexander sensed an edge of disrespect in Dogget's tardiness and slowly began to despise the man. When Dogget finally arrived, Alexander watched him walk to the interview room with the stride of someone who owned every inch of the ground he trod. Alexander recognized Dogget from his ads on television, the man railing against insurance companies, jabbing a finger at the camera and vowing to make them pay.


    The receptionist called Alexander to let him know that his appointment was waiting in interview room number 2. Alexander grabbed a pad of paper and a pencil and started to rise, but then paused, sat back down, and sharpened the pencil, once, twice, and three times, grinding off nearly an inch of wood and graphite while Dogget waited for him. When he figured Dogget had waited long enough, Alexander walked to the interview room with a pad of paper, his newly sharpened pencil in his hand and a bead of irritation infecting his mood.


    “Mr. Dogget?” he asked.


    “That's me,” Dogget said in a big voice as he rose and stretched out his hand. Alexander shook it and sat down.


    Alexander took a moment to scratch a few unnecessary notes on the page before saying, “I'm Detective Alexander Rupert. What can I do for you today?”


    Dogget cocked his head slightly as if taken off guard by something. “Alexander Rupert. Now why do I know that name?”


    “I'm sure I don't know.” Alexander tapped his pencil on the pad of paper.


    “Are you the detective who shot down that killer…that guy at the barn?”


    Alexander closed his eyes and shook his head before answering. “No. I'm not that guy. That guy is Max Rupert. I'm Alexander Rupert.”


    “You related?”


    “Only by blood,” Alexander said. “Now, about your—”


    “No, that's not it. I've heard your name before. I've got a great memory for names.” He scratched his chin. “Alexander Rupert…” Then he lit up and snapped his fingers. “Now I know. You were in the news a few months ago. You were one of the cops in that Task Force that they shut down.”


    And there it was, like a foot stepping on Alexander's fingertips, the reminder of how far he'd slipped down the ladder. Alexander gritted his teeth, stared at Dogget, and wondered how big of a handprint he would leave on the side of Dogget's head if he stretched out his fingers and smacked the man.


    “I thought all you guys got suspended or fired for stealing drug money,” Dogget continued.


    A pretty big handprint, Alexander thought. He'd always been told that he had big paws. “Mr. Dogget, I have a lot of work to do. If you have a crime to report, I'll take that report. But if all you want to do is sit here and bullshit, well, then you're wasting my time.”


    Alexander started to stand up and Dogget held out his hands, palms down, over the table. “Hang on there, Detective. I have a crime to report. At least I'm pretty sure it's a crime.”


    Alexander sat back down. “‘Pretty sure’?”


    “Yeah.” Dogget nodded his head as he considered. “It's like this. I have a decent law practice where I make money suing people for car accidents and the like.”


    “I've seen your ads.”


    “Well, thank you.”


    “That wasn't a compliment.”


    Dogget cleared his throat and continued. “I have sources that feed me leads on cases.”


    “Ambulance chasers?”


    “If you want to use that term.” Dogget shifted uncomfortably in his seat at the interruption. Then he continued. “So I get a call from one of my feeders about a car accident in Minneapolis—this Lexus plowed into a Porsche. That's usually a good sign. An expensive car means that they have deep pockets beyond the insurance. The Lexus is being driven by the owner of a chain of jewelry stores. Now we're talking big bucks. And to put icing on the cake, there's no question about who's at fault. The jewelry guy was getting his world rocked by a woman who wasn't his wife, and they crossed the lane. I mean the woman was actually screwing him as they jumped the median into oncoming traffic. The criminal complaint referred to that as ‘gross negligence.’” Dogget cracked a smile as if he'd made a joke.


    “I heard about that accident,” Alexander said. “One guy died.”


    “Yeah, the guy in the Porsche in the oncoming lane, the guy who was minding his own business, not doing a damned thing wrong.”


    “Highway Patrol handled the accident,” Alexander said. “They would've done the reconstruction. Not us.”


    “I'm not looking for accident reconstruction. I have all that.” Dogget tapped his finger on a file lying on the table in front of him, a file he'd brought to the interview.


    “Then what are you looking for?” Alexander said. He made no attempt to hide his growing impatience. “This is the Fraud Unit. We don't handle accidents or deaths.”


    “I'm getting there. When I got the lead on this case, I had my investigator try to scrounge up a relative—someone I could send a letter to.”


    “A relative?”


    “It's a wrongful-death action. The heirs of the dead get to sue the people who caused the death.”


    “So you stalk the relative of the guy in the Porsche, hoping to take a cut of what his heirs should get for his death.”


    “Hey, I provide a valuable service,” Dogget said, pointing his finger at Alexander. It was all Alexander could do not to reach out and break the finger in half. It would have been so quick, so easy. “I go after the deep pocket once the insurance company offers up their meager policy limits.”


    “So did you find a relative?”


    “Sort of.” Dogget shrugged.


    “‘Sort of’?”


    “The guy in the Porsche lived with a woman named Ianna Markova. I sent a letter to her that same day. I normally wait and make sure that the significant other is a wife because a girlfriend does me no good. The heir has to be a blood relative or a wife. Girlfriends are shit out of luck.”


    “Sucks to be her,” Alexander said.


    “Don't it, though.” Alexander's sarcasm floated right past Dogget. “So this Ianna Markova calls me up. Wants to come in and see me. I clear my calendar to get her in. You know, get ’em while they're hot. And boy was she hot. Late twenties, maybe early thirties, blond hair, knockers…” Dogget gave a sideways glance up to the camera in the corner of the ceiling, cleared his throat, and continued in a manner more professional than before. “So she's all bereaved, and I'm taking my time with her. Then I ask her if she and James were married.”


    “James?”


    “The guy in the Porsche. His name was James Erkel Putnam. She had just come from making the funeral arrangements. She tells me that she and Putnam never tied the knot. I almost started crying myself. So I ask her if there were any brothers or sisters or parents. I tell her that we need the names of all of his living relatives. At first she says that James doesn't have a living relative.”


    “So no lawsuit? You must've been heartbroken.”


    “I don't give up that easy. I've never met a man with no blood relatives. You shake a family tree hard enough, someone always falls out. So I laid it on the line. I told her that without a blood relative, there's no lawsuit. No money.”


    “Why would she care? The girlfriend gets nothing, remember?”


    Dogget gave a sly grin, like a man about to share a dirty joke. “I kind of told her that she still gets part of the settlement. I said that once we had the blood relative, she can stake a claim against the jewelry mogul.”


    “So you lied to a woman who just lost her boyfriend.” Alexander leaned into the table and aimed his stare at Dogget. “Is that the crime you came here to report?”


    “You're funny, Detective.” Dogget tapped his knuckles against his chest as if trying to pass a burp. “I come in here to do the right thing, and you bust my chops.”


    “You understand this is the Fraud Unit, don't you? Lying to Ms. Markova is the first thing I've heard so far that sounds like a fraud.”


    “I'm getting there,” Dogget said.


    Alexander could see tiny beads of sweat starting to form on Dogget's temple, and he took some pleasure in it.


    “So, the next day, she came back with a box of documents: birth certificate, Social Security card, and some letters.”


    “Letters?”


    “Yeah, letters that James received years ago from a brother in prison in New York. I had my investigator check into it and, sure enough, Putnam has this older brother doing a stint in the Clinton Correctional Facility for a drug conviction—what they called a class A-1 felony.”


    “So why'd she tell you that James had no relatives?”


    “She said that she found the stuff in a hidden box full of James's personal things. She said she wanted to respect his privacy. My thought is that she just didn't want to share with the brother in prison. But who knows?”


    “What's the brother's name?”


    “William Bartók Putnam. We followed up on the information, compared the birth certificates with city records. Putnam's parents are dead, died in a car crash back in ’98, and the older brother's legit.”


    “So you have your heir. You can rape the jewelry king to your heart's content.”


    “You would think so, but not so fast with the happy ending.” Dogget folded his fingers together in order to give his words some dramatic weight. “I sent William Bartók Putnam a contract to sign, allowing me to file a lawsuit on his behalf. I also sent him a copy of the obituary of his brother. A week later, I get the whole mess back with a simple note that read: ‘That is not my brother. That is not James Erkel Putnam.’”
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    After Dogget left, Alexander opened an investigation into the identity theft of a man named James Erkel Putnam. First, he put a call into the Highway Patrol and requested a copy of the accident file. The trooper he spoke with offered to drive a hard copy of the file over, an offer Alexander gladly accepted. By midmorning, Alexander had both the accident file and Dogget's file on his desk. He ran the dead man's driver's license to get a photo. The man claiming to be Putnam looked to be in his midthirties, with handsome features and a smiling face that held a hint of gloating around the eyes.


    He put the photo down and pulled the accident-reconstruction report from the file. Both of the cars were equipped with sensors that captured their speed, direction of travel, and reaction time between braking, impact, and airbag deployment. The accident report read like a technical manual—numbers and calculations and formulae, but it gave no depth, no sense of the living, breathing human being who lost his life. To learn more about the man, Alexander looked to the narrative reports of the officers on the scene.


    Officers Kevin Tiegs and Sandra Percell had arrived within a minute of one another. Tiegs went immediately to the Lexus, where he found a man and a woman, both in their midthirties, both in the area of the driver's seat. The man faced forward as if he were driving the car, and the woman sat partially on the man's lap, with her upper torso slumped across the console. The man had his pants and underwear pulled down around his thighs, and the woman wore a red dress that had been pulled up around her hips. The man was conscious, mumbling gibberish. The woman was unconscious.


    Officer Sandra Percell's report dealt with the man in the Porsche, whom she later identified by driver's license as James Erkel Putnam, born February 22, 1980. The impact of the crash pushed the engine of the Porsche through the firewall and into his lap. The column for the steering wheel had entered his chest just below the clavicle, disconnecting his right shoulder from its socket. A smear of the man's blood and hair coated the shattered windshield, which had folded into his head. Even with those massive injuries, the man in the Porsche floated in and out of consciousness.


    Percell determined that extraction of the man would be impossible without the Jaws of Life, and even then, she didn't see how he could survive his injuries. She wrote in her report that she believed that he was about to die, but she followed her training and tipped his head back, far enough to keep his airway open.


    In a gurgling whisper, the man asked Percell if he was going to die. Percell didn't answer but continued to give what aid she could. The man struggled to speak, but his words sank into a bog of incoherency as he fought to stay alive. She wrote down what words she could make out. Amidst the garble of phrases, Percell wrote that Putnam whispered “find it…before…they…find her.” He said those words shortly before his body went into shock. Within a matter of minutes, the man fell into unconsciousness and died.


    Alexander let the man's final words churn in his head for a moment and wondered whether they were the labored last message of a man who knew that he was dying, or the confused ramblings of a man with a massive head injury. He put the thought aside and moved on, returning to the Department of Public Safety database. He found that Putnam applied for a Minnesota driver's license in November 2001, when he was twenty-one years old. Alexander could find no record of James Erkel Putnam holding a driver's license in Minnesota or any other state before that date. The picture on that first license as well as the most recent DL photo matched the photos from the crash scene and the morgue. Putnam had no traffic violations, and a search of state and federal databases showed no criminal charges or convictions.


    Then he ran the name of the brother, William Bartók Putnam, and came up with a hit on NCIC for a felony controlled-substance conviction in New York. He wrote the information down on a piece of paper, along with the contact information for William Putnam's current residence—the Clinton Correctional Facility in Dannemora, New York.


    He typed the name James Erkel Putnam into Google and came up with a handful of hits referencing the imposter and his quiet life in Minnesota, but he also found a single hit that predated November 2001, an old MySpace page. The photo of the man on the MySpace page did not match the Minnesota driver's license photo for Putnam. While they had some similar features, there could be no question that they weren't the same person.


    Alexander leaned back in his chair and ran his hands through his sandy-blond hair, locking his fingers behind his head. He stared at the imposter's DL photo and whispered to the man in the picture, “Who are you…and what did you do to the real James Putnam?”


    Alexander scanned down the comments section of the MySpace page and noticed that the last comment was an entry by Putnam himself dated August 30, 2001, three months before the new James Erkel Putnam sprang from the dust in Minnesota. The comment merely read: “Life can be so utterly strange…more to come.” But there wasn't more to come—not on that web page or any other.


    Alexander did a quick search through obituary records from New York City and held on as the trickle of deaths turned into a torrent on September 11th of that year. He could feel his palms grow warm on the keyboard as he checked and cross-checked every database he could find, certain he would find his man on one of them. But he found no James Putnam on any list, either official or unofficial. No James Putnam had been declared dead or missing in the weeks before or the weeks after the fall of the towers. Dead end.


    At 11 a.m., Alexander made a call to the prison in Dannemora, New York, speaking first to a caseworker, and then, after an eternity on hold—while they brought William to the caseworker's office—to the convict William Putnam.


    “William, my name is Detective Alexander Rupert of the Minneapolis Police Department. I'm calling about some confusion we're having over the death of a man named James Erkel Putnam. First, let me just ask, do you have a brother by that name?”


    “I do—or I did. That guy in the obituary—that's not my brother. What happened to my brother?”


    “That's what we're trying to figure out. Maybe it's just an odd coincidence. Two guys named James Putnam.”


    “How many James Putnams will have a middle name like Erkel?” William asked. “Our mother was Hungarian and a musician and gave us the middle names of a couple of Hungarian composers. Mine is Bartók, after Béla Bartók. James was named after Ferenc Erkel.”


    “When's the last time you saw your brother?”


    “The day I got busted. He never came to visit—my choice. I didn't want him seeing me like this, so I told him not to visit me.”


    Alexander told William to have his caseworker pull up James Putnam's MySpace page on her office computer. When the page popped onto the screen, William said, “That's James. That's my brother. You see? That's not the guy that died in Minnesota.”


    “I've been told that he wrote to you.”


    “He used to—about once a month. Then…”


    “Then what?”


    “I got this letter saying he was leaving the city. He said that the terrorist attack was too much for him and he was going to find someplace safer to call home. He said he was starting over and didn't want anything more to do with me.”


    “Did it seem odd to you that he would react that way…not want to have anything more to do with you? Want to leave the city?”


    “Yeah, it seemed odd. He was a senior in college, or going to be. He worked hard to get that far. It didn't make sense that he would leave that behind. And yeah, it was hard to swallow that he didn't want to have contact with me.”


    “What is the date of that last letter?”


    “October 12th, 2001.” William answered without hesitation, like a man who'd memorized every word of his brother's last letter.


    “You haven't heard from him since then?”


    There was silence on the other end of the line, and Alexander suspected that a troubling thought was beginning to nudge at William. “Not a word. Nothing since I got that good-bye letter.”


    “Can you fax me a copy of all of his letters?”


    “Detective, who was that guy in the obituary?”


    Alexander paused, not sure if he should answer the question. But William had the right to know at least that much. “That man appears to have been living under your brother's name. He's been James Erkel Putnam since November 2001.”


    “How can that happen? How can two men be…?” William's voice trailed off, and Alexander could almost hear the wheels turn as William found his way to the conspicuous conclusion. When he spoke again, William's voice barely made it through the phone line. “Detective Rupert, is my brother dead?”


    Alexander thought he knew the answer to that question, but he lied to William and said, “I don't know.”
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    Max Rupert squinted to see the thin fishing line as he tied it to the steel leader attached to his Dardevle lure. He blinked the strain out of his eyes and then saw his brother, Alexander, at the front of the boat, tying off a crankbait lure.


    “You using crankbait?” Max said, already knowing the answer.


    “I'm planning on eating fish tonight,” Alexander said.


    “We're back-trolling,” Max looked at the calm lake. “Clear day, no clouds, no chop on the water—you're never going to get deep enough to catch a walleye today.” Max cast his line out about twenty feet and popped their fifty-horse motor into reverse.


    “That's the difference between you and me, Maximilian, I'll settle for a northern, but I'm setting my sights on a walleye.”


    Max smiled at his brother's jab—using the name Maximilian. Max never felt at home with his birth name. He always dreaded that first day of class every year when his teacher would roll-call his given name, Maximilian Rupert. The way he saw it, the name Maximilian belonged to someone with shoes much nicer than he would ever wear.


    Alexander, on the other hand, seemed to wear his name like Joseph wore his coat of many colors. Writing Alexander's name on his birth certificate was one of the last things their mother did before slipping into unconsciousness. She died that day from an internal hemorrhage. But to Max a name like Alexander demanded a nickname. So when Max was twelve and Alexander ten, Max took to calling his brother Festus, a name he'd found watching reruns of Gunsmoke.


    “Festus,” Max said with a grin. “You can set your sights on a grizzly, but if you're shooting bird shot, you're going home empty-handed.”


    In the early years, the name Festus found its way into every fight the two boys had, either as a source of the scuffle or as a parting taunt. But as they got older, something changed between them, and the name became a secret door that connected the older brother to his tagalong sibling. Max called his brother Festus the day he caught Alexander shoplifting a Playboy, and the time that Alexander puked up his first attempt at drinking whiskey. Now that they were older, Max only called his brother Festus when it was just the two of them getting together for a beer.


    “Cigar?” Max said.


    “Is it one of those nasty-ass, gas-station rags?”


    “Nothing but.”


    “Perfect.”


    “Trade you for a beer,” Max said, reaching into a foil pouch and digging out a couple of cigars that looked like cedar twigs. They opened their beers, lit their cigars, and puffed out tiny clouds of white smoke, tinted blue by the lake and the October sky.


    Their boat chugged slowly across Torch Lake—a lake they shared with no other people. A lumberjacking ancestor of theirs built the cabin on Torch Lake back when that part of Minnesota was still called the Wisconsin Territory. In 1902, Minnesota assumed the land around the lake for a forest reserve, putting a moratorium on any further development. The Ruperts were granted the right to keep their cabin, provided they pay a small stipend to lease the land it stood on.


    Max sat in the stern of the small boat, his left hand on the tiller, his right hand jigging his fishing line. Alexander sat forward, his back to Max, his feet propped up on the bow, his rod resting across his thighs. They sat a mere ten feet apart, but that space between them sagged with the weight of three months of silence, three months of avoiding any mention of the Task Force, the grand jury, or Alexander's fall from grace. Their recent conversations skipped like stones across the surface of their lives, never finding depth, never touching the trouble that had been visited upon Alexander. And that's why Max suggested the weekend at the lake.


    Alexander's shoulders flattened as he relaxed into his seat, blowing smoke rings into the light breeze. It gave Max second thoughts about starting the conversation, but there'd be no better time.


    “I heard they served you with a subpoena,” Max said.


    Alexander stiffened as the apparent chill of those words settled on the back of his neck. “Good news travels fast,” he said, his fingers picking at the cork handle of his fishing rod.


    “Yeah, and shitty news moves at the speed of light,” Max said. “But still, I had to hear this from the rumor mill?”


    “I've testified in front of a grand jury before, Max. It's no big deal.”


    “When you're the target, it's kind of a big deal.”


    “Maybe I won't be the target when I'm done. Maybe the grand jury is the best way to clear my name and get this shit behind me.”


    “Maybe,” Max said with as much conviction as he could muster. “But just in case…have you thought about maybe…meeting with a lawyer?”


    Alexander, who had been sitting with his back to Max, now turned to face his brother. “Lawyer up? Are you joking?”


    “No, I—”


    “Max, what's your first thought whenever some douchebag you busted lawyers up?”


    “I know, but—”


    “Answer the question. What do you think?”


    Max rolled his eyes and sighed. “I think he's got something to hide.”


    “Exactly. I'm not doing it, Max. I hear the whispers already. People treat me like I'm a leper. They think I stole drug money like the rest of those fucks. They think I'm a bad cop—me. I'm not giving them anything more to talk about. I am not getting a lawyer.”


    “This isn't about them, Alexander. Fuck them. You can get twisted up in front of a grand jury. I've seen it happen. You get your facts wrong, and they'll charge you with a felony just for lying.”


    Alexander's voice began to pick up some gravel as he spoke. “You think I need to lie to the grand jury?”


    “That's not what I said.”


    “You think I'm guilty?” Alexander's knuckles turned white from gripping his fishing rod too tight. “You think I took from the till?”


    “I didn't say that.”


    “You didn't?”


    “Dammit, Alexander, you know I didn't say that.”


    “Funny because that's what I heard.”


    “I'm just trying to help. I—”


    “I don't need your help. I'm not a kid anymore, Max. Just drop it.”


    Max inhaled a deep lungful of autumn air infused with the scent of pine needles and dirt and cigar smoke. He considered dropping the subject, but he couldn't shake the feeling that, over the past three months, he'd been watching his brother drown. It was as though he could look below the surface of the water and see Alexander tangled in weeds. He wanted to reach out a hand to save him, but Alexander wouldn't take it. Alexander would suffer almost any consequence rather than admit to a mistake. The more Max tried to help, the more Alexander pulled away—and the deeper into the weeds he sank.


    They trolled a little longer while Max let Alexander calm down. Neither said a word as they completed their first pass across the lake without a bite. After Alexander opened his second beer, Max tiptoed back to the subject.


    “How's Desi handling all this?”


    Alexander answered with a defensive edge to his voice. “How do you expect Desi to be handling this?”


    “I would hope your wife has your back.”


    “Like you do? At least she isn't accusing me of being a thief.”


    “I never called you a thief. Quit turning this around.”


    Alexander stared into the water where his line sliced through the rippling wake left by the boat. Max waited patiently for Alexander to finish his answer. Then Alexander said, “It's hard on her…seeing her husband's name in the paper, linked to a big corruption scandal. There's always going to be some fallout from a thing like this, but all in all she's okay.”


    “Desiree's a tough one, all right,” Max said, doing his best to sound convincing. He knew Desiree Rupert well enough to know that Alexander was lying. In the best of times, Desi could shine with the brilliance of the finest lead crystal. To the casual observer, she seemed the perfect catch, a woman of beauty and stature—old-money roots. But Max knew her from close up. He'd watched her turn brittle and thin under pressure. He remembered how she sparkled at the ceremony when Alexander received his Medal of Valor, charming every dignitary in the room. And then she turned around and made Alexander hobble through the rain with a wounded hip to fetch their car, so that he could pick her up at the door—lest she get her hair wet. Max often wondered if Desi had been just one more mistake that Alexander refused to concede.


    “Sure,” Alexander said. “In a couple of weeks this'll all blow over and everything will be back to normal.”


    “Absolutely,” Max said. “But in the meantime, you know that I'm here for you. Don't you? I mean if you mess with one Rupert, you mess with both…right, Festus?”


    Alexander looked over his shoulder and tipped his beer toward Max.


    Max said no more. He downed the last swallow of his beer and let the tension sink into the water beneath them. He had done what he came to do. He had let Alexander know that if push ever came to shove, they would always be the Rupert boys. He opened a new beer and let the subject drift away. For the rest of the weekend, they would think of nothing more taxing than which of the brothers would catch the bigger fish.
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    Lately, Desiree Rupert had been putting in extra hours at work, and she was already gone before Alexander woke up on Monday morning. With a cup of coffee in one hand and a breakfast bar in the other, he headed out the door. As he walked through the garage toward his car, a reflection caught his eye, and he saw his silver tie clip on the concrete floor. Without giving it a second thought, he picked the tie clip up and put it in his pocket.


    As he drove to work, his mind wandered from topic to topic: his cases, his weekend at the lake, the shroud of gloom that would again greet him at City Hall, but he found himself returning to the tie clip. How had it fallen onto the floor of his garage? He'd gotten that tie clip, a silver bar with his initials engraved in it, from Desi for an anniversary years ago. He tried to remember the last time that he wore it.


    He found it lying on the floor of the garage near where the passenger door of Desi's car would have been. Had he left it in Desi's car and it fell out? No. He'd seen it in his sock drawer recently, he was sure of it. He never wore it to work, preferring to save it for special occasions. As he parked at City Hall, the tie clip in his pocket burned against the skin of his thigh. He stepped out of the car and pulled the clip out. The silver face of the bar bore no inscription—no initials. Instead, he found a tiny diamond in the center of the bar. This wasn't his tie clip.


    By the time he finished his slow march to his cubicle, he'd worked through a dozen different scenarios, none of which explained this tie clip being on the garage floor. He'd been away at the lake with his brother all weekend. She was home alone—or should have been. She never mentioned having company. But in the thick silence that filled their lives since the fall of the Task Force, a visiting relative might be something she would fail to mention. Her father occasionally came by after church. He was the kind of man who would wear a tie clip with his suit. Had he stopped over? Or maybe a colleague, or her boss? But why would they be in the garage? For that matter, why would they be there when Alexander was away?


    He spent the morning staring at the clip, trying to find an explanation that didn't take him to a dark place, but he found that task nearly impossible.


    He thought back to the conversation that he and Max had over the weekend. He thought, particularly, about that carefully worded question that Max had asked: “How's Desi handling all this?”


    If Alexander had been honest with his brother, he would have told Max about the fights and the silences, about the fragile truce that allowed the subject of Alexander's entanglements to go unmentioned. He would have told Max about how Desi had taken to spending some nights in the guest bedroom, claiming that the mattress there fit her needs better, an excuse that neither he nor Desi cared to explore. If he'd been honest, Alexander would have mentioned that it had been weeks, maybe months, since Desi touched him with anything approaching affection. It was as if he and Desi had holed up in their separate bastions, leaving enough distance between them to absorb everything that they left unsaid.


    Alexander must have picked up the phone twenty times that morning, intending to call Desi, to ask her about the tie clip, but every time he went to dial her number, he stopped. He was afraid of what he might hear: the unmistakable hesitation of deception in her voice, the excuse, the story that would only sound plausible because he wanted it to be true. He didn't call because he feared that what she might tell him would crush him.


    Desi's marketing-research firm was in the IDS Center—the grand dame of the Minneapolis skyline—a mere six blocks away. They used to meet for lunch almost every day when they were first married. They would take the skyway—a series of hallways that float above the traffic of downtown Minneapolis—and meet each other at a deli in the middle for a quick bite. Although it had been some time since they met for lunch, they were still a mere six blocks apart.


    As noon crept closer, the detectives began to slip out of the Frauds Unit in small clusters on their way to lunch. The graying skies had been threatening rain all morning, and now Alexander could see droplets tapping the window. He wouldn't call her. That he knew. No. He would bring the silver tie clip to her office and lay it on her desk. He would watch her reaction and wait for an explanation. He would know the truth by the look on her face. He put the clip in his pocket and headed out of City Hall before he could change his mind.


    The skyway brought Alexander to the IDS Center where it opened onto a second-floor balcony overlooking the vast lobby called the Crystal Court. It had glass walls and a ceiling built into squares to catch the sunlight. They rose in terraced layers that gave one the feeling of being inside the core of a god-sized geode. People in suits crisscrossed the atrium, mixing with the gawkers and tourists. The lunch-hour crowd was nearing full chaos.


    Alexander made his way toward the elevators, keeping a curious eye on the activity in the courtyard below. He came to a stop when he saw his wife, Desi, standing in the middle of the courtyard, looking at a piece of artwork, her arms folded across her midriff. She gazed intently at some abstract weave of primary colors painted on an unframed canvas, her head tilting slightly as she considered the piece.


    She wore a black suit with a bright, crimson blouse that drew attention to the soft, tan skin of her throat. Her long, black hair caught the light in such a way that it cast a shine that he could see from his perch on the balcony, a good thirty yards away. He started to raise his hand in a wave, to call her attention to him, but stopped when he saw a man stride up behind her with quick, confident steps. The man wore a well-tailored suit, the kind of suit that called for a silver tie clip. He placed his hands on Desi's shoulders and smiled as he leaned forward, his face disappearing behind her hair, his head tipping as though whispering something in her ear or…kissing the nape of her neck.


    Alexander blinked hard to clear his eyes, focusing his complete attention on his wife and that man. Did Desi lean back? Arch into him? The movement was so subtle that Alexander couldn't be sure. Desi turned around, and the man leaned into her again. Just then, a maintenance worker passed by them, carrying a ladder, blocking Alexander's view of his wife. Did they kiss? They were so close to one another.


    Alexander held on to the rail of the balcony, feeling as though the bones in his knees were melting. He stopped breathing. He couldn't move. He stood numb as he watched his wife—the woman he swore to love until her death—walk out the front door of the IDS Center and climb into a cab with another man.
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    A light drizzle gathered on the tips of Alexander's hair, the droplets growing in size until they fell cold on the back of his neck. He stared over the side of the Third Avenue Bridge, looking down at the Mississippi River at a place where the run divided into two contrasting temperaments. To his left lay the calm upper basin of the St. Anthony Falls Lock and Dam with ducks paddling across a smooth surface that reflected the dark clouds above him. To his right, the river boiled and seethed where a powerful spillway hammered the water into coppery foam before it thundered over the apron of the waterfall.


    A jump from that spot on the bridge would be fatal, especially after the undertow at the bottom of the falls finished its work.


    A slight wave of vertigo washed over him as he fixed his gaze on the convulsing water. He gripped the steel rail of the bridge with both hands and felt the vibrations of the vehicles that passed behind him. The smell of river water and mud and fish and tree rot rose from below, where it mixed with the scent of city streets and truck exhaust.


    He couldn't recall the exact path that brought him to the center of that bridge. He remembered watching the toes of his shoes jut out in front of him, one step after another, clapping down on the wet cement as he walked. And much like a sleepwalker waking up in the wrong room, at some point he stopped walking and looked around to find himself in the middle of the Third Avenue Bridge.


    He closed his eyes and tried to pull clarity from the static of his brain, but one thought drowned out everything else: the image of his wife leaving the IDS Center with the man in the suit. The man had put his hands on her shoulders, pulled her into him. She didn't act startled. She was expecting him, waiting for him. She smiled when she saw him. Had they kissed? No. That wasn't a kiss. It couldn't have been. But she had smiled at the man—smiled in a way she hadn't smiled at Alexander since…


    A torrent of mental images and accusations flooded his mind: the grand-jury investigation, the accusatory whispers that floated through the halls of the police department, the newspaper article that carried his name, stamped with the headline: POLICE CORRUPTION. A cold dread wrapped around his chest and squeezed.


    Then, through the calamity of noise and pain, Alexander heard Max's voice, a vestige from the past, telling him to “square up.” The memory emanated from a time when he and Max both wrestled in middle school. Max told Alexander that if things ever got out of control, he should square up—get to his hands and knees, get stable, focus on taking control of just one thing. Once he got squared up, life would slow down. He could take stock—plan the next move instead of reacting to the other guy's attack. Hearing that voice from the past eased the panic that had gripped Alexander's chest.


    “Get control of one thing,” he muttered under his breath. “Quit reacting. Don't let them dictate the outcome. Square up. But how?”


    He emptied his mind of the dark images and let it wander until his thoughts found their way to a picture that he kept in his desk drawer, one taken on the night he was awarded the Medal of Valor. It was a picture of him, Desi, and Max standing with the mayor of Minneapolis. The mayor had called Alexander a hero that night, embellishing only slightly as he told the story of Alexander getting shot during a drug sting that set records for the amount of methamphetamine taken off the streets and the number of dealers arrested.


    Desi had been so proud of him that day. She brought her entire family to the ceremony. She beamed with pride as she shook the hands of the commanders and congressional leaders. She even blew Alexander a kiss as he walked—cane in hand—across the stage to receive his medal.


    Max also looked at Alexander differently that evening. Alexander was no longer the tagalong brother trying to compete in his big brother's world. He had become a hero all on his own—with no help from Max.


    Alexander thought back to that day and realized that, more than anything, he wanted to feel that pride again, to see his own goodness in the way his wife and his brother smiled at him, to feel his potency in the touch of his wife's fingers. He had been on top of his game. He was a hell of a good detective, a man adored by his wife and slapped on the back by his peers. He wanted that back.


    He leaned into the cold, steel rail and stared at the river below, mesmerized by the water's violence. How had he come to be that man on that bridge? Where had he gone wrong? How could he get back what he had lost?


    The screaming in his head was gone now. The dark images had fallen into the rush of water below him, and his breathing had settled back into his chest. There were many things outside of his control, he thought to himself, but being a good detective—that he could do. Everything else would flow from that, just as it had before. His wife loved him. His peers respected him. His brother looked up to him. He had been there before—he could get there again.


    Then he thought of the Putnam file. Something about that case called to him. Alexander could see a level of sophistication and deception that made that case a nugget of gold in a pan full of gravel. If Alexander was right, then the true James Putnam was dead, and the smart money would bet that he had been killed by the man driving the Porsche. There had to be so much more to that story. How had the imposter killed Putnam? Where did he kill Putnam? Why? The case had merit, and it had dropped into Alexander's lap because no one else wanted to interview that blowhard attorney, Dogget. But now it was Alexander's case.


    Alexander started his walk back to City Hall, his mind absorbed by the questions raised by the Putnam case. Why would a man steal another man's life and identity, unless he needed to hide? What kind of evil was he hiding from—or maybe he was the evil and the new identity was his only escape from swift vengeance. The Putnam case might have a simple explanation, but Alexander's instinct told him otherwise.

  


  
    

    [image: images]


    When Alexander arrived back at his cubicle, he grabbed the Putnam file and pulled the birth certificate showing that James Putnam was born at New York Methodist Hospital. If Putnam had grown up in Brooklyn, he would have left a footprint there. Alexander began calling around to confirm the existence of James Putnam. With each new phone call, he gathered a few more traces of life—school records, his name in the newspaper for being a runner-up in a spelling bee, his high-school graduation notice—small traces but proof nonetheless.


    When that line of the investigation dried up, he decided to pay a visit to Ianna Markova, the “hottie” that brought the case to lawyer Dogget. It made sense that she should know something about the real James Putnam, even if she didn't know that she knew it.


    Ianna Markova had lived with the imposter in the penthouse of a twenty-story condominium at the edge of downtown Minneapolis, a building that overlooked the Mississippi River. Alexander flashed a badge, and a security officer buzzed him through the security doors.


    An older building, its lobby had marble floors and cherry-paneled walls. It marked a vast improvement over the run-down tenements that Alexander frequented when he worked Narcotics—places that smelled of pit bulls, pot, and the unmistakable cat-urine scent of the meth labs.


    The security guard, a young man who looked barely old enough to drink alcohol legally, sat behind the hotel-like reception desk, an economics textbook open in front of him.


    “I need to see one of your residents,” Alexander said, still holding out his badge. “A Ms. Ianna Markova.”


    “Is Ms. Markova expecting you?”


    “She is not. But if you tell her it's about the death of Mr. Putnam, I'm sure she'll make herself available.”


    The security guard picked up a phone, dialed, and spoke in a whisper. After a few seconds, he placed the phone back in the cradle and said, “Follow me.”


    They walked to the elevator and the kid pushed the button for the twentieth floor—the penthouse. Alexander then rode up alone. When the elevator arrived, the doors opened to an antechamber. The door to the penthouse stood on the opposite side of the antechamber. Alexander walked over, knocked lightly, and waited until he heard the sound of diminutive feet padding on the floor inside. An attractive woman appeared, wearing a blue spaghetti-strap tank top, white yoga pants, and a soft smile.


    “I'm Detective Alexander Rupert of the Minneapolis Police Department.”


    The woman looked at his badge.


    “Are you Ianna Markova?”


    “I am.”


    “Mind if I ask you a few questions about James Putnam?”


    She didn't move at first. She looked at Alexander as though processing his request, and then said, “Come in.” Ianna walked to the heart of the apartment, where a fourteen-foot wall of tinted glass faced the Mississippi River. Alexander stepped up to the glass to look out. If Ianna Markova had been standing in that spot a couple hours earlier, she could have watched him on the Third Avenue Bridge, holding on to the cold, steel rail as though his life depended on it. “Nice view,” he said, turning his attention back to Ianna.


    “If you like rivers,” she replied. She sat on a white couch and smiled at Alexander, motioning with her hand to show him to a love seat opposite her. Her eyes seemed to hold his just a little too long, and she smiled a little too easily for someone who recently lost a boyfriend, Alexander thought.


    “Didn't the Highway Patrol already take care of this stuff?” Ianna asked.


    “They did ma'am. This isn't about—”


    “Oh, please don't call me ma'am.” Ianna curled her pedicured feet up underneath her. “Do I look like a ma'am to you?”


    Alexander took a moment to look at Ianna and concluded that there was nothing “ma'am” about the woman. He swallowed hard and hoped that she hadn't noticed his stare. “No, I guess you don't,” he said. “By the way, I'm sorry for your loss.”


    “Thank you,” she said casting her gaze to the floor not unlike an actor responding to a cue. “It all happened so suddenly.”


    “How long did you know Mr. Putnam?”


    “We were together for three years.”


    “You own this place with him?”


    “No. He owned it. I'm hoping to buy it. I have a little windfall coming.”


    “The wrongful-death case?”


    “You know about that?”


    “So Dogget hasn't told you…”


    Ianna sat up in her seat. “Told me what? Is there something wrong?”


    Alexander hesitated, not wanting to be the one to bear bad news. “You may want to call him.”


    “What is it?”


    Alexander paused again, but then said, “He said that girlfriends can't collect on a wrongful-death action. Only wives.”


    That cold slab of information seemed to catch Ianna off guard. She began absently looking around the apartment at the furniture and the adornments. “I don't understand. I thought…I mean, there was no wife. I was all James had. He didn't have a wife.”


    “I'm sorry.”


    “How can that be fair?” She pressed a hand against her chest. “You're saying that he told you I'm getting nothing…at all?”


    “That's what Dogget said. It's not my call.”


    She hesitated as if to collect herself, then said, “I'm sorry, Detective. It's just that I was counting on that settlement. I can't afford…” She pursed her lips and shook her head. “Dogget told me it was open-and-shut.”


    “Dogget told you that because he wanted your help in tracking down James's family.”


    “James always said he didn't have a family.”


    “But you know better.” Alexander watched Ianna fold her hands together, a subconscious tick of discomfort. “I understand James has a brother.”


    “What does this have to do with his death?”


    “Maybe nothing,” Alexander said, “maybe a lot. If he told you that he had no family, how'd you know about the brother?”


    Ianna lowered her eyes. “One day, when James was out of town, I was cleaning in the bedroom, and I found a box full of his personal stuff.”


    “Where did you find the box?”


    Ianna narrowed her gaze at Alexander. “Why are you here, Detective? What does this have to do with a car accident?”


    “We came across some discrepancies in the accident investigation.”


    “What discrepancies?”


    “Where did you find the box?”


    “In a hiding place,” she said. “A false bottom under the bed frame. I had to move the bed away from the wall to get to it.”


    “While you were cleaning?”


    Now she smiled at Alexander. “I'll have to watch myself with you, won't I?” She gave Alexander a slight nod before continuing. “So I wasn't cleaning. I was snooping, but I didn't open the box that day.”


    “Why not?”


    “It wasn't my box.”


    Alexander dipped his head slightly and fixed a look of disbelief across his face.


    “Okay,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I waited until I knew that James would be gone for a while. He used to go on a small trip every December. I waited until then to open the box.”


    “What was in the box?”


    “His birth certificate, his Social Security card, and a stack of letters.”


    “Letters from William?”


    She leaned back in her seat, spreading her arms across the back of the couch. “If you knew about this already, wouldn't it have been easier to just come out and ask to see the letters?”


    “Can I see the letters?” Alexander said.


    “Sure, but what's this all about?”


    “Please…the letters?”


    Ianna stood and went down the hall, disappearing into a room at the opposite end of the apartment.


    Alexander took the opportunity to stretch his legs and look around. The apartment had been furnished with pieces that could only survive in a home with no children or pets. A Japanese sandalwood hutch held antique silver, delicate crystal, and pottery that looked older than the Bible itself. In the kitchen, fine Californian wines lined the racks of a wine cabinet. Through an open door, Alexander could see an office with mahogany wainscoting and shelves filled with books, and a desk with a computer monitor on it.


    In the front room, a carved-stone fireplace acted as a counterbalance to the windowed wall that overlooked the river. The over-mantle on the fireplace, a grid of stone panels, rose to the ceiling. A painting of a fountain hung above the fireplace. Alexander walked up to the painting and read the name Peterson in the bottom corner. A woman, dressed in a Victorian-era, long, white dress, descended steps behind the fountain.


    “That's an original Peterson,” Ianna said, walking into the room with a small, green box in her hands.


    “Never heard of him. Is he famous?”


    “She. And yes.” Ianna had fixed herself up a bit while she'd been retrieving the letters: her face softened by a touch of makeup, her hair brushed just enough to give it a shine. And Alexander thought he caught a whiff of perfume in the air that hadn't been there before.


    Alexander said, “If you don't mind my asking, what's a painting like that go for?”


    “James bought that before we got together. He told me that he paid seventy thousand dollars for it.”


    Alexander whistled his surprise and tried to imagine how this imposter could come up with enough money to pay a year's salary for a painting of a fountain. “What did James do for a living?”


    “Nothing…I mean he occasionally traded stocks online.”


    “All this from the occasional stock trade?”


    “He never talked about how he made his money. He was kind of secretive that way. Is that what this is about?”


    “Can I see the letters, please?”


    Ianna sat on the couch, opened the box, and handed the documents to Alexander. He returned to the love seat and flipped through the letters from William Putnam to James, looking for the dates. As he suspected, there were no letters after October 2001. “Do you mind if I take these with me?”


    “Sure, you can have them,” she said. “Now do you want to tell me why you're here?”


    Alexander leaned forward so that he could watch her reaction. “Miss Markova—”


    “Please call me Ianna.”


    “Ianna, the man you knew as James Putnam was an imposter. I believe that he stole the identity of the real James Putnam back in 2001 and has been living under that false identity ever since.”


    Ianna didn't move at first; her whole body seemed frozen by what Alexander had said. It seemed as though she was waiting for the words to form a pattern that might make sense. “That's impossible.” She shook her head. “That's just crazy. I know James Putnam. What you're saying can't be true.”


    “Those letters you found…they're letters that William Putnam sent to his brother, James—the real James.”


    Alexander reached into his pocket and showed Ianna the MySpace photo. She gazed at it with a mixture of curiosity and confusion. Alexander continued. “This man is the real James Putnam. But in November of 2001, a new James Putnam appeared in the records. This new James is the man you knew.”


    “If he wasn't James Putnam, then who was he?”


    “I'm trying to figure that out.”


    “This makes no sense.”


    “Have you ever seen that man in the picture before?”


    “No.”


    “Did James ever mention anything from his past? Any clue who he might have been.”


    “He was James Putnam. I never…I mean it never occurred to me.”


    “He ever talk about his life, maybe a childhood friend or relative?”


    “He said he grew up in Brooklyn…and that his parents died when he was in high school.” She put the photo down and thought for a minute, then said. “I'm sorry, Detective. I know it makes me sound like an idiot—some dumb blond—but I don't remember him saying anything about his past. I just figured something bad happened, and he wanted to keep it buried. This is unreal. I can't think of anything that would explain…”


    Alexander pulled out a card with his name and number on it and gave it to Ianna. “This can't be easy for you. I would really appreciate it if you would think back on your conversations with James, and if anything pops into your head, give me a call.”


    “Sure,” she said.


    “I just have one more thing.”


    “I'm almost afraid to ask.”


    Alexander pointed at the office. “I'd like to get a copy of the hard drive off of that computer in there. Would that be okay?”


    “The hard drive?”


    “If the man you knew as James Putnam kept any ties to his past life, he might have left a clue on his computer.”


    “You want to take the computer?”


    “No, I can make a copy of the hard drive.” Alexander pulled a computer-data-collection kit from the pocket of his jacket, a package slightly larger than a wallet. “With this I can create an exact duplicate of the computer's hard drive.”


    “Shouldn't you have a search warrant or something?”


    “Not if you give me your consent. I could go get a search warrant if you prefer.”


    “No, that's okay,” she said. “It's just that…”


    “What?”


    “There may be some pictures of me on there…you know…personal pictures.”


    Alexander looked at her with reassuring eyes, a mask he'd worn many times working undercover. “I'm not looking for pictures. I want to see if there's anything on the computer that might explain who that man really was.”


    “Believe me,” Ianna said. “I want to know the truth as much as you do. It's just…the thought of a bunch of cops or computer geeks looking at pictures of me…”


    Alexander considered the problem. There would be metadata lurking in the shadows of the hard drive, and he would need the forensics guys to uncover that. But to leave the computer alone with Ianna while he sought a search warrant—she could destroy a lot of information if she tried. If she truly had concerns about people seeing her private pictures, he could work around that.


    He said, “You could consent to let me look at it—just me—and no other cops or forensic guys. If you let me look at the hard drive, I promise I won't take it to Forensics without coming back to give you a heads-up. And I promise I won't go into any picture files that might be personal. You have my word.”


    “And you'll let me know what you find? You'll tell me who he really was?”


    “Well, technically, you're a witness and—”


    “And technically you don't have a search warrant. I'll wash your back and you can wash mine.”


    “You mean scratch.”


    “That works too,” she smiled.


    He'd expected a grieving mess of a woman barely able to function—not this. Ianna Markova radiated a clever mix of high-end savvy and country charm. She struck Alexander as the kind of woman who could sum up the competing angles of any game and know where best to place her bets. She would have made a great undercover cop, he thought. “I guess you have a right to know who you've been with all these years,” he said.


    Ianna stood, led Alexander to the study, and turned on the computer. As the screen flashed through the wakeup sequence, Ianna wrote on a piece of paper. “Here are the passwords that I know about. I'm not sure if there are any others.”


    “He gave you his passwords?”


    “Some,” she shrugged. “I…acquired some others.” The curiosity must have shown on Alexander's face because she continued. “A girl's got to take care of herself, doesn't she?”


    Alexander smiled and looked at two telephone numbers she had written on the bottom of the paper. “And what are these?”


    “My home number and cell, so you can keep me updated.” Then Ianna continued in a voice that held a hint of mischievousness. “And if you come across any pictures that you find…interesting, it's okay if you take a little peek.”
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    Max Rupert sat at a table in Delancy's Pub and waited for Alexander to arrive. Max had sent his brother a text message to join him there for a beer, and he made the invitation benign—just a chat after work—so that Alexander would show up. He chose Delancy's Pub because it was close to City Hall and had a certain leave-me-alone feel to it.


    As he waited, Max picked at the label on a bottle of beer, not sure how he would broach the true purpose for their meeting. He had spent his lunch hour that day chatting with Reed Osgood, his former partner from Homicide, who now chased bad guys for the FBI. After bribing Reed with a lunch of steak and eggs, Reed passed on a tidbit about the Task Force investigation. Reed didn't work the case himself, but the piece of information came from a credible source inside the investigation, and Max trusted Reed.


    A little after 6 p.m., Alexander walked into Delancy's, with a purposeful stride that Max hadn't seen in months. He plopped down at the table with Max and immediately hijacked the conversation. “I've got a case I want to run past you.”


    “Well, hi to you too. You want to maybe order a beer first?”


    Alexander waved at a waitress walking by two tables away and hollered, “Grain Belt.” The girl nodded, and he picked up where he left off. “Right now it's an identity-theft case, but I got a feeling it's a lot more.”


    Alexander launched into an explanation of the Putnam case, starting with the car accident and ending with his conversation with Ianna Markova. As Alexander spoke, Max sat silently across the table from him and sipped at his beer.


    “What do you know of his life in New York before he disappeared?”


    “He grew up in Brooklyn Heights, graduated with decent grades in high school, despite losing both his parents in a car accident. He was about to enter his senior year at Pace University.”


    “I get the feeling that you think James is dead?”


    “If it quacks like a duck,” Alexander said. “I don't see any other logical conclusion, do you?”


    “Sounds like a duck to me. So who killed him, where, and why?”


    “That's what I'm working on. I haven't found any evidence that the real James Putnam ever left New York. He sent a letter to his brother in October of that year, saying he was leaving the city because 9/11 freaked him out, but after that—nothing.”


    “Did you look at the handwriting and the signature on that last letter?”


    “The letter was typed, but the signature looks authentic. It's hard to tell because I don't have a proper handwriting exemplar—just a few old letters.”


    “So, what's next?”


    “Well, the way I see it, someone should probably do some digging around in Brooklyn. I don't think I'm going to find anything more here in Minnesota—at least nothing that will lead me to the real James Putnam. I want to go to New York. If I look around his old neighborhood, maybe…I don't know…something might open up.”


    “Seems reasonable to me. Have you talked to Commander Tiller about it?”


    “Not yet.” Alexander circled the heel of his beer bottle on the tabletop. “I've played that conversation in my head a few times, and it never comes out good.”


    “It's nothing more than going to the next step. Why should Tiller have a problem with that?”


    Alexander looked at Max with a sideways glare. “You're kidding, right? If Tiller had his way, I wouldn't be wearing a badge right now. I'd be on leave with the rest of them. I mean one year ago Tiller would have ordered me to go to New York, but now…I'm getting so tired of this shit.”


    “You just have to wait until things blow over.”


    “But I didn't do anything wrong.”


    Max tucked his shoulders up under his ears. Alexander had just opened the door to the conversation Max wanted to have, and now he hesitated before walking through it.


    “What?” Alexander said.


    Max took a sip of beer as he organized his thoughts and then said, “How close were you with Detective Rivas?”


    “Why do you ask?”


    “I have my reasons. How close were you?”


    “You know we were partners on the Task Force. What about it?”


    “When's the last time you talked to him?”


    Alexander narrowed his eyes and tilted his head like a chess player questioning his opponent's move. “I talked to him the day before they searched our houses. We went home at the end of our shift—as normal as can be—said see you later and went home. The next day, the Feds came busting in with a search warrant and…well you know the rest.”


    “And they searched Rivas's place before they came to your house.”


    “You'll have to ask them. What's with the interrogation?”


    “I just want to clarify something, that's all. Consider this preparation for your grand-jury testimony. So they searched Rivas's place and found a stolen car in his garage—”


    “You mean a forfeited car,” Alexander said.


    “The Feds aren't going to split hairs, Alexander. Rivas took that car off a drug dealer. Had he locked it up in impound and filed the paperwork for a forfeiture, then, yeah, it's not stolen. But if he keeps it, they'll consider that stolen.”


    “That's the point. When they searched Rivas's place, they found a shitload of stuff: TVs, guns, cash. When they searched my house, they found nothing. That's because there wasn't anything stolen at my house.”


    “So you didn't talk to him the day he got raided?”


    “That's what I said.”


    “Were you surprised when the FBI showed up on your doorstep with a search warrant?” The words dropped hard and cold and put a chill between the brothers.


    “What are you getting at?”


    “You heard me,” Max said “Were you surprised to see them?”


    “Hell yeah I was. What'd you think?” Alexander squirmed in his seat and paused to take a swig of beer. “I'm minding my own business when all of a sudden all these FBI agents come flying up my driveway. I thought I was under attack.”


    “What about the phone call from Rivas?”


    Alexander looked into Max's eyes as though he were trying to read the fine print. Max stared back with steel in his eyes. “Who told you?” Alexander said.


    “So Rivas did call you.”


    “Yeah, but—”


    “Rivas called you while they were searching his house. The FBI has his phone records, Alexander. They know that he made that call to you. What did Rivas tell you?”


    Alexander rubbed the lines on his forehead and said, “Rivas just wanted to warn me…so that I could get Desi out of the house. Rivas heard one of them on the radio saying that another team was on their way to my house. He only called me so that I could spare Desi.”


    “But you see what it looks like, don't you? They're going to say you didn't have any property at your house because Rivas tipped you off. Christ, Alexander! You know how this works. You've been trained on these interrogation techniques. They'll lead you through your story then start to disassemble it in reverse. They'll give you bits and pieces and let you tangle yourself up trying to explain. They'll get you to tell a dozen little lies about things that don't seem important, but in the end it'll destroy your credibility. No jury will believe you.”


    “I won't be lying because I didn't do anything wrong. If I'd been stealing stuff like Rivas was, I couldn't have cleaned house in the ten minutes between his call and the feds showing up.”


    “They don't need to get you for stealing. They could be setting you up for perjury. You just told me that you didn't talk to Rivas since the day before he was arrested. That was a lie. If I can trip you up this easily, what do you think a good prosecutor will do to you?”


    Alexander gripped his beer bottle like it was a chicken that needed strangling. His eyes narrowed, staring at the center of the table. Lines creased the frame of his jaw and his forehead. “If all they have against me is a phone call, I should be done with that grand jury by noon.”


    “We don't know if that is all they have. You don't know what—”


    “That's just it Max. I do know. I know that they have nothing on me because I didn't take anything. Every single item I seized in my arrests went to the evidence room and got logged in. I'm not Rivas. I never took forfeited property home. They can pore over my reports until hell freezes over. They're not going to find anything because there's nothing to find. You hear me?”


    “Whoa, Festus. I'm on your side, remember?”


    “Sometimes I wonder.”


    “Look, I'm going to be straight with you. The folks investigating this thing seem to think that Rivas's phone call to you is important. You tell me it's nothing…then, fine. It's nothing. I bring it up because I'm trying to help you out.”


    “You want to help me out? You can help me get to New York.”


    “So put in for the travel voucher. It's the logical next step in the case.”


    Now it was Alexander's turn to pick at the label on his beer. “I don't think I have the clout to get a travel voucher right now. If I go to Tiller with this Putnam case, he'll pull it and give it to someone else. Maybe he'll say it's a homicide case now and not fraud.”


    “It's not a homicide if you haven't got a body. No one knows if the real Putnam is alive or dead.”


    “Yeah, but he'll say that identity theft is not a big-enough deal to justify a trip to New York. He'll say we should get New York cops to look into it.”


    Max took a drink of his beer and pondered Alexander's argument. He had a point. If this were a murder case, Tiller would send a homicide detective—or have a New York investigator take it up. If this were simply identity theft, why send a fraud investigator all the way to New York, especially one who stood under a cloud of suspicion. “This might turn out to be homicide,” Max said. “But as we sit here, all we have is identity theft. When you think about it, how much priority will New York give an identity-theft case from Minnesota? We approach Tiller with the argument that if you don't go, the case might fall through the cracks.”


    “I know that there's something going on here, Max. If I can get to New York, I'll turn over every rock until I figure out what happened to Putnam.”


    Max nodded his head as the last part of the argument gelled. “I got some clout with Tiller,” Max said. “He owes me a favor or two from the old days—before he got sober. I'll pull some strings and get you to New York.”


    “You get me to New York, and I'll find James Putnam—dead or alive.”
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    Night had fallen by the time Alexander walked into his house that evening. Desi was already in bed, propped up with pillows, a laptop on her thighs. Alexander leaned against the doorjamb at the entrance to the spare bedroom. “How was your day?” he asked.


    She looked up from her computer for only a second and said, “Same old, same old.” No flicker of affection, and no hint of a guilty conscience. Alexander felt the air grow thick and cold around him. A knot twisted in the pit of his stomach. He pursed his lips and nodded his head slowly. She had answered the way he expected her to answer—the way she had been answering his entreaties for three months.


    He put his hand into his pocket and twisted the tie clip in his fingers. He started to pull it out, but stopped. He envisioned her coming up with a rift of plausible stories to explain away what he believed. Confronting her now, before he had irrefutable evidence, ran against his training. Springing the snare too early will only scare the prey into hiding. He decided to tack around the subject for now.


    “I might be going to New York,” he said.


    Desi took her eyes off her laptop and looked at him. “You're doing what?”


    “I have a case that needs some follow-up in New York City.”


    “When?” Her question conveyed no discernible interest.


    “If I can swing the approval, probably in the next couple days. I'd love it if you went with me.”


    She looked away, not like a woman contemplating an answer, but like a woman who knew the answer but stumbled on whether or not to say it. “Alexander, I have a million things going on at the office. I can't just up and leave like you. Why didn't you say something about this sooner?”


    “I didn't know about it sooner. It just came up today.”


    There had been a time, and not all that long ago, when she would have pulled him into the bed and screwed his brains out—all the while talking about the crazy time they would have in New York City. That part of their lives had succumbed to a death that Alexander didn't see coming until long after it breathed its final breath.


    “How long will you be gone?”


    Alexander sighed. “I don't know…two, maybe three days. I could postpone it a few days and we could go this weekend.”


    “No. Don't postpone anything on my account. I really can't get away right now.”


    Desi returned to her computer and started clicking at the keyboard. Alexander waited for her to say something, and when she didn't, he started to turn but paused. The image of the stranger with his arm around Desi froze him, and he turned back to her. “Desi, I know these past few months have been hard on us. But that's why we need to go away together.”


    “How will that change anything?” she said. “When we come back you'll still be who you are.”


    Her words cut him deeper than he thought they could. He tried to say something, but nothing came out. His expression must have conveyed the depth of the wound because Desi began to backtrack.


    “I didn't mean it the way it came out. But with the investigation and the articles in the newspapers, and everyone talking…that's not going to change by us going to New York. That'll all still be here, waiting for us when we get back.”


    “We could at least escape it for a couple days.”


    “There's no escape. It's with me every minute of every day. I walk down the street, and I wonder if people are talking about me. I can barely bring myself to walk into the office every day. You have no idea how hard this has been for me.”


    “For you? I'm the one going before the grand jury. How is this suddenly about you?”


    “You know what I mean. I just think a couple days apart might be a good idea.”


    Alexander, again, found himself without words. Had she been thinking about being apart from him before he said anything? How else could she come to that opinion so quickly? He thought back to their wedding day and the way she cried as she said her vows. How had they gotten from there to here?


    “For better or for worse,” Alexander mumbled.


    “That's not what this is about.”


    “Then what's it about?”


    “I've never been in a situation like this before,” she said. “This is all new to me. I need some time to process things. I need time to know what to think.”


    Alexander didn't say anything. He wanted to say that it had been three months. For God's sake, how much time did she need? He wanted to ask her how the man in the nice suit fit into her plan to process things. But he didn't speak his mind. Instead, he simply said, “I understand.”


    Alexander walked out to the kitchen just to get away from her. There, he noticed Desi's purse on a nearby countertop. He stepped over to her purse and peeked inside. Her phone lay on top of a jumble of personal grooming items. He slipped two fingers into the purse and eased the phone out.


    He could hear Desi tapping away on her laptop. He listened carefully for any change in the patter of her typing as he woke up Desi's phone. He accessed her call log and wrote down every phone number that Desi had called or received a call from over the last twenty-four hours. He turned the phone off and put it back in the purse just as he found it.


    Then he opened up his laptop in the living room and logged in to their joint cell-phone account. He pulled up the call information and compared the numbers online to the numbers he had copied from her phone. The first two calls matched, but then he found a number that appeared on the online account that had been deleted from her phone. As he read further, he found the same number deleted three more times. Alexander didn't know the name of the man in the nice suit, but he was willing to bet that he now had the man's phone number. He wrote the number down and closed his computer.
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    Alexander Rupert landed at LaGuardia Airport a little before 10 a.m. on a brisk October morning. He had been right about Commander Tiller not wanting to authorize the trip, and Max had been right about his pull with Tiller. The commander had raised every argument that Alexander and Max expected, and they countered each one in turn. In the end, Tiller capitulated. Their conversation took place on Tuesday, and Alexander booked a flight for first thing Wednesday. Tiller made it clear that if Alexander wasn't back in Minnesota by Friday, he would consider that grounds for discipline.


    Alexander took his bag to a hotel in Brooklyn, dumped it on the bed, and tossed a coin into the air—heads, he would go to Red Hook, the neighborhood in Brooklyn where James last lived; tails, he would go to Manhattan and Pace University, where Putman had been a student. The coin landed on heads.


    Alexander took a cab to the address in Red Hook where James Putnam received his letters from William. The cab ride descended from a quaint village, where artists and the upwardly mobile mingled in street-front cafés, to a section of the city full of boarded-up warehouses and weed-covered lots. Despite pockets of sanctuary here and there, it was clear to the casual traveler that the neighborhood had suffered its share of neglect, making it the kind of neighborhood where a struggling college student might be able to afford an apartment.


    The cab stopped at the address, a three-story apartment on a corner lot with brown, painted brick. Alexander paid the cabbie and walked to the entrance, finding a locked door with a corroded panel of security buttons. He ran a finger down the list until he found a name with the word “super” tagged behind it. He pushed the button twice before getting a voice.


    “What?”


    “Um…hello. My name is Alexander Rupert. I'm a police detective, and I would like to ask you a few questions about a former tenant.”


    “You a cop?” The voice, a thick rasp that could have been a man or a woman, crackled through the parched intercom.


    “Yes. This will only take a minute,” Alexander said.


    He heard the person inhale and sigh. “Hang on, I'm coming.” Alexander got out his Minnesota badge—although it had no more power in New York than a kid's plastic sheriff's star—and waited for the super to arrive. After a few seconds, the door creaked open, held by a hefty woman with short, black hair and a yellow sundress that matched her yellow, wool socks. Alexander held out his badge, hoping she wouldn't look at it too closely. She asked, “What can I do for you?”


    He put his badge away. “I'm trying to find someone who used to live here—a guy by the name of James Putnam.”


    “What'd he do?”


    “Can I come in…Miss…?”


    “Call me Shirley.” She backed away from the door, allowing Alexander to step in. “That name doesn't ring any bells. Are you sure you have the right building?”


    Alexander set his briefcase on a radiator and pulled out the file with the letters from William Putnam to James Putnam. He showed her the address. “Apartment 24. This would have been back in 2001.”


    “Apartment twenty-four.” She raised an eyebrow. “There was something…”


    “You remember him?”


    She passed Alexander a patronizing smile as though he should know better than to ask such a stupid question. “I've only lived here since 2003. This guy you're looking for was long gone before I came here. That unit used to be the only furnished apartment. I remember because the super before me gave me a file that had a letter in it. I think I still have it.”


    She invited Alexander into her apartment, a clean, cool space with simple furniture and a light scent of vanilla. She went to a filing cabinet next to her computer desk, opened a drawer, and thumbed through the files. “Here it is.” She pulled a letter from a thin folder and handed it to Alexander. “My predecessor told me to keep the letter as proof that the tenant gave up the furniture.”


    Alexander read the letter, the same basic message that had been sent to William Putnam, typed on the same paper and signed by the same hand, but with an extra paragraph telling the landlord to keep the deposit and the furniture and all his possessions because he wouldn't be coming back for them.


    “Just up and left,” Alexander said half to himself.


    “That the guy you're looking for?”


    “That's him,” Alexander said.


    “He in trouble?”


    “I am afraid that it might be too late for that. Do you happen to have a copy of his lease?”


    “Not from that long ago. I only held on to the letter because I was worried about him showing up to take back that furniture.”


    “Are there any residents who lived here back then?”


    Shirley thought for a moment. “The only two who've been here longer than me are Mr. Prodrogsta in unit nine and Mrs. Tobias in eleven.”


    “Would it be okay if I go ask them a few questions?”


    “I'm not going to stop you.”


    “Can I keep this letter?”


    “Sure,” she said. “If cops are looking for him, I suspect Mr. Putnam has more to worry about than coming around here to pick up his old furniture.” Alexander thanked Shirley for her help and showed himself out.


    He walked to apartment number 9 at the end of the hall, knocked on the door, and received a quick “Who is it?”


    “Mr. Prodrogsta? My name is Detective Rupert. Could I ask you a couple questions?”


    “You got a badge?” asked a man from the other side of the door. Alexander held his badge up to the peephole. “That says Minneapolis. You ain't no cop.”


    “I'm a cop from Minneapolis. Can I talk to you? I just want to ask you about a guy—”


    “You ain't a cop from here, so I ain't gotta talk to you.”


    “I could really use your—”


    “Fuck off.”


    “Mr. Prodrogsta, I—”


    “I said fuck off before I call a real cop.”


    Alexander stood there for a moment, trying to come up with a way to get Prodrogsta to cooperate. He had come too far to give up that easily. But then he thought of Mrs. Tobias. He still had her. Alexander threw his hands up in a gesture of surrender that only he would see and headed for apartment 11.


    The cry of the wooden stairs, creaking under the weight of his footsteps, echoed up the stairwell. At apartment number 11, he knocked and waited. A small voice called to him from the other side of the door. “Who is it?”


    “Mrs. Tobias, my name is Detective Alexander Rupert. I'm trying to find a missing person. Can I talk to you?”


    The door opened a crack, and a face peeked out from behind the security chain, a worn face the color of mocha, creased and wrinkled like paper that had been wadded up and then smoothed out again. She smiled a toothless smile when Alexander showed her his badge, and he half suspected that she was too blind to see the word Minneapolis stamped on it. She closed the door, rattled the chain free, and opened it again.


    “I'm looking for a guy named James Putnam. He lived in apartment number twenty-four back in 2001.”


    Mrs. Tobias considered the name for a while, and Alexander could see the blankness in her eyes. Her head moved subtly from left to right as she thought harder. “Oh, wait,” he said. “I have a picture.” He opened his briefcase and pulled out the photo he downloaded from the Internet and showed it to Mrs. Tobias.


    “Why yes. I remember James.” She smiled a melancholy smile of nostalgia. “He was such a nice boy. He's been gone for a long time now. He used to carry my groceries up the steps for me. He was such a good boy. Would you like to come in?”


    Alexander entered an apartment adorned with softness. Hand-stitched blankets and doilies seemed to cover every piece of furniture. Bible verses, written in needlepoint, hung in plastic frames on the wall, and rag rugs—those rugs made of old T-shirts tied together—covered most of her hardwood floor. In the kitchen, a metal tea kettle simmered atop a gas stove, the blue flame licking upward to heat the water inside. Mrs. Tobias walked into her living room with the assistance of a quad-base walking cane. She took a seat in a recliner and offered Alexander a seat on the sofa.


    “I'm trying to find James. Do you have any idea where he went to?”


    “I always liked his name—James—such a strong, biblical name. They both had good biblical names.”


    “Who both?”


    “James and his friend—the one who lived with him.”


    “James had a roommate? Do you remember his name?”


    “Now, let me see…I remember I liked his name.”


    “Was it John or Mark or Matthew…Luke?”


    Mrs. Tobias shot Alexander a scolding look. “Detective, if you clutter my head like that, I'll never find the name I'm looking for. Just give me a second to think.”


    “I'm sorry, ma'am. You go ahead. Take all the time you need.”


    Mrs. Tobias stared at the picture of James Putnam and rubbed her temples. Alexander listened to the ticking of a clock and wondered why it seemed so loud. He could feel sweat droplets beginning to form at the edges of his scalp as he silently willed Mrs. Tobias to remember. The teapot on the stove began to whistle, and Alexander stood and walked to the kitchen. Mrs. Tobias had already laid out the cup, saucer, spoon, and tea bag. Alexander poured the water, turned off the stove, and steeped the tea bag as he walked back to the living room, where Mrs. Tobias still stared at the picture.


    “I'm sorry,” she said. “Would you like some tea? I keep the cups in that cupboard above the stove.”


    “No thank you, ma'am.” Alexander handed the tea to Mrs. Tobias. “Are you getting any ideas yet?”


    “I'm sorry,” she said. “It's not coming to me.”


    Alexander suppressed a groan. He opened his briefcase in anticipation of putting Putnam's photo back when an idea struck him. He pulled out the imposter's driver's license photo and laid it in front of Mrs. Tobias. When she saw it, her eyes lit up.


    “That's him. That's James's roommate. Jericho. That's his name. See, I told you it was from the Bible. Jericho…um…wait, it's coming to me…Pope. His name was Jericho Pope.”


    Alexander leaned back on the couch, stunned for the moment at the breakthrough that Mrs. Tobias just handed to him. He now had a name to call the imposter: Jericho Pope. “Do you remember…when was the last time you saw either of these two men?”


    Mrs. Tobias's mood grew somber. “It would have been around the time of the accident I suppose.”


    “Accident?”


    “The accident when that poor boy drowned at sea. It was in the paper.”


    “James drowned at sea? Are you sure?”


    Mrs. Tobias looked at Alexander, a sad, confused expression washing over her face. “Oh, no, dear,” she said. “James didn't die at sea. Jericho did.”
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    Back at the hotel, Alexander connected his laptop to the hotel's Wi-Fi and began an Internet search for Jericho Pope. The first link brought him to the online version of the New York Times from August 27, 2001, and the headline PATRIO INTERNATIONAL CEO RICHARD ASHTON MISSING AT SEA. The article told the story of Richard Ashton, one of the cofounders of Patrio International, a defense contracting firm headquartered in New York City. Alexander had heard of Patrio—especially its prominent role in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan—but he didn't recall the news report of the death of one of its cofounders.


    According to the Times, Ashton and Patrio's other cofounder, Wayne Garland, leased a yacht called the Domuscuta from a port in Midtown Manhattan, sailing it down the Hudson, through the Narrows, and into Lower New York Bay, anchoring a few miles off the coast of Coney Island. Then in the early-morning hours of August 25, 2001, the yacht's dinghy exploded while on its way to shore. Ashton and the yacht's first mate were on the dinghy when it exploded. The Coast Guard responded to the call for help and began a search for both men. After forty-eight hours, the Coast Guard called off the recovery effort.


    Alexander clicked to a second page. There, smiling like a new groom, was the imposter, the man Mrs. Tobias knew as Jericho Pope. Next to the photo, a blurb read: Also reported missing is the Domuscuta's first mate, Jericho Pope.


    “Hello, Jericho Pope,” Alexander whispered. “Richard Ashton died at sea, but not you. You…you, what…swam? Made it to shore and disappeared? Why?”


    Alexander scrolled back to where the Times mentioned the yacht being moored at a marina in Midtown Manhattan. He called around until he found the Tenth Precinct, the police department with jurisdiction over the Domuscuta's port. Another call, and he made contact with a detective named Louise Rider. Once he convinced her that he was, in fact, a police detective from Minnesota, she agreed to pull the Ashton/Pope file and meet with him the next day.


    He hung up the phone and heaved in a deep breath of air, filling his nostrils with the unmistakable scent of the hunt. His chest absorbed an energy that hadn't been in the room before. He was once again doing what cops were supposed to do. He dug Pope's computer hard drive out of his suitcase. Now that he knew the man's name, he might be able to learn something about him from the computer.


    If Pope kept deep secrets on his computer, he would have wanted to protect them. Yet Pope's computer held few files that were password-protected, and Alexander opened most of those with the passwords that Ianna gave him. It wasn't until he found the accounting program that Alexander came to a password-protected file he couldn't immediately open. He typed in various combinations of the names Jericho and Pope, adding numbers, capitalizing different letters, and nothing. After half an hour, he sat back and scratched his head. He went back to the newspaper article for inspiration. There he saw the name of the yacht—the Domuscuta. He typed it into the password box, and the file opened up.


    Inside, Alexander found Jericho Pope's accounting software with check registers, profit-and-loss statements, bank-account information, stock-trading spreadsheets, and tax folders. He scrolled down the list of files and felt his eyes already beginning to dry out. He had to give Pope credit for his meticulous record keeping—page after page of numbers and notes on every cent he earned. Pope traded stock from his penthouse apartment, tracking the details of every purchase and sale on his computer. He had many trades where the purchase price of the stock surpassed Alexander's yearly salary, and he'd lost money on a lot of them. Yet, in the years since he had become James Putnam, Jericho Pope had amassed millions.


    Alexander continued his dig into Pope's finances, finding no bones out of place until he arrived at the bank records for last December.


    Deep in the bowels of the accounting program, Alexander found fifty identical deposits, each in the amount of $10,000—a total of half of a million dollars—with no hint at where the money came from. No stock sale. No dividend designation. Just half a million dollars plopped into the account. The same day of the deposit, he found a withdrawal of $50,000 in cash. Again, no explanation as to the reason for such a large chunk of pocket money.


    He moved through the books, month after month, looking for any other anomalies, and found another in December of the previous year—an exact same transaction—$500,000 in, $50,000 taken out. He looked over the length of the accounting program, and on December 1st of every year he found the same transaction.


    “What the hell are you up to?” Alexander asked the computer screen. “You're not selling stock here.”


    Then something Ianna Markova said came back to Alexander; the imposter took a trip every December, like clockwork. Ianna said she didn't know where he went—at least that's what she told Alexander. “Every December,” Alexander mumbled to himself. “You take fifty thousand dollars and disappear. Why?” Alexander scratched at the thin stubble on his cheek. He needed to interview Ianna again, grill her about Pope and his December excursions. She probably didn't know anything, but he would visit her anyway.


    He thought about Ianna as his cursor traced a path to the search box. He typed in “jpg” and brought up a dozen folders full of pictures, with one folder listed as “boudoir.” He tapped his finger lightly on his mouse, contemplating the next step. He clicked on that folder, and it opened to show the file names of fifteen pictures. He moved the cursor to a file entitled “sauna,” holding his finger over the mouse, again hesitating. He thought back to that meeting he had with Ianna at her apartment. He remembered the tease in her eye when she said, “It's okay if you take a little peek.”


    He laid his finger on the mouse, gave it a quick tap, and a picture of Ianna jumped onto the screen.


    The picture, taken in black and white, showed Ianna Markova completely nude, stretched out on her back on the ledge of a sauna. Tiny droplets of water ran in glistening rivulets down her body. Her wet hair had been combed back, exposing her creamy, soft neck and shoulders. She faced the photographer in an expression of relaxed bliss. Her green eyes, a smoky gray in the black-and-white photo, peered wistfully from behind weighted eyelids. The corners of her lips tipped up only slightly in a knowing smile.


    Alexander stared at this picture for a long time. The beauty of the lines and the grace of Ianna's form captivated him. But it was her eyes that drew him in. The way she looked at the camera—the way she looked at him—it was as though she knew something about him, something he had kept secret from the rest of the world. He closed the file and moved away from the computer, walking to the window to find a view that might clear his head.


    The city glowed with lights as far as the eye could see. He glanced at the clock-radio beside his bed and saw that it read 10:30 p.m. He'd been in that room for over nine hours, reading computer files, and he'd barely dipped a toe into that water. He decided to call it a day. If it was 10:30 in New York, it would be 9:30 back in Minnesota. Desi would be getting ready for bed about now.


    He dialed their home number, a landline that they kept so that they could keep their cell numbers private. The phone rang…and rang again…and rang three more times before it clicked over to an answering machine. He hung up without leaving a message. The air in the room seemed to turn stagnant as troublesome images forced their way in. The thought of Desi not being home nearly made him nauseous. He pulled up her cell-phone number but then hesitated before hitting send. He paused long enough to feel the weight of what he might learn if he pushed that button. The good and bad churned in his head, muddying his thoughts. He closed his eyes and tapped send to call her. She answered on the third ring.


    “Where are you?” he asked.


    “What do you mean?” She sounded winded.


    “I called the home phone and no one answered.”


    “I went for a walk.”


    Alexander didn't know what to say next. He listened for the sound of cars or dogs barking or the sound of the breeze ruffling the microphone on her cell phone—the sounds that should surround someone on a walk. Nothing.


    When he told her about the breakthrough he had on the case, she didn't respond by asking what he had learned. Instead, she asked if the breakthrough meant that he would be traveling home on an earlier flight. Alexander sighed, told her that it didn't mean that. He told her about his upcoming meeting with Detective Louise Rider. They talked for another ten minutes, dancing around the distance that separated them, their words as dry and hollow as desert bones. In the end, they wished each other a good night and ended the call.
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    The building that housed the Tenth Precinct was much smaller than Alexander had expected—this was, after all, Manhattan. It had been wedged into a tight slot between two other buildings as though it were just another book on the shelf. A handful of window air-conditioners punched out from the smooth stone façade, giving the building the feel of an old office that should be filled with insurance agents and accountants. Alexander stepped through the front door and announced himself to the duty sergeant, and in a minute or two he was shaking hands with Detective Louise Rider, a bouncy woman with a garden of freckles on her face and long, paprika hair that fell in tight curls. She stood about five foot five, but her purposeful movements and unflinching eye contact made her appear taller. She wore a white button-down shirt tucked into khakis, and she topped the ensemble off with a Yankees baseball cap.


    “Minnesota, huh?” she said. “Never been there. You're the one with all the lakes, right?”


    “And a few cities too,” he said.


    She smiled. “Home of the Minnesota Twins…my condolences.”


    Alexander tipped his head toward her Yankee's cap and said, “Well, I could never figure out how cheering for the Yankees was any different than going to Vegas and cheering for the house.”


    “Don't hate the player; hate the game,” she said, walking into an interview room with a file under her arm. As they sat down at a table, another cop stuck his head in the door and said, “Hey, Billie, we got the DNA back on the Fulton case. No hit. Sorry.”


    “Thanks, Don.” The man closed the door to the interview room, and Detective Rider started thumbing through the file.


    “‘Billie’?” Alexander said.


    “Yep.”


    “I thought your name was Louise.”


    “It is,” she said.


    Alexander raised an eyebrow and waited for an explanation.


    She saw the look, smiled, and said, “When I was still on patrol, I was in this little grocery store, off duty, wearing my civvies, and this tweeker comes in with a baseball bat and tries to rob the place. He takes a swing at this little female clerk, just grazes her, but the bat flies out of his hands. Then the idiot starts climbing over the counter to go after her. I wasn't thinking straight and I jumped on his back.”


    “You had no weapon?”


    “Not even a stick. It went against training, I know, but I jumped on the fucker's back. Well, he starts bucking and twisting like his ass was on fire, slamming me into shelves and walls, breaking all kinds of things, including two of my ribs. Luckily, there was a squad in the area, and help got there fast. The whole thing was caught on surveillance video. When I came back from medical leave, they'd taped up pictures all over the precinct with me riding that dude's back and the name ‘Bronco Billie’ written on them. I act like I don't give a shit about the name, but truth is, I love it.”


    “Okay, Billie,” Alexander said with a smile. “What do you got on my guy, Jericho Pope?”


    “He's been dead quite a while now,” she said. “A little dusty, don't you think?”


    “Would be, except that he died again last month,” Alexander said. “His Porsche lost a fight with a Lexus in Minneapolis.” Alexander opened his briefcase and pulled out a picture of Jericho Pope and laid it on the table. Billie pulled a photo out of her file—a picture taken of Pope for his job with the yacht company—and laid it beside Alexander's.


    “Looks like we have a match,” she said.


    “What can you tell me about the original investigation?”


    “I wasn't at the Tenth back then, but I took a look at the file. You've heard of Patrio International, haven't you?”


    “Who hasn't?” Alexander said. “An ex-marine buddy of mine, with two tours in Afghanistan, told me that Patrio moved around in the shadows, convincing some of the reluctant chieftains to join our side. They used…well, let's call them ‘unauthorized tactics’ to achieve results. He said that if the CIA were spooks, then Patrio should be banshees.”


    “Banshees?”


    “Banshees only come out when someone is about to die.”


    “It's amazing what kind of hired help you can find these days,” Billie said. “Well, back in ’01, the two leaders of those banshees leased a yacht called the Domuscuta and took it for a spin out into the Lower Bay. Around one in the morning, the Coast Guard gets a Mayday call; there's been an accident. A couple guys are in the water, missing—a passenger named Richard Ashton and the first mate, Jericho Pope. Coast Guard went out and searched for hours—found nothing.”


    “Besides Pope and Ashton, who was on board?”


    The captain and two passengers: a Mr. Wayne Garland—that was Ashton's business partner, and this guy named John Prather. It says he worked for Patrio as a security consultant.”


    “A security consultant for a defense contractor, huh?”


    “One of the banshees?” Billie raised an eyebrow. “According to the reports, they think Ashton decided to go to shore, so he woke Pope up to drive the dinghy. The captain said he woke up when he heard the dinghy start.”


    “Did the captain see the explosion?”


    “No, but Wayne Garland claimed to have seen it. He told the investigator that he and Prather were watching the dinghy make its way toward Coney Island, and it just exploded.”


    “Did they see Ashton and Pope on the dinghy?”


    “According to this report, they did. The captain said he came up on deck just in time to see the last pieces of the burning debris disappear underwater. They did a search of the area, but didn't find anything except a few pieces of rubber and an oil slick.”


    “How far out to sea were they?”


    “Four miles.”


    “Four miles?” Alexander rubbed his chin. “Jesus. How did Pope make it back to land?”


    “That's what I want to know,” Billie said. “He wasn't on that boat when it pulled into port.”


    “So…he swam to shore?”


    “People swim the English Channel, and that's at least twenty-one miles across. It's possible.”


    “Man, that's a long ways.”


    “And why swim to shore and not back to the yacht?” Billie asked.


    “More importantly, after completing this amazing feat of swimming to shore, why go into hiding? Why disappear like that?”


    “Because he wanted to get as far away from whatever happened on that yacht,” Billie said. “That would be my guess.”


    “Which leads us to the next obvious question.” Alexander leaned back in his chair and cracked the knuckle on both of his middle fingers. “What happened on that yacht?”


    “Something bad enough to make a man swim four miles and go into hiding.”


    Alexander nodded his agreement.


    “I think the best way to find out what happened is to go back and talk to the people who were there,” she said. “Maybe track down the captain. Now that we know Jericho Pope didn't die—at least not back then—we might be able to rattle a better story out of him.”


    “Can I come along?” Alexander asked.


    “Wouldn't have it any other way,” Billie said.
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    Captain Ham Rodgers answered the door in a bathrobe and slippers, his copy of the TV Guide in one hand and a remote control in the other. Apparently not one for missing a meal, the belt of his robe held in a waddling gut, where he stored much of his three-hundred-plus pounds of girth. When they told him why they were there, he shrugged and invited them in.


    “I thought that stuff was all done,” Rodgers said.


    Billie replied, “We're doing a follow-up on some inconsistencies. You don't mind, do you?”


    “‘Follow-up’? Don't you mean archeology?” he said. He stuck his pinky in his ear and dug at something until his finger was knuckle deep. Then he pulled it out, inspected it, and wiped the offending muck on his robe. “That was a lifetime ago.” He shooed a couple dachshunds off of the couch to give the detectives a place to sit.


    “We're trying to take care of some questions that never got answered back then,” Alexander said. Maybe you could tell us what you remember? It's important.”


    “Why's it important now? It's been so long, I don't even think about it anymore, not like before. It used to keep me up at night. Jericho was a good kid. Worked with me to pay his way through college at Pace.”


    “Let's start from the beginning,” Billie said.


    “Sure,” Rodgers acquiesced. “Why not. That trip was strange from the very beginning.”


    “Strange? In what way?” Billie asked.


    “On most of our excursions, we'd spend the day idling around Manhattan with a bunch of snobby rich people. You know, folks who want to impress their friends, so they rent a yacht for their birthday party or anniversary. This one was different. We only had three passengers. There was Mr. Ashton—he's the guy who died with Jericho—and another guy, Ashton's business partner. I can't remember his name.”


    “Wayne Garland?” Billie interjected.


    “Yeah, that's it. And then there was Mr. Prather. I remember him.”


    “Why do you remember Prather?” Alexander asked.


    “Prather was off-the-charts creepy. He had these cold, dark eyes and a scar on one of his cheeks that ran from his ear to his chin. Physically speaking, he looked young, maybe early twenties, but he carried himself like he was older than his years. Sometimes I got the feeling that he was the muscle behind the operation. He walked around on that yacht like he owned it. And by the way, I don't think his real name was Prather.”


    “Why do you say that?” Alexander asked.


    “I heard Garland call him something else, something like Dragon…or…give me a second…Drago. That's what he called him. Called him that two or three times when he thought I wasn't around.”


    “Could Drago have been a nickname?” Billie asked.


    “I don't think so. I called him Mr. Prather once and he acted like he didn't hear me, kind of like he didn't recognize his own name.”


    “What was the purpose of the trip?” Alexander asked.


    “That's what was strange about it. It seemed like that Garland fellow was trying to convince Ashton that they should buy the Domuscuta, or a yacht like it. He kept saying stuff like ‘We could have a yacht like this someday if we play our cards right.’ I got the feeling he was buttering Ashton up for something—you know, the way a kid tells his parents about all the wonderful things he did just before he hands over the bad report card. The trip seemed like a sales job.”


    “What about Prather?” Billie asked. “Was he part of the sales job?”


    “Prather stayed off by himself most of the time. He wasn't a man of many words.”


    “For how long did they lease the yacht?” Billie asked.


    “A weekend. We left port on Friday and were due back on Sunday. The accident happened late Saturday night.”


    “Did anything unusual happen that Saturday?” Alexander asked. “I mean, other than the accident, of course.”


    “Lots of stuff goes on out at sea,” Rodgers said, his yellow teeth forming one of those smarmy smiles that begs to be slapped. “You'll need to be more specific because I could tell you stories.”


    “Captain,” Billie said, her face showing a seriousness that wilted the smile from Rodgers's face. “You know what he's talking about.”


    “Alright,” Rodgers said. “No need to get pissy, missy.” The captain turned his attention to Alexander and continued. “On the second day of the trip, on Saturday, Prather asks if Jericho could take him to Coney Island in the dinghy. Says he needed to get something from shore. I'm fine with that. Jericho's handled the dinghy a thousand times. Like I said, he was a good kid. They take off about noon or so, and when they came back, they had…I guess they call themselves ‘escorts’ these days.”


    “Hookers?” Alexander asked. “He went to shore to pick up hookers. How many?”


    “Two of them, one looked to be midtwenties, red hair and tall and I mean hot. The other looked to be younger, dark hair, a bit…I don't think ‘shy’ is the right word, but I could tell that the redhead was the more experienced of the two, and the brunette was more like a tagalong.”


    “And what did these girls do?” Billie asked.


    “You know.” Rodgers shrugged. “They did what girls like that do. They spent the day hanging out in skimpy clothes, eating, drinking, dancing, sitting on Garland's and Ashton's laps, getting them all worked up, stroking their egos. That kind of stuff.”


    “Did they ever consummate the arrangement?” Alexander asked.


    “Did they what?” Rodgers asked.


    Billie chimed in, “He wants to know if the geezers fucked the prostitutes.”


    Alexander had to bite his cheeks to keep from grinning.


    “Well, yeah, I'm sure they did. About eleven o’clock that night, Mr. Prather told Jericho and me to go to our quarters.”


    “Prather sent you to bed—on your own boat?”


    “I told you he was a scary guy. He had a way of asking for things that made you feel like he wasn't asking, if you know what I mean. I figured whatever was going on up top was none of my business. They were consenting adults, right? As I passed the salon, I saw Ashton with the redhead. He looked pretty hammered or happy or both. The redhead was giving him a lap dance. The other girl was with Garland. She was trying to imitate the redhead, but it seemed that Garland was more interested in watching the redhead and Ashton. To each their own, I figured.”


    “This is the night that Ashton died?”


    “Ashton and Jericho,” Captain Rodgers corrected. “I'm getting to that. Around midnight, Prather came below to get Jericho to take the ladies back to shore in the dinghy. He told Jericho to drop them off at a pier on Coney Island. Ashton and Garland were sitting in the salon, chatting, enjoying the afterglow. I watched Jericho until the lights of the dinghy disappeared, then I went to bed.”


    “None of this was in the original report,” Alexander said.


    “There's a kind of unwritten rule that we don't talk about the dalliances of the guests. It didn't seem important, because it had nothing to do with Jericho's death or that other guy.”


    “Shouldn't we be the ones making that call?” Billie said. “You tell us that this trip is strange, yet when your passenger dies, you think you can choose what facts we should know?”


    “I lost a good friend that night,” Rodgers said, his cheeks starting to turn red. “Jericho Pope was my responsibility. He worked for me, but he was also my friend. Don't forget that. If I thought those shenanigans played a part, I would have been the first one to say so.”


    Billie looked at Alexander, who gave a slight nod back. Then Billie said, “Jericho Pope didn't die that night.”


    Captain Rodgers stopped moving, his jaw seeming to rust up like an old hinge as his eyes searched Billie's eyes for an explanation.


    “That's why we're here,” Alexander said. “Jericho survived the explosion on the dinghy that night. He's been living in Minnesota, at least until about a month ago, when he got killed in a car accident.”


    “You sure?” Rodgers asked.


    “There's no question,” Alexander said.


    “Well.” The captain leaned back in his Barcalounger, a broad smile creasing his face, giving way to a chuckle. “Good for him. Way to go, Jericho, you son of a bitch.”


    “You don't seem surprised,” Billie said.


    “Oh, I'm surprised, but at the same time I'm not. You see, Jericho was a hell of a swimmer. He used to compete in those Ironman Triathlons. He could swim two and a half miles and still run a marathon. I just figured the explosion got him. Don't matter what kind of swimmer you are if you have a hole in your chest.”


    “Let's talk about that explosion,” Billie said. “You went to bed and…”


    “Jericho survived…what do you know?”


    “Captain…the explosion?” Billie prodded.


    “Sure. Let's see…I heard the dinghy come back. I was half asleep. I sleep with one of those CPAP machines, so I don't hear everything, but I heard the dinghy come back, and I heard that Prather fellow tell Jericho to leave it tied to the side of the boat and go below. Normally we secure it on deck with an on-board crane. But, we had calm seas in the forecast, so I didn't see the need to get out of bed to tell Prather to shut his piehole. And I went back to sleep.”


    “Why did Ashton and Pope take the dinghy out after that?” Alexander asked.


    “No one knows. Like I said, I fell back asleep. I guess it must have been about half an hour later when I woke up; I heard the dinghy taking off to beat hell. I put on my uniform and was about to head topside when I heard the explosion and saw a flash of light coming in through the porthole in my quarters. But I didn't actually see the dinghy blow up. I ran out to the swim deck just in time to see the last couple flames die into the sea. When I looked topside, I saw Mr. Garland and Mr. Prather watching the flames as well.”


    “How did they seem to you?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean did they seem upset, happy, what?”


    The captain thought for a moment, his eyes drifting down to stare at the worn toes of his slippers, his fingers weaving together at the edge of his lips. “They were standing a deck above me, looking around and whispering to each other. You don't think…did they have something to do with the dinghy blowing up?”


    “We're looking into everything,” Billie said. “Was there anything else you remember that seemed odd?”


    “The rest is in the report. Except…there was this wire or a cable or something in the wheelhouse that shouldn't have been there.”


    “A wire?” Alexander asked.


    “Yes. I saw it when I went to pull the Domuscuta around to search for Jericho and Mr. Ashton. Someone had stretched a thick wire from the wheelhouse, out the window, and into a window of the salon.”


    “Why?” Billie asked.


    “You got me. I didn't put it there. I didn't get a good look at it, either. I was panicking. I was trying to get a rescue operation going. It takes a while to power up and turn an eighty-two-foot yacht. I pulled up to the debris field, and all I found were scraps of the dinghy. No bodies. I spent an hour shining spotlights and waiting for the Coast Guard. When I went back to the wheelhouse, the wire was gone.”


    “You didn't mention that to the investigators, either,” Billie said.


    “I never lost a soul at sea, in all my years. That night I lost two…or so I thought at the time. I wasn't thinking about wires.”


    “Did you ever shine your spotlight toward shore?” Billie asked.


    “Toward shore?”


    “To see if Jericho might be swimming that way.”


    “It never occurred to me to look for Jericho swimming for shore. Probably wouldn't have seen him in that darkness, anyway.”


    Alexander said, “So the big question we have is, why would he swim for shore and not just go back to the boat?”


    Captain Rodgers pondered that question with a serious grimace before shaking his head. “Guys, I have no earthly idea.”
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    As they headed back to the precinct, Billie and Alexander discussed the muddle of facts they had in their heads, none of which made much sense. Billie suggested stopping off in Hell's Kitchen for a cold one. “I sometimes think better with a longneck in my hand,” she said.


    “You'll get no argument from me,” Alexander said.


    He expected Hell's Kitchen to be the gritty, tough neighborhood he knew from the movies and was a bit surprised to find a vibrant and upscale village with walkups and stores and offices. Billie led them to a pub on West Forty-Sixth Street, quiet, no televisions, no band, just food and a large selection of beer. “What's good here?” Alexander asked.


    Billie flagged down a waitress and said, “We'll have a couple Brooklyn Lagers…and some wings.” Looking at Alexander, she confirmed, “You like wings don't you?”


    “Love ’em,” Alexander said. The waitress gave them both a nod and left.


    “I don't think I've ever met an Alexander before,” Billie said. “I've known a few Alexes and a lot of Als, but no Alexander. You ever go by a nickname?”


    Alexander rolled his eyes and chuckled, “No.”


    “Oh, now you're lying to me,” she said. “So what was it?”


    He contemplated the odds of this information ever making its way back to Minnesota. In the end, he told Billie his nickname for no reason beyond the fact that he liked talking to her. “When I was a kid,” he said, “my older brother, Max, started calling me Festus.”


    “Festus.” She said the name slowly, letting it breathe. “I like it. Festus. You should use it. I mean, Festus is the kind of guy I could have a cold beer with.”


    “And not Alexander?” he said.


    “Alexander is a nice name and all, but it sounds a bit…I don't know…stiff.”


    “And you don't like stiff ?”


    Billie grinned. “I'm a woman of many moods, Festus. Sometimes stiff just isn't my thing.” Then she leaned forward and the corners of her grin took a wicked upturn. “But then again,” she said, “sometimes stiff is exactly what I'm looking for.”


    Alexander snickered at the innuendo. “So a guy just needs to catch you in the right mood?”


    She shook her head. “Slow down there. You may be my type—I mean you're cute as hell and have both a pulse and a job, but I'm a detective, remember? I spotted that ring on your finger a long time ago.”


    “I'm not thinking about me,” Alexander said. “I was thinking about my brother, Max, back home.”


    “The guy who named you Festus?”


    “That's the one. He's like a better version of me, if you can believe that. Kind of an Alexander 2.0.”


    “A better version, huh?” she said. “And it's what, a thousand miles from here to Minneapolis?”


    “Give or take. But if you're ever in the neighborhood, you should look him up. He likes women with that I-don't-give-a-shit attitude.”


    “So what's his problem that he can't find a woman? He have a third eye in the middle of his forehead?”


    “He used to have a woman…a wife. She died three years ago—a hit-and-run. They never caught the driver. All we know is that it was a 2008 Toyota Corolla because they left part of a headlight behind. And the worst part is…my brother's a homicide detective.”


    “Jesus. And he never caught the guy?”


    “I think it still eats at him. He never talks about it, but I know that he still goes around to junkyards looking for that Corolla.”


    “Perfect. I always wanted to date a guy obsessed with his dead wife.”


    “He's not obsessed; that came out wrong. He's a really good guy—as brothers go. I just think you two would hit it off. That's all. You're sassy, like his wife, Jenni, was.”


    “Yeah, we sassy gals are interchangeable that way.”


    Alexander put his face into his hands and grunted. “I didn't mean…oh, I give up.”


    “Take it easy, Festus, I'm just fucking with you. I promise if I'm ever in Minnesota, I'll be sure to look your brother up.”


    The waitress broke into their conversation, placing a bottle of beer on a cardboard coaster in front of each of them. After she left, Alexander slid his notes in front of him and tapped on them with an anxious finger. “So where do we go next?”


    “Let's narrow down what we know for sure.”


    Alexander said, “We know that Jericho Pope lived in Red Hook with his roommate, James Erkel Putnam. They were both students at Pace University. Jericho had a part-time gig as a first mate on the Domuscuta. Just a couple of normal college kids trying to make ends meet.”


    “And then Patrio International shows up and rents the yacht,” Billie said. “The Domuscuta goes out for a weekend tour, and that changes everything.”


    “Not a tour,” Alexander said. “Remember, the captain said it was more of a sales job. Garland was trying to…to what? Buy a yacht?”


    “Or talk his partner, Ashton, into wanting one. That's the vibe I got from Rodgers.”


    “Stroking his ego?” Alexander suggested.


    “Maybe. Guys like that stuff, you know.”


    “They were co-owners of a multi-million-dollar company. And as co-owners, all profits fall in their pockets alone. No shareholders, no board of directors.”


    “But that means that all decisions have to be agreed to by both guys.” Billie pointed her beer bottle at Alexander. “So if they don't agree on something…”


    “One guy might try a little schmoozing to sell the point. Take his partner out on a yacht, wine and dine him, show him the potential reward for giving in.”


    Billie said, “And maybe to sweeten the pot you invite a hot redhead to take him around the world.”


    “So that would explain the yacht and the hookers,” Alexander said. “But what about that Prather guy—the banshee security consultant?”


    “Yeah. What name did Rodgers say that Garland called him?”


    Alexander flipped to the next page of his notes. “Drago,” he said. “What's his role in all this?”


    “He sounds like a fixer to me, the kind of guy you have around to get his hands dirty when no one else will, the kind of guy who will go to Coney Island to pick up hookers for you. Garland and Ashton were important men, probably married. They couldn't be seen sneaking candy like that onto the yacht.” Billie took a drink of her beer, letting the mouth of the bottle linger on her lower lip before she spoke again. Then she said, “Can we get dark for just a second?”


    “Be my guest,” Alexander said.


    “What if the dinghy explosion wasn't an accident? Two owners minus one owner, equals one owner,” Billie said.


    “Explosives?”


    “It's a thought.”


    “What about Pope?” Alexander asked. “You think he helped blow the dinghy up?”


    “Why would he disappear? If he was part of the plan, he could just swim back to the Domuscuta. They would have had a cover story already going.”


    Alexander added, “And from the way Captain Rodgers talks about Pope, it doesn't fit his character to be part of that plot.”


    “Well, if it was a bomb, there'd be residue on the remnants. They collected some of the pieces of the raft when they did the original investigation. I'll see if those are still in evidence.”


    Alexander thought about that and then said, “Garland and Prather know more about this than they told you guys back in 2001. Maybe if Garland gets smacked on the nose with what we now know—about Jericho, or the hookers—maybe he'll slip up and give us something.”


    “Hold on a second. Let me call my partner.” Billie pulled out her cell phone and dialed a number. “Marcie, this is Billie. Look up a number for a Mr. Wayne Garland. He's the CEO of Patrio International. I believe they have an office in the city. See if you can set up a meeting. If he wants to know why, tell him that we've reopened the investigation into the death of Richard Ashton and Jericho Pope. No…it's just a little side deal I'm doing to help out a detective from Minnesota. Call me if you get something set up. Thanks.” Billie hung up the phone and said, “That should get things rolling here. You have any leads back in Minnesota?”


    “I have some bank records to look into. Jericho made money in the stock market, but there are some huge deposits that look criminal to me. Every December, he received a bunch of mysterious deposits totaling half a million dollars. When I get back, I want to see if I can track them to a source. And I also have Jericho's girlfriend, Ianna Markova. I don't think she knows much, but now that I know what I'm looking for, I'll talk to her again.”


    The waitress returned with a basket of hot wings, seasoned with sauces ranging from spicy to mouth-on-fire hot. Billie and Alexander stopped talking about the case and dug into the food, neither conceding that the yellow ones brought a trace of perspiration to their hairlines. They returned to their conversation when Billie's phone rang.


    “Yeah. Hi, Marcie…uh huh…you did?” Billie gave a thumbs-up signal to Alexander. He could hear the squeak of a voice on the other end of the phone but couldn't make out the words. Then Billie said, “Four o’clock tomorrow? Perfect.” Billie grabbed a pen, wrote “Patrio” and an address. “Damn, you're good, girl. Thanks again.” Billie hung up the phone.


    “We have a meeting with Mr. Wayne Garland at the New York headquarters of Patrio International tomorrow afternoon. Marcie got through to Mr. Garland. I have a feeling we're going to rattle a chain or two.”


    “Sorry, Billie,” Alexander said. “I can't be there tomorrow. I turn back into a pumpkin if I'm not on the morning flight back to Minnesota. I wish I could, but I'm on kind of a tight leash with the boss right now. They still think this is just some piddly identity-theft case.”


    “Identity theft?” Billie said. “I'm thinking this goes way beyond identity theft.”


    “And Garland is the key,” Alexander said. “He knows what happened on that yacht. He has to.”


    “Well, Festus,” Billie raised her beer and winked at Alexander. “I'll take a run at him, but it won't be the same without you.”
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    Drago Basta sat in a reclined leather seat, the only passenger in the Gulfstream G650, which rested on the tarmac of the Daniel Oduber Quirós International Airport in Liberia, Costa Rica. Two hours earlier, he had been swimming in the pool of his hillside villa, naked and, of course, not alone. His companion, a onetime Argentinean beauty contestant turned private escort, had been with him for a week, during which he made sure he got his money's worth from her. She was everything he wanted in a woman: hot, sexy, flexible, and temporary—and she cooked.


    She understood the employer/employee covenant, and didn't complain when one minute they were relaxing in the cool, blue water, recovering from yet another round of energetic sex, and the next, he was showing her to the door, her bags packed and her commercial airline ticket to Buenos Aires in her hand. She made no fuss. Why would she? Drago paid well, and he could be a kind and gentle lover as easily as he could be rough and powerful.


    The phone call that interrupted his evening came from a restricted number. The caller, a voice Drago knew well, merely said, “Got a call regarding our friend in the wind. You should be here. Transportation will be ready in an hour.” Drago had been waiting for that call for years, and now with those few words he found himself savoring the prospect of killing a weed that should never have been allowed to grow.


    On the jet, he found a sealed envelope with no writing on it. He tore it open to find a passport and a wallet. He looked inside the wallet and saw a driver's license with the name he would be using on this trip—Walter Trigg, from Wilmington, Delaware. He also found three debit cards with access to as much cash as he might need. The jet, leased by a deeply buried subsidiary of Patrio International, had no flight attendant—the fewer people who knew of Drago Basta, the better.


    The captain came on the intercom and informed his sole passenger that they would be landing at the Teterboro Airport in New Jersey just after 6 a.m. Friday morning. He then invited Drago to partake of the full galley and the well-stocked liquor cabinet, but Basta never drank on assignment. Alcohol, even a little nip to calm the nerves, could slow a man's reaction time. All it took was a second's hesitation to turn success into failure. He touched the scar that ran along his cheek, remembering another man's hesitation, a pause in combat that saved Drago's life. He had survived that fight because he had kept his wits when his drunken attackers had not.


    Drago was a boy of sixteen that day, living with his mother and father in the country outside of a village called Štrpce on the southern border of Kosovo. They lived within a day's bike ride of both Macedonian and Albanian soil. And even at that age, Drago understood that his village of mostly ethnic Serbs grated against the skin of the neighboring Albanians who would love to do them harm.


    His father was a twitchy man, an intellectual who wrote about Serbian nationalism and their right to land that the Albanians claimed as their own. His writing received praise from none other than Slobodan Milošević himself. Unfortunately, his work also caught the attention of a disorganized band of Albanian and Macedonian thugs—men with mismatched uniforms and surplus Russian Kalashnikovs.


    Four of those men burst into Drago's house just after sunset on a chilly autumn night. One man, a husky, bearded goon wearing a beret, stood at the door with his arms folded around his rifle and shouted orders to the others, who ran through the house collecting its inhabitants—Drago, his mother, and his father. A man with large hands and a strong smell of alcohol on his breath caught Drago and dragged him to the kitchen, where the others had gathered.


    They tied Drago's father's hands behind his back with a bootlace, strung a thin rope around his neck like a dog's leash, and forced him to kneel. One of the men held Drago's mother by her hair with one hand and used his other hand to twist her arm behind her back.


    The man in the beret stepped in front of Drago's father, pulled some leaflets from his shirt pocket, and threw them to the floor between them. “You write for the murderer Milošević,” he said, curling his upper lip into a sneer.


    “I write for the Serbian people,” Drago's father stammered. “I do not limit who reads my words.”


    “Your words are lies!” The man slapped Drago's father hard, knocking his glasses to the floor.


    Drago looked at his mother, who had cast her eyes down, refusing to watch what she knew would happen. The man grabbed Drago's father by the hair, tipped his head back, and spat into his face. “For your crime, I will share your wife with my men. You will watch. If you move, I will kill her and the boy. If you do not move, I may let you live.” The man in the beret then pulled out his knife and cut the cord that bound Drago's father's hands.


    His mother did not fight when they forced her over the kitchen table. As the men began to rape Drago's mother, the man holding Drago's father let go of the noose and walked away, testing Drago's father to see if he would try to rescue his wife. He did nothing. Drago watched as his father remained on his knees, his hands untied but still behind his back. Drago couldn't understand why his father didn't jump to his feet and charge the men. Why was his father not moving?


    The brutality seemed to go on and on. Before long, Drago's mother stopped screaming. And then she stopped crying. When the third man began his turn, the fourth man slightly relaxed his grip on Drago's wrists but still held a knife to Drago's throat.


    Drago's mother looked up at one point and found Drago's eyes. She said nothing with her lips, but her eyes, bereft of the desire to live, told him everything he needed to know. She told him that these men would not let them live. She told him that his father was weak. She told him that what these men were doing to her was far worse than death.


    At that moment, somewhere in the universe, a spigot opened and Drago Basta could feel part of his soul draining away. And with that loss, he discovered a sense of clarity that he'd never known before.


    On a nearby counter lay a meat fork with two prongs about six inches long. Drago could have it in his hands if he could break free from his captor. In a single motion, Drago pulled his hands apart with every ounce of strength he could find. Only one hand broke free of the man's grip, and he used it to push the knife away from his throat. At the same time, he lunged for the handle of the meat fork.


    The man didn't react as fast as he should have, as fast as he would have had he not been drinking, and that one second of hesitation gave Drago the advantage he needed. He grabbed the meat fork with his right hand at the same moment that the man yanked Drago's left wrist to pull him back.


    The man slashed his knife at Drago's throat, catching Drago's cheek and ear instead. Drago drove the meat fork deep into the man's groin, spearing his testicles. The man dropped his knife and fell to the floor, his face folding in on itself in agony.


    Drago dove for a Kalashnikov leaning against the wall. He had fired his father's old Hungarian M44 many times while hunting, but he'd never even seen a real Kalash before. The man raping Drago's mother had his eyes shut and didn't know that Drago had broken free. The other two men, however, charged in opposite directions, each hoping to get to their own guns before Drago could shoot them.


    Drago aimed at the man closest to a rifle and pulled the trigger. The bullet opened a window into the side of the man's skull, and his dead body bounced off the wall. The second man, the man in the beret, had reached his gun and managed to get off a round before having his gun level. The bullet splintered the wall above Drago's head. Drago centered the muzzle on the leader's chest and fired three times. The man's torso exploded, peppering the wall behind him with blood and sending the leader to the ground in a dead heap.


    The last man standing still had his pants around his ankles, his act interrupted, his complete attention now focused on Drago. He shook his head slightly as if willing Drago not to shoot. Drago fired a single round, which split that man's chin on its way to his brainstem. After he fell, Drago turned to the man with the meat fork in his crotch and dispatched him with a bullet to the head.


    Then Drago brought the gun around to his father, who still blubbered like a child. This man, who challenged his fellow Serbs to sacrifice their lives for the cause, hadn't the simple courage to fight for his family. He stunk of weakness and hypocrisy, and it sickened Drago every bit as much as did the Albanians’ savagery. His father hadn't moved from his knees, hadn't made a sound other than to cry into his shirt. The man knelt there and allowed Drago's mom to be dehumanized. An uncontrollable surge of contempt welled up in Drago's mouth, causing his teeth to clench. He spat the bitterness onto the floor in front of his father and then shot the coward in the head.


    Drago's mother didn't move from her place on the table. Her clothes had been completely ripped from her body, and blood dripped from her nose and mouth. Drago stepped to her side, wanting to reach out and touch her, but at the same time wanting to turn his back on what he saw. He held the AK-47 slack at his side and closed his eyes, unable to look at her.


    That's when he felt the tip of the muzzle start to rise. He opened his eyes to see his mother's fingers gently pulling the barrel of the rifle up to her own head. She placed the muzzle to her temple and closed her eyes.


    Drago whispered, “No.”


    His mother uttered a single word: “Please.”


    As Drago pulled the trigger, he felt the last trace of his soul leave his body, and in its place grew an all-consuming hatred for a world that had lost its color.
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    Alexander's trip to New York had been a great success. He found Jericho Pope, the imposter who stole the life of James Putnam. He managed to reopen the investigation into the death of Richard Ashton, an investigation that might just answer the question of why Pope ran to Minnesota. And he found Billie Rider, a kindred soul who, like him, saw wickedness in the penumbra of unanswered questions.


    With his New York City mission complete, Alexander returned to Minneapolis on Friday as planned.


    He drove home from the airport and parked in the driveway of his house in the East Calhoun section of Minneapolis, an older, upscale neighborhood on the southern edge of Uptown, a section of the city known for its confluence of yuppies, hipsters, artists, and leftover old money. Alexander and Desi had moved there at her insistence; she wanted to be in a neighborhood that laid claim to the prestigious Lake Calhoun.


    Alexander approached the house as he might approach a crime scene, his senses heightened, his steps light, his eyes searching for signs. He almost felt surprised when he found his garage empty, as it should have been. He stepped into the house, clicked the door shut behind him, and paused. Listened. Nothing. “Desi…I'm home.” Still nothing. He slipped his shoes off and walked through the house, trying not to disturb the air around him, as if the settled dust itself might tell him what he wanted to know.


    He opened the dishwasher, and in the top rack, among the other clean dishes, he found two wine glasses. No clue as to whether the glasses came from two separate nights or a single night with a guest. He looked into the wastebasket and saw the empty Cabernet bottle. Desi liked wine, so it proved nothing.


    He peered into the guest bedroom. He didn't expect Desi to sleep there in his absence. With him out of the house, there would be no reason for her to sleep there, and he saw no sign that she had.


    He went to their bedroom and looked at the bed. It didn't look slept in either. He pulled the covers back and ran his hands across the sheets. They seemed fresh. He could smell fabric softener, which meant that she had laundered them between his leaving for New York and his return. If she had brought a man to their bedroom, she would have been smart enough to wash the sheets afterward. But maybe they simply needed washing.


    He went to the closet and looked in the clothes hamper. He lifted out a few garments, until he came to a shirt he had worn the day before he left for New York. She hadn't washed clothes in the past three days. He started to put the clothes back but then noticed something—not what was in the hamper, but what was missing from it. Desi's blouses. She had a line of blouses that she wore under her suit jackets. A few were dry-clean-only, but most of them found their way into the laundry hamper after the workday. There were no blouses in the hamper, at least none above his shirt, which meant that she hadn't deposited a blouse into the hamper since he left for New York.


    He checked her dry-cleaning bag and found no blouses there, either. He squatted down, putting a hand on the floor to steady himself. How many possibilities were there to explain the lack of a blouse in the hamper? He could come up with only two, and neither looked good for his marriage. Either she hadn't been going to work, or she had been going to work but not coming home afterward. In either case, the next question would be, where had she been going?


    Alexander pulled out his cell phone and dialed Desi's office, using the *67 prefix to keep his number private. Desi's market-research firm employed around a hundred and twenty people, and only a handful knew him by sight. As the phone rang, he tried to recall names and terminology that he had heard Desi use over the years.


    “Castro, Docherty Marketing. How can I help you?” the receptionist's voice came through clear and professional. Alexander had never met the receptionist, but he had called there enough over the years that he disguised his voice this time.


    “Desiree Rupert, please.”


    “I'm sorry, she's not in. Would you like her voicemail?”


    “Hmm.” Alexander had always been a fast thinker, able to conjure a believable cover story out of dust in the time it took most men to blush with guilt. “That's not good,” he said.


    “Sir?”


    “This is Christopher Kennedy.” Alexander was certain that he'd heard Desi use that name before. A VP from the Chicago office, he thought. “Desiree was supposed to get the Hormel Brand Loyalty Study to me this week. And…well, it's Friday and…”


    “I'm sorry, Mr. Kennedy, but Ms. Rupert has been out sick since Wednesday. Can I put you through to her assistant? Carrie might know if the report's ready.”


    Alexander's shoulders slumped. Out since Wednesday—the day he left for New York. He looked around his bedroom at the undeniable absence of a sick wife.


    “No,” he said. “It can wait. No need to disturb her if she's sick.”


    He hung up and sat on the edge of the bed as unsettling thoughts swirled inside his head. Had he become that guy? The guy who never saw it coming? The guy who bathed in comfortable ignorance and blind faith as his marriage falls apart? He was a detective, for God's sake. It was his job to notice things.


    When did it start—the dissatisfaction? He thought back to the day they met. He was the bad boy from the world of the working class, the guy she brought home to shock her parents. Had their marriage been a dare? A fuck-you to her family? Later, when he bulked up and dressed in denim and T-shirts to work the streets, she couldn't get enough of him. He was her hero.


    Then he got shot.


    Is that when things began to change? The cane. The limp. They couldn't make love for the better part of a year, at least not in a way that didn't hurt his hip or leave her restless.


    Alexander replayed their life since the bullet. Like watching a play from the wings of the stage instead of from the mezzanine, he saw the past few years from a different perspective. It was Desi who wanted him to climb that ladder, become a captain. It was Desi who pushed him to obtain a higher status, a higher salary. Together they earned enough to pay their bills, yet Desi found fault with that existence. “None of my friends are just paying their bills,” she would say. Wasn't it Desi who insisted on this house, in this neighborhood? Wasn't it Desi who continually added to her wardrobe and jewelry? Wasn't it Desi who insisted on meeting her coworkers every Thursday evening for wine?


    Alexander closed his eyes as a new question landed hard on his chest. Had she been drinking wine with coworkers? Or had she been with him—the man in the nice suit? He clenched his fists as the depth of his ignorance burned its way up his throat. He remembered the hint of wariness he felt back when she first started her “wine nights.” How she came home looking slightly tousled. How she acted toward him, a degree or two colder than normal. He hadn't imagined that, had he?


    Had she become that woman? The woman who whispered lies to her friends, making her husband out to be a monster in order to justify her own treachery. The woman who says “it just happened”? Is this what they had become?


    He expected to feel a surge of emotion wash over him. He wanted to erupt with anger or sadness. He needed to feel something. He braced for it, but it never came. No anger. No sadness. It felt as though a great chasm had peeled open inside of him, the abyss swallowing his ability to feel. The only emotion remaining was a burning need to get away, leave the house before she returned to find him in this state.


    There would come a time, soon, when he would lay the evidence on the table in front of Desi and make her face her lies. When that day came, he would have to be ready for her decision. Would she ask for his forgiveness or pack her bags? And did he prefer one alternative over another? Could he even forgive her if she asked for his forgiveness?


    He pushed those thoughts away for now. He didn't want to think about the answer. He had time to prepare for that moment, and by then, he would know. Until then, he would mirror her icy politeness back to her. If she could live with duplicity, so could he—at least until he had the proof in his hand.


    He had been staring at their dresser, letting his thoughts bounce loose in his head, when he noticed something else out of place, a small, porcelain dish atop the dresser where Desi kept some of her jewelry. There, peeking out from between two pearl earrings and a gold rope necklace lay her wedding ring. How long had it been there? Alexander thought back, trying to remember ever seeing it absent from her hand. He reached out to pick it up, but stopped when he noticed that his hand was trembling. He squeezed his fingers into a fist to stop the shake.


    He left the ring where it lay and made his way back to his car. He didn't have a plan. No destination. He didn't know where to go or what to do. A jumble of emotions simmered just below the surface, waiting as he drove his car, moving with the current of the traffic. He told himself that he would follow the bumper ahead of him, think about nothing in particular until things settled down.


    Yet, even as he told himself that he would drive without a compass, his car moved inexorably in the precise direction of Ianna Markova's apartment.
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    Also on Friday morning, the private jet carrying Drago Basta landed at a small airport in Teterboro, New Jersey—just another business traveler, returning home for the weekend. He waited patiently in line to display his passport identifying him as Walter Trigg. The passport was spot on, one of the benefits of Patrio's close ties to the heart of federal power. As a defense contractor, Patrio handled dirt that the State Department or Department of Defense couldn't touch. That opened doors for men like Wayne Garland, giving him direct access to things like counterfeit passports and federal databases.


    The TSA agent at Teterboro studied the passport and driver's license, and said, “Welcome back, Mr. Trigg.” A town car brought Drago to an unremarkable, five-story office building on Manhattan's Upper East Side, the kind of building that might have been a lackluster hotel in a former life and now housed the home office of Patrio International. The exterior slumped with decades of neglect, but once inside, it was like stepping out of Dorothy's farm house and into the land of Oz. Garland had spent lavishly to make the interior a rival of any modern office.


    Garland's personal office, a monstrosity that took up half of the top floor and looked like the set from The Great Gatsby, stood as a perfect testament to the man's unchecked hubris. Garland stood to greet Drago as though they were old fraternity brothers who hadn't seen each other in years. In fact, it was only eight months ago that Garland sent Drago into the mountains of Afghanistan to extract tribute from a particular tribal chieftain who forgot the rules of the game.


    Lots of money had been delivered to that chieftain in exchange for his allegiance to the American effort, money that would never appear on any ledger or in the minutes of a congressional committee meeting. They had made a simple arrangement: Garland, through Patrio, would have the money delivered to the chieftain, ostensibly to improve the lives of his people and persuade them to undermine the Taliban. In return, the chieftain would show his appreciation by giving a percentage back to Garland—not Patrio and not the United States, but to Wayne Garland—deposited into a secret account in Switzerland. The chieftain, however, didn't reciprocate as he had agreed.


    Garland sent Drago to change the man's mind.


    Drago flew to Afghanistan, crossed mountains full of hostile inhabitants, and slipped into the chieftain's house. He killed three bodyguards on the way to the chieftain's bedroom, where he found his prey. He stuffed a scarf into the man's mouth before cutting off his pinky finger, ring and all. Drago had memorized enough Dari to whisper in the chieftain's ear, “Pay your debts.” Drago brought the finger and ring to Garland, who later mailed the ring back to the chieftain with a cryptic thank-you note for the payments received.


    “I'm glad you could come at such short notice,” Garland said, as he closed the thick office door behind Drago. “I couldn't tell you over the phone because…well you never know who's listening these days. It's about our friend from the yacht.” Garland sat down behind his desk and motioned for Drago to sit in the chair. Drago didn't sit.


    “Our friend has surfaced?” Drago asked.


    “Not yet,” Garland said. “I got a call from a detective in Manhattan. She said she's reopening the case on the disappearances of Richard Ashton and Jericho Pope.”


    “Did she say why?”


    “No. All I know is that she's coming here this afternoon to talk to me about it.”


    “Who is she?” Drago asked.


    “Her name is Louise Rider. I did the research myself. I didn't want anyone else knowing about this. The wrong person knowing our business is what got us into this mess to begin with.”


    Drago snarled his upper lip just enough to show that he didn't appreciate the insinuation that he shared some of the blame for not killing Jericho Pope all those years ago. Drago had learned a valuable lesson that night. He had learned never to allow anyone else to interfere with his planning of a mission. The half measures that Garland insisted upon—the yacht, the hookers, the presence of a captain and first mate—led to the massive fuckup. Pope had become a piece of unfinished business, a singular failure that ate at Drago and kept him tethered to the loathsome Garland.


    “So tell me about this Detective Rider,” Drago said.


    Garland pulled a file from his top drawer and opened it. She's twice-divorced, no kids, both parents alive and living in New Jersey. She's been a detective for six years, mostly general crimes. Nothing in the file tells us whether we can buy her off or not.”


    “‘Buy her off ’?” Drago repeated, with a trace of indignation in his voice. “Didn't you learn your lesson with Ashton? You Americans throw money at every problem without thinking about how it only creates more problems. If you try to bribe this detective and she refuses, she will know that she is on the right path.”


    “Then, we'll just have to dispatch her,” Garland said.


    “And by we…are you going to pull the trigger?”


    “We each have our particular talents,” Garland said. “And I pay you handsomely for yours.”


    “If you will not be killing this detective, what talent are you bringing to the table?”


    Garland sat up in his leather chair, his belly pressing hard against the single button of his suit jacket. He pointed a crooked finger at Drago, but Wayne Garland didn't say a thing. His face flushed red for a moment, but he let his finger settle back into his palm. “Drago,” he said, “we have a lot at stake here. If this thing gets stirred up, there is no place on Earth either one of us could hide.”


    “So you think we should kill the detective?”


    “I do.”


    “No,” Drago said. “We will hear her out—see what she knows. You will get her to tell us what new piece of information has brought her to see us after all this time.”


    “But what if she knows too much already?” Garland asked. “What if she has pieces of the puzzle but just hasn't put it together yet? We have to do what needs doing. We have to make sure this stays buried.”


    Drago watched as a trickle of sweat dribbled down Garland's temple. He could see a gray fear in the folds of Garland's skin, and the frailty of self-preservation hiding behind the man's eyes. Drago smiled to ease Garland's fears, and said, “When the time is right, I will do what needs to be done.” And then, in his thoughts, Drago finished the sentence, Even if that means killing you.
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    Alexander had an obligation to visit Ianna Markova again, at least that's what he told himself. He needed to probe her memory, to find anything that might explain what happened on that yacht.


    “It's good to see you again, Detective Rupert,” Ianna said at the door to her apartment. She turned and walked in, which Alexander took as an invitation for him to follow. She wore a thin, cotton sundress—white with small flowers splashed across it—that fluttered in cadence with her saunter.


    “Please, call me Alexander.”


    “Okay, Alexander.”


    “I have a few more questions. Is this a good time?”


    “It's not a bad time.” She motioned him to the love seat. “I was just thinking that it would be nice to have some company. Can I get you a drink? You strike me as a beer man, something local?”


    “Am I that transparent?”


    “I've always been able to read a man and know his tastes. It's a talent of mine.”


    “Thanks, but I'll have to pass on the drink for now.”


    “As you please,” she said and sat on the couch across from him.


    “I don't mean to doubt your talent, but if you can read men so well, how did you misread James Putnam so badly?”


    Ianna went quiet, and Alexander watched as she curled into herself, pulling her arms and legs in tight. “I've been asking myself that question ever since your last visit,” she said. “I've gone over our relationship, sifting through the days, and I can't understand it. To be with someone for years…thinking that you know that person…only to find out that you don't know them at all. You have no idea how that feels.”


    Alexander knew exactly how it felt, but he kept that to himself. “Did James ever mention the name Jericho Pope?”


    “Jericho Pope? No.”


    “Maybe he said the name in his sleep?”


    “Who's Jericho Pope?”


    “Jericho Pope is the true identity of the man you knew as James Putnam.”


    Ianna leaned back on her couch and slowly raised her fingertips up to cover her lips. She looked at Alexander, her eyes searching his as if looking for an explanation from him. When no further explanation came, she lowered her hands and said the name out loud. “Jericho Pope.” She repeated it as though practicing a new language and then asked, “How do you know?”


    Alexander told Ianna about his trip to New York, about the yacht, and the exploding dinghy. He didn't tell her everything, though. He left out the parts about the hookers, and Prather, and the death of Richard Ashton. Ianna received Alexander's news with a quiet dignity, appearing to line up the new facts against what she knew of the man she called James Putnam.


    When Alexander finished, she nodded and said, “You must think I'm a complete fool.”


    “Not at all. Pope had the whole world fooled. You had no way of knowing.”


    “So why did he do it? What was he hiding from?”


    “We don't know. But a detective in New York is opening a new investigation into what happened on that yacht.”


    “Does that mean you're off the case?” Ianna's eyes showed a hint of concern that somehow made Alexander feel good about himself.


    “Not yet,” he said. “I need to follow up on some things I found. That's why I'm here. I found some accounting ledgers that don't make sense. Do you know anything about payments he would have received every year on the first of December?”


    “Payments? Like money from selling stock?”


    “These weren't stock sales. They were large cash payments.”


    “Cash?”


    “Half a million dollars.”


    “Oh my God.” Her eyes grew wide with what Alexander believed to be genuine surprise.


    “Deposited into his account every year on the same date. Did he ever talk about it? Maybe mention it after a few drinks?”


    Ianna appeared to give the question her honest consideration, then said, “Every now and then would I ask him how he made his money. He would tell me that if I wanted to know the secret of his success, I would need the wisdom of Solomon.”


    “Do you know what he meant by that?”


    “I've been called a dumb blond before, but never so politely.”


    “You're no dumb blond, by any stretch,” Alexander said. “And I don't think that the wisdom of Solomon had anything to do with his success, because this money fell out of the sky, every December.”


    “Hey, do you think that trip he took every year has anything to do with it?”


    Alexander smiled because she made the same connection he had. “You tell me.”


    “Now that I think about it, he would go on that trip every year around the first or second day of December. That was a sore spot with us. He'd leave in the afternoon and come back the next day.”


    “Did he ever hint at where he went?”


    “The first year we lived together, he said he had to go visit a sick relative. I tried to pry, maybe get him to take me along and introduce me to his family. Later, after I learned that he didn't have a family, we got into an argument about it. I thought the worst. I thought he had some woman on the side.”


    Ianna stood up and walked to the large window with its view of the river. The bright midday sun passed through the weave of her cotton dress unhindered, creating a near-perfect silhouette of her form. At first, Alexander averted his eyes, but she kept her back to him as she spoke, and soon his gaze rose, climbing her legs and backside. Did she know he could see her that way? Did she want him to see her that way—the way he saw her in the photo? Alexander swallowed hard and forced his attention back to what she was saying.


    “The next year,” she continued, “he told me he had to go out of town to visit an old friend. I pushed him for more information, but he said that it was just something that he had to do—that he couldn't tell me about it. He told me to trust him…” Ianna broke into an embarrassed laugh, turning to face Alexander. “Trust him? I didn't even know his real name.”


    “And he went every year?”


    “Without fail.” She started back to the couch, paused, then came over to the love seat and sat next to Alexander, her arm stretching across the backrest. She tucked one leg up underneath her so that she could turn sideways and face him. The scent of her lavender bodywash found its way to Alexander and briefly quickened his pulse.


    “Last year,” she continued, “we got into our normal argument. I told him that I wanted to go along. I wanted to see this friend. I wanted to see for myself that it wasn't another woman.”


    “And did he take you?”


    “We compromised—if you can call it that. I didn't go with him, but he didn't stay overnight. He left at noon and came back just after eight that night.”


    Alexander considered the timing. Eight hours—at the most, four hours there and four hours back, giving him a radius touching four, maybe five states. “So…not another woman?”


    “If it was another woman, he didn't have sex with her. I made sure of that.”


    “You made sure?”


    “When he came back that night, I took him…” Ianna gave Alexander a demure smile. “Well, I doubt he could have survived the acrobatics we had in bed that night if he'd been with another woman that day.” She leaned slightly toward Alexander, making sure that her placid, green eyes held his gaze, and said, “Like I said, when it comes to men, I have talent.”


    Her words dripped with dare. Alexander smiled at the prospect that she was testing him, trying to see if she affected him the way she probably affected every man she ever knew. He looked back at her, his eyes never leaving hers as he absorbed her advance. She did have a talent.


    “And you never learned who this person was?”


    “Never. But I'd bet that person can tell us where the money came from. How it ‘fell from the sky.’” She shook her head in slow contemplation. “Can you imagine getting half a million dollars every year—for free? It'd be like winning the lottery.”


    “Except that winning the lottery is legal and blackmail's not.”


    “You think it was blackmail?”


    “Did he ever mention anything to you about something bad happening in his past? Did he ever talk about what might have happened on that yacht?”


    Ianna narrowed her eyes as if trying to remember. “No…I can't think of anything like that.”


    “No secret phone calls you might have overheard? You were with the guy for three years and you never asked him about his past?” Alexander watched Ianna for any sign of deception, a crossing of her legs, one hand rubbing the other, a sideways glance. He saw none of that.


    Her eyes surrendered their coquettish spark, and she answered him in a tone choked with old scars. “We all have secrets, Alexander. No one gets though life without doing something that they wish they could take back. James never asked me about my past, so I never pushed him on his. It was a matter of fairness, I guess. He let me keep my secrets, so I let him keep his.”

  


  
    

    [image: images]


    Drago Basta settled in behind Wayne Garland's enormous desk and connected to Patrio's internal surveillance system. The cameras gave him a view of almost every room in the building, complete with audio. Drago knew how to switch from camera to camera and follow a person throughout the facility; he had helped to design the system. It had been at his insistence that an overriding master control had been wired into Garland's desk.


    From there, Drago and Garland watched as Louise Rider entered the lobby of Patrio International and was escorted to a waiting area. After letting her wait for twenty minutes, Garland telephoned down and instructed the guard to show her to a conference room. Garland waited another five minutes before he headed down to meet with the detective—leaving Drago alone to observe the meeting through a camera hidden in the light fixture of the conference room.


    “What can I do for you, Detective?” Garland began.


    “I'm here to talk about the incident on the Domuscuta,” she said.


    “That was so long ago,” Garland said. “I don't know how much help I can be.”


    “A man died that night. That's normally a traumatic event. I just assumed you would have a pretty clear memory of it.”


    Drago leaned forward in his chair, getting his face closer to the monitor. “She's testing you,” he said to the screen. He gritted his teeth, angry that he hadn't made Garland use an earwig so he could keep him from fucking this up. “She wants you to correct her—tell her that two people died that night—not one.”


    “Of course, I remember it,” Garland said. “Richard Ashton was a good man. He founded this company with me nearly thirty years ago.”


    Drago sat back in the chair. She knows that only one man died. She knows that Jericho Pope survived. If she knows Pope survived, she has to have an idea where he is hiding.


    “Could you tell me what happened that night?” Detective Rider asked.


    “You have the reports. It's all in there.”


    “Could you just go over it one more time? I wasn't assigned to the investigation back then, and I'd like to hear the story from you. Besides, you may remember something new.”


    “Why are you reopening those painful memories?” Garland asked. “That was one of the worst nights of my life. Did something new come to light?”


    “Please,” the detective said. “What do you remember?”


    Garland frowned, leaned back in his chair, and tapped his fingers on the marble tabletop as though he were contemplating whether to give in. Then he started talking, telling the story that she had read in the reports, reciting it like a child would tell a well-rehearsed lie about his missing homework. She occasionally wrote notes on a legal pad, but for the most part she seemed to be studying Garland.


    When Garland finished his story, Detective Rider started deconstructing the story from back to front. “So,” she began, “you weren't on deck when the dinghy exploded?”


    “No. I was in the salon, having a nightcap.”


    “Where was Drago?”


    “He…” Garland caught himself before he said anything more, but his slip seemed to echo off the walls. “I'm sorry, Detective, who did you say?”


    Drago Basta wanted to travel through the monitor, reach into that conference room, and kill Garland. The man had become careless to the point of being dangerous. The cunning edge that had once been Garland's greatest asset was gone, suffocated beneath a fat and lazy shell. An abundance of money had made Wayne Garland soft. How could he fall so easily into her trap? She wanted to see his reaction to the name Drago, and he gave her more than that. In that single utterance, Garland confirmed Drago's existence.


    She knew his name. How? He had been so careful. Drago thought back to that day on the yacht. Had Garland called him by his given name? Yes. Yes he had. And the captain must have heard it. This detective must have already interviewed the captain. What else did she know?


    Garland said, “I'm afraid I don't know anyone named Draco, or whoever.”


    “Must be confusing this case for another one,” she said. “But there was a third man on the yacht that night?”


    “Yes, a security consultant, Mr. Prather,” Garland said, his impatience starting to show. “I believe I already gave a statement about all of this. Is there—”


    “Is Mr. Prather available?”


    “He worked for us under contract that year. He is no longer affiliated with this company, hasn't been for years.”


    “Well, if you have a forwarding address, I'd like to get ahold of him.”


    “I'll see what I can do, but last I heard he was somewhere on the African continent.”


    “Now, the dinghy was already in the water when Mr. Ashton decided to leave?” the detective asked.


    “You'll have to ask the captain,” Garland answered. “I don't remember.”


    “Is it possible that the captain left the dinghy in the water after Mr. Pope returned?”


    “He might have, but again, you'll have to ask the captain.”


    “And what time did Mr. Pope return with the dinghy?”


    “Probably about—” Garland halted his answer.


    Drago dropped his head, his anger at Wayne Garland seething in his chest. Garland had fucked up again. They had reviewed the police reports in preparation for Detective Rider's visit. In those reports, Garland hadn't told the police that Jericho Pope took the hookers back to shore because he never mentioned the hookers at all. Now, by admitting that Pope had returned in the dinghy, he had to acknowledge that Pope made a trip to shore.


    “Wait a minute. I don't recall…” Garland cleared his throat. “You're getting me all confused. I can't remember what happened all those years ago. Like I said, I gave a statement, and you have it. I suggest you read it.”


    “We know about the girls,” Rider said.


    “Girls?” Garland cocked his head as if to suggest that he had no idea what Detective Rider was talking about.


    “We talked to Captain Rodgers already. We know that you brought a couple working girls on board. This isn't about that. I don't care if you had a little consensual fun. I'm here to talk about the death of Richard Ashton.”


    “I think you're here to screw with me,” Garland said. He pointed his finger at Rider. “A good man died that night,” he snarled. “Richard Ashton and I went back a long way, and I'm getting a little tired of your tone.”


    The detective leaned back, gave the conversation a pregnant pause, then said, “Didn't two men die that night?”


    Drago sat at Garland's desk, shaking his head slowly back and forth. This wasn't the Wayne Garland he knew—the man who funneled millions of tax dollars through the shadows and into their pockets. Drago had seen this happen before. Men like Garland start to believe in their own greatness. They accept that they are special, that they deserve their kingly existence. Then they get sloppy. After that, some nobody—like a local detective—comes along and with a single whack of an ax brings it all crashing down.


    Drago would have to kill Garland. Not that day, maybe not until he had recovered the property that Jericho Pope stole from him, but soon. He would kill Garland for becoming weak, for losing his edge. If anyone ever investigated Patrio for all the kickbacks and assassinations that Garland orchestrated, Garland wouldn't go down like a man. No. Garland would seek leverage. Like a cuttlefish spraying its ink to escape, Garland would try to dirty the waters with as many names as he could give out. Garland would turn on Drago with the speed of a ricocheting bullet.


    In the conference room, Garland tried to recover. “Of course two men died. I mention Richard because I knew him. I didn't know that other guy…what was his name again?”


    “Pope,” Rider supplied.


    “That's right,” he said. “Terrible shame.”


    “As it turns out, he didn't die that night,” she said, her eyes fixed on his, watching his reaction.


    “I don't understand,” Garland said, taking a more intellectual tone. “That kid, the first mate, he was in the dinghy too.”


    Garland displayed no obvious signs of deception, but neither did he summon a look of genuine surprise upon learning that Jericho survived the dinghy explosion.


    “He didn't die that night,” she said.


    “How do you know this?” Garland asked.


    “Because,” she said, “Pope died in a car accident last month in the Twin Cities.” She paused again. “Now, Mr. Garland, you want to tell me what really happened on the Domuscuta that night?”


    Garland seemed to relax in his seat, the corners of his mouth angling up ever so slightly in a pensive smile.


    She continued. “Why would a guy who gets blown up in a dinghy swim for Coney Island instead of swimming a few hundred yards back to the boat?”


    “I'm sure, Detective Rider, I don't know.” Garland's demeanor flipped to complete disinterest. “Sometimes people do stuff that you just can't explain. Now, if you will excuse me.” He stood up and started walking toward the door. “I have some pressing business to attend to. I have indulged your trip down memory lane long enough, but I am a busy man.” He paused at the door. “Please remain here. I'll send a security officer to escort you out.”


    “I have a couple more—”


    “Good-bye, Detective.” And with that, Garland walked out the door.


    In Garland's office, Drago typed a query into the computer, looking for car accidents in Minneapolis in the month of September. It took two minutes to find the story of the accident that killed a man named James Putnam. Drago looked at the picture of James Putnam from the newspaper report and saw the face of a man he had been hunting for nearly fifteen years.
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    Drago smiled as he gazed out the window of Garland's office and dreamed about killing his former mentor. How would he do it? Drago loved knives. He loved the glide of the blade as it severed tissue, the feel of it as it tore through gristle and sinew. He fed off of the way a man's body would turn rigid with terror in that moment when his imminent death became real to him, and how he fell limp when the heart ran out of blood to pump. Knives were beautiful and visceral and messy, requiring close proximity, even intimacy with the victim.


    But knives weren't always practical. During the war, he had killed most of his victims—Albanians, Bosnians, and Croatians—with a gun. He had drawn his first blood with a gun, Albanian blood that spread across the floor of his home where it later mixed with the blood of his mother and father. Since that day, his knowledge of guns and his skill in handling them had become surgical. But he found little pleasure in killing with a gun, the way he found little satisfaction in playing checkers once he had discovered the intellectual challenge of playing chess.


    As he contemplated killing Wayne Garland, he regretted that he wouldn't get to cut Garland's throat with his knife. He had to be especially careful with how he killed Garland, because Garland had powerful friends, men who controlled national budgets and dark operation personnel, friends Garland inherited upon the death of Richard Ashton.


    In the beginning, Patrio International had grown out of a synergy of two talents, Garland, the man in the shadows, and Ashton, the man with connections on Capitol Hill. Richard Ashton rose through the ranks of the CIA as a moneyman. He knew the system from the inside and made friends with all the right people.


    What Ashton had in insider power, he lacked in field experience. That's where Garland came in. Also a child of the CIA, Garland wandered the earth, kicking up dust storms, creating unrest where it helped American interests, and tamping down fires that hurt those interests. He spent his career stockpiling relationships, kings and killers who valued their own personal wealth over any particular ideology. These weren't friendships—no more than the man who feeds a lion could claim to be the lion's friend—but Garland made certain that the relationships remained mutually beneficial.


    In 1981, Garland and Ashton left the CIA and went into business for themselves. Their timing couldn't have been better. It was the Reagan era, a time of massive buildups in both military and intelligence-gathering infrastructures. It was also a time when the conservatives began preaching the gospel of privatization. If government could do it, then the private sector could do it better and cheaper—so the theory went. By 1985, Ashton had secured enough black-ops funding to start their private mercenary army.


    Later, Patrio became heavily involved in the Balkans when that part of the world blew up. That's how Garland found Drago.


    By 1999, the war in Kosovo had turned against the Serbs. The UN chose sides, propping up the KLA, removing it from the official list of terrorist organizations, and striking an alliance with it. Then came the bombings, also sanctioned by the UN. It seemed as though the world had turned against the Serbs. Slobodan Milošević had been declared a war criminal, and the United Nations convened a meeting to determine whom else to add to the list. Garland had been watching Drago from a distance, gathering intelligence on this one-man killing machine. Spotting talent had always been Garland's forte. He could sniff out the mercenaries long before they themselves knew who they were.


    The legend of Drago Basta had taken root across the Balkan Peninsula, the magnitude of his cruelty growing with each new whisper. By the end of the war, those who feared him no longer called him Drago Basta; to them he was known as Psoglav the Beast. Psoglav, a mythical creature from Serbian folklore, walked with the legs of a horse, had the torso of a man, and the head of a savage dog with iron teeth and a single eye in the middle of his forehead. The mythical Psoglav feasted on human flesh and haunted the dreams of children. Drago Basta spent his war years murdering soldiers, farmers, women, and children without remorse. It was he who came to haunt the dreams of the Bosnians and Albanians, or anyone who had the misfortune to cross his path.


    When Garland saw the end coming in Kosovo, he reached out to Drago—to Psoglav the Beast—and offered him a job.


    Now, as Drago stared out of the window, he came to the realization that Garland had become a liability. It would be only a matter of time before Garland stepped over the wrong line, killed the wrong warlord. Maybe this Detective Rider came as a harbinger of that end. And Drago knew that when the end came, Garland would give up Drago to save his own neck. For that reason, Garland needed to die, and his death would have to look like an accident. Drago detested such artifice. It deprived him of the satisfaction of feeling the life ebb from his victims. But sometimes that's how it had to happen.


    Garland interrupted Drago's daydream by charging through the door and saying in a winded voice, “He was in Minneapolis.”


    “I heard,” Drago replied. “I am going there in the morning. Have your people ready a jet, a business charter that cannot be traced to Patrio, and find a private airport near Minneapolis where there are no cameras.”


    “I'll send in an advanced team, to set things up for—”


    “No!” Drago said sharply. “No advanced team. I will do this on my own. I don't want any eyes or ears involved beyond the two of us.”


    “My people are all professionals, like you. They know how to keep secrets.”


    Drago turned from the window to face Garland and spoke in a way that gave each word its own weight. “I am here because somebody knows my business who should not know my business. I have come to clean that slate. If things get messy in Minneapolis, only you and I will know what happened and why.”


    “Good point,” Garland said.


    “Pope was living under the name James Putnam,” Drago said. “Your job will be to get me the intelligence on this James Putnam. This will be a task you will do personally. You still know how to navigate the system, do you not?”


    “I designed the system,” Garland said. “I'll get you the intel.”


    “I want everything there is to know about this man and anyone in his life. I want to know about his bank accounts, his business associations, family members, mistresses. If James Putnam had a habit or a hobby, I want to know about it.” Drago handed Garland the pad of paper on which he had scribbled notes. “These are some of the supplies I will need.”


    Garland ran his finger down the list as he read. “A laser microphone, a shotgun microphone, computer surveillance software, surveillance bugs, GPS vehicle-tracking devices, a second false identification, three throwaway cell phones, potassium chloride, and a syringe…” Garland stopped reading. “Potassium chloride?”


    Drago did his best to hide his growing impatience with Garland. “If anyone in Minneapolis knows our business, it may be better that their deaths look natural, like a heart attack, rather than an assassination. I do not know what I will find once I get there, so I must prepare for as many contingencies as I can.”


    “Of course,” Garland said, and continued reading the list. “Two nine-millimeter Glocks with suppressors, one M16. You want an M16? Drago, this is an urban mission. You're not going into Yemen, for God's sake.”


    “I will also need a sniper rifle, maybe an M-40.”


    “I'm not going to authorize a bloodbath.”


    “I do not tell you how to steal from your countrymen; do not tell me how to do my job.”


    Garland swallowed hard and continued in a voice that landed impotent on Drago's ear. “This is a surgical operation,” he said, “in the middle of America, farm country. How much risk can there be? You get in—you get out. This has to be kept under the radar, not on a scale that requires sniper rifles or M16s. I won't authorize that.”


    Drago moved to Garland's desk and leaned across it, looking Garland in the eye. “Then you should be the one to go to Minneapolis. You should be the one to risk your life.”


    Garland forced a coward's thin laugh out of his knotted chest. “No need to get testy, my friend. We've been together for too long, and fought too many battles together.”


    “You will brief me on the intel before I leave in the morning.”


    “I will try to.”


    Drago had started for the door but stopped and turned to glare one last time at Garland. “You will not fail me,” he said. “We have been waiting many years for this day—for this mission. There will be no half measures. I will not stop until I have retrieved the property stolen from me. You will not stop until you have given me the supplies and the information that I need. If we fail in this, we will be hunted men. Everything you have here will be gone and you will live out your life in a cinder-block room with a stainless-steel bed. This is not a time to try. This is the time to do. You will get me what I need.”


    Garland's face flushed red, and Drago saw the anger kicking to break free. In the end, Garland answered Drago with a single nod of his head.
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    When he fought in the Balkans, Drago Basta had no sense of strategy, no guile, no appreciation for the larger picture. His appetite for killing fed a hunger that burned in him and made him a killer, but not an assassin. He roamed like the animal he was—like Psoglav the Beast—cutting down those who stood in the way of Serbian domination. He rarely saw beyond his next victim. Wayne Garland changed all that.


    Despite Garland's doughy penchant for self-preservation, he once had a brilliant mind for strategy. He taught Drago to play chess and taught him that, as in chess, their aim and their energies needed to go beyond merely removing their opponent's chess pieces from the board. He taught Drago to maneuver and slide, to expose a weak flank in order to draw the enemy into a trap, to create an open door and then entice the enemy into believing he had chosen that path himself. Drago would always be thankful to Garland for that, and he would use those lessons in planning Garland's own death.


    But now, that need for strategy scratched at Drago's thoughts as he worked out the details of a plan to retrieve his property—a computer flash drive. At least it had been a flash drive on the day that Jericho Pope stole it from the Domuscuta. Now, who knows? If Pope stored it on an Internet cloud, Drago would need to find it and destroy it. If he kept it in his possession, it could be stored in anything that can hold digital information. That meant that Drago's search would have to include every memory chip in Jericho Pope's residence.


    This all would take time. As Drago sat in a rental car and watched the morning sun reflecting off of the condo where Jericho Pope had so recently lived, he worked on the details of a plan he had been honing since he left New York.


    Garland found out that Pope lived with a girlfriend named Ianna Markova. A younger, less experienced Drago would have simply slipped into the apartment, killed its inhabitant, and searched until he found his property. But he was no longer that rash young man. If he killed the girl and found nothing in the apartment, he would have silenced the last echo of Jericho Pope. The girl may hold the key to where the drive lay hidden, even if she didn't know that she held that key. Drago had evolved since his years in Kosovo, and he knew that he needed to search her apartment without killing her. His plan—if it worked—would get her out of the apartment for a day, maybe more. That should give him enough time to tear the apartment apart.


    Garland had given Drago a dossier on every aspect of Jericho Pope's life as James Putnam. Drago knew where Pope lived, where he banked, his hobbies, and his favorite websites. Drago also knew all about Ianna Markova. He knew that Pope and Ianna had been together for three years and that Ianna had once been a model—in a very loose sense of the word—and a dancer at a gentlemen's club before she met Jericho. Ianna had a mother named Magda Markova, who lived in a trailer on a small piece of land an hour north of Madison, Wisconsin. Ianna's father was deceased, and she had no living siblings.


    Drago landed in Minnesota on that Saturday morning, carrying three pieces of luggage: a duffle bag with the weapons and his clothes in it, a rucksack with surveillance gear, and a laptop computer in its carrying case. The computer had been loaded with special encryption software that would allow him to contact Garland without a concern that their communication might be spied upon.


    He stepped off the plane and into a taxi, instructing the cabbie to drive him to the main terminal at the Minneapolis–St. Paul Airport. Once at the airport, Drago walked into the office of Decca Car Rental, and, still using the name Walter Trigg, rented a nondescript Toyota Camry. From there he drove to a cheap hotel close to the airport, one with no surveillance cameras in its lobby. Walter Trigg checked in, requesting a room near the rear exit of the building, telling the clerk that such rooms are quieter, not telling her that such rooms allow him to come and go without being observed by nosy desk clerks. He dropped his duffle bag and computer at the room and left with his backpack full of surveillance equipment to find the condo.


    Jericho Pope's condo stood in a relatively quiet area on the edge of the city where the Mississippi River once powered enormous flour mills. Hugging the river's edge as it did, the condo had the feel of being secluded even though it stood only blocks away from the heart of downtown. Drago sat sideways on a park bench across the street, a bench that had once offered a scenic view of the river, a view that now stared into a growth of saplings. He used one of his Burner phones to call for a pizza delivery to the condo. Then he waited.


    When the beat-up Ford Taurus carrying the pizza arrived, Drago casually stood and walked to the end of the block, crossed the street, and headed back toward the entrance of the condo—just another passerby on his way to take a midday stroll across the stone-arch bridge a block away. He paused a few feet from the glass condo entrance and watched as the pizza-delivery guy pushed a button on the intercom in the vestibule. The door had a keypad with both numbers and a slot for swiping a magnetic key card. He would need to acquire a card. Not a problem.


    The door opened and the pizza guy entered. Drago approached and stood next to a pillar just outside the entrance, using the distraction of the pizza guy to get a better look at the layout of the lobby. The security guard, nothing more than a kid in a suit and tie, had a phone receiver in his hand. The pizza guy tapped a foot on the tile floor and drummed his fingers on the cherry-wood reception desk.


    Behind the desk, Drago could see a door leading to a small office. The door to the office was open and on the back wall hung a panel with rows of LED lights—the security panel. He'd seen panels like that before and knew breaking into an apartment without a security code would trigger flashing lights and a silent alarm. He would need to work around that. He could also see one security camera covering the vestibule and one behind the desk. He had to assume there would be more.


    He walked away, head down, hands in his pockets, his thoughts coalescing around the shopping list of things he would need to get into Jericho Pope's apartment. The first would be acquiring a magnetic key card.


    He crossed the street and returned to the park bench, keeping one eye on the condo behind him. Soon a car pulled into the small drive that led to the underground parking garage. A large door opened, and Drago counted. Five seconds for the doors to open. The car entered the garage and disappeared around a bend. Fifteen seconds after the car passed the sensors at the mouth of the garage, the doors began to close. Five seconds for the doors to close. That would be more than enough time.


    Drago waited on the park bench for another car to pull into the garage. After fifteen minutes, a Volvo pulled into the drive. Drago stood and started walking toward the condo. But then he stopped. The Volvo had a female driver and two kids in the back. Drago had no compunction against killing women or children, but the mess and fuss and the noise of dispatching three made no sense. He wasn't in a hurry. He returned to his bench.


    As the minutes ticked away and the lunch hour approached, Drago began to question his decision to spare the woman and her children. Then, a few minutes after 11 a.m., an Acura pulled into the drive. Drago stood and walked toward the condo. He could see that the Acura held a single occupant. The tint of the window prevented him from seeing whether the driver was a man or a woman, but that didn't matter.


    Drago walked down the sidewalk at a casual pace, scanning the block ahead of him and behind. No witnesses. As the Acura passed through the open garage doors, Drago neared the condo and started counting. One…two…three…He pulled his baseball cap down over his eyes, which were covered with sunglasses. He glanced around—still, no witnesses. Four…five…six…The Acura would be around the turn now. Seven…eight…nine…Drago pulled the collar of his jacket up and started across the street. Another six seconds passed, and the doors began to close. Drago slipped into the garage as though he were the breeze itself.


    Once inside, he ran around the bend and saw the taillights of the Acura as it settled into its assigned parking stall. Drago could see no other movement in the garage. He had about forty feet to cover to get to the Acura. He reached into the side pouch of the rucksack and pulled out a piano-wire garrote.


    A man stepped out of the Acura with a briefcase in one hand and his car keys in the other. He aimed the remote and the car chirped. The man wasn't out of shape, but he had no idea of what was about to happen and so wouldn't be a problem. Drago stepped behind a pillar as the man walked around his trunk, a mere five feet in front of Drago. Drago closed that distance in two strides and wrapped the wire around the man's throat.


    The man did what they all did. He grabbed for the wire, which was already digging into his skin and pinching shut his larynx. Drago threw a shoulder into the man and kicked his heel, dropping the man to the concrete between two cars, smashing his face into the ground and stunning him into inaction for a few seconds.


    As the man regained his senses and realized again that he was being murdered, he fought to raise himself up. Drago lay on the man's back and held the garrote tight. As the man struggled to get up, Drago bounced on him and forced him back to the ground. Drago could already feel him growing weak, his life draining away. The man dug at the garrote around his neck, digging his fingernails into his own skin to try to get under the piano wire. After twenty seconds of struggling, the man slipped into unconsciousness from the loss of blood to the brain. After another minute or so, his heart stopped beating.


    Drago looked around to make sure that no one had entered the garage during the scuffle. No one had. He retrieved the car keys from the man's hand and popped the trunk on the Acura. He dragged the man around to the rear of the car and poured his body into the trunk. Drago pulled the man's wallet out and read the name on the driver's license. Mr. Scott Cutcher would never know why he had to die that day.


    He pulled a key card out of the wallet, closed the trunk lid, and then walked to the door connecting the garage to the elevator. As he walked, he peeked out from under the bill of his cap to spy for security cameras. He saw none in the garage. He slid the key card through a key reader on the door, and a green light invited him in. He opened the door just enough to see a security camera covering the elevator. He closed the door again.


    The dossier Garland wrote up on Ianna Markova gave her a black Cadillac with personalized license plates that read “Ianna.” Her car was easy to find. Drago laid his rucksack next to the driver's door and pulled out a small, polycarbonate wedge. He worked it into the top of the door, carefully prying the door away from the car body a fraction of an inch. He then inserted a pump wedge—a rubber diaphragm attached to a small hand pump like one might find on a blood-pressure cuff—into the gap and began to slowly expand the gap so as not to set off the car's alarm. Once he had created a space of half an inch, he retrieved a telescopic antenna from his bag, extending it to its full length, taping its joints to prevent it from collapsing. He slid it through the gap and used it to push the door-lock button and unlock the door. He breathed a sigh as he opened the car door to no alarm.


    He put his bag on the passenger seat and went to work installing the tracking device. He had to remove part of the dashboard to find the appropriate power supply. The Cadillac's own battery would power the tracking device for as long as the battery held a charge. He worked in silence, keeping one ear to the outside world, alert to any sound of human presence. He tapped into the power source, grounded the tracker, hid the device inside of the dash, and started reinstalling the dashboard.


    As he finished turning the final screw, he heard a metal door close with a clatter that echoed throughout the concrete garage. He stopped moving and slumped to the floor of the car. He put his hand on the Glock in his shoulder holster. Footsteps—female footsteps—clicked on the cement floor, approaching him and the Cadillac. He slid the gun from its holster, aiming it toward the car's door, his mind racing with bad thoughts. Had he been sloppy? Had he left any of his tools outside of the car?


    He shook his head to clear those thoughts away. Of course he hadn't been sloppy. He was a professional. He ratcheted a round into the chamber and made sure that the silencer was screwed on completely.


    The footsteps drew closer, and Drago resisted the urge to peek over the back of the seat. He would wait until she opened the door, then he would shoot her, put her in the trunk, and hope that Jericho Pope kept his secrets buried in his apartment and not somewhere else. The footsteps reached the Cadillac, and Drago heard the chirp of a car door being unlocked. It wasn't the Cadillac. The woman passed by the rear of the Cadillac and entered an SUV parked next to Drago. He eased his grip on the Glock.


    After the SUV left the garage, he waited for silence to fall, ensuring that he was once again alone. He inspected his work—no scratches on the paint around the door, no gaps in the dashboard, no wires visible, no sign that he had ever been there. He stepped out of the car, locked the door behind him, and walked back to Mr. Cutcher's Acura, where he slipped into the driver's seat. On the visor, he found the remote control for the condo garage door and put that in his pocket, unsure whether or not he would need it. What else might he need from Mr. Cutcher? He had the key to get into the building when the time came. He had access to the garage if he needed that. He could think of nothing else.


    Drago drove the Acura out of the garage and into Northeast Minneapolis. He found a parking spot on a side street where the car could sit for a few days before getting towed. The walk back to his rental car took almost an hour, but patience was crucial in his line of work.


    He fired up his rental car, and twenty minutes later he was sitting at the desk in his hotel room. He used his laptop to log in to the secure website that would allow him to track Ianna Markova's Cadillac. He watched as the red dot appeared on the screen, showing that Ianna Markova's car hadn't left the parking garage at the condo. Then he closed the computer and began planning his trip to Wisconsin, where the next moves would play out.
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    Not every assassination involved a target at the center of the intrigue. Sometimes the target is a mere pawn that must be removed from the board so that a more important chess piece can be exposed. The pawns were often people like Magda Markova, a woman whose death would hopefully draw his opponent's queen out into the open.


    Magda lived in a mobile home she rented on the outskirts of a small town in central Wisconsin. What little information Drago had, Facebook chatter and the like, suggested that Magda and her daughter, Ianna, kept in touch and were close enough that Ianna would run to her mother's side if the right circumstance presented itself. Around noon that Sunday, Drago drove past Magda's Markova's home in rural Wisconsin, preparing to create the right circumstance.


    Drago could see remnants of Ianna's childhood scattered around the place, the tire swing waiting in vain for grandchildren, the rotting treehouse in the windbreak, the frilly curtains with the angels on them gathering dust in the back bedroom. Garland's research showed Ianna's father had died of natural causes a decade earlier, and there was no second husband or companion. Magda would be alone.


    Drago glanced around as he knocked on the door of the trailer—no neighbor within yelling distance. That was good. A woman came to the door, her arms and legs showing no sign of the farm-girl muscle that she surely had once possessed.


    “Hello,” she said in a soft, even voice.


    “Mrs. Markova?” Drago flattened his words into his best American accent, which rarely passed muster. He wouldn't have long before she would begin to see past his charade.


    “Yes?”


    “I'm an investigator with the Department of Justice, Division of Criminal Investigation.” Drago held out his hand to shake hers. “I'm assisting Minnesota on an investigation that involves your daughter, Ianna. Can I come in?” Magda swayed slightly as the confusing words tipped the bubble of her level. She stepped back, her eyes remaining fixed on this man with the accent. But she let him into her home.


    “Is your husband home?”


    “I don't have a husband.”


    Drago looked around for any sign of another presence in the house and saw no hint of anyone, not even a dog.


    “What's this about my daughter? Is she in trouble?”


    “Is there someone in the bedroom? I thought I heard a noise.” He hadn't heard a noise. He had her off balance and needed to make sure that they were alone before she came to her senses.


    “No, there's no one. What about my daughter?”


    Drago glanced around the room and saw a dish towel on the oven handle. He would need that soon.


    “Who did you say you were again? I didn't see your ID.”


    Drago reached into his suit jacket, a cheap rag he bought at a thrift store the afternoon before. He slid his hand past the wallet where he stored the false identification of Walter Trigg and wrapped his fingers around the grip of his Glock, pulling the gun out in a single, sweeping motion, the arc of the muzzle coming to a stop directly in front of Magda's forehead. She gulped air deep into her lungs. Her eyes bulged, and the blood drained from her face.


    “Please sit,” Drago said, politely pointing to a chair next to the kitchen table. Magda felt around for a chair behind her, touching her way to a seat the way a blind person might do, never taking her eyes off the shiny, black gun, its impressive contour enhanced by a suppressor that extended the barrel length by an extra seven inches.


    “You will sit still,” he said. “You will not move or make a sound. If you disobey me, I will put a bullet in your head. Do you understand?”


    She nodded slowly.


    He kept the gun pointed at her head as he backed a few feet to the oven and lifted the dish towel off the handle. He shook the towel open and, using his teeth and his spare hand, tore it in half, then walked back to where she sat.


    “What do you want?” she whispered in a voice so meek he barely heard her.


    Drago lifted a single finger to his lips and said “Shhh.” Then he tied her arms behind her back using one of the strips of towel, keeping the cloth of the towel as wide as possible so as to leave no mark. When the time came, the medical examiner would not be able to find evidence of the ligature.


    She began to cry now and beg for her life, repeatedly asking him why he was doing this. Drago said nothing as he tied the second piece of towel around her eyes. She couldn't see him now, and she began to shake with fear, a scream cutting loose from somewhere deep. He faced her and sat down on her lap, his legs straddling her thighs, his chest pressing against her chest, a single finger touching her lips.


    “Shhh,” he whispered again. “I'm not going to hurt you. I just need you to be quiet for a little while. All will become clear to you soon. If you do not struggle, I promise I will not harm you.”


    Magda stopped screaming, but her chest continued to heave with fear. It fascinated Drago the way that people could believe the unbelievable. He had entered her house, pointed a gun at her face, tied her up in a chair, and now straddled her lap. Yet she had stopped screaming because she believed him when he said he wouldn't hurt her. Drago smiled and reached into his jacket pocket, lifted a small case, opened it, and picked up the syringe and the bottle of potassium chloride. He appraised her and guessed her weight to be around one hundred and thirty pounds. He pressed the needle into the bottle and pulled the plunger back until he had filled the syringe with enough potassium chloride to stop her heart.


    He put the bottle back into his pocket and gave a look around the kitchen. Behind him, on the edge of the kitchen island, he saw a knife and a cutting board. The cutting board, a heavy, wooden butcher's block, had corners sharp enough to tear skin. Drago played out his staged scene in his head. He watched the woman clutch her left shoulder and grip the island for support as the heart attack punched her chest. He watched her grab for the cordless phone on the island, only to fall to the floor, catching the corner of the cutting board and gashing her neck in the process. With her last ounce of life, she would dial 911.


    Satisfied with his plan, he lightly lifted her chin and slid the needle into Magda's neck, injecting the potassium chloride into her jugular vein. Within seconds, the chemical reached her heart and her body started to jerk and shutter. He stood and untied the towels from around her face and arms. Her heart still pumped as she fought against the chemicals. He laid her on the floor in the spot where she landed in his imagination. Then he took the knife from the island and, with the tip turned sideways, scraped a rough gouge into the side of her neck where he had injected the potassium chloride. The scrape obliterated any trace of the injection site. She shuddered on the floor until her heart stopped beating.


    Once he was sure that Magda was dead, Drago positioned the cutting board on the edge of the island where her neck would have clipped it in the fall. Then he transferred enough skin cells and blood from the knife to the cutting board to make it look like the cutting board caused the injury to her throat. Then he washed the knife clean, running enough water through the sink to push the remaining blood and tissue evidence past the trap in the drain and down the pipe.


    If any investigation came from this, they would find nothing more than a sixty-two-year-old woman lying on her floor, dead of a heart attack. If there were an autopsy, they wouldn't look for potassium chloride levels, and if they did, raised potassium-chloride levels are common in heart-attack victims. The investigators would find traces of her blood and neck tissue on the butcher's block and assume she hit her throat in the fall. A standard examination would find no bruises and no evidence of foul play.


    With a final walk around the room, Drago wiped down any surface that he may have touched, although he had been careful to not touch anything. He would discard the towels in a gas-station trash can on the way back to Minnesota. Comfortable that everything had been put back in its place, he took the cordless phone from the countertop—without leaving any prints—and, using Magda's finger, dialed 911. He laid the phone next to Magda and walked out the door. In a minute, a squad car would be dispatched to Magda's address. By the time the squad arrived, Drago would be well on his way back to Minneapolis to execute the next part of his plan.
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    Alexander spent his weekend finding ways to avoid Desi, which turned out to be easier than he expected. She didn't mind that he toiled away at his computer for hours on end, digging through Jericho Pope's hard drive and searching the Internet for signs of Pope, Putnam, Garland, or Prather. He even researched the Domuscuta and Captain Rodgers. In the end, he found nothing that brought him any closer to an answer.


    At night, Desi slept in the guest bedroom, and now that he knew why, her absence from their bed fed him full of bad dreams. In some, he floated like a ghost, watching Desi and her lover embrace each other—sometimes oblivious to his presence and other times taunting him. In other dreams, he sat dumbstruck before a grand jury, trying to speak but unable to get the words past his swollen tongue. He awoke on Monday morning badly in need of a couple hours’ more sleep.


    His Monday brightened, however, when he arrived at his cubicle and found his next two stepping-stones in the Putnam case lying on his desk. The first was a copy of the administrative subpoena allowing him to have a conversation with Wells Fargo about all of James Putnam's bank accounts. The second was a stack of James Putnam's phone records, dating back ten years. Alexander started with the bank records. He picked up the phone and placed a call to Calvin Johnson, a VP in Accounts. Two minutes later, Johnson had James Putnam's account information displayed on his computer.


    Alexander said, “I am interested in a flurry of deposits the account receives every December first.” He waited while Johnson navigated to the December statement.


    “Wow. Five hundred thousand,” Johnson said. “Fifty deposits in ten-thousand-dollar increments.”


    “What can you tell me about those deposits?”


    “Give me a second.” Alexander could hear the clack of computer keys as Johnson moved through old statements to confirm the deposits. “Yes, here it is. I have the routing numbers. It looks like the money came to us electronically from banks all over the Midwest, including different branches of Wells Fargo.”


    “Fifty different bank accounts?” Alexander said. “What was this guy doing?”


    “I suspect…let me check something.” More clicking of a keyboard and then a pause. “Yep, just as I thought. The deposits that I tracked through two of our branch locations show that the deposits came to those banks from a single bank in Singapore.”


    “Singapore?”


    “It's a good location for hiding money. It's kind of the new Switzerland.”


    “Did that Singapore bank generate all fifty transfers?”


    “My guess is yes, but I can't tell for sure without tracking each deposit. I suspect that the customer was trying to avoid a Suspicious Activity Report.”


    “What's that?”


    “When someone transfers more than ten thousand dollars into the country from overseas, the receiving bank is supposed to do an SAR to notify the government of the transfer. Your guy here was trying to keep below the radar by breaking it up into ten-grand increments.”


    “It apparently worked,” Alexander said.


    “Seems so, but he probably didn't need to go through all that trouble. Regulators rarely look at those reports unless there's an active investigation going on.”


    “Is there any way of getting the name of the account holder who sent the transfer?”


    Johnson chuckled. “Not a chance. Even if you were able to pierce the veil, all you'd come up with is a number. I'd bet that the money passed through at least one or two other banks—probably Switzerland and maybe Panama or the Cayman Islands—before it showed up in Singapore. If you have the account numbers, you can move money all over the world in a matter of minutes.”


    It was what Alexander had expected to find, but he still felt a sting of disappointment. “Wisdom of Solomon,” he muttered to himself.


    “Excuse me?”


    “I'm sorry,” Alexander said. “I'm just talking to myself. I have one more question. You see on the statement, after the half mil shows up, there's a fifty-thousand-dollar withdrawal?”


    “Yes. A cash withdrawal.”


    “Any chance of your computer telling me why he pulled it out?”


    “Sorry,” Johnson said in a voice that sounded as if he was truly sorry. “All we have is the record that he took the money out.”


    “I thought so, but I had to ask.” Alexander thanked Mr. Johnson for his time, then he eased his way out of the conversation, his thoughts having already moved on to his next task—the phone records.


    Pope made a trip every year after the big payday. If he needed to make any arrangements for his December trip, those might appear in the phone records for late November. Alexander whispered his thoughts, “What did Ianna say…James left at noon, and was back at eight. He grabbed a map from his desk drawer. Alexander had found no flight confirmation or other evidence on Pope's hard drive to suggest that he flew on his December trips, so he concluded that they must have been road trips. “If it's a four-hour drive there and back…” He drew a circle around the Twin Cities that swallowed most of Minnesota, and a large swath of Iowa, Wisconsin, and parts of the Dakotas. He then made a list of every area code in the circle.


    With the list of area codes in hand, he laid the November phone records for the past ten years side by side on his desk. He ignored phone numbers with a Twin Cities area code, on the hunch that Pope used much of his eight hours for driving. Alexander's fingers moved from number to number, finding a few that repeated but nothing consistent. Then he touched a telephone number beginning with the area code 515—Iowa. He went back in time and found the same phone number in all ten years, a single phone call that Jericho Pope placed every year to someone in Iowa.


    “I knew it!” He settled back in his chair, letting his arms and legs sprawl over the sides as a strange sense of relief washed over him. This was the first time since they assigned him that cubicle in the Frauds Unit that he felt like a cop. He woke up his computer and logged on to a restricted database available to law enforcement. The database could identify the owners of unlisted and cell-phone numbers. It was a database to be used for official investigations only.


    Alexander started to type in the number he found in Putnam's phone records, but then stopped and deleted it. He glanced around the room, just to see if anyone paid him any mind, and found that he was as invisible as always. He slipped a piece of paper from his pocket and looked at the phone number that he pulled from Desi's cell-phone bill, the one she deleted from her call log. He typed in the phone number and, in a second, had an answer. The phone number belonged to a man named Martin Edwards. Alexander committed the man's name and address to his memory and deleted the entry.


    He took a couple seconds to collect himself before typing in a Google search for Martin Edwards, quickly finding a LinkedIn page complete with a smiling picture of the man who had embraced Desi in the lobby of the IDS Center. Edwards was a commodities broker living on Lake Minnetonka, some of the most expensive real estate in the Minnesota. Whether for good or bad, Alexander now had the name and address and face of the man whom his wife had been seeing. He tucked the information away for now. When the time came, he would have the advantage.


    He then turned his attention back to the phone number from Iowa. He typed the number into the database, and the screen lit up with the name Michelle Holla of Des Moines. Another click, and he had her address.


    “Who are you, Michelle?” Alexander asked the screen. “Why is it that Jericho Pope calls you every year right about the time he makes his big score?”


    He did a Google search for her name and got over a million results. He put quotation marks around the name and reduced the results to just over five thousand. With another hunch, he added the words “New York” to the search, and cut it down to under three hundred. On the eighth page of results, he came upon an obituary of a Mr. Ernest Holla who died in 1999 and was survived by—among others—a daughter named Michelle Holla.


    Michelle Holla grew up in Brooklyn—the same patch of real estate that raised Jericho Pope and James Putnam. This was no coincidence. She had to be the connection to Pope's past. “Whatever happened back in New York,” Alexander said to himself, “caused you to run away to Iowa. It brought Pope to Minnesota.” He wrote down her address. “So, Ms. Holla, I think you and I should meet.”
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    Alexander had spent six hours electronically stalking Michelle Holla before leaving his cubicle for the day. A few years younger than both Putnam and Pope, she had lived in Brooklyn at the same time as them, and her New York trail disappeared with theirs. Alexander could find no mention of a Michelle Holla living in Des Moines before October 2001, when she applied for a driver's license at the age of eighteen. Every instinct in his body told him that Michelle Holla held the key to Jericho Pope's past.


    Alexander decided not to ask for permission to go to Iowa, like he did when he went to New York. This time, he simply put in for a personal day off. He told Commander Tiller that he planned to use the time off to prepare for his grand-jury testimony, which loomed a mere two days away. He could feel the crucible of that event coming at him with the unstoppable force of a falling boulder. He felt the presence of the grand-jury investigation every time he let his mind relax. It seemed that the only way to ignore the rumble of that landslide was to focus all of his attention on the Putnam case.


    He called the Des Moines Police Department and asked if someone there could send a car past the address of Michelle Holla to see if the place looked lived-in. The report came back that there was a female, who fit the driver's license description of Michelle Holla, doing yard work at the residence. The trip would not be wasted.


    With his plans for the next day ready, Alexander jumped into his unmarked car and started for home. He hadn't made it more than a few blocks when his cell phone rang.


    “Hey, Festus,” squawked Billie Rider. “You owe me a beer.”


    “Billie?”


    “Actually, you owe me a couple beers for what I got for you.” Alexander could hear the smile in her voice.


    “Hi, Billie,” Alexander said. “I take it the interview with Patrio went well?”


    “Garland tried to play stupid, but he slipped up. He knew Pope didn't die in the Lower Bay. He also hit on Drago's name.”


    “Tell me all about it—what'd he say?”


    “How about we discuss it over a beer? Your treat. Say, tomorrow night?”


    “Come again?”


    “My boss is sending me to the Twin Cities for a couple days. I'd like to interview Pope's girlfriend and pick up a copy of the hard drive from his computer. I also have a few updates for you.”


    “What updates?”


    “There's some strange shit going on here, Festus. Can you get me a copy of that hard drive?”


    Alexander thought about the deal he made with Ianna. The time had come for the hard drive to become part of the official case file. He was certain Ianna would consent. But he also knew that he had more than enough probable cause now to get the warrant if she didn't.


    “Sure, I can get that,” he said.


    “I have a federal source that gave me some dirt on our mysterious Mr. Prather. I'll tell you about it when I see you. If I'm reading this thing right, it could be big.”


    Alexander smiled. He needed big. “I had a feeling this case had legs,” he said. “I have a lead I'm working that might put a little flesh on the bones. If it pans out, I'll tell you about it when I see you tomorrow.”


    “And…well…since I'm going to be in Minneapolis,” Billie said, stumbling in her delivery the way a teenage boy might step on his tongue when asking out his first date. “You mentioned that you have a brother. I think you called him Max.”


    Alexander started to laugh but then caught himself. “Yeah, you'll like him. He's a beer man too—local brews, like me.”


    “Well, if he's like you, I look forward to meeting him.”


    “It'll be my treat. I'll rustle up a table and call you with the details.”


    Alexander said good-bye and pulled onto a side street. First he called Max and left a message that they were to meet up at Delancy's Pub after work tomorrow. Then his mind turned to a new thought. He needed to see Ianna to get her consent to share the hard drive—or get going on the warrant.


    He picked up his phone to call Ianna, but paused. He put the phone down, turned his car around. This would be a conversation to have in person.
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    The security guard at the condo called up to announce Alexander's visit. When Ianna answered her door, Alexander could see that something was wrong. A thin trail of mascara showed the path where the tears had been running down her cheeks. Her stare carried a trace of confusion, like someone lost in her own home. Exhaustion pulled at her eyes, and her hair dangled around her face in a listless sprawl. No lipstick. No blush. She wore a man's shirt, white, collared, pressed, expensive, probably one of Jericho's, its sleeves rolled back to fit her arms, its tails hanging midway down her bare thighs.


    “Are you okay?” Alexander asked.


    “I don't think so.” She turned and paused as if not sure what to do next. Then she walked into the living room and sat on her couch. Alexander followed, closing the door behind him.


    On the coffee table in front of her lay a clutter of old photographs. She picked one up and held it with both hands, a picture of a woman in her early sixties. “My mother died yesterday.” Ianna stared at the picture in her hands, and Alexander saw her lip quiver as she spoke. “I have to go to Wisconsin tonight. I have to identify her.”


    Discarded tissues lay scattered around on the floor, showing that she'd been crying for some time. Alexander sat on the couch beside her. He wanted to put his arm around her and hold her—comfort her. Instead, he put his hand on her back. She didn't react, so he left it there. “What happened?”


    Ianna's words droned hollow and exhausted. “She had a heart attack. She died in her kitchen. She was all I had left.”


    Alexander picked up a photo, one of Ianna and her mother when Ianna must have been in her teens. “She was a beautiful woman,” he said. “You take after her.”


    Ianna blinked and looked at Alexander as though she'd just noticed his presence. She started to smile but then turned away. “I must look terrible.” She ran her fingers through her hair and wiped some of the tears and mascara onto her sleeve.


    “You look…” He wanted to tell her that she looked beautiful—that she looked soft and helpless and wounded. But he stopped himself before he said anything more.


    But then Ianna looked at him with calm expectation in her eyes and said, “I look…how?”


    Alexander paused before answering, then said, “You look like you could use a shoulder.”


    He started to put his arm around her, to offer up a shoulder for her to cry on, when she leaned in and kissed him on the lips. It happened suddenly, yet it seemed as natural as taking a breath. He could taste salt where her tears had crossed her lips. He could feel warmth where her hand came to rest on his chest, a warmth that reached deep inside of him, mending him. They kissed softly at first, then harder. She tugged at his shirt, pulling him closer. He twined his fingers in her soft, blond hair and pressed into her.


    But the kiss lasted only a matter of seconds before a shard of guilt stabbed at his chest, and he pulled back. Her look of confusion sent him stumbling for words.


    “I'm sorry,” he said. “I shouldn't have…I don't know…”


    “No,” she said. “You were being kind. I'm the one in the wrong here.” She averted her gaze down to the floor again. “You're married.”


    “It's not that…I mean, yeah, I'm married, but that's not it…it's complicated.”


    “It's okay, Alexander. You don't need to explain. I wanted to kiss you, so I did. This is not on you.”


    “It's just that my life's a bit…messed up right now.”


    “Messed up?” Ianna gave a resigned chuckle. “More messed up than living with a man for three years who didn't even exist? More messed up than getting an eviction notice served on you the same day your mother dies? Honey, let me tell you about messed up.”


    “Eviction notice?”


    “From the condo's lawyer. If I'm not out by the end of the month, they're starting eviction proceedings.”


    “Why?”


    “It's not my apartment.” She shrugged her shoulders. “There's nothing I can do about it.”


    “They won't let you take over the lease?”


    “Probably, if I had the money, but I don't have that kind of cash. I don't know how to make money fall from the sky like James did.”


    “But…” Alexander looked around the apartment at the lavish furnishing. “You guys were rich.”


    “That's the thing. We weren't rich—he was rich. This apartment…these things…they were all his. Sure, he probably has millions in a bank somewhere, but he never made out a will. None of it was my money.”


    “It probably wouldn't have mattered if he made a will anyway,” Alexander said.


    “Why?”


    “Everything I've found out about Jericho Pope tells me that he was involved in blackmail. If that's the case, the government will seize his bank accounts.”


    Ianna smiled a sad smile and looked around the room. “So all this…” She waved a hand around, pointing at the apartment. “This was all bought with blackmail money?”


    Alexander shrugged his shoulders and nodded.


    “So much for the wisdom of Solomon,” she said.


    “Jericho Pope knew a secret that made him rich. That's not wisdom. Whatever he knew goes back to that yacht in New York. Whatever happened in New York is the key to this whole thing.”


    Suddenly Alexander remembered why he'd come to Ianna's apartment to begin with—to get her consent to share the hard drive. Their kiss had wiped away so many thoughts, both good and bad, that he nearly forgot. He touched a finger to his forehead, tapped a couple times and said, “That reminds me. I need to get your permission to give a copy of Jericho's hard drive to Detective Rider…the investigator from New York.”


    Ianna gave a blank stare.


    “I told you I wouldn't share the hard drive with anyone without your consent, remember?”


    Ianna smiled. “So, you're a man of your word, are you? I'd forgotten what those looked like. Of course you can give it to Detective Rider.” Ianna picked up a pen and one of the pictures, a photo of her, alone, smiling at the camera. She turned the picture over and wrote “I consent to let you share my hard drive” on the back and then signed her name.


    Alexander tucked the photo into his pocket. “I think we're getting close to figuring this whole thing out. Detective Rider's flying in from New York tomorrow, and we're going to compare notes.”


    “Did you learn where he was going on those December trips? Was that part of this blackmail scheme?”


    “It's tied into it somehow. I'm running down a lead tomorrow. I think I found the person he met up with.”


    Ianna hesitated a bit, but then asked, “Man or woman?”


    “It's a woman. I don't know the relationship. I'll know more tomorrow. I could stop by and bring you up to speed.”


    “I'm not sure if I'll be back from Wisconsin tomorrow or not. I have to identify my mother's body so they can release her to the funeral home. I'm not staying long, maybe just overnight. Mom has a sister in Ohio who's driving up to take care of the funeral arrangements. She wants mom buried next to their parents in Canton.” Ianna rolled her eyes to suggest that she was skipping over a much longer story. “I'm not going to argue. I told her to tell me where and when and I'll be at the funeral.”


    Alexander mentally kicked himself. “I'm an idiot,” he muttered. “You have all this going on, and here I am prattling on about Jericho Pope.” Alexander stood. “I should go.”


    Ianna also rose and followed him as he walked to the door.


    Detective Rider said that this thing may be big. She didn't go in to detail, but…” Alexander stopped at the door and turned to Ianna. “Well, there's no way around it. Like it or not, you're in the middle of all this. I mean Jericho was the eye of that storm. Now that he's dead…I guess what I'm saying is be careful.”


    Alexander reached to open the door, his hand finding the doorknob the same moment that Ianna's hand found his. She folded her fingers around his and gave a light squeeze. Alexander squeezed back.


    “I mean it,” he said. “Take care of yourself.”


    “I will,” she whispered. “And you too.”


    “Call me when you get back.”


    “I'll call,” she said. “I promise.”
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    Drago Basta sat in a chair in his hotel room, watching the screen of his laptop computer, waiting for the tiny blip of light—the tracking device—to move. The police would have found Magda's dead body, the phone he used to dial 911 lying next to her cold hand. If Drago had calculated correctly, Ianna's name would be on the next-of-kin form at their local hospital. They would call Ianna and, if Ianna had any feelings for her mother, she would go to her dead mother's side. The questions that remained unanswered were: when would she leave, and for how long would she be gone?


    The sun began to set in the west before the tiny red dot on Drago's computer screen moved. He watched it leave the Twin Cities and head east on Interstate 94. In an hour, Ianna Markova would be in Wisconsin, and he would be in her apartment. He packed his gear and drove to a parking ramp near Jericho's condo. Then he carried his computer and his rucksack full of supplies to the park bench across the street. He had figured out a way to use the condo's motion-detection system to his favor. All he needed was a vacant apartment. And to find one of those, he needed the night.


    He waited as the sun disappeared behind the horizon, and he watched for lights to come on in the living rooms and bedrooms of the apartments on the first floor. If an apartment remained dark, it would likely be empty.


    Once the dark of night had settled in, he picked up a piece of asphalt about the size of a softball, found a dark apartment, and gave a quick look around to see if anyone was watching him. Seeing no one, he chucked the asphalt through the sliding-glass door of the apartment. A light from inside snapped on simultaneous to the crash. Motion detectors, Drago thought, and that would trigger the silent alarm.


    Drago walked quickly to the condo entrance. From there, he watched the young security guard place a phone call, presumably to the apartment whose silent alarm had been tripped. When the boy received no answer, he hung up the phone and walked into the small office. Drago could see a red light flashing on a panel on the office wall—the apartment whose door he smashed. The security guard would need to investigate the disturbance. For that he would need their security code.


    Just as Drago expected, the security guard opened a drawer and pulled out a black book. Drago smiled. His plan depended on getting the code for Pope's apartment, and now he watched as the security guard ran a finger down what had to be the list of security passcodes. The boy closed the book, put it back into the drawer, and walked to the staircase, heading up to the apartment on the first floor.


    As soon as the staircase door closed, Drago walked into the vestibule, pulled Mr. Cutcher's key card out, and swiped it. The door clicked open. Keeping the bill of his cap low over his eyes to block the surveillance-camera shot, he crossed to the office and quickly found the black book with the security passcodes. He looked at the four-digit code for the penthouse unit, committed it to memory, and put the book back into the drawer.


    As he walked to the elevator, a blade of movement caught his peripheral vision. Someone was entering the vestibule. He didn't look for longer than a short glance to confirm that it was a man. The elevator door opened right away for Drago, and he stepped in. The man from the vestibule had gained entry into the lobby and was crossing to the elevator as the elevator doors began to shut.


    “Hey, buddy,” the man called out. “Hold the door.”


    Drago turned away from the man and slid his hand beneath his jacket, gripping the handle of his Glock. He heard the elevator doors shut behind him and the man yell, “What the hell!” The man would be diving for the button about now, hoping to catch the elevator before it left the lobby. Drago waited for the door to open. It didn't. The man should thank whichever god favored him for having missed the elevator that night.


    Drago Basta stepped off the elevator and into the antechamber between the elevator and the entrance to unit 2000—the penthouse of Jericho Pope. He pulled his lock-pick set from his pocket, slid the tension wrench into the keyhole, and then inserted the rake. The lock opened easily, and Drago stepped into the apartment. He pressed the four-digit code into the security pad on the wall and watched the flashing lights on the pad turn from red to green. No dogs and no cats, so no reason to expect any company. Drago took a moment to scan the area, and then got to work.


    The first thing Drago did in the apartment was to find the computer's Internet router in the office. If he could link into the apartment's router, he could examine Pope's search history. He lifted the router and looked underneath, and there, just as the manufacturer suggests, Jericho stored a small card with the router password on it. Once online, he accessed the tracking software, which showed Ianna's car still heading through Wisconsin.


    His search for the flash drive began in Jericho's office. He fired up Jericho's computer, and as the computer woke up, he collected CDs, cameras, cell phones, DVDs, flash drives—any vessel that could hold electronic video data—and stacked the media on the desk for inspection.


    Once the computer finished its boot sequence, he searched the hard drive for video files, finding a sampling of home movies and vacation videos, nothing he wanted to see. He expanded his search to look for pictures, flipping file after file as quickly as he could, looking for a familiar shot from the night on the Domuscuta. He paused for a minute when he stumbled upon some pictures of Ianna Markova in the nude. He admired the shots for their artful aesthetics, but quickly moved on.


    He finished searching the hard drive around midnight and came up empty. He clicked the web browser and delved into the browser preferences, finding no evidence of off-site data storage. He explored the computer's web history, not so much in search of the footage, but to get a feel for whom Pope had become. Wayne Garland's voice floated into Drago's thoughts, a lesson that Garland had imparted from the teachings of Sun Tzu. If you know your opponent and you know yourself, you need not fear the results of a hundred battles. Drago wanted to know everything he could about Jericho Pope.


    Pope kept his Internet footprint small, knowing that Patrio would never stop looking for him. Ianna, on the other hand, had searches all over the Internet, mostly mind-numbing entertainment news and vapid fashion sites.


    Her most recent history, however, focused on a police detective named Alexander Rupert. Ianna had read stories about his career, his commendations for bravery, and a full feature on his time as an undercover cop. She also found his name in an article describing the disbanding of a Task Force he was on and the allegations of corruption that he and the others were facing.


    Her last history, a flurry of searches done just before she left for Wisconsin, was a series of links that revolved around Desiree Rupert: a professional profile on LinkedIn, a Facebook page, news articles, images. Ianna clicked onto multiple links that mentioned the detective's wife.


    What was it about this cop's wife that Ianna found so interesting—so urgent that she would delay her trip over it? Detective Rupert must have been working the Pope case from the Minnesota side. That made sense. He would have visited Ianna and asked her about Pope. But why spend so much time on the wife?


    Drago had a guess, one that made him smile inside. Maybe Ianna Markova also believed in the mantra: know your opponent?
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    On the drive home, Alexander fought through a blizzard of thoughts stirred up by the kiss he shared with Ianna. The maelstrom didn't subside until he formulated a plan to use that kiss to confront Desi. He was sure that his confessing to a minor betrayal would compel Desi to reveal her own indiscretions. The confession of his kissing Ianna would force their discussion in the same way that a painful tooth forces a visit to a dentist. He would confront her with what he suspected—what he believed she was doing with Martin Edwards. He would watch for the truth in her reaction. He would use his kiss to breach the wall between them, and he would have his answer.


    That was his plan, at least. But that plan fell into a deep crevasse when he walked into their bedroom and found Desi packing clothes into a suitcase. She stopped folding a blouse and looked up at him. Her face held neither anger nor sadness—no clue to explain the presence of the half-filled suitcase on their bed. A cold spike of dread stabbed into Alexander's chest. He thought he had prepared himself for this meeting. He had practiced a dozen different tangents that their conversation might take, but in his imagination, it always ended with her crying and confessing and begging for his forgiveness. It never ended with a suitcase.


    “What…” Alexander stammered as all of his well-rehearsed lines drained away. “Are you going somewhere?”


    She walked into their walk-in closet, letting her words follow behind her. “There's a marketing conference in Chicago this week.” Her voice sifted thin as she moved deeper into the closet. “A Miami VP was scheduled to give a lecture on affiliate marketing strategies, but she came down with something. They want me to give the presentation.”


    Alexander hadn't noticed, but he'd been holding his breath. “That's…that's really…” He could feel his planned confession dissolve on his tongue. “Leaving in the morning?”


    “Tonight. I have a ticket for an 8:45 flight.” She folded a pair of pants into the suitcase.


    Alexander said nothing. His forced smile faded.


    “What's the matter?” she asked.


    Alexander ran through a list of accusations he could hurl at her. He had the goods. He knew why she was really going to Chicago. But in the end, he simply said, “I wish you wouldn't go.”


    She walked back into the closet as if she hadn't heard him. “This could be a big opportunity for me.” Her voice floated out in a tentative rhythm, like someone unsure of how her words would be received. “I think they're grooming me…for a vice presidency. And…if they do move me up…it might not be in Minneapolis.”


    Alexander could hear that she had stopped shuffling through her clothes, but she remained in the closet. It was as though she needed the wall between them to say what she had to say. Her voice took on a hint of melancholy as she continued. “You know that I've been unhappy where I'm at. I've felt this way for a while now.”


    “And this trip…it's going to change things?”


    She didn't answer.


    Alexander walked to the closet door and saw Desi looking into a drawer, but not touching anything. When she saw him, she picked up some clothes and walked past Alexander without making eye contact.


    “Have you thought this through?” he asked.


    Desi stood in front of her suitcase, smoothing out her clothes far more than necessary, as if her mind was unaware of what her hands were doing. “I've thought of little else, for a long time now.” She kept fiddling with her clothes, keeping her back to Alexander. “I need to do this. I'm sorry. I have to go. I'm committed to go.”


    Alexander looked at their dresser and saw Desi's wedding ring still in the porcelain dish. “Commitments are important,” he said.


    She didn't answer, but nodded her head and raised a hand to her face, touching just under her eye. Then she walked into the bathroom. Alexander could hear what sounded like sniffling, covered by the clack of makeup containers being tossed into a cosmetic bag.


    Alexander could think of nothing more to say. If he begged her and convinced her not to go, it wouldn't change a thing. In a way, she'd left a long time ago. And if he were being honest, he couldn't be certain that he wanted her to stay. He thought back to his kiss with Ianna—how that brief moment in her embrace seemed to soothe him. He tried to remember the last time that he felt that way about Desi.


    No. He would not stop her. Desi had made her decision, and Alexander would let her live with that decision. After a long silence, Alexander asked, “Need a lift to the airport?”


    Desi came out of the bathroom, wearing a smile, as if their previous conversation never happened. “I called a taxi,” she said, zipping her suitcase shut and sliding it off the bed. Alexander followed her to the door and onto the front stoop. “You don't have to wait with me,” she said.


    “I wanted to say good-bye.”


    Desi leaned up and kissed him, her lips hard and cold like the skin of an apple. Headlights of the taxi rounded the corner a block away, and Desi turned to look. “I gotta go,” she said. Then she turned and walked down the sidewalk, her suitcase rolling on its coasters behind her.
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    The next morning, Alexander drove south to Des Moines under an ominous sky. The edge of a cold front rose like a mountain ridge in the west, its gray, thick clouds rolling toward the Iowa plain. He thought about the storm, and the questions he would ask Michelle Holla. He thought about anything that might distract him from the memory of Desi's leaving. He'd lost most of a night's sleep, wrestling with what he knew: where she was, whom she was with. Now he fought to bury it by focusing on his meeting with Michelle Holla.


    On the outskirts of Des Moines, Alexander followed the voice of his phone navigation as it led him along the western edge of the city to the home of Michelle Holla. The house, a beautiful French country-style in a well-to-do neighborhood, had hedges and a flower garden and a children's play set in the backyard. He parked in front of her house, walked to the door, and rang the doorbell.


    The woman who answered the door was tiny and pretty, and she fit the description he had from her driver's license. “Michelle Holla?” he asked.


    “Yes.”


    “I'm Detective Alexander Rupert. I would like to ask you a few questions. You got a minute?”


    She didn't look over her shoulder as people do when they are worried about being overheard. Either she had nothing to hide, or she was alone. “What about?”


    “Jericho Pope.”


    The color drained from her face. Her whole body twitched as though her knees had become unreliable, but she recovered. Her hand clutched the door for stability. “Jericho…Pope.” The name lifted from her lips with tentative wings, like a butterfly stepping out of its chrysalis and taking flight for the first time.


    “You knew Mr. Pope,” Alexander said, both as a statement and a question.


    “‘Knew’?”


    “Jericho Pope is dead.”


    Alexander could see that his words stunned Michelle. She moved one shoulder behind the door and narrowed her eyes on Alexander. “Who did you say you were again?”


    “My name is Alexander Rupert. I am a detective with the Minneapolis Police Department. I'm not here to arrest you, if that's what you're concerned about. I just need some answers.”


    “Let me see your badge.”


    Alexander pulled his badge and identification out and showed it to her. “You can call Minneapolis PD if you doubt my credentials.” He had extended the offer in hopes that she wouldn't accept it. The last thing he needed was a phone call to Tiller.


    Michelle Holla studied his badge long enough to be satisfied, then said, “How'd he die?”


    “Car accident.”


    Michelle seemed to relax, as though that answer brought some measure of relief.


    “You were friends in Brooklyn?” Alexander pressed on.


    “No…I mean…we were both from Brooklyn, but we weren't friends—not until just before we left New York.”


    This caught Alexander a little off guard. He had assumed a deeper past between Michelle and Jericho, one that might stretch back far enough in time to justify whatever conspiracy they shared. “How did you and Jericho meet?”


    “On a yacht. He was the first mate and I…I was a guest.”


    A piece of the puzzle clicked into place in Alexander's head as he thought back to Captain Rodgers's description of the two prostitutes. One had been a tall redhead, and the other was younger, the tagalong, dark hair, quiet. Michelle was in her early thirties, attractive, and had the right body type and dark hair to be the younger of the two.


    “You were on the Domuscuta the night Jericho vanished,” he said, taking a shot in the direction of where he thought she might lead him.


    “Why are you here?” she asked.


    “I'm just trying to understand why Jericho Pope would drive down here every year to give you a large bag of cash.”


    Surprise, maybe even shock, squeezed in around her eyes. “It's not what you think,” she said, looking up and down the street as though suddenly worried.


    “I'm listening.”


    “Not here,” she said. “There's a restaurant a few miles away. We can talk there. Not here.”


    “I'll drive,” Alexander said.


    “I have nosy neighbors,” she said. “You can follow me.” She must have seen the look of skepticism on Alexander's face because she added, “I won't run. I promise. I knew this day would come. I've been waiting for it. I want to tell you what happened.”
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    Max sat in a booth at Ida's Diner and traced a coffee stain on the table with his finger as he waited for Reed Osgood to arrive. This had been their favorite eatery back in the day when they worked cases together—before Reed moved to the FBI. Reed walked in at 8 a.m. on the dot, punctual as always, and scooted into the booth opposite Max.


    “Twice in one week?” Max said. “I barely get an e-mail for five years, and now you can't get enough of me.”


    “Apparently you forgot how to dial a phone too, buddy.” They both smiled. Talking to Reed had always been easy.


    Max lowered his voice a bit. “I assume this meeting has something to do with my brother?”


    The waitress came by with coffee. They each ordered steak and eggs, the diner's specialty. The waitress didn't bother to write it down.


    Reed said, “I called you because there's been a development in the Task Force case.”


    “Does it involve Alexander?”


    “I'm not sure. It might.” Reed looked down at his coffee, turning the cup a quarter turn and back while he waited to say something. “Max, I'm talking to you because we go way back, and because I know Alexander. I don't want to believe that he was involved with that mess.”


    “On that point we can agree,” Max said.


    “Well, I've heard rumors that there's this US assistant district attorney looking to use this case to make a name for himself. I don't want Alexander to get tangled up in something he didn't do.”


    “And I appreciate that, Reed.”


    “I mean, if all they want is to trip Alexander up—get him to step into a trap trying to protect a fellow officer—well, I think that's crap. But Max, if this rolls the other way…if they find the goods on your brother, then we are done having these lunches. I'll have to keep my distance. You understand?”


    “Do they have something on Alexander?”


    “Like I said, I don't know. I'm not part of the investigation. I only hear things. You know how it is.”


    “What are you hearing?”


    Reed laced his fingers together and glanced around the diner again. “How well do you know Donald Rivas?”


    “I know he was Alexander's partner on the Task Force. Why?”


    “There's a ton of buzz around the office because they flipped Rivas. He cut a deal to give testimony about the other members of the Task Force.”


    “Is he pointing at Alexander?”


    “I haven't heard anything specific, but…”


    “But what?”


    Reed tapped the tabletop with a finger as he spoke. “Okay, they didn't find any property at Alexander's when they raided his house, right?”


    “Right,” Max said. “But they found all kinds of stuff at Rivas's place. He had a car in his garage that he took from some coke dealer. He had televisions, a jet ski, loads of stuff.”


    “And we're thinking that even if Rivas tipped Alexander off, there'd be no way he could have cleaned out his garage before they executed the warrant.”


    “There'd have been no way,” Max agreed.


    “What if it wasn't property? What if it was just cash?”


    “Cash?”


    “It's that Castasian bust.”


    “Castasian's a lying piece of shit, and a drug dealer to boot.”


    “He told the press that the Task Force took over a hundred grand in cash from him. They pulled two kilos of high-grade cocaine from his house. With that kind of product, it makes sense that there should be some cash lying around. He may be a scumbag drug dealer, but he still may be telling the truth this time. The word I hear through the walls is that people are starting to believe him.”


    “Is Rivas saying that Alexander took the money?”


    “They subpoenaed Alexander's bank records, so that's what I'm betting.”


    “But Rivas might be making shit up to save his ass. Did you ever think about that? If Rivas sees Alexander as a bargaining chip, he could say that Alexander took cash just to have something to trade.”


    “Calm down, Max. I came to you, remember? Yes, it's a real possibility that Rivas is lying his ass off.”


    “So why did you come to me? Why are you telling me all this?”


    Reed continued. “Suppose Alexander didn't take anything, but turned a blind eye while Rivas filled his pockets. When he goes before that grand jury tomorrow, Alexander won't know that Rivas flipped.”


    “Alexander would be blindsided at the grand jury,” Max whispered almost to himself.


    “That's the way I see it. I expect they'll grill him hard on that cash…”


    “And if he covers for Rivas…”


    “Perjury.”


    Max rubbed the edges of his forehead. “They could box him in.”


    “I thought you should know.”


    “I appreciate what you're doing—more than you know.”


    “I know how much your brother means to you.”


    Max stared into his coffee and nodded. “After Jenni died, Alexander's all I have.”


    “But, Max, you know that there's a third possibility.”


    Max didn't say anything.


    “If Alexander joined in…if he took that money, he'll go down hard for it. If that happens, you'll need to step back. You'll have to let him face the consequences because if you try to pull him out of that hole, he'll take you down with him.”


    Max nodded his understanding.
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    Michelle led Alexander to a restaurant that served breakfast twenty-four hours a day, and that had few enough customers that they could sit in a booth next to the window and talk without being overheard. Michelle never took her eyes off of the darkening sky outside as she ordered her coffee. When the waitress left, Michelle spoke first.


    “I'm not sure where to begin,” she said.


    “Begin by telling me how you met Jericho Pope.”


    She thought for a moment and said. “I guess that's as good of a place as any.” The waitress brought the coffee and asked for their orders. Neither was hungry, and the waitress left again. Alexander leaned forward in his seat. Michelle gazed into the black mirror of her coffee as if waiting for the words to come to her. Then she spoke.


    “In the summer of 2001, I was seventeen years old. My mom had this new boyfriend and, well, he used to flirt with me and try to get me to do stuff with him. He was disgusting. When I told my mom about it, she took his side and accused me of coming on to him. It was a horrible situation. I decided not to go back to school for my senior year, and I moved out. I had this friend—she was a year older than me—named Hillary Wolkochek. She danced at this gentlemen's club and made a lot of money, enough to live in her own apartment. It was a studio, but even a studio in Brooklyn costs a small fortune. I asked her if she could get me a job dancing.”


    Michelle looked up from her coffee cup for the first time and smiled a sheepish smile. “I had quite the body back then.” Alexander smiled back. He had no other response, so he sipped his coffee to cover up his silence. Michelle looked away again and continued.


    “Well, you can't dance in clubs like that if you're only seventeen, so I talked Hillary into letting me borrow her ID. We looked like we could have been sisters. And of course, I couldn't dance at the same club she did, so I found a job at a place down near Coney Island, not as nice as where Hillary danced, but nice enough. I didn't dance under my real name—no one did. I called myself Ariella Femme. It was a strange time in my life. The customers knew me as Ariella, my boss thought I was Hillary, and my real name was Michelle.”


    She smiled again at Alexander, who smiled back, trying to mask his impatience. She must have seen past his façade, because she gave a weak nod and continued. “Then, one day, I was working the afternoon shift and this girl named Aubrey, who also worked there, came to me with a proposition. I knew that Aubrey did the occasional hobbyist on the side.”


    “And by ‘hobbyist,’” Alexander interrupted, “you mean…”


    “John…trick. Aubrey used to tell me about how much money she made by going out on dates.” Michelle gave air quotes to the word dates. “She even tried to hook me up a couple of times. I told her no. But I saw the money she made, and it made me think. So she comes back to the dressing room that day and tells me there's this guy who wants a couple girls to go to his yacht and party. He was willing to shell out two grand apiece. That's a lot of money for one day's work. At first I said no, but Aubrey begged me to go. She said he needed two girls. Finally, I figured, what the hell?”


    “What did the guy look like?” Alexander asked.


    Michelle considered for a second and said, “I remember that he kind of scared me. He didn't talk except to say a few words here or there…you know…like telling us what he wanted us to do. He had dark hair and black eyes with this cold stare like an eagle. And he had a scar on one of his cheeks.”


    “What do you mean when you say that he told you what he wanted?”


    “He was kind of specific, especially with Aubrey. He told her that she would be with a man named Richard and that Richard might be reluctant. She should flirt with him and touch him and get him drunk. He said that we wouldn't get the full two thousand unless she got him to screw her in the salon.”


    “And what were your instructions?”


    “He just told me to be nice to his friend Wayne and do whatever he asked.”


    “And did you?”


    Michelle lowered her eyes. “I have a good life here, Detective. Nobody knows anything about my past. I have a husband and two children. Have you come here to destroy all that?”


    A sudden gust of wind from the storm shook the awning outside of their window, battering it with a force that startled them both. A trash can rolled across the parking lot, and rain came down in a heavy curtain. The sudden pounding of the rain against the window raised such a din that it prevented them from speaking in the hushed tones they had been. So they waited for the leading edge of the storm to pass them by before they continued.


    As he waited, Alexander thought about Michelle's question. Would their conversation destroy her life? If he was right, Jericho had been blackmailing someone for what happened on the Domuscuta. She had been getting $50,000 a year for her involvement. The possibility existed that she could be charged with a crime. If Jericho killed James Putnam, she would likely be either a codefendant or a witness. Alexander could see no way to get her through this without her past coming to light. But he decided to give her a nonanswer so that she would continue her story.


    “I didn't come here for that,” he said. “I need to know what happened on that yacht.”


    Michelle met Alexander's answer with a slump of her shoulders. “We did what they paid us to do. Aubrey flounced and bubbled like she was supposed to. I don't know any man who could have resisted her. She plied Richard with champagne, getting him to drink it off her body. I watched and tried to do the same, but my guy seemed more interested in Aubrey and Richard than in me. I was fine with that because Wayne was a pig of a man. But then Wayne and I left the salon and went to his cabin.”


    Michelle twisted her wedding ring around her finger, no longer able to look up as she spoke. “I was terrified. I had never done anything like that before. I mean, I'd had sex plenty of times, but never with some greasy old man…for money. I thought Wayne was going to hurt me. Instead, he stood at the door and watched Richard and Aubrey. It was weird. It was like he needed to make sure that they had sex. Then he closed the door, smiled this truly sick smile, and said, ‘It's our turn.’”


    Michelle shuddered as the old memory passed through her. She raised a trembling cup to her lips and took a sip of coffee. “After we were done…after we…well, you know, Wayne became really cold. He ordered me to get dressed. Then the guy with the scar brought Aubrey and me up to the deck and told us to get into the life raft.”


    “The dinghy?”


    “Yeah, that's what they called it. It's a rubber raft with a motor, right?”


    “That's it.”


    “The guy with the scar gave us our money and told Jericho to take us back to the pier on Coney Island. That's when I got to know Jericho. I saw him on the yacht earlier, but we never talked until we got in the dinghy. He told me that he lived in Red Hook and worked on that yacht on weekends. And I told him about how I lived in my own apartment above a nail salon in Gravesend. I even told him the street address because I kind of hoped that he would look me up. I thought he was cute.”


    Michelle stopped talking for a moment and thought back. “All he knew about me was that I was a prostitute. He didn't know that I'd never done anything like that before. When I got out of the dinghy, we said good-bye, and I watched him disappear into the darkness. I remember feeling ashamed and alone—dirty. I thought I would never see him again. But I was wrong.”
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    The waitress topped off Michelle's coffee and made a joke about the storm. When she saw Michelle wipe a small tear from her cheek, the waitress stopped talking and went away. The wind had calmed, but the rain continued to fall, thick and cold. After the waitress left, Michelle sipped the fresh coffee, maybe hoping that she wouldn't have to take that next step. Alexander gave her a slight prod. “I take it you did see Jericho again?”


    “Later that same morning,” she said in a voice so low Alexander had to lean forward to hear her. “I heard a knock on my door about five a.m. I looked out the peephole, and there's Jericho, his hair all wet, no shirt, looking around as nervous as hell—like some animal being hunted. I open the door, and he tells me that the guy on the boat is trying to kill him—the guy with the scar.”


    “Do you remember his name?”


    “I'm sorry…I can't.”


    “Prather?”


    Michelle perked up at the name. “Yes. Prather. He's the guy with the scar.”


    “Why did he want to kill Jericho? What happened on that yacht, Michelle?”


    Michelle took a deep breath and closed her eyes as she exhaled. Then she continued, her eyes fixed on the rim of her coffee cup, her thoughts reaching back to a faraway memory. “Jericho told me that after he got back to the yacht, Prather sent him to his quarters, but he didn't stay there. Jericho had left the dinghy tied to the side of the yacht instead of using that crane thing to lift it on deck, like he was supposed to. After a while, he heard the dinghy knocking against the side of the yacht. He went out to the swim deck to make sure that he had secured it properly, and while he was out there, he saw a glow coming from up top.”


    “A glow?”


    “He didn't know what it was, so he snuck up to the wheelhouse to see and he found a laptop computer connected to a wire that went over the side of the boat and into a window of the salon.”


    “Camera?”


    Michelle hung her head and nodded. “They recorded us…well, Aubrey, mostly. They wanted it for blackmail. When Jericho found it, the laptop was still recording. He could see into the salon. Wayne and Prather were arguing with Richard. They were trying to talk Richard into doing something illegal. They wanted him to go along with a plan they had, but Richard refused. He said that he was friends with a bunch of congressmen and senators, and he wouldn't screw them over. Jericho thought it had something to do with defense contracts.”


    “Were they trying to bribe him or threaten him or…”


    “Both. The told him that they could buy a yacht like the Domuscuta and could live like kings. When Richard didn't go for that, they…” Michelle let her words trail off as though unable to finish the sentence.


    “They threatened to send out the video of him and Aubrey,” Alexander said.


    Michelle nodded. “They said that they had video of him fucking a hooker, and they were going to show that to his family and his friends in Washington. They told Richard they were going to ruin him if he didn't go along.”


    “I take it Richard didn't go along.”


    “No. Jericho said that Richard told them to go fuck themselves and got in Wayne's face. That's when Prather pulled a cord out of his pocket and wrapped it around Richard's neck. They killed Richard.” Michelle's hands shook as she unburdened herself of this dark secret. “He said that Prather tied Richard to some kind of weight and dumped him into the sea.”


    “And Jericho captured all this on the computer?”


    “On a flash drive.”


    When Michelle said those words, it was as if a hole in time had opened up and pulled Alexander back to the day that he first read the accident reports. Officer Percell had written down the last words of the man in the Porsche. “Find it, before they find her.” The “it” was the flash drive and the “her” was Michelle Holla. Pope knew the peril that would follow the flash drive. Men would not hesitate to kill to retrieve such incriminating evidence. Pope also knew that, after his death, Michelle Holla would remain the only witness who could explain how the pieces of the puzzle fit together. A dark thought began to form in Alexander's head.


    “Detective, are you okay?” Michelle asked.


    Alexander shook his head slightly to brush away his uneasiness. “I'm sorry. It's just that this is a lot to take in. So Pope captured the murder of Richard Ashton on a flash drive?”


    “He said he had the whole thing up to the point where they carried Mr. Ashton out of the salon to dump him into the ocean. He said he heard Garland tell Prather to go below and make sure that the crew was still asleep. Jericho peeked down and saw Prather had a gun in his hand.”


    “Jericho was still up top?”


    “Yeah. So he pulled the flash drive out of the computer and snuck down to the dinghy. Wayne had gone back into the salon, and Prather was checking the captain's quarters. He said he fired up the motor and took off for Coney Island as fast as he could go. When bullets started hitting the dinghy, he tried zigzagging, but it's a rubber raft. He saw that he was going down, so he dove for the water. About that time, a bullet must have hit the gas tank because it blew the dinghy to pieces.”


    “And Jericho, being the athlete he was, swam to shore and found you.”


    Michelle nodded, and her gaze remained locked on the center of the tabletop as the memory played out in her head. “I was scheduled to work that next day, the afternoon shift again. But after what happened, I couldn't bring myself to go in. Jericho also thought I'd be safer if I stayed home. I called the club, and the manager asked if I heard what happened to Aubrey. Of course I hadn't.” Michelle started to tear up at this memory. She slowed her words down, making sure that the gravity of the event didn't pass unnoticed. “He told me that they found her in her apartment, dead, a bullet in her head.”


    “They were tying up loose ends,” Alexander said half to himself, completely unaware of how cold those words sounded.


    “Yes, Detective. They were tying up loose ends. They tracked down the two prostitutes and killed them. But remember, I was using Hillary Wolkochek's ID. When they tied up my loose end, they killed the wrong person. Someone snuck into Hillary's apartment that morning and put a bullet into the back of her head while she slept. I'm responsible for her death.”


    Michelle broke into a full sob, using a small napkin to wipe the tears. Alexander waited until Michelle had calmed enough to talk again, then he asked, “Is that where Jericho came up with the idea for getting his new identification?”


    Michelle looked up, her eyes red and puffy. “I'm not sure I follow.”


    “Jericho killed his roommate and then lived under that man's name. Surely you knew that.”


    “You mean James?”


    “So you know about James Putnam?”


    “Yes, I do,” she said through her sniffles. “But clearly you don't. Jericho didn't kill James. He loved him. They were roommates, yes, but they were closer than most brothers. They met at Pace University. They found each other somehow and discovered that they were both orphans. Jericho lost his parents when he was very young, his mother to cancer and his father to alcohol. I can't remember what happened to James's parents.”


    “Car accident.”


    “That's right. They shared that past and bonded to each other because of it. After we discovered that Hillary and Aubrey were killed, we were scared to death. Jericho thought that they might go to his and James's apartment, so we called James to warn him. James grabbed some of Jericho's clothes and some money, and we snuck off to this Laundromat that they both knew. That's where I met James. He was a great guy.”


    “Was James part of the blackmail scheme?”


    Michelle stiffened a bit when Alexander used the word blackmail. “No. And neither was I at first. Jericho and I debated about turning the flash drive over to the cops. We argued about it. Jericho didn't want to. He said that we could make money from it. He said I could live in a big house, never have to strip again. I knew it was wrong, but I went along with it.”


    “Is that why he brought you fifty thousand dollars every year?”


    “That was my cut. I told him a few years ago…after I got married, that I didn't want it anymore, but he insisted. My husband thinks the money is from a trust fund. He's not a very sophisticated man, but he's sweet.”


    “How did Jericho come to take over James's identity then?”


    “That came about as a sad coincidence. Jericho hid out for a couple weeks in my apartment, rarely leaving. We were running low on money, and Jericho asked James to empty out Jericho's bank account and bring it to the Laundromat. When James showed up, he was wearing his best suit and tie. He could only stay a little while because he had a job interview. He was so excited…” Michelle smiled a melancholy smile at the memory. “We agreed to meet at my place after his interview, but James never came back.”


    “Why not?”


    “His interview was on the ninety-eighth floor of the North Tower of the World Trade Center at eight thirty a.m. on September 11th, 2001.”


    Alexander sat back in his seat and let the last few pieces of the puzzle shift and move until the picture became clear. “James died on 9/11. But no one knew he was in the tower.”


    “No one, except me and Jericho,” Michelle said. “He had no family except a brother in prison. No one knew he was dead. There was no body to identify. He just vanished into the dust.”


    “So Jericho stole his identity.”


    “I think a better way to say it is that Jericho assumed James's identity. It wasn't easy for Jericho to do that. We thought about it long and hard. We waited, hoping that by some miracle James made it out alive. Finally, Jericho went over to his old apartment. We were so scared that they were still watching the place. But Jericho slipped in and came back with a small, metal box with all of James's stuff in it, his birth certificate, school ID, Social Security card, everything he needed to become James.”


    “Who wrote the letter to James's brother?”


    “Jericho wrote it, but I signed it. We both practiced his signature, but mine was spot-on.”


    “And you two headed for the Midwest.”


    “We came here, to Des Moines, first. We lived in a motel for a month until I turned eighteen. He set me up with a bank account, an apartment, and a driver's license. When he left, he never said where he was going. I thought I'd never see him again. Then, just after Thanksgiving, he contacts me and says he wants to meet. We came here to this restaurant.” She pointed to a corner booth a couple feet away. “We sat at that booth there, and he gave me a box—told me not to ask any questions.”


    “You didn't need to ask any questions, though. You knew that it was blackmail money.”


    “Am I in trouble?”


    “I'm not concerned with your…gifts as long as I can bring this to an end. I need to bring down the men who killed Aubrey and Hillary and Richard Ashton. I need to know where that flash drive is.”


    “I swear I don't know. I'd tell you if I did. I don't want anything to do with this anymore.”


    “Did Jericho ever say anything…anything at all that might help me find it?”


    Michelle shook her head. “No, not a thing. I didn't even know that he was in Minneapolis. He would always block his number when he called. He said I'd be safer if I didn't know anything.”


    “I have a friend in New York, a detective, who will want to talk to you. They've reopened the investigation into the death of Richard Ashton. I suspect they will go back and look into Aubrey's murder, and Hillary's, now that we know the connection.”


    “Reopen the investigation. You can't do that. I'm safe because they think I'm dead.” She looked at Alexander, her eyes imploring him. “I have children. If anyone learns that Jericho was living in Minneapolis, they'll know where to look. They'll find me and my family the same way you did. You can't tell them about Jericho. You can't let them know.”


    Alexander thought about the meeting Billie had with Wayne Garland, a meeting where Jericho's resurrection would have been mentioned. He rubbed the back of his hand across his lip, looked at Michelle, and said, “I think they already know.”
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    Drago Basta had made a career out of remaining in control of his emotions while those around him did not—starting on the day that he killed the Albanians who were raping his mother. So it surprised him when he felt a powerful urge to take a baseball bat to Jericho Pope's apartment. At five o'clock that evening, Drago walked into the master bedroom to begin its dissection, acknowledging, for the first time, the tiny voice that whispered defeat. He had gone through the trouble of killing Magda Markova and that unlucky sap from the parking garage—just to clear the way for this search, and now it seemed unlikely that he would find anything. He had no backup plan. He had been so sure that the flash drive would be in the apartment, and if it wasn't, the key to where it lay would be found there. But now it occurred to Drago that he may be leaving empty-handed.


    In the bedroom, he found another small collection of DVDs and a handful of game CDs. He tested every track, fully expecting to find the video that Jericho Pope stole from him. It had been copied to a CD when Jericho first sent a copy of the video to Garland.


    Jericho Pope, the first mate of the Domuscuta, had disappeared into the murky waters of the Lower New York Bay on August 25, 2001, his meaningless existence all but forgotten by the likes of Wayne Garland and Drago Basta—until late November of that year, when Garland received a phone call. The caller demanded that the receptionist put him through to Garland, and when she raised a fuss, the caller told her to tell Garland that the first mate from the Domuscuta had a gift to deliver.


    Garland panicked when he heard the message and pushed the wrong button, accidentally hanging up on Jericho. Before Jericho called back, Garland had the good sense to summon Drago Basta, who had an office at Patrio headquarters at that time.


    When Jericho called back, he told Garland exactly what he had in his possession and exactly what it would cost Garland to keep the data out of the hands of the government. Garland gave Jericho his private mailing address, a location where Jericho could mail a copy of the proof of Garland's crime.


    Two days later, a package arrived. The postmark on the package, Kansas City, Missouri, was an obvious red herring, yet Drago would later spend weeks in Missouri, hoping to pick up a trail. The package contained a CD housed in a box that previously held a DVD of the movie I Know What You Did Last Summer, a cheap shot that surely brought a laugh to the face of Jericho Pope. Along with the CD, Pope gave Garland a note setting out an account number and a routing number to a Swiss bank account. The note demanded that the money be deposited annually—on December 1st—into the specified account.


    Garland fed the CD into his personal computer, and he and Drago watched the footage. When they were done, Garland immediately wired $500,000 to the account number given to him by Jericho Pope.


    Now, Drago finished the last of the DVDs and went to Jericho's bed. He used his knife to rip the material apart, tearing the stuffing out and finding nothing. He pulled the box spring off the bed and did the same to it.


    When he finished the bedroom, he went to the kitchen in search of something to eat. While he was there, he took a peek at the tracking locator on his computer and saw that the dot had started to move. Ianna was heading back to Minnesota. He rubbed the exhaustion from his eyes and looked again. It continued north.


    He leaned against a wall and slid down until his butt rested on his heels. He still had much of the apartment to tear apart. The drive to Wisconsin had taken a little under five hours. He would have only four hours to finish his search. If he couldn't find the flash drive by then, he would need to come up with an alternative plan.


    He entertained the thought of killing Ianna when she walked through the door, take a gamble that he would still find the flash drive somewhere in the apartment. But after finding no trace of it anywhere, he began to suspect that Ianna would be the key to finding his property. He could make her tell him. He knew ways. If she had any knowledge, she would tell him, and then she would die. He rubbed his temples, wondering whether there might be a better strategy, a way to live in the head of this woman.


    That's when the phone in her apartment rang. He waited as it transferred into voicemail and he heard a man speak.


    “Ianna, this is Alexander. I didn't want to bug you while you're…well, with your mother, but I thought I'd call in case you came back already. Just wanted to tell you that I found a witness who knows all about Jericho Pope and what happened on that yacht. Detective Rider is flying in tonight. We're going to meet up at Delancy's Pub. I'm not sure when you're getting back, but she'd mentioned that she'd like to talk to you. So if you happen to get back in town tonight, this is Tuesday, by the way, call me. We're meeting around seven. Call me when you get back, regardless. Um…bye.” Click.


    Drago stared across the room and considered this new information. Detective Alexander Rupert knew what happened on the Domuscuta. Who was this witness he'd found? How much did Rupert already know? All of it? But then, knowing and proving were two different things. The police would have very little without the flash drive. Drago would have to find it first. He also needed to silence the source of Detective Rupert's information. There might be some additional cleanup before he flew back to New York to kill Garland, but Drago could feel that his hunt was quickly coming to an end.


    He looked at his watch. He would not kill Ianna Markova, not yet. He would plant bugs and surveillance cameras in the apartment. She would not stay there, but neither would she leave without the flash drive if she knew its location. He would watch her. He would listen to her. He would stalk her. She would lead him to the flash drive. He would spend the next hour covering the apartment with his electronic eyes and ears. Then he would track down Detectives Rupert and Rider at a place called Delancy's Pub.
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    Alexander—for the first time in a long time—felt like a real cop again. As he waited for Max and Billie to arrive at Delancy's Pub, he took a moment to enjoy the feeling. The trove of information he uncovered in Iowa filled in so many holes that the only major piece of the puzzle still missing was the location of the flash drive. He had Pope's hard drive, so if the video had been transferred onto that computer, he could find it. If Pope hadn't kept it on the computer, it might be in Ianna's apartment. He tried to think of other places to look, but the notoriety of Ashton's death distracted him. This case would be national. It was turning into everything he wanted it to be. By morning, he would have enough of a case that he could walk into Tiller's office and wield it like a wrecking ball. No one indicts a hero, he thought.


    “Okay, I'm here,” Max said as he sat down. “So what's the big meeting about, Festus?”


    “You may want to be a bit nicer to me, Maximilian. I'm going to be hot shit in the very near future.”


    “What? You win a lottery or something?”


    “Better,” Alexander said as a broad smile opened on his face. “I just dug up some great news on the Putnam case.”


    Max didn't react other than to slump a bit around the shoulders. “So you didn't invite me here to go over your grand-jury testimony?”


    “Jesus Christ!” Alexander sighed. “You and that damned grand jury. Don't you think of anything else?”


    “One of us has to think about it. You can't ignore what's coming down the pike. It's tomorrow, for crying out loud. We need to talk.”


    “What about?”


    Max leaned into the table and looked Alexander in the eye as if to study him as he spoke. Alexander readied himself. “My source tells me that your old partner, Rivas, flipped. He's turning state's evidence.”


    Alexander absorbed the information without the slightest tell. He tilted his head slightly but never broke eye contact with Max. The statement hung in the air between the two men as each scrutinized the other, the pause ticking away with neither brother saying a word for several seconds. Then Alexander said, “And what about it? I always expected one of them to turn. Didn't you?”


    “Does he know anything that might hurt you?”


    “Max, we've had this discussion. I'm clean. They can't have evidence on me if there's none to get.”


    “Were you involved with the raid on that dealer, Castasian?”


    “Christ! I swear to God, I don't need this crap right now.” Alexander could feel a fist-sized lump knotting up his throat.


    “You were there?”


    “You know I was there. You know who Castasian is. You know he's the dirtbag accusing us of taking a hundred grand in cash out of his basement. It was in the papers. Everyone knows about fucking Castasian. What's your point?”


    “Where'd the money go?”


    “There was no money.”


    “What if Rivas says that there was money? What if he burns you to get a better deal?”


    Alexander gave a little cough to clear his throat. “Is that what he said? Is he saying—?”


    “I don't know what he's saying. All that my source knows is that Rivas is talking.”


    “How many times do I have to tell you? I'm clean. I appreciate what you're doing, but we're ending this discussion. You've said your piece, and I've said mine. I'm not talking about this anymore.” Alexander slid out of the booth and stood beside his brother. “Order us a couple beers—on you. I'm going to take a leak. When I come back, we're going to talk about the Putnam case and nothing else. Can you do that?”


    Max shrugged and smiled. “Fine, we'll talk about the Putnam case.”


    “Great,” Alexander said. “Because I have a lot to tell you. It's going to knock you on your ass.”


    Alexander left the booth and headed for the men's room. Upon entering, he looked under the stall doors to make sure that he was alone. Once he made certain that no one would overhear him, he allowed his chest to deflate as a strange panic overtook him. The air around him seemed depleted of oxygen, and he gulped for breaths like a man bobbing in a rough ocean swell. He held the wall with one hand to keep from losing his balance, and with the other he gripped his own forehead.


    “Rivas, you fucking fuck.” The words seethed through his gritted teeth. “You…motherfucker. You…” He struggled to mute the wail of anger that rose from somewhere deep inside his chest. He grabbed the edges of a sink with both hands and squeezed and shook the fixture until it rattled loose on its mooring. “How could you…you fuck. We had a deal.” A surge of pure anger pushed through his body. He started to swing at the wall, but pulled up short—not because he feared hurting his hand, but because he didn't want to have to explain the scrapes to Max. “Calm down,” he told himself. “Just keep your head.”


    He put his hands against the wall, one on either side of the mirror. “Rivas, you Judas piece of shit. All you had to do was keep your mouth shut. You swore to me. You said you'd take this to the fucking grave.”


    He breathed in three or four times to settle his tremors. He thought back to another time when such a pure panic took him over. He had been working undercover at the time, and his mark, a man who moved the majority of meth and heroin in the state, had locked Alexander in a storage room while he and three other men debated whether or not to kill him. They had stripped him naked, looking for a wire, which he hadn't worn that night. They beat him, thinking he would confess to being an undercover cop. That didn't work either. Alexander could hear one of the gang members swearing to the others that Alexander was a narc.


    Alexander wasn't just any undercover cop—he was the best. And what made him the best was his ability to lie with the ease of a master magician. Alexander could make the thugs believe his bullshit over the word of one of their own, and he laid his bullshit on three or four layers deep. So when the gang boss opened the door that night, Alexander was ready and had an answer for every question they asked. When the interrogation ended, the boss slapped his soldier in the face for causing him embarrassment.


    When the Task Force executed the arrest warrant the following day, that boss man used his last breath to utter the words “fuck you” just before he shot Alexander in the hip—a final act of revenge that led to the boss man being ripped open by a hail of police bullets.


    Alexander ran his hands under some cold water and dabbed it to his face, being careful not to get his hair wet. He dried himself with a paper towel and looked in the mirror again to make sure that he looked the same as he had before he heard the news about Rivas's betrayal. “You've been through worse,” he said to the face in the mirror. “They never found the money, so it's still his word against yours. You can do this.”
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    Drago Basta parked in a ramp near Delancy's Pub, finding a stall on the third floor of the six-story stack of concrete. From his rucksack he pulled those items he would need for the next few hours: a pair of tinted glasses, a baseball cap to block high security-camera angles, a book stolen from Jericho Pope's apartment, and the shotgun microphone. The microphone looked like a common pen but had a thin wire connecting it to an ear piece, which Drago threaded up his jacket sleeve. He slid the parking-ramp ticket into his pocket and paused to go over his plan once again. Satisfied that he hadn't overlooked anything, he tapped the Glock in his shoulder holster and stepped out of the car.


    At the elevator, he peeked out from beneath the bill of his cap to see a security camera covering the elevator doors but none in the elevator itself. He found another camera in the vestibule on the first floor where, later, he would have to pay to validate his parking ticket. He made a mental note to remember to wear the tinted glasses on his return, even though it would be dark.


    One block later, he walked into Delancy's Pub, taking a seat at the first barstool he found. There he waited as his eyes adjusted to the dim light of the bar. Peering over the rim of the tinted glasses, he glanced carefully around the bar to see if his prey had yet arrived. That's when he spied a familiar face walking from the men's room toward one of the booths. He remembered the face from a website he found in Ianna's history. It was the Minnesota detective, Alexander Rupert. Rupert joined another man, who bore the same bone structure and genetic shadowing as Alexander. Brothers, maybe? About ten feet away from them, Drago saw an empty high-top table, a perfect location to set up surveillance.


    He vacated his barstool and made for that table, but before he could go more than a couple steps, Alexander Rupert turned halfway around in his seat and looked right at Drago. Drago kept walking toward him as Rupert raised a hand as if to signal hello. From over his shoulder, Drago heard the voice of a female call, “Hey, Festus.” He recognized the voice and kept walking. As Drago sat at the high-top, he caught a glimpse of the woman detective who had visited Garland in New York.


    Drago sat with his back to the three people, placed the book in front of him, slipped the shotgun microphone under the book's cover, and aimed it at the booth behind him. In a mirror over the bar, he could see the three; and in his ear, he could hear Alexander Rupert introduce Detective Rider to a man named Max Rupert. Drago ordered a cola and settled in.


    The three exchanged names and pleasantries for a few minutes before getting to the purpose of their gathering. Finally, Detective Rider got the ball rolling by telling Alexander Rupert, “I'll show you mine if you show me yours.”


    “Glad to,” he said. Alexander lowered his voice a notch and began telling the story of the Domuscuta. He told about Michelle Holla, a witness he had found in Iowa, a onetime stripper who found her way onto the yacht and into the cabin of Wayne Garland. Drago listened as Alexander Rupert reincarnated the name Prather, the false name that Drago had used back when Garland chartered the Domuscuta for their little excursion. When he got to the part where the wrong stripper took a bullet to the back of the head, Drago had to swallow back the bile that had bubbled up in his throat. How had he made such a mistake?


    He remembered that execution well. He had secured the true names of the strippers he hired before taking them to the Domuscuta. Then, while Garland and Ashton were getting their money's worth, he tracked down the addresses of the two women—just in case. When Ashton refused to give in to the blackmail, Drago and Garland executed their plan B. Drago killed Richard Ashton, tied his neck to an iron weight that he had smuggled on board in his suitcase, and tossed Ashton into the sea.


    With the death of Ashton, a well-known figure in political circles, there would be press coverage. With press coverage came the potential for one or both of the girls to seek their fifteen minutes of fame. Drago slipped into Hillary Wolkochek's apartment and saw her sleeping, her dark hair—cut just as he remembered it from only a few hours earlier—spilling across the ridge of her cheekbone, obscuring her face. She had no roommates, so there could be no confusion. He placed the muzzle of his gun an inch away from the base of her skull and pulled the trigger.


    He gritted his teeth in frustration. Would there be no end to the mistakes born of Garland's insistence on bringing those hookers on board?


    When Alexander Rupert finished his update, the booth fell silent for a moment as Max Rupert and Detective Rider took in the magnitude of the case. “If this pans out,” Max said, “we're looking at a major footprint. The head of a multi-billion-dollar corporation—a defense contractor, no less, with connections in Washington, DC—kills his partner and takes over the company. And then does what? What were Prather and Garland trying to convince Ashton to do?”


    “My guess,” Rider said, “is bilk the government and make millions on kickbacks.” The men looked at each other and then back at Rider. She continued. “That's what I came here to tell you guys. We've reopened the case of Ashton's death. I began by trying to track down Prather. Turns out, there is no Prather. I have a buddy in Homeland Security who did a little digging. He found a guy named John Prather, who held the position of security consultant at Patrio back around that time. But my guy could find no true record of this Prather. His address was an abandoned lot in Newark. He had no past other than on paper. We haven't gone to Garland with this yet. My bosses are leery about opening that door, and I didn't think that I had enough for a warrant.”


    “But you do now,” Max said.


    Rider nodded. “With the information that Michelle Holla gave us, we'll have enough to pick up Garland for a talk, but after that…I don't know. I mean it's all hearsay. We don't have a witness who saw the murder of Ashton. All we have is what Jericho Pope said happened. When it comes right down to it, it's the word of Wayne Garland against a stripper-slash-hooker who, by the way, may have been involved in blackmail and identity theft. If Garland doesn't hang himself in the interview, we don't have much.”


    “We could just find that flash drive,” Alexander said.


    “Yeah, we could do that,” Rider echoed with a smile.


    Max waved to the waitress for another round and downed the last of his beer. “Getting back to Prather, if that man on the Domuscuta wasn't John Prather, then who was he?”


    Drago watched in the mirror over the bar as Rider leaned in and summoned the guys to do the same with a jig of her finger. “That's the part I didn't want to talk about over the phone.”


    A bar patron paused between Drago and the booth full of detectives, temporarily blocking Drago's microphone. Drago had been bent over his table, pretending to read a book, but now he straightened up and glanced over his shoulder. The oaf of a man had stopped there to catch something on the television on the wall. His presence blocked Drago from hearing what they knew about him. He wanted to put a bullet in the man simply to get him out of the way. After a thirty-second eternity, a commercial came on the television and the man went away.


    “Drago was the name that the yacht captain remembered,” Alexander said in a way that suggested that he was filling in a blank.


    Rider took over. “So my source tells me this Drago Basta is supposed to be a real badass. Grew up in the Balkans during the wars. Killed his own family. They called him ‘The Beast.’”


    Drago bristled at Rider getting his name wrong, and he muttered under his breath. “They called me ‘Psoglav,’ you stupid whore.”


    Rider continued. “He's a mercenary now. My contact said that they've found his stench around a number of assassinations, mostly in the Middle East. They've never tied him to anything specific, and some of his best handiwork involved killing some bad men that the United States wanted swept under the rug anyway.”


    “So what are you saying?” Max said. “The Beast works for the US government?”


    “As best we can figure, he works for the highest bidder, but that seemed to be Patrio, and Patrio supposedly works for us.”


    “Do we know what he looks like?”


    “Yes,” Rider said.


    Drago slowly covered his face with his hand, trying to pass the gesture off as mere boredom.


    “Here's where I have to trust you boys,” Rider said. “My friend at Homeland scored me a couple pictures of Drago Basta. My source can get fired for giving these to me, so for now these stay out of the official files. Agreed?”


    “Absolutely,” Alexander said.


    Rider pulled two photos from her pocket and laid them on the table. “I'm working out a secondary source so that our information can't be traced back to my friend. Once I have that, Basta officially becomes the face and name of the man who killed Richard Ashton.”


    “That's the man Michelle Holla described,” Alexander said.


    “Same as Captain Rodgers,” Rider said. “Right down to the scar on the cheek.”


    Drago looked at the book in front of his face and wondered how long it had been since he turned a page. He licked a finger and continued his pretense while his mind churned.


    He heard Alexander Rupert use the name Michelle Holla as being the prostitute from the Domuscuta, the one who should have died in Brooklyn but now lived in Iowa. If they don't have the flash drive, then the only evidence of what happened on that yacht is the whore and her secondhand tale. It would be a case based on hearsay. And if she were to die, they wouldn't even have that much.


    Too many people were learning his name. His secret had grown roots and now threatened to sprout from the earth in search of the sun. He would need to move fast, get the flash drive and get out of the country. He would kill the whore on the way out. His objective could still be achieved, although the mission was becoming more precarious with each passing hour. Stay calm. Think—don't react. And find that flash drive.
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    Alexander sipped his beer and took a moment to savor his brother's interest in the Putnam case. It had become the big deal he had hoped it would be—the kind of a case that could erase so many wrongs—maybe even overshadow a momentary lapse in judgment like stealing money from a drug dealer. If Alexander could find that flash drive, and if the flash drive showed the murder of Richard Ashton, it would deliver him from those few indiscretions that haunted him—the ones that the prosecutor would skewer him with in the morning. He could feel the tease of redemption washing over him as real as rain.


    “So how do we find the flash drive?” Billie wondered.


    “We start with a search of Jericho Pope's apartment,” Max said.


    “I've been in contact with his girlfriend, Ianna Markova,” Alexander said. “She's cooperating. I'm sure she'll let us search the apartment.”


    “And if not,” Max added, “we certainly have enough for a search warrant.”


    “She'll consent,” Alexander repeated.


    “And if the flash drive's not there?” Billie asked.


    “I have the computer hard drive,” Alexander said. “I've looked it over, but I didn't find anything like a video. If we take it to Forensics, they can dissect it and see what might be hiding in the hidden files.”


    “Should we bring the girlfriend in for a formal sit-down?” Max asked. “Maybe throw the word conspiracy around and put the fear of God into her?”


    “I don't think that'll be necessary,” Alexander said. “I'm convinced that she had no idea who Jericho Pope was or what he was up to. Besides, she's out of town at the moment.”


    Max and Billie shared a glance. Max said, “And you know this how?”


    Alexander shrugged off the question. “I told you, I've been in contact.”


    “I was hoping to talk to her while I'm in town,” Billie said.


    “I can call her and see if she'll be back by tomorrow.” Alexander pulled out his phone and began to go through his call log.


    “You have her number on your phone?” Max said.


    “Get off my back,” Alexander scowled at his brother. When Alexander heard the defensive edge in his own voice, he grinned and said, “I'm going to step outside so I can hear. It's too noisy in here.”


    Alexander walked out the door with his phone in his hand. Once outside, he turned and looked back through the window. He could see Max talking to Billie Rider. Max was smiling, and not one of those pretend smiles of a bored host, but the kind of smile that pushed past his cheekbones and gave him a squint in his eyes.


    Alexander mentally patted himself on the back as he dialed Ianna's number. The home number went to voicemail as it had done earlier. He dialed the cell phone number and she answered on the first ring.


    “Hi, Ianna, this is Alexander. I hope I'm not interrupting anything.”


    “Not at all.”


    “How're you doing?”


    “I'm doing okay…better now. I'm glad you called.”


    “I need to talk to you about the case. That detective from New York I told you about—the one who's looking into Jericho's past—she wants to meet with you.”


    “I should be home in less than an hour,” Ianna said. “I'm crossing the St. Croix as we speak.”


    Knowing that she was on her way back pushed a smile across Alexander's face. “Would you be okay with meeting her tomorrow?”


    “Can you be there?”


    “I can't. I have this thing I have to do. You'll be alright. Billie's nice. You have nothing to worry about. I told them that you didn't know about Jericho or what he was up to. Speaking of which, I have a lot to tell you about what happened back in Brooklyn. It's a long story, but you should at least know that Jericho wasn't as bad of a guy as I first thought. He didn't kill James Putnam.”


    Alexander heard Ianna let out a tiny sigh of relief. “Do you have time to see me tonight?” she asked.


    Now it was Alexander's turn to pause as he considered the churning sensation he felt in his chest.


    “I'm sorry,” Ianna said. “I shouldn't—”


    “No. That's not it. I'm meeting with Billie and my brother Max right now.” Then, like a child jumping into the deep end of the pool for the first time, he closed his eyes and said, “Call me when you get to your apartment. I'll come by.”


    “I will,” she said.


    As he made his way back to their booth in Delancy's, he saw Billie laugh and pat the back of Max's hand. She let her touch linger for a second or two longer than what might be a casual gesture. Alexander thought about not returning to the table for a while, to let the two get acquainted, but then he decided that they were adults and could work things out for themselves after they left the bar.


    “Ms. Markova will be able to meet with you tomorrow,” Alexander said.


    “Great,” Billie said to Alexander. “Can you set up a meeting for me?”


    “I can take you,” Max interjected. “Alexander has a court appearance in the morning.”


    Billie looked at Max. “Perfect,” she said with smile. “I'll put myself in your hands.”


    Max appeared to blush a bit but recovered with a smile of his own. “What time should I pick you up?” he said.


    “I'm flexible,” Billie smirked.


    “Let's see if we can arrange something for around nine o'clock?”


    Max picked up the tab, and they shuffled out of the booth and headed out the door. Once outside, a cold evening breeze filled their jackets. Billie said to Alexander, “Maybe we could meet up again after you're done tomorrow and compare notes.”


    “You got it,” Alexander said. Then he asked Billie, “Where'd you park?”


    She pointed at the parking garage about a block away.


    “Ah, the Halsey Ramp,” Max said. “Did you bring your ticket?”


    “My ticket?”


    Max said, “That garage has a kiosk on the first floor where you pay. People are always getting jammed up at the exit because they think they can pay at the gate.”


    “Oh, crap,” Billie said. “I feel like such a tourist.”


    Alexander could see his brother contemplating something. If Alexander had to guess, he'd bet that Max wanted to walk Billie to her car. Max carried that Boy Scout gene, more than any man Alexander knew, and walking Billie to her car would have been the gentlemanly thing to do. But, in the end, Max let the moment pass, saying, “Don't worry, it probably happens a hundred times a day.”


    Billie shook hands with Alexander, then turned to Max and shook his hand, again holding the connection a beat or two longer than necessary. Then Billie turned and walked one way and the Rupert brothers the other.
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    Drago Basta watched through the window of the bar and waited for the three detectives to part company. When they finally left, he paused a couple more moments before stepping through the door of Delancy's Pub and onto the sidewalk. He glanced up and down the empty street, waited again and listened. They were gone.


    The world had taken on an unfamiliar hue in the hours since he entered Delancy's Pub. People—detectives—knew his business. They knew his name. They knew his crime. They couldn't prove their case yet, but they were on the right path. He didn't like this version of the world, and as he made his way back to his car, he shuffled and stacked hypotheticals in his mind, playing each out to conclusion before starting down the next path. The sidewalk seemed to be quaking beneath his feet, but he knew that the quake could be managed if he found the right plan.


    He fed his parking ticket into the machine and was told that he owed eight dollars. He inserted the credit card bearing the name Walter Trigg into the slot, keeping his face turned away from the security camera and his cap pulled down over his eyes. The cop named Max and the female detective planned on meeting with Ianna Markova in the morning. Drago knew that the meeting wouldn't take place at her apartment—not after she came home to find it destroyed. He knew that he could follow Ianna using the tracker in her car to find their meeting place, but what if she didn't take the car?


    Drago pulled his receipt from the machine and made his way to the elevator.


    He would need to find a way to plant a bug on one of the two men—maybe both. If he could hear their conversations, he would know if and when they found the flash drive. They would lead him to it, and if he could find the flash drive in one of their hands, all the better. He could kill them, take back his property, and be one dead body closer to flying home to Costa Rica.


    As he neared the elevator, it dinged and the doors opened. And there, a mere ten feet ahead of him, stood Detective Rider, examining a small parking-ramp ticket in her hand. Drago felt his body pull as if trying to turn away, to hide his face or run, but he knew that any such reaction would draw the attention of the cop. Instead, he willed himself to stand still and wait. Maybe she would be too distracted to notice him.


    Detective Rider looked up as she stepped out of the elevator, glanced at Drago, then went back to her ticket. Drago still wore his tinted glasses and had his cap pulled down—an excellent screen from the security cameras, but it couldn't hide his scar or the contour of his nose and chin from the sight of a passerby. He stepped toward the elevator with the calm gait of a man walking down the cereal aisle at a grocery store.


    As they passed each other, he saw it—a glint of recognition, a tightening of her lips, a twitch of her brow. She looked again at Drago as they passed each other, her eyes locking on the scar on his cheek. He stepped into the elevator car and listened as her footsteps stopped behind him. He could hear the grind of grit under her foot as she pivoted to face the elevator. With his back still to her, he reached out his left hand to the panel and pushed the button for the third floor. That movement caused him to turn slightly, blocking her view of his right hand as it snaked beneath the front of his jacket and wrapped around the grip of his gun.


    With a final glance over his shoulder, he saw her right hand follow the command of her training and move to her right hip. If she'd been in New York, she would've found her service weapon holstered there. But she wasn't in New York, and she had no weapon.


    Drago pulled his Glock from his shoulder holster, the silencer gleaming like the teeth of an animal. He watched her eyes grow large, registering the gun pointed at her chest. He saw the first twitch of her knees as the impulse to flee overtook her, but she didn't flee. She didn't have the time to react. The first bullet pierced her chest before she could move. The second and third followed in such close order that one might swear that there had been only one shot. Blood painted the wall behind Billie Rider, and she fell, dead.


    This was not the plan, but it had to happen at some point. The chess pieces in Drago's mind shuffled into all new positions. The detectives would not see this as a mugging—not with the security camera showing him shooting from the elevator. Soon, Ianna Markova would arrive at her apartment to find it destroyed. The two events would be tied together. They would soon know that Psoglav the Beast had arrived in their quiet city. They would know that he was there to find the flash drive.


    As the doors of the elevator closed, Drago picked up the shell casings from the floor and contemplated a thought that had crossed his mind often over the years: Did Detective Rider know that he had killed her? When the three bullets ripped through her chest, they would have stopped her heart from beating, but what about her brain? Would the blood that already fed her brain be enough to allow an extra second or two of thought? Would she be alive in her head long enough to understand what had happened? Would she know that she was dead in that split second after her heart left her body in shredded bits?


    He hoped that she would. He hoped that Detective Louise Rider knew that she had been killed by Psoglav the Beast. He hoped that she retained just enough clarity of thought to feel the cold concrete crack against her cheek as she fell to the floor.
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    Max pulled his unmarked Dodge Charger out of the parking lot reserved for City Hall employees and headed north for his home in Logan Park. As he crossed the Third Avenue Bridge, the river valley parted the curtains of the cityscape and exposed a rising moon, full and bold on the eastern horizon. It was one of those tangerine moons that demanded attention. Max slowed to a crawl, watching the view before it again disappeared behind the concrete and brick of the city. The chatter on his police radio hummed in the background, beyond the reach of his attention, until he heard the dispatcher say: “Possible deceased female, first floor of the Halsey Parking Ramp, near the entrance.”


    It was as if a sheet of thin ice beneath his feet splintered and plunged him into icy water. That was the parking ramp where Billie had parked. He hit the emergency lights on his unmarked car and made the U-turn with one hand on the steering wheel and the other grabbing his microphone. “This is seven-seven-two-nine. I'm in the area and responding. Do you have a description?”


    Dispatch came back with: “No description beyond female lying by the elevator doors on the first floor, covered in blood.”


    “I'm two blocks away.” The air in Max's squad car fell thin as he talked. “I'll be on scene in one minute.”


    He skidded to a stop within five feet of the door. As he ran from his car, he could see the lights of three marked squads converging on the parking ramp from different directions. Two young men stood just inside the door to the ramp, one of them pointing to the body on the floor—Billie Rider, piled in a red heap like stained laundry. She lay facedown on the concrete, her face turned to her left, and her lifeless eyes staring ahead as dull as dried tar. Max bent down onto one knee and felt her carotid, knowing that he would find no pulse.


    The first patrol officer stepped through the door and began to usher the two men out. Max knew this officer, an old-timer named Mickie Halverson, who had a good head on his shoulders and wouldn't get unnerved at the sight of a dead body. “Mickie, secure those witnesses and have the other officers hit the exits and set up a perimeter around the building. No one comes or goes. I want this ramp sealed.”


    “You got it, Max,” Mickie said.


    Max could hear more squad cars pulling up and Mickie shouting orders to watch for anyone trying to slip out of the parking ramp.


    “Jesus Christ!” Max recognized Alexander's voice behind him. Alexander had put one hand on the wall to steady himself. “Is she…”


    Max slumped his shoulder and nodded. He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and dialed Dispatch. “Tracy, Max Rupert here. I want to get a message to the shift commander, and I don't want this going out over the radio.”


    “Go ahead, Max.”


    “We need crime scene at the Halsey Parking Ramp. One deceased female. Cause of death appears to be gunshot wounds to the chest. Victim's name is Billie—”


    “Louise,” Alexander interjected. “Her real name is Louise Rider.”


    “Correction. Victim's name is Louise Rider, aka Billie Rider. She's a visiting police detective from Manhattan. Tell the shift commander that we have the garage in lockdown and are beginning a car-to-car search. Have all responding units be on the lookout for anyone leaving the area of the Halsey Parking Ramp in a hurry.”


    Alexander nodded to Max and then signaled for two patrol officers to join him. The three pulled their weapons and disappeared into the parking ramp, looking in, under, and around every car in the ramp.


    Officer Halverson came back to Max after organizing the lockdown, and Max asked him to secure the scene where the body lay until the mobile crime lab and medical examiner showed up. Max then stood and made his way to the garage office.


    The office, a toll-booth-sized cube near the exit, housed a single desk, a single chair, a single computer monitor, and a young man with the name Jason pinned to his shirt. Jason stood beside the desk, careening his neck to watch the bustle of police activity lacing through his garage.


    “I'm Detective Max Rupert,” Max said.


    “What's going on? What happened to that lady?” Jason nodded in the direction of the surveillance monitor on the desk.


    “Did you hear anything unusual in the last fifteen minutes or so?”


    “Unusual? No. What was it?”


    “No loud noises? No screams? Arguing?”


    “I ain't heard nothing.”


    Max pointed at the surveillance monitor. Were you watching that screen when it happened?”


    “No. I was texting my girlfriend. I don't watch that unless I think there's a problem.”


    “Can you rewind the footage?” Max asked.


    “I think so. It's digital, and I never done it before, but it should be easy.” Jason sat at the desk and moved his computer mouse around to pull up a menu. On the menu, he found a rewind command and clicked it. “Fifteen minutes, you said?”


    “Yeah, that should do.” Max waited as the computer loaded the footage requested. The screen split into boxes. The main box, which filled most of the monitor screen, contained footage of the first-floor vestibule and the elevator doors. Seven smaller boxes lining the bottom of the screen held shots from the other cameras in the building. At first, the screen showed an empty vestibule. Then Billie Rider walked into view, pushed the elevator button, and entered the elevator. “Do you have a camera inside the elevator?”


    “No. Just by the doors on each floor and here at the exit.”


    “Where does she get off ?”


    Jason leaned in to see the smaller boxes. Then he clicked on one of them, and the fourth-floor elevator doors popped onto the screen. Billie exited the elevator, happy and smiling. She walked out of view. Max and Jason waited a minute, and she returned, holding her ticket. She reentered the elevator, and Jason clicked on the first floor again. On the first floor, a man stood in front of the kiosk, waiting.


    “Can you back it up? I want to see him enter.”


    Jason rewound the footage to the point where the man entered. He stood around six feet tall and wore all dark clothing, including dark glasses—at night. The man entered the vestibule and paid for his parking, taking pains to keep his face hidden from the camera. When he arrived at the elevator, the doors opened, Billie stepped out, and the man stepped in. Max paid close attention to Billie's movements, the way she tilted her head as though pondering a question. She turned, and her hand went to her hip.


    Both Max and Jason jerked in shock as Billie's chest exploded and her blood sprayed the wall behind her.


    “Fuck me,” Jason whispered.


    “You said that you didn't hear anything? No gunshots?”


    “Nothing. I swear.”


    “Where'd the guy get off the elevator?”


    Jason leaned in again to see the tiny boxes. “Third floor,” he said, pulling up that window. The man walked past the camera and disappeared from view.


    “Pull up the exit camera,” Max said. He watched the screen until a car came into view. “Freeze it.” Jason paused the screen, and Max leaned in to make out the license-plate number. He took out his cell phone and called Dispatch again. He read the license plate to Dispatch, and she came back with a name. Jason then forwarded the tape to the next car, and Max again gave the number to Dispatch and got a name.


    The third car to leave came back to a car-rental company. Max had Jason back the tape up and run it again. The grainy footage showed a dark figure behind the wheel. The car had its visor pulled down, and the driver put a hand over his face as he passed through a slice of light that illuminated the interior of the car. He covered his face, but there was no mistaking the baseball cap and sunglasses.


    “You son of a bitch,” Max whispered.


    “Detective.” One of the patrol officers called to Max from outside the office. Max stepped out of the office, and the officer pointed at a line of cars that he had been preventing from leaving. “These folks here are getting antsy. They're bitchin’ about me holding ’em here without a warrant and all that bullshit. I got their information, and they want to know if they can vamoose.”


    “Yeah,” Max said. “Our guy's already gone.”


    Max walked back to Billie's body and found the lab techs breaking out their cases, preparing to explore for trace evidence. Alexander squatted just inside the door, the edges of his eyes tinged red.


    “We have the whole thing on tape,” Max said. “The perp is about six feet tall, athletic build, I'd guess around midthirties for an age. He was getting on the elevator when she was getting off it. She turned around, and he shot her. No struggle. Not even a conversation. And the attendant on duty—just a hundred feet away—didn't hear any gunshots.”


    Alexander's eyes narrowed as he contemplated what that meant. When the deductions slid into their proper slots, he suggested, “Suppressor?”


    “That's where I'd go with it,” Max said. “No struggle. No robbery. A detective murdered, using a silencer.”


    Alexander looked at his brother as the final button clicked. “Patrio's in town.”


    Max simply nodded.


    “Jesus—” Before he could finish his thought, Alexander's cell phone rang. He looked at the screen and answered. “Ianna, where—”


    Ianna's voice blasted through the phone so loudly that Max could hear her. “Alexander, someone tore my apartment apart. They destroyed everything. I'm scared.”


    “Is your security guard on duty?” Alexander asked. “Okay, go down to the front desk and stay with him. I'm only a few blocks away. I'll be there in a few seconds. Go down now. I'm on my way.” Alexander looked at Max. Max nodded toward the door and Alexander charged out of the parking-ramp entrance.
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    Alexander pulled one of the patrol officers away from the parking ramp to join him. The officer, a young female, followed him to Ianna's apartment. There he found Ianna standing behind the security desk, next to the second-shift security guard. When Ianna saw Alexander, she ran to him and threw her arms around his shoulders.


    “Someone was in my apartment. They—”


    He pried her arms from around his neck. “Ianna, I want you to stay here with this officer.” Alexander nodded toward the rookie who followed him in. “Give me the keys.” Ianna handed her keys to Alexander. “You!” He pointed at the young patrol officer. “Draw your weapon. Nobody goes in or out until I say so.” Alexander pulled his gun and stepped into the elevator.


    It took Alexander only fifteen minutes to walk through the apartment and make sure that the intruder had left. Whoever broke in had done a number on the place. Every item from every cupboard in the kitchen lay in a heap in the middle of the floor. The curtains had all been pulled down, every cushion had been gutted. The books, drawers, and butchered furniture of the study lay in a pile. Room after room had been dismantled in similar fashion. Alexander looked around to try and find one item, one stick of furniture or one possession, that hadn't been thoroughly rifled, and he could see none.


    He called Dispatch to have them send out a night-shift detective to secure the scene. Then he returned to the lobby.


    “We need to get you out of here,” he said to Ianna. “Let's go up and get your things and get you someplace safe.” Alexander walked Ianna to the elevator.


    “Who did that to my apartment? What were they looking for?”


    “I'll tell you in a little bit. Right now, we need to move. You're in danger.”


    “Danger? What did I do?”


    “I don't know how long it'll be before you can come back to the apartment. It could be days, maybe never. I don't know, so get what you need.”


    Ianna held on to Alexander's arm as they entered the apartment, and Alexander led her back to the bedroom, where all of her clothes lay in a pile next to the stuffing from her mattress. He could feel the grip of her fingers grow tighter around his arm. “There's no one here,” Alexander said. “You're safe. I'll protect you.”


    She seemed to relax a bit.


    “I'm taking you someplace where the people who did this won't find you.”


    “Where?”


    “At least for tonight, you're coming to my house,” he said. “After that, we'll arrange a safe house.”


    “Won't your wife have a problem with that?”


    “No,” Alexander said. “My wife…doesn't care.”


    Ianna pulled together enough clothes to last for a few days.


    As they passed through the lobby, on the way to Alexander's car, he told the female patrol officer to go up to the apartment and wait for the detective, who should be on his way. He told her that he believed that the break-in was probably theft-related, and that he didn't expect the intruder to return. “They either found what they were looking for or gave up looking for it.”


    Then he called Max. “I have Ianna Markova with me. Someone did a real number on her apartment.”


    “This can't be a coincidence,” Max said.


    “Looking for a flash drive?”


    “That'd be the safe bet.”


    “You need a hand, Max?”


    Max paused as if considering the question and then said, “No. You secure the witness. I have all the manpower I need right now.”
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    Drago had put on gloves before leaving the parking ramp. He wiped his parking ticket clean of fingerprints. A proper investigation would lead to the credit card he used to pay the parking ramp. They would find that data in the memory of the parking ramp's pay station, as well as in the computer for the rental car once they traced his license plate. Drago figured that it wouldn't take them long—maybe only a matter of minutes—before they sniffed their way to the car-rental desk and pulled the contract for his car. Then the name of Walter Trigg would fly through the chilly fall night and into every mobile data computer in every patrol car in the state. He would use that small window of time to become someone else.


    He drove south on Third Avenue, and at the corner of Third and Twelfth Street, he had to yield the right-of-way to a squad car, cutting the corner far too shallow, trying to be the first officer on the scene of the recent homicide at the parking garage. He waved to the officer—a wave that the officer had no chance of seeing—just to acknowledge that his presence in the world held no significance to the police. Not yet. Drago proceeded south on Interstate 35, being careful not to exceed the speed limit.


    At the 494 junction, he took a left, heading toward the airport, but then exited onto a frontage road, pulled behind a strip mall—closed for the night—and parked by its dumpster. He retrieved his wallet and looked one last time at the driver's license. The face on the license wasn't his—he never used his own face—but the image Garland had created was close enough that no one would question the legitimacy of the card. He found a rag under his seat and cleaned the license and the credit cards and his gun, wiping away any hint of fingerprints or epithelial DNA. He dropped them in the dumpster and then cleaned the inside of the car, wiping down any part of the car he may have touched. He thought about simply setting the car ablaze, but that would draw attention to it. Besides, he still needed the transportation. He decided to drive the car back to the hotel—being careful to leave no trace evidence of himself in the vehicle—and leave it there. By the time law enforcement found it, the name of Walter Trigg would be nothing more than a whistle in the wind.
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    Max hit his lights and siren, and touched one hundred miles an hour on both Interstate 35 and 494 on his way to the airport. He called Dispatch on his cell phone, preferring to keep as much information away from police scanners as possible, and had Tracy call Decca Car Rental and ask that the manager remain at his post until Max got there. The car-rental counters monopolized a corridor between two of the parking ramps, so he didn't have to fight through any security checkpoints. By the time he found the counter for Decca, midnight had come and gone. Dispatch had given Max the name of the night manager—Bradley Peyton—and relayed that Mr. Peyton didn't appreciate being kept waiting. Max wasn't amused.


    Max found Bradley—a slow-moving man with a clip-on tie and a shift ending at midnight—standing in front of the counter, his arms crossed and his name tag dangling crooked on his pocket.


    “Bradley?” Max said.


    “Are you Detective Rupert?”


    “I am. I appreciate you waiting for me like this.”


    “I already told that Dispatch lady that I can't give out customer information. I could lose my job. Besides, don't you need a warrant?”


    Max could tell that Bradley had prepared himself to spout company policy. Max clapped a firm hand onto Bradley's shoulder, grabbing a fistful of material. He gritted his teeth and stared coldly into the eyes of the young night manager. “Bradley,” Max said. “This isn't the night to fuck around with me. Not tonight. You want to know why?”


    Bradley shook his head no, but Max paid him no mind.


    “Because tonight a good cop died—a detective named Louise Rider. I was with her about an hour ago, talking and laughing. I liked her. She went to her car, and some piece of shit driving a rental car from Decca shot her to death in cold blood. No fight. No reason. Just shot her in the chest. So, Bradley, I came here to talk to you because you have the key to finding this killer, and what do you tell me? You tell me that it's against company policy.”


    “But…it is. The corporate office—”


    “Bradley…” Max clapped a hand on Bradley's other shoulder and grabbed some more of the man's shirt. “Most people go through their entire lives never having the chance to do something important, never getting to prove that they can stand up for what they know is right. Whether you like it or not, that time for you is right now.”


    “If you had a warrant or something—”


    “I don't need a warrant if you do the right thing.”


    “They'll fire me.”


    “Tonight, when you go home and look yourself in the mirror, are those the words that you want echoing in your head? Is that how you want to remember this moment?” Max pointed at the blood stain on the toe of his shoe. “See that, Bradley? That's her blood. She lost her life protecting other people. And you…” Max didn't mean to squeeze Bradley's shoulder as hard as he did, but it caused the man to wince.


    “I already shut down the computer,” Bradley said.


    “You know how to start it back up, don't you?”


    Bradley snorted as he appeared to struggle with his better judgment. Then he walked behind the counter, mumbling the word idiot over and over again. The computer took all of five minutes to fire up and log on to the system. Once he had typed in the proper passwords, he clicked to a screen and asked Max for the plate number. Five seconds later, he had the contract information for Walter Trigg on his screen.


    “He rented it here,” Bradley said. “So we'll have his DL on file.” Bradley went to a file drawer and pulled out a hard copy of the contract, complete with a photocopy of the driver's license of Walter Trigg.


    Max pulled out the picture that Billie gave him and held the two pictures side by side. They weren't the same guy, but the likeness was so close that anyone looking at the picture in passing would believe they were one and the same. Max called the driver's license information in to Dispatch and asked for a BOLO on Walter Trigg. Dispatch would send an immediate electronic file to every patrol car, with an instruction to be on the lookout for Trigg or his car.


    “Look, Bradley, I'm sorry if I came on a little strong, but that dead detective, she was a good person. The guy who killed her is one cold son of a bitch. I need to catch him before he kills again. You have no idea how much you've helped me here.” He shook Bradley's hand. “And if you lose your job over this, give me a call. I have a lot of friends who like to hire stand-up guys like you.”


    “You need to find that car pretty bad, huh,” Bradley said.


    “That's our only lead. It probably won't be too long before he dumps it.” Max shrugged to Bradley. “Hopefully what you did will let us get him before he kills again.” Max turned and started walking back to his car, but he'd only taken a few steps before Bradley called out to him.


    “I can find the car,” he said.


    Max walked back to the counter. “You can do what?”


    “Our cars all have GPS. We say it's for anti-theft, but really we use it to track the car and make sure it's not driven out of the state. We're not supposed to do that, but sometimes we do.”


    “You can find his car?”


    “It'll take a minute, but…yes, I can.”


    Max stared over the edge of the counter and watched Bradley type and click, narrowing the options until he pointed to a tiny dot in a mesh of streets.


    “It's there.” Bradley pointed to a dot on the map about three miles away from the airport, amid a small cluster of offices and hotels that catered to airport clientele and flight-crew layovers.


    “Son of a bitch,” Max said. “That's just around the corner.”
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    Alexander and Ianna drove to Alexander's house in his unmarked Charger, leaving her Cadillac in the garage of the condominium. Along the way, he told Ianna all about Michelle Holla and Patrio and the flash drive. He told her about how Billie Rider went to Patrio International to kick the beehive and see how they would react. Then he told her that, within the past hour, someone had shot Detective Billie Rider to death in a parking ramp in Minneapolis.


    “Oh my God.”


    “This thing is unraveling fast.”


    “And you think that someone from Patrio came to my apartment tonight and tore it up, looking for the flash drive?”


    “That's what makes sense to me.”


    “Do you think they found it?”


    “No. If they found the flash drive, they wouldn't stick around. They wouldn't have been here to kill Billie.”


    “So what's their next move?”


    Alexander pulled his car into the driveway at his house and parked in his garage. He waited to answer her until they were securely in his house because he knew that the answer would unnerve her. “If you were Patrio, and you knew that the flash drive isn't in that apartment, and the only two people who could possibly know where it is are you and Jericho Pope…”


    “And Jericho is dead,” she said. “That leaves me.”


    “They're running out of straws.”


    “But I don't know anything,” Ianna pleaded. “I've never even heard of this flash drive until just now. Jericho didn't tell me anything about it.”


    “I know that, but they don't.”


    Alexander took Ianna's bags to the guest bedroom—to the bed that Alexander now thought of as Desi's bed. Ianna sat on the edge of the bed, in a stunned sort of silence. Then, as if surfacing after a deep thought, she looked around and asked, “What's your wife going to think about my being here?”


    Alexander leaned against the doorjamb and said, “My wife isn't here. She's in Chicago with her lover.”


    Ianna didn't say anything for a long time, at least it seemed unbearably long to Alexander. When she did speak, she spoke with great tenderness. “You know for sure that she's with a lover?”


    “Yes,” Alexander said. “She left last night. She told me that she needed to go to Chicago for business, but that's not true.”


    “How do you know?”


    Alexander smiled and shrugged. “I'm a detective. It's what I do.”


    “I'm so sorry,” Ianna said. “You must be going through hell right now.” She stood and walked to Alexander. “I don't understand how she could do that to you. You have got to be one of the kindest men I've ever met.” She took one of his hands and lifted it to her cheek, and gently kissed his palm.


    It would have been so easy to twine his fingers into her hair and pull her into him. But he didn't pull her in. He didn't kiss her. And his hesitation had nothing to do with his marriage, or what was left of it. He couldn't kiss her because Ianna saw him as a good man. She didn't know the real Alexander, the man who slipped a bag of cash into his trunk, the man who would soon be indicted and fired and shunned, the man whose disgrace would soon be complete.


    He pulled his hand back slowly. “I'm not the man you think I am,” he said. He leaned in and kissed the top of her head. “I'm not that man at all.”


    Then he left the room, shutting the door behind him.
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    Drago Basta had chosen his hotel with great care, picking one that accepted cash in lieu of a credit card. Once the police discovered Walter Trigg's identity, they would run his credit card and see where else it had been swiped. Using cash at the hotel would end their trail. This particular hotel had no security cameras, and two important geographical advantages. First, it was near the airport, giving him close proximity to vehicles, either a rental or one stolen from long-term parking. The second geographical advantage was that the hotel stood on the edge of the Fort Snelling State Park, a swath of river bottom and backwater where the Minnesota River pushed north into the Mississippi River. That stretch of wilderness skirted north past the airport and would provide unbeatable cover in a pinch.


    When Drago had arrived back at his hotel, he connected to the satellite that would feed him the audio and video from the eavesdropping equipment that he stashed all around Pope's apartment. He wondered what reaction Ianna Markova would have when she saw what he had done to her home.


    By the time he tapped into the network, he'd missed seeing her reaction. Instead, he saw Alexander Rupert tiptoeing through the apartment, gun in hand. Rupert left for a couple minutes and returned with Ms. Markova. That's when Drago heard Detective Rupert tell Ms. Markova that he would be taking her to his house for the night—for safekeeping. Drago smiled an almost-imperceptible smile. He had already planned to keep a close eye on one of the Ruperts. Now that he knew that Alexander and Ianna would be together, the next phase of his plan had written itself. He typed Rupert's name into his computer and in a matter of seconds had an address.


    Confident that he had the situation under control—despite having to kill the woman detective earlier than he had planned—Drago began cleaning his hotel room. First, he turned on the hot water in the shower to flush any of his stray hairs down the drain's trap. He also wiped down every surface in the bathroom, even ones he knew he hadn't touched. He had trained himself early in his career to touch as little as possible in a rented room. He never knew when he would need to make a hasty exit. He didn't watch television. He didn't use the drinking glasses or the desk, other than to hold his laptop. And when he had time to clean, he cleaned everything.


    He rolled the sheets and comforter into a wad and threw them into the hallway. Then he called the front desk and told the girl there that he had spilled water on his bedding and it needed to be changed. She would throw his bedding in with the rest of the laundry, forever hiding his skin cells and DNA among the sheets of every other guest. He looked around the room for anything he may have missed, any trace of his having been there. Satisfied that the police would find nothing, he called a cab to come pick him up.


    As he waited for the cab to arrive, he rearranged his wallet, inserting a new driver's license and credit card bearing the name Marvin Taube, his new identity. “Marvin,” he muttered. “Fucking Garland.” With Drago's dark, Eastern European features and accent, Drago Basta was as far from being a Marvin as he was from being a Linda.


    He packed his laptop, rearranged the surveillance equipment and burglary tools in the rucksack, and stacked them on top of the duffle bag that still held the M16 and the sniper rifle. Last, he locked the new silencer onto the new 9 mm automatic and slid it into the shoulder holster under his jacket. Then he sat to await a call from the front desk, telling him that his taxi had arrived.
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    Max called Dispatch as he ran to his car. By the time he shot out of the airport parking ramp, he had the night commander on the line. And in a matter of a few minutes, they had a plan. Bloomington Police—the suburb that laid jurisdictional claim to the hotel—would set up a perimeter of two blocks in every direction. Undercover units would then enter the perimeter to infiltrate the hotel and secure it until Tactical arrived. Once they had the bastard surrounded, they would close in.


    Max had already entered the hotel parking lot as they finalized the plan. He would be the first to enter. He would find out a room number for the man he knew to be Drago Basta, and then get the clerk and any wandering guests out of harm's way. That was the plan.


    As he curled past the entrance, he could see a young woman organizing brochures on a rack just inside the glass door. He could see no other guests or movement. He trolled around a parking lot that circumnavigated the building. As he turned the corner at the rear of the hotel, he saw the Camry that he had seen in the surveillance footage at the parking ramp where Billie died. He slowed a little to see if anyone was inside the car and to confirm the license-plate number. He didn't make any move that might draw attention to himself, should Basta be watching.


    When he pulled back around to the front, he saw a taxi parked near the entrance, waiting for a fare. Max parked as near the entrance as he could find a spot. He left his jacket in the car and unclipped his shield and holster from his belt. He put the badge in his pants pocket, tucked his gun into his waistband behind his back, pulling his shirt-tail out to cover it. He looked up Interstate 494, knowing that an army of police cruisers would soon be rolling toward the hotel and sifting into positions assigned by the SWAT commander.


    He walked to the entrance, contemplating whether or not to stand behind the front desk himself until the reinforcements arrived, that way he could divert guests to safety. As he pulled the door open, the girl arranging brochures gave him a curious look, as if she were trying to decide whether Max were a new guest or one returning to his room. Before Max could even nod to her, he saw movement from the opposite side of the lobby, a figure making his way to the front door, a figure wearing a dark jacket and a baseball cap.


    Max averted his eyes, pretending to look down at his watch as he walked past the clerk. The man carried a duffle bag in his right hand, a computer case in his left hand, and had a backpack slung over his left shoulder. Max watched for any hesitation in the man's step as they neared each other and saw none—no sign that the man knew Max's face.


    The man loosened his grip on the duffle, letting the handle slip to the tips of his fingers. Max peeked to the side as they passed each other and saw the scar. He saw the slight hook of the man's nose. He saw the face of Drago Basta.


    A mirror the size of a mattress covered the wall behind the reception desk. Max gave it a passing glance over his shoulder. He looked just in time to see Basta drop his duffle bag to the floor and in a single motion, almost balletic in its fluidity, slip his hand inside his jacket.
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    Max Rupert saw the gun and dove to the floor, rolling behind a support column as big around as a hay bale. Two bullets exploded into the plaster, sending a small spray of paint chips and dust into the air. The clerk started to scream, but then she swallowed the sound as if choked off by something. Max pulled his gun out of his belt and looked over his shoulder at the mirror, his view ricocheting to the front door, where Basta held the clerk by the throat—his gun, with its long silencer, aimed at her head.


    Outside, the taxi squealed away.


    Max expected Basta to use the girl as a shield and back out, or to negotiate and try to get Max away from his cover—which wasn't going to happen. Basta did neither. He backed up to the door, opened it, and paused to look in the mirror, staring hard into Max's eyes. Then he lowered his gun from the girl's head, sliding it down her torso, past her hip, and to her leg. There he pulled the trigger twice in quick succession and shoved her forward into the heart of the lobby as he disappeared into the night.


    Max got off three shots, shattering the front door. The girl lay screaming on the floor, her hands gripping the two holes in her thigh.


    Max almost charged to her aid but stopped himself. Drago's aim, when he shot Billie, had been impeccable. He intended to kill Billie, and he did so with flawless efficiency. When he shot the clerk, he didn't intend for her to die—not right away. He shot her in the leg. He wanted to immobilize her. He wanted to use her as bait.


    The lobby had a sitting area with chairs and a coffee table. The coffee table had a stone top. Max dove into the sitting area, rolling up to the coffee table. He tipped the table over to hide behind the inch of granite. Then he scooted along the floor, shoving the table across in front of him. Two shots slammed into the thick granite top, blasting shards of the stone into the air.


    Max rolled up to the screaming girl, who looked at his gun with mushrooming eyes until she heard him say “I'm a cop.” He fired two shots out into the darkness for good measure. Five shots, he counted in his head.


    He looked at the clerk's wounds and the blood that pooled beneath her leg. She was bleeding badly. Max put his gun down and pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, hit speaker, and dialed 911. Max put the phone on the floor near his head and began sliding his belt off his pants to use as a tourniquet.


    “Nine-one-one, what's your emergency?”


    “Tracy, it's Max. The shooter's here at the hotel. He's shot the clerk. Tell all cars to come in loud and proud. I want to see hell itself coming down the road.” He wrapped the belt twice around the girl's leg and yanked the buckle tight. “I'll need an ambulance for the clerk—gunshot wounds to her leg.”


    “Ten-four, Detective. Standby.”


    In the distance, he heard sirens howl out their positions, none of them yet within a mile of the hotel. Basta would have heard them as well. Like a hunted animal, either he would attack or he would flee. Max put the loose end of his belt into the girl's hand and picked up his gun again. He readied the weapon and listened for Drago Basta's charge.

  


  
    

    [image: images]


    It had been ten minutes since Alexander last heard any sound coming from the guest bedroom. He listened to Ianna get ready for bed, her bare feet padding so quietly on the carpet that he had to hold his breath to hear. He lay in bed now, staring at the ceiling, regretting his decision to leave her alone. She was scared, in a strange place, alone. She sang his praises for being such a good guy, and then he shut the door on her. As he stared at the strip of moonlight that fell across his bedroom, he heard the patter of her feet again, moving hesitantly, almost imperceptibly down his hall. They paused at his bedroom door, and then the door creaked open.


    “Alexander?” she whispered.


    “Yes,” he answered in a low voice.


    She entered his room, closing the door behind her with a light click. She wore a pink, silk robe that barely covered her body, its bottom hem brushing the top of her thighs. A thin ribbon of the silk held the garment closed around her waist. She walked to his bed and sat on the edge.


    “I can't sleep,” she said.


    Alexander rolled onto his side, his hand resting only inches away from her. “It's been a hard week. No one should have to go through what you went through.”


    “It's not that,” she said. “It's something you said. You said that I don't know you—like there is something about you that's dark.”


    “And if there were?”


    “We all have a past. I wouldn't judge you.”


    Alexander rolled onto his back, laced his fingers together behind his head and thought about telling this woman his secret, a secret he'd kept from his own wife and his brother. Through the smoke in his head, he could hear the voice of Donald Rivas telling the world what they'd done. In the end, Alexander could think of no good reason not to tell Ianna. If she shunned him, she would just be one of many to meet that expectation. If she didn't recoil, then he would have unburdened himself of a weight that had pressed at his chest every waking hour for the past three months.


    “In the morning,” he began, “I have to obey a subpoena to appear before a grand jury. You know what a grand jury is?”


    “I've heard of them.”


    “It's a group of citizens who sit in judgment. They are given facts, and they have to decide, based on those facts, whether or not to prosecute someone.”


    “And you're giving them some of those facts?”


    “Yes. But it's my party. I'm the one they're after.”


    Ianna didn't flinch or gulp or give any outward sign that what Alexander said had shocked her. “What do they think you did?”


    “I was assigned to a Task Force that went after drug dealers. We worked undercover and we set them up. We were good at it. And some of those drug dealers had money stashed away. I'm talking about big wads of cash jammed in bags, just lying around the house.”


    “And then those bags of cash started to disappear,” Ianna said.


    Alexander nodded.


    Ianna moved closer to his side. “I know all about that,” she said.


    “You do?”


    Ianna leaned into him and laid her hand on Alexander's arm, her fingers gently touching his bicep. “After you came to my apartment yesterday…you were so nice. I wanted to know more about you. I went online. I read all about what happened.”


    “What you didn't read online is that I'm guilty. I stole money. I didn't take anything at first. I watched as some of the other guys were getting away with it. Then one day my partner came to me with a bag. It had over a hundred thousand dollars in it. He said that we should just keep it. It was drug money, after all. He said, ‘Why shouldn't we get some of it? We were the ones risking our lives.’ So…we split it. And tomorrow morning when I appear before that grand jury, I'm pretty sure they're going to bust me up pretty good for it. My partner turned state's evidence. They probably have everything they need to toss me in prison.”


    Ianna gently brushed her fingers across his shoulder, moving her hand slowly up the side of his neck and resting it on his cheek. Her finger felt wonderful against his skin. She leaned down and kissed him on the lips. Then she whispered, “That doesn't matter to me. We've all done things in our lives that we wish we could do over. But you can't undo the past. All you can do is leave it behind.”


    The moonlight seeping through the blinds radiated off of her honey skin. She untied the ribbon that cinched her robe, letting the silk fall open to reveal the soft curve of her breasts. “Alexander, I know who you are. I see the truth inside of you, and I want to be with you. But I need to know if that's what you want.”


    He tried to speak, but the words seemed to get tangled in his throat. As Ianna slipped the garment off her shoulders and let it fall away, Alexander managed to whisper the words that screamed in his head. “It's what I want—more than anything.”
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    Drago Basta stood behind the pillar of the portico and trained his site on the overturned table, waiting for Max Rupert to make a mistake. How had the detective found him so quickly? It had to be the car—a GPS maybe. There were no other police around, so the detective either was working a hunch or was the spearhead of a force in transit. He could hear the shrieks of the night clerk on the floor of the lobby. He fired two rounds, hoping to see the bullets pierce a tabletop of cheap Formica. Instead, the bullets disappeared into a cloud of stone dust.


    Drago moved quickly to a new plan. The cop would be focused on stopping the bleeding in the girl's leg and probably preparing for another frontal attack. Drago wouldn't attack from the front. He still had the hotel key card that would open the back exit. He ran around the side and found the back door. He swiped the card through the slot. The light lit up green.


    But as he went to pull the door open, he heard the wail of sirens nearby. How far away were they? He calculated the time it would take to charge down the hall, shoot the detective, grab his duffle, and exit. Another siren cut through the night only a block away. He could see the halo of the emergency lights reflecting off of the buildings and trees at the end of the block.


    Drago clenched his teeth in disgust, secured his rucksack to both shoulders, tightened his grip on his laptop, and ran for the woods of Fort Snelling State Park.


    The full moon lit up the wetland in silver and gray, cut with black where the shadows of the trees crossed his path. In the bottom of the valley, a thin mantle of fog lifted from the marsh, hovering just above Drago's head. It reminded him of his childhood in Kosovo, camping in the hills outside of Štrpce, telling stories to scare his companions, stories made all the more real by the haze that hid the monsters just out of sight. His boyhood friends seemed so frightened by the fog, but for Drago Basta, it wrapped around him and held him tight like a blanket. He paused to fill his chest with the cool night air and listen for any crackle of leaves, or the calling of orders to announce that someone had seen him scuttle over the valley wall. He heard nothing.


    From memory he knew to work his way northeast, following the bluff of the river valley toward the airport. He ran at a pace that would have made his old military commanders in Serbia proud, following a deer path at the base of the valley wall, pushing through the scrub—his rucksack and computer pulled tightly to his body. He knew he had to keep moving, keep heading in the direction of the airport, before the helicopters with their thermal, infrared technology had a chance to become airborne.


    Then he saw the landing lights of two C-130 transport planes lining up as they approached the airport from the east. That's how he knew that he had followed the river far enough. He looped the laptop strap around his neck and climbed the hill, which rose steeply out of the valley, only ten degrees shy of being a cliff. He clung to the roots and shoots, pulling himself up, until he crested the valley wall. He paused to look for patrol cars.


    The traffic on the highway separating him from the airport was light enough that he could cross without being seen. Three cars went by, and none of them were law enforcement. In the distance he could hear the beating of a helicopter rotor against the night sky. They would likely start the search in the woods closest to the hotel, guessing that Drago might simply be hiding under a bush. Two more cars passed, and Drago stepped out of the trees and crossed the highway in a light jog. The entrance to the airport would be the most dangerous part of the trek—five hundred yards of open road. In a stroke of luck, only one car came by, but Drago found a ditch deep enough to hide in.


    He walked into the long-term parking ramp like any other traveler, weaving in and out of cars, pretending to be looking for his. What he really sought was a car to steal, an older car, one built in the early nineties, one that had no computer-chip technology. In the middle of the second floor, he spied a perfect specimen, an old minivan with rust framing the wheel wells.


    The older-model van had no anti-theft technology beyond the locks on the door, which gave way in a matter of seconds. Drago's rucksack held tools that would start the vehicle, but he spied a standard screwdriver on the passenger floorboard of the van that would work just as well. He jammed a screwdriver into the ignition, using the palm of his hand to drive it in deep, and then turned it forward, grinding the teeth of the lock until the engine hummed to life. The steering wheel remained locked until he jimmied one of his own screwdrivers between the steering wheel and column to free the lock.


    He found the parking ticket in the console and happily paid fifty-two dollars at the exit. He headed down a highway that took him within a few blocks of the hotel where he failed to kill Max Rupert. The horizon flickered with the flames of dozens of squad lights, and in the sky, a helicopter laced the river valley with search lights. Drago smiled and waved a symbolic good-bye as he passed by the bedlam. Then he dug through the rucksack, felt for one of the three prepaid cell phones, and placed a call to Garland.


    Garland hawked up phlegm from the back of his throat, clearing a path for his words. “Hello,” Garland said. “Do you have it?”


    “I am getting close,” Drago said. “I had to leave my lodgings and I left behind the rifles.”


    “That's okay,” Garland said. “They can't be traced.”


    “I am on my second ID. The first has been compromised. I will need you to overnight another ID, just in case. I will also need half a dozen more listening devices, another sniper rifle, and a remote vehicle tracker. Overnight those items and contact me with routing information once the package has been sent.”


    There was a long pause on the other end of the line. “Is everything under control?”


    “Yes,” Drago said. “I am close to retrieving our property. I am going to put a temporary trace on a car using this phone. You need to lock onto the signal and relay that to my computer. I will need you to handle that personally.”


    “Jesus. It's…it's two in the morning. In five hours I have to be on a jet to DC. I have to spend the day kissing the asses of a couple Democrats on the Appropriations Committee. I can't set up that tracker without going into the office.”


    Drago closed his eyes and imagined the feel of holding a baseball bat as it broke through the plate of Garland's forehead. “Then go into the office,” Drago said. “We cannot have any eyes on this but our own. Things are…precarious.”


    “Did you run into a problem?”


    “No problem, but I had to clean up a stain. You'll read about it in the morning paper.”


    “Do you need an exit?”


    “Not yet. What I need is for you to get out of bed and go set a track on this phone number.”


    “Alright. I'll set it up before I fly to Washington.”


    “You will do it now,” Drago said and hung up the phone, cursing Wayne Garland under his breath.


    He drove to an all-night convenience store and purchased a small roll of duct tape, then drove to the address he found on the Internet for Detective Alexander Rupert. On his first pass, he looked for any signs that Rupert might be awake—a light on or the glow of a television. He saw nothing. On the second pass, he looked for signs of a dog, and again saw none. He parked at the end of the block, closing his car door with a silent click. He waited. Everything remained quiet. He walked to the end of Rupert's driveway, paused there long enough to know that he was alone in the dark, and headed up to the garage, the phone and the duct tape in his hand.


    He jiggled the door handle. Locked—but no deadbolt. He pulled out his wallet, slid a credit card into the jamb and worked the door, pushing the card in as he gently shook the door back and forth. The front edge of the card pushed the latch back one millimeter at a time until the door clicked open. Again he waited and listened. Hearing no alarm, no footsteps, he walked to the Dodge Charger, dropped to his back, and slipped under the back bumper of the car.


    Tracking with a cell phone didn't work nearly as well as the tracker he placed in Ianna's car. That tracker fed off of the car's own battery, and it would have juice as long as the car continued to run. The cell phone would have a battery life of one day, but that would be long enough for the new supplies to arrive. He taped the phone to the undercarriage, making sure that the cell phone was on. Then he retraced his steps out of the garage.


    As he drove to find his new hotel, he let himself relax. He could feel the weight of his eyelids tug, now that they were no longer held up by the adrenaline of fighting for his life. He found a dumpy hotel with no security cameras, and checked into his room under the name of Marvin Taube. He stared at the laptop for half an hour, waiting for Garland to get the tracking signal into the system. Once he saw the blinking dot in Alexander Rupert's garage, he set his computer to ping, should the target move from that location.


    Then Drago lay on the bed and fell asleep, regenerating his body and his mind for the battle he knew was coming.
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    Alexander and Ianna lay sprawled, naked, exposed to the night air, the bedding having been kicked to the floor. Moments earlier, as he gripped and moved her body with powerful, impatient hands, he felt completely there, within himself. No longer hiding.


    Now, as her body lay curled against his, he was content, depleted, raw. Ianna was a relief to him. She opened him to an honesty that he hadn't felt in months, maybe years. He rolled onto his side and traced the path of a bead of sweat that had trickled down Ianna's shoulder blade and into the valley of her back. Her soft, blond hair straggled across her face, a couple strands fluttering in her breath.


    “That was…” She didn't finish her thought as though unable to come up with the exact superlative to describe what they had just done.


    “Couldn't have said it better,” Alexander said, kissing her shoulder.


    She rolled onto her side and smiled. “I like this,” she said. “I like being here…with you, like this.” She rested her head on his chest. “I think I've wanted this since that first day that you came to my apartment. When I'm with you, I feel safe. I feel like no one could ever hurt me.”


    “I would never let anyone hurt you,” Alexander said.


    He hadn't planned on saying anything like that, but it was true. As he lay there, with Ianna wrapped up against him, he felt almost reborn. He had told her his darkest secret, he let her in where no one else had been allowed, and she didn't run away. She didn't curse or judge him. Instead, she touched him and kissed him and made love to him. She alone knew the man he truly was, the good side as well as the dark side, and she embraced him for it.


    “Have you given any thought to what happens in the morning?” she said.


    “In the morning?”


    “The grand jury.”


    “Well, first, I'll take you someplace safe and handpick a couple patrol officers to watch you—”


    Ianna interrupted him. “I'm talking about you. Do you have to testify? What if you just didn't show up?”


    The grand jury had never been far from Alexander's thoughts, but now that Rivas had flipped, what had once been a labyrinth became a trap. The US Attorney knew what Rivas knew—that Alexander stole more than $50,000 from a drug dealer named Castasian. What neither of them knew was that Castasian hadn't been the only one. Alexander had been careful, pocketing tightly rolled bills when no one noticed. Castasian had been his only time to share with another member of the Task Force—a mistake he knew at the time.


    Before Rivas's betrayal, Alexander's denial before the grand jury would have been met with suspicion. The prosecutor would wear himself out coming at Alexander from different angles in the hope of getting him to slip up. But Alexander would simply maintain his innocence. The grand jury would be forced to choose between a drug dealer and decorated cop. Members of the jury would have been in the middle of their deliberations when the Putnam case broke, splashing Alexander's name across the newspapers in broad headlines proclaiming him to be a hero again. They would never have indicted him in that scenario.


    But that all changed when Rivas turned on him. Now it was Alexander's own partner who accused him.


    “I don't have to testify,” Alexander said. “I have the Fifth Amendment right to remain silent. But pleading the Fifth is the same as telling the world that I'm guilty as hell. I had this thing beat up until my partner…”


    “But now that he told them what you did, why go now?”


    Alexander had been asking himself that same question since learning that Rivas turned state's evidence, and he had yet to come up with a good answer. He'd been fighting to find a way out of his mess, but every new idea led to the same tragic end. Even if he managed to beat the charges, his career would end in shame and disgrace. And it would be worse for him than the others. He was the hero—the Medal of Valor recipient. The press always used a bigger ax when bringing down those whom it saw as hypocrites. Journalists never reported on the local accountant who gets a DWI, but have that person be a judge or senator, and it's front page, above the fold. Thus was the fate in store for Alexander. His crucifixion would be a big event.


    As if she could read his thoughts, she asked, “What if you quit being a cop? Just told them to go fuck themselves? What if you told the grand jury to go fuck themselves?”


    Alexander smiled at the thought, and, deep down, he knew that she was merely saying what he was thinking. “I don't know what it'd be like—not being a cop. It's all I know. I wouldn't know where to start.”


    She began tracing a finger in little circles on his chest, and with a child's meekness she said, “You could start over with me.” She let that statement hang in the air for a few seconds before continuing. “We'd be together. We could go somewhere where no one knows us, someplace where nobody's heard of the Task Force. We could start a new life.”


    “That's easier said than—”


    “But what if we could,” Ianna interrupted. “What if we could just disappear, go someplace where they'd never find us…Rio or Spain or…I don't know—anywhere. If we could take off today and be together, would you do it? Would you go with me?”


    Alexander had never allowed such reckless thoughts to enter his mind. He'd never considered what he might do if being a cop didn't matter—if staying in Minnesota didn't matter. And now, he could think of no reason to stay. What kind of masochist would stay and face the hell that awaited him? What did he have to gain? He could salvage nothing of the life he once had, or the life he dreamed of having. Ianna's question pried open a door that Alexander never knew existed.


    Ianna went back to drawing imaginary curlicues on Alexander's chest. She didn't press him for an answer, but he could feel her pull nonetheless—the way the oceans feel the pull of the moon.


    “If only we could,” Alexander said, momentarily allowing himself to dream of a future as impossible as living without a shadow. “After the divorce wipes me out and I lose my job, I'll be lucky not to be living on the street. Going to Spain or Rio takes money. I don't have enough to even cross the border into Canada. Face it, I'm a sinking ship, and you should get as far away from me as you can.”


    “What I'm asking is, would you go? If we could find a way to do it, could you leave your life here behind?”


    Alexander thought about the hell that would swallow him in the morning. The fallout would be relentless and overwhelming—the kind of destruction that might lead a man to give serious thoughts about leaping over the rail of the Third Avenue Bridge, into the churning Mississippi River. Alexander's head swirled with dread and confusion.


    Then he felt Ianna touch the side of his temple, her fingers brushing away the panic. Again, but with a trace of urgency in her voice, she said, “If I could find a way for us to leave all this behind and just be together, would you go?”


    Alexander kissed her and said, “If there were a way to do it, I would go. I swear. I'd leave today.”


    She smiled and kissed him back, her body relaxing into his, as if a weight of her own had been lifted. Then she snuggled in close, raised her lips to his ear, and whispered, “I know where the flash drive is.”
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    At first, Alexander thought he misunderstood Ianna, and he asked her to repeat what she'd said. And she repeated. “I know where the flash drive is…at least I think I know. I didn't put it all together until just now. I didn't know Jericho had anything like that hidden away. But when you told me that he had stolen that flash drive, I started thinking about hiding places. That's when I remembered his key ring. It held the key for his car, one for the door of the condo, and another key, which, I believe is a key to a safe-deposit box.”


    Alexander sat up in bed, excited by this revelation. “Did Jericho ever talk about that box—what was in it or anything?”


    “He never mentioned it, and I never asked. I just figured it was stock certificates and stuff like that. But it always struck me as odd that he would carry that key on the ring with his car keys.”


    “If he had that key on him when he died, it will be in the evidence room at City Hall. I'm still in charge of that investigation, so all I'll have to do is ask for it. I've subpoenaed his accounts and holdings at Wells Fargo, so if the box is there…hell, we could have that flash drive in our hands in a matter of hours.”


    “And then we can run away together,” Ianna said, kissing Alexander before he could respond.


    Something in Ianna's kiss made it easy for Alexander to forget everything bad that had happened over the last three months. She opened him up and let his true nature breathe. But something in her kiss also made it easy to ignore the quiet voices that called out from the more vigilant corners of his mind—voices that whispered warnings that fell lost behind the feel of her body and the taste of her lips. Alexander closed his eyes and immersed himself in her kiss.
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    In the morning, Alexander and Ianna drove to City Hall, where Alexander visited the evidence room while Ianna waited in the Charger. He brought his laptop in the hope that the flash drive might be in their hands soon, and they could see for themselves this treasure that made money fall from the sky.


    The evidence clerk, a pleasant, nunish-looking woman named Sheila retrieved a box that contained Jericho Pope's belongings from the accident. Alexander pulled items out of the box and spread them across a table, as though doing a simple inventory. He found the key ring and saw that it held a safe-deposit-box key. Not wanting to draw attention to the keys, he set them down and went to the next item.


    After a couple minutes, he had the table cluttered with car manuals, ice scrapers, maps, and the minutia of crap that a guy keeps in his glove box and under the seats of his car. He continued digging, waiting for Sheila to cast her attention in another direction. As he neared the bottom of the box, the phone rang and Sheila turned around to answer it. Alexander grabbed the key ring, twisted the safe-deposit-box key off, and placed that key in his pocket. When Sheila came back, Alexander started putting items back into the box. After he restacked everything, he shrugged to Sheila and bid her farewell.


    As Alexander slid into the Charger, he pulled the key out of his pocket. He and Ianna looked at it like it was the Holy Grail itself. Alexander then placed a call to Calvin Johnson at Wells Fargo, the one who dealt with the subpoena of James Putnam's accounts.


    “Mr. Johnson, this is Detective Rupert. We spoke recently regarding James Putnam.”


    “Of course, Detective, what can I do for you?”


    “When we talked, you didn't mention anything about a safe-deposit box.”


    “Well, I don't mean to sound pedantic, Detective, but you never asked about a safe-deposit box.”


    Alexander sighed. “Well, Mr. Johnson, I'm asking now. Does James Putnam have a safe-deposit box with your bank?”


    Alexander could hear the clicking of a keyboard. “As a matter of fact, he has one here in our downtown branch,” Johnson said.


    “That subpoena you received covers all his holdings at the bank. That includes safe-deposit boxes. I'm going to need to see the contents of that box.”


    “Would you like to set up a time—?”


    “I'll be there in four minutes. Could you meet me in the lobby?”


    “I…um…sure. I guess I could.”


    “Great. Thanks.” Alexander hung up. Then he powered the phone off, knowing that Max and probably Commander Tiller would be calling soon, looking for him, wondering why he failed to honor his subpoena. He glanced at Ianna. “Want to see what Pope had in his box?” He gave Ianna a smile. She returned the smile and launched across the console and kissed him hard on the mouth.


    Mr. Johnson was waiting for them when Alexander and Ianna walked into the lobby. Johnson had the subpoena in his hand; Alexander had the key in his.


    “It's good to meet you, Detective.” Johnson spoke to Alexander, but he had his eyes locked on Ianna, who looked nothing like a cop—no gun, no badge, just a bright-yellow, low-cut dress and a matching purse.


    “I'm in a bit of a hurry,” Alexander said. “If we could—”


    “There's just one thing,” Johnson said. “I'm not sure that the subpoena grants the proper authority to search a safe-deposit box. I believe you need a warrant for that. I have a call into the Legal Department to make sure.”


    “You read the subpoena, didn't you? It grants me authority to access his accounts and holdings.”


    “Certainly. And if the subpoena is all we need for that, my Legal Department will give me the go-ahead. But there's another issue here, Detective. The safe-deposit box has two owners. I'm not sure that I can honor the subpoena because the second owner has rights.”


    “A second owner?” Alexander said. “Who is that?”


    Johnson opened the file folder and said, “When Mr. Putnam leased the box, he put it in his name. But later he added a Ms. Ianna Markova. Ms. Markova has the right to—”


    “Hold on, there.” Alexander looked at Ianna, who shrugged, and shook her head no. Alexander smiled at Mr. Johnson. “So Ianna Markova is the joint owner of the stuff in the box?”


    “That's correct.” Johnson opened the folder and showed the rental document to Alexander. Ianna moved in to look over Alexander's shoulder. She whispered into Alexander's ear, “He must've forged my name. I had no idea.”


    “Well, Mr. Johnson, this here is Ianna Markova.” Alexander put his hand on Ianna's back and moved her in front of Mr. Johnson.


    Ianna reached into her handbag and pulled out a wallet with a driver's license and handed it to Mr. Johnson, who studied it for a minute. Then he said, “Well, I guess that takes care of that. Follow me.”


    Mr. Johnson led them to a vault lined on both sides by safe-deposit boxes. At the entrance to the vault, Mr. Johnson had Ianna sign in as the owner of the box's contents. Mr. Johnson signed as the vault attendant and led them to box number 2414 and inserted the bank key. Alexander handed Ianna the key he pulled from Pope's effects. She inserted it and opened the door. Mr. Johnson pulled out the drawer, placed it on a table, nodded his regards, and left.


    “I swear,” Ianna said. “I had no idea.”


    Alexander opened the lid and found a package about the size of a brick, wrapped in brown shipping paper. An envelope had been taped to the package, and on the envelope was a message: “Upon my death—give the contents of this box to Ianna Markova.” He handed the package to Ianna.


    Ianna opened the package, unfolding its wrapper with great care, peeling the cover back to expose a stack of hundred-dollar bills. She fanned out ten stacks total, each stack bound with a paper band that read “$10,000.”


    “A hundred thousand dollars,” she said. Her eyes sparkled as she took in the beauty of the crisp currency.


    “But no flash drive,” Alexander said. “What's in the envelope?”


    Ianna cut the seal on the envelope with a fingernail and pulled out a letter. She read it aloud.


    Ianna, if you are reading this, then I am dead. By now you probably know that I've been keeping secrets from you. I'm sorry about that, but it was for your own safety. Someday, you may know all there is to know about me. You are a smart woman and resourceful as hell. If you apply the secret of my success, you'll do just fine in life. I probably should have trusted you with my darkest secret, but I just could not take that risk. I'm sorry. Love James (Jericho). Postscript: If you are not Ianna Markova, and you are reading this letter, tell Wayne Garland to go fuck himself!


    Ianna looked at Alexander, her eyes about to crest with tears. “I'm not sure what to think of this. I mean, it's sweet of him to think of me like this, but it would have been nicer had he left that flash drive in here.”


    Alexander took the letter and reread it. “Wait…I think he's trying to tell you something,” Alexander said, pointing to the letter.


    “Yeah, he's trying to tell me, ‘Good luck, kiddo. You're on your own.’ At least he gave me some money to start over—”


    “No. Read it again. He's trying to tell you something. Read between the lines.”


    Ianna read the letter to herself again. “I'm not sure…”


    “He knew he'd be dead when you read this letter. He put your name on the box so that you would get notice of the box renewal if he ever died. He knew that notice would lead you here. But Jericho had no way of knowing if he would die by an accident or if he would be murdered. He knew that Patrio was hunting him. If he was murdered, and his assassin found this safe-deposit box, Jericho wouldn't want the flash drive lying here, and he wouldn't spell out where he hid it, either. He put the big fuck-you at the end because he thought it just as likely that the bad guys might beat us here.”


    “So what's he trying to say? I don't see it.”


    “He says that you may someday know his secrets. He tells you to be smart and resourceful. Then he says that you need to apply the secrets of his success. That's the clue.”


    “The secret of his success…but that's…”


    “The wisdom of Solomon,” Alexander said, his face pulling into a grin. “Was Jericho religious?”


    “Just the opposite. He was an atheist.” Then a light opened up somewhere behind Ianna's eyes and her face lit up. “But he had a Bible…in his study, a big, ugly black one that he kept on a shelf next to his finance journals. It always struck me as odd, given his lack of religion.”


    Alexander folded the letter and put it in his pocket. “Throw the money in your purse. We're going back to the condo.”
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    The laptop in Drago's hotel room gave a nudging ding to wake him, letting him know that Detective Rupert's car had left its garage. Drago sat up in bed, still wearing his clothes from the night before—his extra clothes having been left behind in the duffle bag along with the rifles and the remote-tracking monitor. Without the remote-tracking equipment, Drago could not observe the movements of Rupert's car from the convenience of the minivan. He could only track Rupert using an Internet connection to Patrio. New equipment was on its way, but he'd have to make due until it arrived.


    He packed his computer, picked up his rucksack full of surveillance equipment, holstered his gun, and headed out the door to return to the home of Alexander Rupert.


    Drago had assumed that Rupert would take the girl with him. But if the girl had been left behind, she would be guarded. If that were the case, he would kill her protector and use the opportunity to interrogate her. Ianna Markova would not like that interrogation, and in the end, she would tell him where his property had been hidden—if she knew.


    Drago parked on the street in front of Rupert's house and walked up the driveway as if he belonged there. He broke into the garage in a motion so smooth that he looked like he had a key. Once inside the garage, he drew his gun from beneath his jacket and peered into the house. He saw no movement. It took him less than a minute to pick his way into Rupert's house.


    Inside, he found pictures of Alexander Rupert hanging on the walls and cluttering up the shelves. Next to Rupert in almost every picture stood a striking woman with dark features and a dancing smile. Drago recognized her from Ianna's computer searches that he came across at Pope's apartment. He found no pictures of children or pets.


    He moved to the master bedroom and found it a mess. The bedding had been thrown about, and some books that had once graced a bedside table were now on the floor. Drago picked up a pink robe and raised it to his nose. He could smell the scent of perfume—the same perfume that he had noticed in Ianna Markova's closet at the condo.


    On the night stand he found a smartphone in a pink case. He turned it on, and a picture lit up. It was Detective Alexander Rupert, lying next to a naked Ianna Markova. Detective Rupert was asleep, unaware of the photo being taken. Ianna smiled at the camera, which she held in her outstretched hand, the frame set so that it captured both the sleeping detective and the smiling, bare-breasted Ianna.


    At first, Drago wondered why she would take such a picture, and why she would set her phone to open to that picture. Possibly she took it as proof of her having seduced the sleeping Rupert. But proof for whom?


    Then he went into the search engine on her phone and found her last queries. They all followed a single connecting thread; she was researching safe-deposit boxes.


    Safe-deposit boxes. A hammer of clarity hit him in the chest. Somewhere out there, a safe-deposit box held Drago's property, and Ianna Markova had the key—or knew where to find the key. Drago threw open his laptop and accessed the tracking software. He located Alexander Rupert's car and zoomed in on the street and saw that car was parked in front of the Wells Fargo Center.


    Drago's fingers twitched as he debated his next step. Assuming they had somehow located the flash drive, he would need to intercept them. But how? They would be gone from the bank before he got close to them. But if he waited, the flash drive would be found—taken into custody. His quest would come to a tragic end, and he would be exposed. If that happened, he would flee. Get out of the country. Begin his life as a fugitive before the pictures of he and Garland exploded across the world's television sets.


    As he struggled with his thoughts, the dot on the computer screen began to move. It headed east on Sixth Street, then turned north on Third Avenue. One block from City Hall. Drago sucked in a breath and cursed at the computer screen in his native tongue. The dot slowed as it crossed Fifth Street, the block where City Hall stood. He watched the dot creep past City Hall and keep heading north. Drago sighed his relief. Then he watched as the dot moved four more blocks and parked in front of the building that housed Jericho Pope's apartment.


    Drago switched programs on the laptop, accessed the eyes and ears he left behind in the apartment, and waited.
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    Alexander had Ianna drive the Charger while he looked up what books in the Bible made mention of King Solomon. Although his research fell far short of being thorough, he found three books that dealt with Solomon: 1 Kings, Proverbs, and Song of Songs. He shut his phone back off and returned it to his pocket.


    Alexander and Ianna ducked under the yellow crime-scene tape and entered Ianna's apartment. Ianna led the way to the study, where all of Jericho's books lay in a heap on the floor. They started digging through the mess, and about halfway down the pile, Alexander found the Bible.


    At first, he examined it to see if it held any secret folds or cutouts. He didn't expect to find one, but he looked anyway. Then he flipped through the pages until he found 1 Kings. He licked a finger and turned page by page, looking for any underlined words or notes in the margins. He found none.


    “Is this his only Bible?”


    “As far as I know,” Ianna said.


    He shuffled forward and came to Proverbs. Again he paged through until he came to chapter 10. There he found verse 11 highlighted with four words underlined. Alexander read the passage aloud. “The mouth of the righteous is a fountain of life, but the mouth of the wicked conceals violence.” Then he read just the four words that Jericho had underlined: “The fountain conceals violence.”


    Alexander and Ianna both turned to look above the fireplace, where the painting of the fountain once hung. Simultaneously, they stood and ran to the front room and began digging through the piles of shredded couch cushions until Ianna found the painting. The intruder had ripped the canvas from the frame and crushed the frame into small pieces.


    “Behind the fountain,” Alexander said. “The fountain conceals the violence.”


    Alexander went to the fireplace and began feeling around the edges of the mantle but found no secret holes. Twelve granite plates—three plates wide and four high, rose above the mantle, up to the ceiling. Alexander took out his knife and began to tap on the plates with the brass heel of his knife, listening for a change in tone. When he tapped the center stone in the second row, the report came back hollow.


    Alexander looked at Ianna and smiled, but neither said a word. He flipped open the locking blade and cut into the grout between the panels. The grout gave way to drywall, and soon he exposed the edges of the plate. He used the palm of his hand to drive the knife under the stone plate and pry. It came free and fell to the floor, exposing a square hole the size of a child's lunchbox.


    Inside the hole lay a box made of insulation board and duct tape. Alexander reached up and pulled the box out of its hiding place. He cut the tape and dropped his knife as he worked the lid free. And there he found a flash drive, a DVD with the word “backup” written on it, and a small pocket notebook.


    Alexander handed the flash drive and DVD to Ianna and began flipping through the pages of the notebook, recognizing it as Jericho's instruction manual on how to shift the extortion profits from bank to bank undetected. It also included a detailed explanation of what happened on the Domuscuta and Wayne Garland's personal phone number.


    “Oh my God,” Ianna said. “This is it. We have the flash drive.” She threw her arms around Alexander, knocking him to the floor. “Do you realize what this means? We can start over just like we said.”


    Alexander kissed her just to stop her from talking. Then he said, “We're heading north. I know a place where we can stay—just overnight—while we figure out exactly where to go next. First, we have to get out of town, and we'll need to take your car. The squads have GPS that can be tracked through Dispatch.”


    “Are the police going to come after you?”


    “They'll issue an arrest warrant because I skipped out on the grand jury, but in time—years from now—they'll stop caring about that. My brother, on the other hand…”


    Max would never understand this. No matter how much hell and humiliation was on its way, Max would have told Alexander to stay and face it. But Alexander wasn't Max. He never had been, and never would be—no matter how hard he tried. Maybe the time had come for Alexander to finally admit it. “I'll have to write him a letter someday telling him…well, telling him to just forget about me.”


    Alexander opened the back of his cell phone and popped out the battery. “They can also track a cell phone signal, so take your battery out or leave the phone here.”


    “I think I left it at your house, along with all my clothes.”


    Alexander smiled and then laughed. “I guess that'll be one more surprise for Desiree when she comes home.”
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    Max had managed to get five hours of sleep, rolling up his jacket for a pillow and stretching out on the floor of an interview room. He'd left a note for his partner, Niki Vang, to wake him when she arrived. Niki didn't see the note until after the morning briefing. When she finally woke Max, he rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and filled her in on the details of the previous night's events, and Niki told him where things stood in the manhunt for Drago Basta.


    The dogs had followed the scent through Fort Snelling State Park and up to the highway again. They lost the scent when it mixed with car exhaust and warm tire rubber but picked it up again where the highway split and two lanes curved into the airport. On the second floor of the long-term parking, they came to a dead end. TSA joined the effort by examining airport surveillance footage but as of yet had found nothing helpful. Basta's picture went out to all squad computers to replace the driver's license picture of Walter Trigg.


    Around 10 a.m., TSA sent over a picture of a white minivan seen leaving the airport parking ramp with a driver who resembled the photo of Drago Basta. They ran the plate and put a call in to the vehicle owner, but the call went to voicemail. Dispatch then sent a squad out to hopefully make contact with the minivan owner or a spouse and issued a BOLO for the van itself.


    “So…” Max sat back in his chair in the cubicle he shared with Niki and laced his fingers together behind his head. “He runs from the hotel through the woods and up to the airport, steals a car, and…?”


    “Either gets the hell out of town or finds a new hiding place,” Niki said.


    “My bet is that he's still around.”


    “They're getting a press release ready. They're going to put his face on television.”


    “Well, if he hasn't gotten out of Dodge by then, that should do the trick.”


    Max was taking a sip from his second cup of coffee of the day when his phone rang in his pocket. It was Reed Osgood.


    “Hello, Reed. What's up?”


    “What's up is that it's past ten in the morning and your brother still hasn't shown up for his grand-jury testimony.”


    “What?”


    “Yeah, and they're super pissed.”


    “Christ, Reed. We had all hell break loose last night.”


    “I know. We heard all about it. By the way, I'm glad to hear you didn't get yourself shot.”


    “You and me both,” Max said. “Alexander went to secure a witness. I have no idea what's going on with him.”


    “Changed his mind?”


    “Not as of last night. In fact, I've been after him to lawyer up, but he was dead set on having his day.”


    “If I were you, I'd find him, and fast. They're talking arrest warrant.”


    Max hung up with Reed and tried to call his brother, but the call kept going to voicemail. Max replayed the conversation that they had at Delancy's the night before, and he found nothing to suggest that Alexander had changed his mind about anything. The thought occurred to him that Alexander might be in trouble—with Drago Basta still on the loose. He dialed Dispatch.


    “This is Detective Max Rupert.”


    “Hi, Max, it's Everett. What can I do for you?”


    “Listen, Everett, I got a favor to ask you. I'm trying to track my brother down, and I think his cell phone is dead. Could you run his squad GPS and let me know his location?”


    He paused. “Excuse me?”


    Max sensed the man's nervousness coming through the receiver. Max's request ran afoul of policy, so he parried with an explanation half born of truth. “Everett, you know all about that man we're hunting, Drago Basta.”


    “Sure, I've been moving squads around all morning like dogs chasing their tails.”


    “Alexander is with a witness involved with that case, and we're keeping her hidden. I haven't been able to reach Alexander to check in. I just need to make sure he's at a safe location.”


    “Um…sure,” Everett said. “Just give me a second.”


    Max glanced sideways and saw Niki eyeing him with a mixture of confusion and concern. Max shook his head to wave her off, but she held her glare. Everett came back on the line and gave Max the coordinates for Alexander's squad car. Max wrote down the address, hung up the phone, and typed the location into his computer.


    “Max, what's going on?” Niki whispered.


    The address put Alexander's car outside of Jericho Pope's apartment. Max pulled up a subpoena form on his computer and started filling in the information.


    Niki asked again, “Max, what are you up to?”


    He stopped typing and turned to Niki. He lowered his voice so that no one else could hear what he said. “I'm doing an administrative subpoena for Alexander's phone. I need to get a ping location.”


    “Alexander's phone? Why?”


    “He's AWOL.”


    Niki looked at him as if searching for some sign that he was joking.


    “I need to find him. I don't know what's going on, but something's not right. His car's at Markova's apartment, but they left there together last night. Maybe they took her car or walked, I don't know. He's not answering his phone, so I'm going to track him down and find out what the hell's going on.”


    He hit enter on his computer, sending his ping request to the county attorney's office for a signature. “When the subpoena comes back, get it out to the carrier as soon as you can.”


    “Sure, Max.”


    “I'm not going to answer my radio or phone for anyone but you. Call me if you hear anything.”


    “I'll keep you updated,” Niki said. “In the meantime, where will you be?”


    “I'll be at Markova's apartment, hopefully kicking my brother's ass.”
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    Drago watched as Alexander Rupert and Ianna Markova entered the apartment and began digging through the piles of debris on the floor. He strained to hear and understand the conversation being fed to him by his surveillance transmitters planted in the condo. At first he heard something about a Bible and then a fountain. Then he watched as Rupert pried a stone plate from the wall and produced a box, and he heard Markova exclaim that they found the flash drive.


    Drago held his breath as he listened to them plan their next move—their disappearance. They would be taking Ianna's Cadillac, and they would be running north.


    Drago Basta sat on the edge of the bed and laughed quietly at his good fortune. Rupert and Markova were running away together. How perfect, he thought. His biggest fear—that the evidence of Richard Ashton's death would pollinate the world—now fell to the ground, and with it, any doubt that he would complete his mission.


    Drago lay back on the bed and began to plan the deaths of those who had to die. He would begin with the two lovebirds. They would drive north, probably heading for Canada. Without the remote-tracking equipment, Drago would have to stop periodically to link up with the tracking system at Patrio. If Garland hadn't scheduled that trip to DC, Garland could have followed the tracking device from his office in New York. Once again, Drago had to deal with the burden of Garland's poor planning.


    In the end, Drago decided that it didn't matter. He would let Rupert and Markova run for a couple hours, getting a head start while he followed their progress on his computer. He would mark their farthest point, shut down the computer, and drive to a town near that point where he could once again access the tracker. This would keep him within a few hours of the fugitives. Eventually, they would have to sleep. He would not. They had no idea that he would be hunting them. He would know where they would stop for the night, and while they ate their dinner and had sex in their hotel room and slept in the peaceful belief that they were safe, he would be driving to them. He would find them and kill them in their sleep. Then he would take back the property stolen from him.


    Drago watched as Ianna's Cadillac—or at least the blip on his computer screen that signified her car—made its way north on Highway 169. They had already gone past Lake Mille Lacs, which gave them a two-hour lead, and Drago had determined that he would wait to start his journey until he confirmed that they had driven as far as Grand Rapids. He would link back up to the tracking device from Grand Rapids and plot his next course from there. As he waited, he fixed himself a sandwich and ate it, washing it down with orange juice from Alexander's fridge. When he looked at the dot again, it had crept up close enough to Grand Rapids that Drago knew that they would go at least that far.


    He cleaned up what he touched in the kitchen, then turned off the computer and slid it into its case. As he looked around the bedroom one last time, he heard a clicking sound coming from the front door. He dropped his computer bag, drew his gun out of the shoulder holster, and ran to a hall closet, where he would have a view of the intruder. He pulled the closet door shut until a crack of less than an inch remained.


    A woman with long, dark hair and expensive clothes walked through the front door, pulling a small suitcase on wheels. He recognized her face from the many pictures hanging on the walls of the house and cluttering up the bedside tables. The gears in Drago's head turned as the chess pieces on the board rearranged themselves once again. This could be helpful. He pulled himself up tightly against the closet wall and waited.


    The woman went to the kitchen, poured a glass of water, and called out for her husband, “Alexander, you home?” She showed no surprise at the lack of response, as though she expected him to not be there but wanted to make sure. She kicked off her shoes and then took the jacket off, slipping it over the back of a chair. She perused some mail on the kitchen island while she unbuttoned the front of the blouse with one hand and sipped the water from the glass in her other hand.


    Drago thought about revealing himself, because to watch her undress would demean his professionalism, but he waited for tactical reasons. She was still near enough to the garage door to run outside for help. He needed her alive, so he would have to catch her before she could alert the neighbors.


    The woman pulled the blouse out of the waist of her skirt and let it fall open, exposing a black, lace brassiere far more provocative than one would expect to find hiding under business attire. She finished her water and her review of the mail, and then started down the hall toward the bedroom. As she passed by Drago's hiding spot, she reached behind her and unzipped her skirt, letting it fall to her ankles. Then she gave the skirt a kick, sending it flying onto the bed. That's where she stopped—her attention captured by the mess in the bedroom.


    Drago eased his door open, his gun trained on the back of the woman's head. She didn't notice him. Her attention was consumed by the sight of the covers wadded up on the floor, the strange computer and rucksack, and the unfamiliar pink negligee lying sprawled in the middle of the confusion.


    Drago put his gun to her head and clapped a hand over her mouth in a single motion. “Don't scream,” he said. She screamed anyway, which he had expected. He turned her around so that she could see the gun, and she screamed again. This time he hit her with the barrel of the gun, sending her tumbling to the floor.


    “I am not here to hurt you. Not if you do what you are told.”


    “No! Please! Take anything you want. Just don't…please…don't.”


    Drago picked up a bed sheet from the floor and tossed it at her. “Wrap yourself,” he said. By her reaction he couldn't tell if she was relieved or insulted. She lay at his feet half naked, her long, athletic legs freshly shaved, her perfumed body at his mercy, and he tells her to cover herself, as though the sight of her disgusted him. Drago smiled at her bewilderment.


    “What do you want?” she whimpered.


    “I want you to be silent. No words unless you are answering my questions. No screams. No sounds. If you try to run, I will shoot you dead. But if you follow my instructions, I will not kill you. If you do not scream, I will not gag you.” Drago walked to the bedroom closet, keeping his eyes and his gun trained on the woman. Just inside the closet, he saw a woman's terry-cloth robe hanging from a hook. He retrieved it and threw it to the woman. “Put this on,” he said.


    The woman obeyed, standing up and turning her back to Drago in some futile show of modesty. Drago grabbed some ties from a rack, also just inside the closet door. He walked up behind her and shoved her onto the bed. She squeaked out a small scream as she landed. He bound her wrists with the tie.


    “What is your name?” he asked.


    “Desiree,” she said in a voice that shook with fear. “What are you going to do to me?”


    Drago yanked hard on the tie that cinched her wrists. Desiree squeaked again as the tightness of the knot registered against her skin. He turned her over, gripped the lapel of her robe, and lowered her to the floor at the foot of the bed. She didn't struggle as he secured her to the bed using the second tie.


    Satisfied that she couldn't move, he went to his rucksack and picked up another of the prepaid cell phones. He sat on the floor beside Desiree and calmly asked for Alexander's cell-phone number. Desiree had tears streaking down her cheeks. Her chest heaved as the fear squeezed her breathless. She managed to say the number between spurts of panic, and then watched as Drago typed it into his phone.


    “I'm going to hold this phone to your lips in a second. You say hello to your husband. Do you understand?”


    She nodded.


    Drago punched the send button and waited. The call went immediately to voice mail.


    “You've reached the phone of Detective Alexander Rupert. Leave a message.”


    “Detective, this is the man whose property you have. I want to propose a trade.” He held the phone up to Desiree's face and nodded to her. She let loose her words in a voice that made even Drago feel sorry for her. “Alexander, please…please help me.”


    Drago pulled the phone back and stood up to move away from Desiree. “I will kill your wife if you do not return my property. If you call anyone to tell them about our business, I will kill her. This is a very simple transaction, my property for her life. Don't try to be a hero and don't be stupid. You will call me at this number. If I do not hear from you within one hour, she will die a very painful death.” He hung up the phone.


    When Desiree heard those last words, she went berserk, screaming and flailing her head, tugging at the restraints around her wrists. Drago picked up the pink, silk negligee lying on the floor and shoved it violently into Desiree's mouth, using the ribbon to lash it in place. He raised the back of his hand to slap her, and she winced and fell silent, her entire body trembling. Because she stopped screaming, he didn't hit her.


    If Alexander Rupert agreed to an exchange, Drago would have to come up with a plan to get the flash drive back and kill Rupert in the process. If Rupert didn't go along with the trade, Drago would expect him to call his friends at the police department. He would be on the road by then. He also took the battery out of the phone so that he couldn't be tracked. He would check his phone in an hour to see if Rupert decided to play ball.


    He untied Desiree from the bedpost, rolled her over, and trussed her up—her arms, hands, feet, and legs bound together in a tight package. “It is all up to your husband now,” he said. “If he gives me what I want, you will live. If he does not, you will die. I am sorry, but that is business.”


    Drago then located a set of keys to a Ford Explorer parked in the garage and loaded his rucksack and computer. He opened the tailgate, walked back into the house, and came back with Desiree, carrying her over his shoulder like a bag of feed. He laid her in the back of the Explorer and covered her with a blanket. Then he drove out of the garage and headed north.
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    An hour into their drive north, Ianna Markova let her mind wander back to the scene at the bank, to that moment when Mr. Johnson told them that her name was on the contract for the safe-deposit box. She hadn't signed that contract, and James did a reasonably good job of forging her signature. But why? Why did he put her down as an owner of the box, and why did he never tell her about it?


    As the miles slipped away, as she thought things through from every angle, she came to a single conclusion: James wanted her to have the flash drive that made money fall from the sky. He knew that if he ever died, the bank would eventually track her down to either pay the renewal for the box or claim its contents.


    Then she wondered: if she'd known about the safe-deposit box all along, would she have tried so hard to get Alexander to help her? Would she have worked her talents to turn Alexander? Then again, calling it work really overstated things. He showed up ripe for her to pick. A cheating wife. A career in the toilet. If she hadn't been there to steer him, wouldn't he have taken this road anyway? If he had the flash drive in his hands and she was nowhere around, wouldn't he have chosen this new life over what he was leaving behind? Of course he would.


    But still, if she had known about the safe-deposit box and all it held, would she have brought him along? That question tumbled in her head for much of the drive.


    On one side of the ledger was the fact that she'd have to share the money with Alexander. Maybe they could increase the amount from half a million to a full million each year. After all, one has to account for inflation. Alexander would want to have a say in where they go, but she was pretty sure she could talk him into anything she wanted. She had a talent for getting what she wanted. She could certainly make Alexander bend to her will.


    On the other side of the ledger, Alexander was handsome and incredible in bed. But Ianna had a habit of losing interest in those attributes of a man. He had a dark side that she hadn't expected when they first met, and she liked that. They would need new names to hide behind. Surely he'd come across a fugitive trick or two that they might use. He was strong and smart and putty in her hands. But most of all, he could protect her.


    The cops would stop looking for them someday. And they might be able to convince Alexander's brother, Max, to leave them in peace. But that madman, Drago Basta, he'd never stop hunting them. For the rest of their lives, they would fear what moved in the shadows around them—something she could learn to live with, considering the amount of money they would be extorting.


    Alexander pulled the Cadillac into the parking lot of the Roadside Market in a little town called Hill City, Minnesota. “We'll need a few supplies for the trip. Want to come in with me?”


    “Would it be okay if I stayed in the car? I trust you. Get whatever you think we'll need.”


    Alexander leaned across the console and kissed her. She grabbed his face and held him in that kiss until she was satisfied that she had power over him. Then she let him leave her and go into the store.


    After he'd gone, she found his cell phone inside the console, popped the back panel off, and reinstalled the battery. She'd been paying attention to Alexander's fingers whenever he used his phone. She knew that the phone unlock was a Z pattern brushed across the nine-dot grid, and his voicemail PIN was 7295—the four numbers that made the shape of a capital A, for Alexander. She accessed his voicemail and punched in the PIN. As she suspected, the first voicemail was a message from Max.


    “Alexander, where the hell are you? Call me. They're talking arrest warrants. This is no joke. Call me!”


    Ianna scanned the numbers and saw that Max had called eight times in the span of a few hours. She could not let Alexander hear those messages. Ianna knew that the biggest flaw in her plan wasn't Drago Basta. James had been living under a false name for years. Basta never found him. No, the flaw in the plan would be Max. Especially in the first few weeks, until she and Alexander established themselves in their new lives, Alexander would be susceptible to the influence of a big brother. She suspected that if Max ever reached him, it would be only a matter of time before he convinced Alexander to turn himself in. She couldn't allow that.


    She began erasing voicemails but stopped when she saw a message from a different number. She hoped that the message might be from Alexander's wife. A smile creased her lips as she thought about Desiree coming home and finding the pink, silk negligee lying on the floor beside the bed—exactly where Ianna had laid it. She became almost giddy as she imagined Desiree opening the pink phone and finding the picture of Ianna in bed with Alexander.


    Ianna peeked at the door of the market to make sure that Alexander was nowhere around. She tapped the screen and listened.


    “Detective, this is the man whose property you have,” a deep, throaty voice hissed into the phone. “I want to propose a trade.”


    Ianna held the phone tight against her ear and listened to Desiree Rupert beg for her life. The man's anger surged through the phone as he spoke. The man ended the call with a demand “You will call me on this number. If I do not hear from you within one hour, she will die a very painful death.” Ianna looked at the time of the message. It had come in half an hour earlier, so the hour hadn't yet run. Again she looked toward the market to see that Alexander was still inside, paying for his groceries.


    Ianna deleted the message. Then she picked up a bottle of water and poured it into the exposed back of the phone, tilting and shaking the device until the lights on its face went dead. She sloshed the water around for a bit longer to make sure that she had thoroughly short-circuited Alexander's phone. Once she was satisfied that the phone would never work again, she pulled the battery back out, dried both the phone and battery with the bottom of her dress, and placed them carefully back in the console.
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    Drago watched the clock as he drove north, and when an hour had passed, he found a gravel road that led to a wooded area with no houses in sight. He put the battery back into his phone and turned it on to check for messages. He had none. He got out of the Explorer and opened the back. Desiree was drenched with sweat from being under that blanket for the past hour. Drago untied the gag and pulled the negligee from her mouth, letting her gulp in the fresh air. Trails of mascara streaked her cheeks, and her hair clung to the perspiration on her face and neck.


    Drago held his track phone in front of her face. “You see that?” He showed her that Alexander hadn't called. “Your husband did not call me back. That is not good. You see, he has something of mine, and I want it.” He turned to her so that she would look at the seriousness in his eyes. “You heard me give your husband the simple task of calling me. You heard me say that, didn't you?”


    Desiree nodded her head, barely enough to be perceived.


    “And yet, he hasn't called me. I tried to be fair about this. You think I'm being fair, don't you?”


    She looked at him with wide, unsure eyes.


    “You know that I can't wait forever. He's driving north. He's running away from you with another woman, and he's running away from me with my property. At some point I have to honor my word. You understand?”


    “Wait…what if I could tell you where he's going? Will you let me live?”


    People about to die will bargain away the world for one more breath of life. They will lie and cheat and betray their own mothers in order to live. Drago doubted that Desiree had anything to trade, but he decided to hear her out. “You know where he's going?”


    “You said he's going north, right?”


    “That is correct.”


    “What highway is he on?”


    Drago contemplated whether to answer, but in the end, it wouldn't matter if she knew his path, so he told her. “When last I checked, he was on Highway 169 near Grand Rapids.”


    Desiree nodded with determination. “I know where he's going. If I tell you, will you let me live? Please. You could just leave me in the woods—tied up if you want. I don't care. I don't want to die. Please!”


    Drago gently skimmed the back of his hand along her temple, brushing away a tuft of hair that blocked his view of her face. “Desiree, you and I know that this…situation is not of your making. You had no hand in your husband's treachery. I am not a man without compassion. If you tell me where your husband is going, I will let you live.”


    For the first time since Drago first put his gun in her face, Desiree could speak without a shiver in her voice. “He's going to our cabin. It's in the middle of nowhere up in northern Minnesota.”


    “How do you know this?”


    “He's in Grand Rapids. That's on the way.”


    “And you could direct me to this cabin?”


    “I have GPS in the car. It has the location of the cabin preprogrammed. If you let me loose, I'll show you.”


    Drago looked upon Desiree with a strange feeling of pity. He lifted the gag back over her mouth. Desiree fought against this assault, a sense of betrayal coursing from her eyes.


    “I will go and see if you are telling the truth,” Drago said. “This gag is only temporary, to ensure that you remain quiet.”


    Drago walked to the cab and turned on the GPS. In a matter of a few minutes, he found the list of preprogrammed locations. One carried the designation “cabin.” He opened that location, and a blue line jumped on the screen, connecting his location on that gravel road to a red star on the edge of a lake. The path of the blue line followed the path that the Cadillac had taken. Drago smiled. His prey was leading him to a secluded location where he could finish his business with ease.


    He walked back to the tailgate of the Explorer to find Desiree looking up at him with pleading eyes. He removed her gag. “You did well, Desiree,” he said.


    “You'll let me live?”


    “Yes, but you will be tied up, as you yourself suggested. I cannot let you interfere with my work.”


    He lifted her from the vehicle and untied her legs and ankles but kept her hands tied together. A path led back onto a strand of woods several acres deep. He nodded for her to walk in front of him, and they walked down the path. Above them, a sober fog clung to trees stripped bare by the chill of autumn. Beneath Desiree's bare feet, a blanket of leaves, red and yellow and brown, cushioned her steps, making their march into the woods all the more silent. Drago held onto her bicep as they walked, and through her robe he could feel her body tremble—from the cold, from fear—it didn't matter.


    When they'd walked deep enough into the woods for Drago's liking, he led her to a basswood tree, thick and crooked and hidden. He untied her hands and instructed her to kneel and wrap her arms around the tree. She hesitated.


    “You won't kill me?”


    “I will leave you to your own wits. Whether you live or die will be out of my control.”


    She eased her arms around the tree, flinching when her soft, warm cheek touched the cold, wet hardness of the tree trunk. Drago retied her wrists, put the gag back into her mouth, and stepped back. She watched his movements intently. He inspected his work, smiled, and pulled his gun from its holster.


    “I am impressed that you would trade your husband's life for your own.”


    When Desiree saw the gun, she closed her eyes and screamed into the gag, her body convulsing with the knowledge of her coming death. Her scream changed to a deep-throated, guttural howl born of rage.


    “Believe me,” Drago said. “I take no pleasure in what I do, but I have no choice. You have seen my face. You know where I am going and what I will do when I get there.” He put the muzzle against the back of her neck. She shut her eyes, squeezing them tight as though her clench might be strong enough to deflect a bullet.


    “I promise you, you will not feel pain,” he whispered. Then he pulled the trigger and relieved Desiree Rupert of her fear.
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    Max found Alexander's squad car parked in a tow-away zone in front of the apartment where Jericho Pope lived. The night before, when he and Alexander and Billie shared notes on the investigation, Alexander talked about the beautiful penthouse apartment and the millionaire lifestyle Jericho had acquired on the back of his blackmail scheme. Max knocked on the vestibule door and waved his badge to the young man at the security desk, who immediately buzzed him in. Max explained that he was there to follow up on the penthouse break-in. The security guard was more than helpful in getting Max into the penthouse.


    On the way up, the security guard said that he saw Ms. Markova and another man exit the elevator on the garage level and leave in her car. Max asked if the man looked anything like him, and the guard said yes, that Max and the man could have been brothers. After the security guard opened the penthouse door, Max nodded thanks to the man as an indication for him to leave, which he did.


    Max stepped carefully though the destruction of broken furniture and upended shelves, going room by room, looking for any sign of where his brother may have gone or why. He kept his hand on his gun, but the gun remained holstered.


    In the front room, he found a hole in the wall above the fireplace. He knelt down and picked up the makeshift box that once held Jericho Pope's secrets. He held the box over the hole to see the mechanics of the hiding spot. Then he saw his brother's knife, a knife identical to his, a knife with a spring blade that is illegal in the hands of anyone who isn't a member of law enforcement. He picked up the knife and read his brother's initials etched into the bolster.


    “Jesus Christ,” he muttered to himself. “You found it.” As those words left his mouth, a cold realization washed over him, and he whispered, “Oh, Festus, what have you done?”


    Just then, his phone buzzed to let him know that he'd received an e-mail. He opened the e-mail and saw that Verizon had sent him the location of a ping on Alexander's phone. He looked at the address and knew immediately where Alexander was and where he was headed. The ping came from the vicinity of the Roadside Market in Hill City. Alexander always stopped there on their trips up to the cabin.


    Max made a quick call to Niki Vang.


    “Max,” Niki whispered. “Tiller and the chief are on the warpath. They're pissed as hell at Alexander and they're starting to get pissed at you. They keep asking me where you're at.”


    “Niki, I'm sorry to get you screwed up in all this.”


    “Shut up. I'm your partner. What do you need?”


    “I need time. Tell them I was up all night. Tell them that I said I was going home and I don't want to be disturbed.”


    “But you're not going home, are you?”


    “No, I'm not. I have an errand to run—gotta go pick something up. I will likely be incommunicado for the rest of the day.”


    “Good hunting, Max.”
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    Alexander thought that going to the cabin would be a good idea. He and Ianna would have time to organize things, plan a short- and long-term existence, now that they had the flash drive. It would give them a chance to be alone—really alone—away from the threat of Drago Basta and the pressures of Alexander's collapsing life. It would give them a space to breathe and time to think. But maybe time to think was the last thing that Alexander needed.


    When they stepped out of the car, Ianna immediately ran to the lake, stopping at the end of the dock to look around.


    “You really have no neighbors?”


    “Not a one,” Alexander said.


    Alexander started for the cabin but paused as the smells and sounds of his childhood overwhelmed him, the scent of pine and moss buoyed in the thick, moist air left by an evening sprinkle. A carpet of wet needles squished under his feet as he walked. His senses filled him with memories of better times. He shook away the images and went to open the cabin. It would turn cold soon. They would need a fire.


    The cabin was laid out like a cross, with the kitchen at the head of the cross, the living room at the foot, and the dining room in the middle. The cabin had two bedrooms, making up each of the arms of the cross, one on either side of the dining room.


    He brought their belongings in and laid the bags on the bed in one of the bedrooms. They managed to scrounge together enough clothing to last a couple days. And with $100,000 in cash, they could fill in the blanks of their wardrobe as they traveled.


    As Alexander unpacked the duffle bag, Ianna wandered around the living room, looking at pictures of Alexander and Max over the years.


    “You two look alike,” she said.


    “What?”


    “I said that you and your brother look alike.”


    “Yeah, lucky him.”


    “Definitely,” she said.


    Alexander placed his laptop computer on the dresser and ran his fingers across the flash drive in his pocket. “Shall we watch this now?” he said.


    Ianna walked into the bedroom with a twinkle in her eye. “I'm up for a movie.”


    It took Alexander a while to get the laptop to read the flash drive, and for a moment he doubted the ability of the new computer to read the old drive, but then the screen opened to a menu with two files: one read “girls,” and the second read “death.” Alexander clicked on the “death” file.


    The screen filled with the interior of a yacht's salon. On the left side of the screen, a man with a dusting of silver in his hair sat on a curved leather couch, his face unshaven, and his head slumped halfway to his knees. On the right of the screen, another man with thinner hair and a slightly more sober air stood next to the dark-haired man that Alexander recognized as Drago Basta. The man standing next to Basta spoke first.


    “Richard, I don't want to do this, but you've left me no choice. Think about it. How will Sarah feel if she finds out you were with a whore? What will your kids think? Or your friends on the Appropriations Committee? All you have to do is agree to turn a blind eye. You don't have to set anything up. You just look the other way when the money turns around. That's all you have to do.”


    “We've known each other for a long time, Wayne,” the man on the couch said. “I've known you to do some despicable things, but this…to me? If you get caught, they aren't going to indict you alone. They won't say ‘Well, Richard Ashton wasn't involved because he looked the other way.’ And then what will my wife think? What will my children think?”


    “We won't get caught,” Wayne said.


    “Nobody thinks they'll get caught, Wayne. Everybody thinks they'll get away with it.”


    “Richard, we'll be fucking rich.”


    “That's the difference between us, Wayne. I'm rich enough. I don't need a fucking yacht. I'm able to make deals because the men with the money trust me. My integrity has a value to me. I'm not throwing that away.”


    “Yeah? Where was that integrity when you were banging that redhead?”


    “I was drunk. You set me up.”


    “How far will your friends trust you when they get a load of you huffing and puffing and sweating all over that prostitute's ass?”


    “We're done, Wayne. This partnership…this…this company, it's over. You want to blackmail me? Well, fuck you.” Ashton stood up and walked to Garland, stopping an arm's length away to yell his defiance into Garland's face. “Without me, you have no company,” Ashton roared. “You have no money source. I'll take my chances with Sarah. And when my friends in Congress hear what you're doing, they'll be shaking my hand for dumping your ass. I'll start my own firm. My answer is, Fuck You!”


    “I'm sorry we have to end it this way,” Wayne said.


    Alexander knew what was coming, so he paid particular attention to Wayne Garland and saw the subtle nod he made to Drago Basta, who had slipped in behind Ashton. On Garland's cue, Basta drew a thin cord out of his pocket and pounced on Richard Ashton, wrapping the cord around the older man's throat.


    Ashton's head snapped back, and his hands shot up to the cord around his neck. His face, already red from sun and alcohol and rage, began to move through ever-darkening shades.


    “Start your own firm?” Garland taunted. “Fuck you, Richard. You could have been a very rich man. All you had to do was play ball.”


    Ashton fell to his knees, reaching back far enough to grab Basta's hands, but the assassin ignored the slight annoyance. Then Garland kicked Ashton in the ribs, an attack that seemed to carry several years of pent-up frustration. Alexander couldn't tell if the kick knocked Ashton into unconsciousness or if he passed out from the garrote. Either way, Ashton went limp, and his body slumped to the floor. Drago maintained his pull on the cord, kneeling on Ashton's back while Garland went to the salon door to peek out.


    Ianna had been kneading the muscles in Alexander's shoulders as she watched the video, and as the violence grew, the grip and pull of her hands on Alexander's trapezius increased. Alexander glanced up, at that part of the footage when Drago Basta climbed onto Ashton's back, and he saw Ianna smiling—excited by what she was watching. A strange chill ran through Alexander's body.


    After Basta finished strangling Richard Ashton, he went to his quarters and returned with two barbell weights—large, round, steel plates—and a chain. He carried the weights and chain across the room and out the door to the deck. He then came back, grabbed Ashton by the ankles, turned him around, and dragged him from the room. After that, the footage ended.


    “Oh my God,” Ianna said, her words breaking on the edge of laughter. “We're going to be so fucking rich.” She turned Alexander around and kissed him. “Did you see that? They're going to pay through the nose.”


    “We have ’em all right,” Alexander said, forcing a smile to his lips. He reached for the laptop on the dresser and shut it down.


    “I'm hungry,” Ianna said. “What'd you get us for supper?”


    Alexander had been hungry before watching the video, but not now. He'd seen death before, in person and on video, and it never sat well with him. He and Ianna had just watched a man get murdered, a man who died for no reason other than he refused to sacrifice his honor. This man's death would be the source of their wealth. And Ianna was hungry?


    “Steaks.”


    “I love steak.” She whispered as she started unbuttoning Alexander's shirt. “Thick and juicy.” She pushed him down onto the bed. “But first things first.”
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    Their sex did not catch fire as it had the night before. Alexander couldn't stifle the images in his head. He kept seeing Garland kicking Richard Ashton, and Drago Basta kneeling on the dying man's back. He saw the smile on Ianna's face as she watched the murder unfold. Watching Richard Ashton get murdered seemed to turn Ianna on. He tried to put her reaction aside as he made love to her. You're with a beautiful woman, he told himself. Focus on her. Focus on the task at hand.


    And like a journeyman carrying out his trade, Alexander performed his duty well but found little passion in it.


    Later, after a big meal of steak and potatoes and wine, followed by more wine, the two of them made their way to bed. It didn't take long for Ianna to succumb to the exhaustion that hid behind her eyelids. Outside, a smudge of a moon pushed through the wispy remains of the fog, giving a soft edge to the woods. Alexander stared at the ceiling, glancing occasionally out the window to watch the faint shadows of the jack pine rustle in the light breeze. As tired as he was, he couldn't sleep. Every sound—every chirp of a bird or bug—seemed half a note off-key. The world around him played out in minor chords.


    When Ianna fell into a deep-enough sleep, Alexander slipped out of bed and into a pair of blue jeans and a sweatshirt. Enough moonlight cut through the night to guide him to the dock where he used to sit and think when he was a boy, a place where the brushstrokes of his life seemed to blend together and make sense to him. He walked down to the lake because he needed, more than anything else at that moment, to make sense of what his life had become.


    On his way, he passed their fishing boat, pulled up on the shore. On the seat where Max sat to steer, Alexander saw the aluminum-foil wrapper of Max's cigar package. He picked it up and found a single cigar remaining in the bottom of the pack. Alexander lifted it out and put the cigar to his nose to smell the tobacco. He had no lighter, so he held the cigar in his teeth and continued his walk to the dock.


    There he lay down and thought back to a time when he was a child and he would lie on that dock, contemplating the great unknowns of life. It was on that dock that he drank his first beer with Max when he was thirteen, and it was on that dock that he rehearsed the words he would say to Desi when he proposed to her.


    He remembered a time when he was sixteen, he and Max lay on the dock and watched the stars and talked about what they were going to do with their lives. Max was eighteen and already had graduated from high school. He had been accepted to Mankato State University and knew that he wanted to be a cop. Alexander didn't understand why. They had no relatives who were cops, no cop friends. Max plucked the vocation out of the deep night sky, and that was it.


    Alexander, on the other hand, didn't know what he wanted to be—maybe a fireman or a stuntman, something exciting. He talked to Max about someday being a dad and a husband. He told Max that he wanted three or four kids and a beautiful wife. He wanted to bring them all to the lake. He could envision his kids flinging themselves off of the rope swing and into the water like he and Max did. He looked around the lake now and tried to remember that life, but all he saw was the darkness.


    A light shiver pulsed up Alexander's spine—a chill in the breeze coming off the lake, he thought.


    He breathed in deep through his nostrils, taking in the smell of pine trees and cigar tobacco and memories. Then he set free the thought that he had been trying to suppress: he would never again see this place; he would never again see his brother or touch his toes to this lake. Never again would he and Max troll back and forth across the lake, drinking beer, smoking cheap cigars, and waiting for that elusive pull on the fishing line. He let those thoughts—those memories—cascade through his mind, and he watched them fall away.


    He tried to replace his old memories with visions of the future. He tried to imagine his toes bobbing in the crystal blue of the Mediterranean Sea, but he couldn't hold that picture. He tried to think about sipping brandy and coffee in a room overlooking the Alps or the Andes. He tried to imagine him and Ianna eating nectarines and crackers, and listening to the faraway strum of a flamenco guitar. But all of those thoughts sank into a dark place in his mind, hidden behind a black panic that oozed through him like blood itself.


    What had he done?


    He was on his way to Canada, and from there, who knows, with a woman who smiled when she watched a man die? Alexander thought back. What was it she said? “We've all done things in our lives that we wish we could do over.” What did she mean by that? He never bothered to ask. For that matter, he hadn't asked her anything about her past.


    But now it was too late—wasn't it? There would be a warrant out for his arrest. And Desi would be home now. She would have found Ianna's suitcase and…the negligee. And what about Max? He would miss Max, and that would be a wound not easily healed.


    Alexander started to lapse into another memory of him and Max when a crackle stirred the ground behind him. At first he assumed the sound came from a woodland critter, maybe a raccoon or opossum, but then it occurred to him that it might be Ianna stepping out of the cabin to look for him.


    He craned his head around to look and at first saw nothing. Then a shadow stepped out of the trees, a figure crouching low, tiptoeing toward the cabin. It wasn't Ianna.
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    The blood stopped in Alexander's veins as he watched the dark figure slide as weightless as the mist toward the door. The lights of the cabin were off, but the moon bled enough to make out the form of a man holding one arm bent as though he might be holding a gun.


    The man moved to the porch, testing each step for sound before transferring his weight. The door into the cabin was a glass slider, new enough to not have a squeak. The man paused at the door to look inside. He was patient. He waited. When he saw no movement, he tried the door, opening it only a couple inches. Again he waited, listening. Then he opened the door enough to slip through.


    Alexander ran through options.


    He could go for his phone in the glove box of the Cadillac, but by the time he replaced the battery and made a call, Ianna would be dead. He had laid his gun and holster on the kitchen counter beside the refrigerator, so the intruder now stood between him and his gun. Yelling would make him a target, but it might save Ianna. If she understood his shouts, she would realize the danger and maybe slip out a window and make for the woods, but the man might track her down after he killed Alexander. The only clear path would be a direct assault. But how?


    Then he thought of an ax that Max had brought to the cabin years ago, an ax that he drove deep into a tree stump for decoration. Jenni used to hang small pots of flowers from a nail on the tip of the axe's hickory handle. It hadn't been out of that stump for the better part of a decade, but it was a weapon.


    As the man slithered through the cabin, Alexander padded to the stump. He gripped the tip of the axe handle and pressed down. The handle didn't move. He grabbed it with both hands and jumped on the handle, heaving his entire weight on the tool. It gave way with a crack that may have been loud enough to reach into the cabin, but Alexander wasn't sure. He dropped behind the stump and watched through the glass door.


    Alexander grabbed the ax and ran in a low crouch to the edge of the porch, peeking in, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the dimmer setting inside. The man stood beside the door to the left bedroom. He appeared to be listening for sound to see if the room had an occupant. Alexander watched as the man teased the bedroom door open.


    Between Alexander and the man lay a distance of thirty feet. He'd left the glass door open. A couch stood as an obstacle to be hurdled, but that would be easy.


    The man leaned into the empty bedroom, and Alexander launched his attack. He gave up any pretense of stealth as he ran through the open door, the blood thumping in his ears. He leapt over the couch, going airborne with the ax held in a ready position.


    He hit the floor with a thud that announced his presence only three steps from the man. Without breaking stride, he raised the ax over his head just as the man straightened up in the bedroom doorway. Alexander saw the gun in the faint light and swung for it with all his might.


    The speed of Alexander's charge gave the man little time to react. He fired a shot before he had the gun fully raised, and the bullet narrowly missed Alexander's chest. The second bullet never had a chance to sail. The blade of the ax found its mark, smashing into the man's right forearm. Alexander heard the crack of at least one bone. The blade on the ax had become dull over the years and crushed more than it cut. Had it been sharp, it would have cleaved the man's hand clean off.


    The man swallowed his scream, and the gun tumbled into the darkness. Alexander expected him to retreat into the bedroom, to regroup and plan a counterattack, but instead, he rushed Alexander, clutching Alexander's throat in the vicelike grip of his left hand. The man twisted and tried to rip Alexander's trachea out of his neck. Alexander swung the ax again, but they were too close to one another.


    He jammed the head of the ax into the man's temple, knocking him backward. And again, the man didn't retreat. Instead, he reached down and slid a knife from a sheath around his ankle and charged at Alexander, aiming the blade at his chest.


    Alexander hit the man's wrist with the ax handle. The blow deflected the blade away from his chest, causing the knife to plunge into his thigh instead. Alexander howled and spun away from the attack but continued his spin in a full circle, giving force behind his next swing of the ax, which landed on the man's ribcage. Alexander heard another of the man's bones break.


    This time, the man shrieked in pain and tumbled back a step, but still he didn't let up. He came at Alexander again, the knife blade glinting in the thin moonlight. Alexander had already begun his next swing of the ax, an arching undercut like teeing off on a long par five. But at the penultimate moment, the man juked back to avoid the swing. Alexander saw the flinch and let go of the handle, sending the ax into the man's chest, knocking him back again.


    Alexander turned and hobbled toward the kitchen, where his gun lay on the counter. The knife wound to his leg bit into the nerves and drained the strength from his thigh, knocking him to the ground. He got up on one leg and hopped, refusing to trust his bad leg. He could hear the man—now on his feet—fighting to get around the table.


    Alexander knew that he would be killed if he didn't get to his gun. With one final leap, he grabbed the gun from the counter and fell to the floor. The man turned the knife in his hand to prepare for a downward stroke.


    Alexander pulled his gun out of the holster, chambered a round, and fired a bullet into the man's chest. Then two more in quick succession.


    The first bullet made no impression upon the charging man. But the second caused him to twist with the impact and drop his knife. With the third shot, the man took a step backward, teetering near Alexander's feet. The man raised his hand and touched the last of the three wounds, a hole in his chest just left of center. He dipped his finger in the blood that spurted out, and looked at Alexander through disbelieving eyes. For the first time, the moonlight radiating through the kitchen window cast enough light on the man for Alexander to recognize his face. Drago Basta.


    Basta's eyes grew large, as if trying to take in more information, wanting to make sense of the strange sensation that he was drowning. One leg gave out, then the other, and he fell to his knees. Alexander raised the gun again and aimed at Drago Basta's head, but he didn't fire.


    Basta began to sway, and his eyes rolled up into his forehead. Alexander could hear the gurgle as Drago fought to press oxygen past the blood that now filled his lungs. He coughed up a mouthful of blood and fell. By the time he hit the floor, his heart had stopped beating. Alexander kept the gun trained on Basta, but he knew that it was no longer necessary. Basta's eyes remained open and fixed, staring at Alexander's right knee.
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    The lights came on, first in the bedroom, then in the dining room and kitchen. Ianna carefully walked to where Drago Basta lay dead on the floor and Alexander sat, wounded, against the cupboard.


    “It's Drago Basta,” Alexander said, jabbing his toe into the dead man's shoulder. The move sent a bolt of heat and pain up his leg, causing him to wince.


    “Oh my God,” Ianna said, clasping her hands over her mouth. “Oh my God, you…you got him.” She stepped over the body and knelt down at Alexander's side, gently touching the deep scratches on his throat. “Are you okay?”


    “He stabbed me in the leg.” Alexander used both hands to lift his thigh and could feel the warm, wet stain spread into the side of his pant leg. “Yeah, he got me.”


    “Is it bad?”


    “No. I don't think so.”


    Ianna grabbed a towel from the kitchen counter and handed it to Alexander, who wrapped it around his leg and tied it tight. “Help me up.”


    Ianna helped Alexander to his feet and stayed under his arm while he steadied himself. When he found that his legs held him okay, he took a couple practice steps, wincing in pain but not falling down.


    Ianna turned back to the body on the floor. “He's the guy from the yacht?”


    “Yeah, the one who killed Richard Ashton,” Alexander said, “He probably killed Billie Rider too…and a couple girls in New York back in 2001. And I'm sure that's just the start. I think he's killed a lot of people.”


    “You know what this means, don't you?” Ianna looked at Alexander like a girl who just got invited to her first dance.


    “What does this mean?” Alexander groaned.


    “It means that we don't have to be looking over our shoulders. He's probably the best they've got, and you beat him. They won't send anyone else. They'll just pay us our money and leave us alone. Don't you think?”


    Alexander turned to face the counter, putting his gun back into its holster. His shoulders slumped as he thought about what he was about to say.


    “Baby?” Ianna whispered.


    Alexander paused as he struggled to find words, then said, “I'm not going to Canada.”


    Ianna spoke with hesitation. “Um…that's okay. We don't have to go to Canada. We can go anywhere you want.”


    “I'm not going anywhere. I'm sorry. I can't.”


    The room went silent. Alexander took his time locking his gun into its holster, stalling so that he wouldn't have to face her.


    “You're not going? But what about everything we planned—our dreams. We can have everything we want. We can be together anywhere in the world.”


    Alexander turned around to find Ianna sitting at the dining-room table, her hands resting somewhere below the tabletop. She looked stunned by Alexander's reversal. “I'm sorry,” he said again. “I can't have everything I want by running away. I have roots here. I have family here. I want that. I…I'm not ready to give that up.”


    “What about all that stuff we talked about last night—the grand-jury crap, your wife cheating on you. That's still there. That's what you're going back to.”


    “I'm not going back to my wife. That's over.” Alexander leaned against the counter to take some of the weight off his leg. “But I can't leave. That's not me…Yeah, I fucked up. I'll just have to face those consequences. Maybe on balance, my bringing down Basta will even things out a bit.”


    “So it's ‘Fuck you, Ianna’? Is that what's happening here? You killed the bad guy, so I can go to hell?”


    “No, Ianna, I still want to be with you. But I'm not going to blackmail Garland. I'm going to put his ass in prison. That doesn't mean that we can't still be together.”


    “Please, Alexander, please don't do this.” She leaned forward in her chair, her chest pressing into the table, her words turning plaintive. “I'm begging you. Don't do this.”


    “I'm sorry, Ianna, I've made up my mind.” Alexander dropped his head, no longer able to look into her deep, green eyes.


    He didn't hear the gun fire, and he didn't feel the bullet rip into his stomach. But he did hear the crack of bone as the bullet slammed into his spine. The lower half of his body went limp, and he fell to the floor, unable to move his legs. Then he smelled the sulfur of the gunpowder. Only then did he look up and see the wisp of smoke lifting from the tip of the silencer as Ianna held Drago's gun steady in her hands.


    “Wha…What…” was all Alexander could muster.


    “I'm sorry, but this is my flash drive. James wanted me to have it.” Ianna held the flash drive in her hand, waving it with angry swipes. “You think you can take it so you can be a hero?”


    Alexander pulled his hand away from the entry wound and saw enough blood that he knew something inside of him got torn up pretty bad. He tried again to will his legs to move, but he may as well have been trying to will the refrigerator to dance.


    “I'm sorry, Alexander. I really did kind of like you.”


    Alexander tried to speak, but the pain in his gut knotted his tongue. He shook his head no, and then he used any reserve strength he had to lift his head to watch Ianna.


    She went back into the bedroom, and Alexander could hear her packing her things. When she came out, she didn't have Basta's gun. Alexander wanted to reach to her and rip the life from her body, but he couldn't even hold himself up on his elbow, much less launch an attack against her. He tried to reach for his own gun, but he couldn't raise his arm. He let his body give way, and he dropped back to the floor.


    He watched Ianna through an ever-darkening veil. When she got to the door, she paused and looked outside, her eyes squinting to see something. Then she grunted, “Fuck.” She put her bags down and walked back to the bedroom. When she came out, she carried Drago's gun and Alexander's jacket. She draped the jacket over the gun and headed out the door.
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    Max saw Desiree Rupert's Ford Explorer parked in the ditch where the dirt path to Torch Lake left the county highway. A shiver of foreboding passed through him, and he hurried to get to the cabin. Max had never driven his unmarked squad car to the lake, but when Niki told him about the ping in Hill City, he caught the first current north. Now his Charger scraped along the dirt trail as he headed back to the cabin.


    The cabin glowed in the night, the incandescence casting a halo where the light reflected off of the pine trees. Max parked behind a black Cadillac. He paused to peer into the car and was about to open the door when a woman came running out of the cabin, her blond hair tussled, a jacket clutched tightly to her abdomen.


    “Help!” she screamed. “He's been shot. Alexander's hurt.”


    Max took a step toward the woman who fit the description of Ianna Markova given to him by Alexander.


    “Are you Max? Are you his brother?”


    “What happened?”


    “He shot Alexander.” Ianna pointed to the cabin.


    Max took off in a dead sprint but had only taken two steps when a voice in his head screamed for his attention. The voice had to break through the noise of Max's panic—the vision of Alexander lying wounded in the cabin. But by that second step, he heard it. Why was Ianna not running with him? She came out to get help, to get Max, but she stayed beside the car as he ran to help his brother. And something in her eyes wasn't right. She seemed properly distraught when she screamed for help, but as soon as Max committed to his run, he saw a change in her eyes—a split-second of calm.


    By his second step, Max knew something was wrong. On his third step, he felt the bullet punch into his left shoulder blade, sending him tumbling to the ground. A second bullet slammed into the ground beside his head, splashing dirt into the air.


    Max tucked and kicked, turning his fall into a roll. At the same time, he grabbed the grip of his 9 mm holstered on his right side. He pulled the gun as he landed hard on his back. He saw a flash of fire as Ianna shot a third bullet into the ground above Max's head. Max pulled the trigger twice. The first bullet missed the mark, but the second tore into Ianna's throat, opening a ragged hole in the back of her neck.


    Ianna fell back, the gun bouncing out of her hand. She clutched at the blood spurting from her throat. Max stood and walked up to her, his gun still trained on her. She looked up at him with eyes wide with fear. She had to know she was dying. She tried to speak, but no words issued forth—her mouth simply opened and closed like a fish. She kicked at the ground with her heels, inching her body across the dead earth.


    Max picked up the gun, its long barrel and silencer familiar from the shootout at the hotel. He ran to the cabin, holding his left arm tight against his body to ease the pain.


    Alexander lay on his left side, his back against the refrigerator, his hands clutching his stomach. Max ran to his brother and lifted him off the floor enough to slide in beside him and hold him. Max pulled a cell phone from his pocket and dialed 911.


    “Is Sheriff Voight on duty?” Max hurried the words even though he fought to remain calm.


    “He's on call. What's your emergency?”


    “I need an ambulance and squads at the Rupert cabin on Torch Lake. It's the dirt turnoff just past mile marker eight on County Road Twelve. Sheriff Voight knows where it is. I'm Detective Max Rupert of Minneapolis. I have an officer down and two civilians dead. Get the call out.” Max laid the phone down and propped his brother in his arms.


    “I fucked up,” Alexander whispered. His words came with great effort and a deep wheezing.


    “Hang on, Alexander. Help's on the way.” Max used his good arm to put pressure on the wound. Alexander's shirt was soaked with blood.


    “She…shot me. She has…the flash…”


    “She's dead,” Max said.


    “Good.”


    Max leaned his head back, a tear trickling from the corner of his eye and down his cheek. He looked at the face of Drago Basta lying dead at their feet. “You got Basta,” Max said. “They're going to throw you a fucking parade, Festus.”


    “I'm sorry.”


    Max held his brother and looked out into the darkness, hoping to see emergency lights coming down the trail. The trees swayed in the night air, the fur of their needles giving a hushed voice to the breeze. He felt Alexander grow heavy and limp. He shook Alexander—screamed his name—but Alexander was dead.


    Max waited in the silence, knowing that the emergency vehicles would arrive too late. There would be no rescue. There was nothing they could do. Alexander was dead, and Ianna was…


    Max told Alexander that Ianna was dead, but he didn't know that to be true. She had a life-ending hole in her neck, but she was still breathing when he left her. Max could hear the whistle of a squad car in the distance. If they arrived in time, they might save Ianna. She would be saved by Max's call for help, but Alexander would not.


    Max gently laid his brother's body on the floor and walked out of the cabin to find Ianna Markova.


    Ianna had moved about four feet from where she had fallen. She pushed against the earth with her heels, her body twisting in the pain. But she was still alive. Max could hear the sirens getting closer.


    Ianna looked up at Max, but she couldn't speak. The blood drained from her neck in a ripple that kept time with her weakening heartbeat. She beckoned Max with pleading eyes. He shook his head “no,” and watched as the last trickle of her life drained away.
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    Max broke the seal on a bottle of scotch that had been collecting dust in his cupboard for the better part of a decade. Alexander had given him that bottle as a gift for making detective. It remained untouched, sitting in the back of a cupboard, because Max had never found the right occasion to break the seal. Now, he decided that the time had come. He took a sip, and it warmed the back of his tongue as it passed. His next drink was a large swallow that toasted his whole chest.


    “That'll do just fine,” he said to himself.


    He hadn't bothered to change out of his dress uniform and the shiny black shoes that he wore in the procession. His white gloves draped the brim of his service cap, which lay upside down on the couch beside him. Alexander's funeral had been the third he had attended in as many days.


    First, he stood in the back of the church as they eulogized Desiree Rupert. They found her body after examining her car's GPS and searching the location that served as the starting point for the journey north. In the investigation that followed, Max learned about her affair with Martin Edwards. She and Edwards had been texting their desire to one another, and Desi hadn't been able to delete that evidence before she was kidnapped. That information remained in the hands of a few homicide detectives so that her family would never think the lesser of her.


    After that, Max flew to New York and walked in a procession as they laid Detective Louise Rider to rest. The detectives and officers from the Tenth Precinct treated Max like a brother, inviting him to walk at the head of the procession. By the time they buried Billie, the story of the Putnam case and the arrest of Wayne Garland had been in the papers for two days. The New York Times had devoted most of its front page to the Putnam, Pope, and Ashton stories, along with a big picture of Wayne Garland crying like a child and doing a perp walk out of the headquarters of Patrio International.


    The third and last funeral was that of his brother, Alexander. Max began planning that funeral in those minutes that he stood over Ianna Markova and watched her die.


    He rewrote the events in his head, creating a version where Drago Basta shot all three of them, killing Alexander and Ianna Markova, and wounding him. The bullet Max fired into Ianna's neck passed through her throat and would never be found, nor would the casing that Max slipped into his pocket. All of the remaining bullets came from Basta's gun. Max fired Basta's gun once before the sheriff arrived, the bullet sailing over the lake. He dropped the casing where Basta would have been standing when he shot Ianna Markova. No one would question Max's account.


    Max's report detailed how Alexander's trip to the lake with Ianna came from a plan to get her to reveal the location of the flash drive—a plan that required Alexander to use his extensive undercover skills to convince Ianna Markova that they were running away together. It became necessary that he blow off the grand jury to give his story the needed credibility. And in the end, Max was able to produce the flash drive. What better proof could there be that Max was telling the truth? Their plan worked. The story fed to the press followed Max's script to the letter, and by the time they laid Alexander Rupert to rest, he had become a national hero.


    Alexander's funeral was enormous, with law-enforcement agencies throughout the state sending representatives to walk in parade formation to the cemetery. The evening news estimated that the number of attendees exceeded three thousand. Max walked alone behind the hearse, followed by the mayor, a cadre of commanders and detectives, and then a sea of uniformed police officers, all coming to pay their respects to Detective Alexander Rupert.


    Max now sat alone in the darkness of his living room and drank from a bottle of scotch that he never thought he would open. As the warm glow of the alcohol began to take effect, he walked to his television and inserted a DVD into the player. On the couch again, he pressed the start button, and the TV came to life with a home video shot by his wife, Jenni, while they were on vacation in Aruba, the only vacation he and Jenni ever took with Alexander and Desi.


    The scene jumped from their hotel room to the beach. He listened to the music in his wife's voice as she teased him and dared him to chase her into the ocean. Max could barely stand it as the voices and laughter of Alexander and Desi filled his dark house. He drank the scotch faster in the hopes that intoxication would overwhelm him and quiet the pain. He prayed that he might find enough relief from the memories to fall asleep—for the first time in three nights.


    As the scotch numbed his senses, he felt the gentle touch of Jenni's fingertips against his temples, turning light circles on his skin. He could hear the sound of her voice coming from a place just beyond his reach, her words melting behind a veil of imperfect memory. She led him to a place where nothing existed outside of the sound of her voice and the touch of her fingertips. He followed her deeper into the darkness until he found the peace he needed to fall asleep.
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I remember being pestered by a sense of dread as I walked to my car that day, pressed down by a wave of foreboding that swirled around my head and broke against the evening in small ripples. There are people in this world who would call that kind of feeling a premonition, a warning from some internal third eye that can see around the curve of time. I've never been one to buy into such things. But I will confess that there have been times when I think back to that day and wonder: if the fates had truly whispered in my ear—if I had known how that drive would change so many things—would I have taken a safer path? Would I turn left where before I had turned right? Or would I still travel the path that led me to Carl Iverson?

My Minnesota Twins were scheduled to play the Cleveland Indians that cool September evening in a game to crown the central-division champion. Soon the lights of Target Field would flood the western horizon of Minneapolis, shooting up into the night like rays of glory, but I would not be there to see it. Just one more thing I couldn't afford on my college-student budget. Instead, I would be working the door at Molly's Pub, stealing glances at the game on the television above the bar as I inspected driver's licenses and tamped down drunken arguments— not my career of choice, but it paid the rent.

Oddly enough, my high-school guidance counselor never mentioned the word “college” in any of our meetings. Maybe she could smell the funk of hopelessness that clung to my second-hand clothing. Maybe she had heard that I started working at a dive bar called the Piedmont Club the day after I turned eighteen. Or—and this is where I'd place my bet—maybe she knew who my mother was and figured that no one can change the sound of an echo. Regardless, I didn't blame her for not seeing me as college material. Truth is, I felt more comfortable in the dinge of a bar than I did in the marbled halls of academia, where I stumbled along as though I wore my shoes on the wrong feet.

I jumped into my car that day—a twenty-year-old, rusted Honda Accord—dropped it into gear and headed south from campus, merging with a stream of rush-hour traffic on I-35 and listening to Alicia Keys on blown Japanese speakers. As I hit the Crosstown, I reached over to the passenger seat and fumbled through my backpack, eventually finding the piece of paper with the address of the old folks' home. “Don't call it an old folks' home,” I mumbled to myself. “It's a retirement village or senior center or something like that.”

I navigated the confusing streets of suburban Richfield, eventually finding the sign at the entrance to Hillview Manor, my destination. The name ceded to that place had to be some kind of a prank. It viewed no hills and lacked the slightest hint of grandeur suggested by the word “manor.” The view from the front was of a busy four-lane boulevard, and the back of the building faced the butt end of a rickety, old apartment complex. The bad name, however, may have been the cheeriest thing about Hillview Manor, with its gray brick walls streaked green with moss, its raggedy shrubs run amok, and its mold, the color of oxidized copper, encasing the soft wood of every window sash. The place squatted on its foundation like a football tackle and seemed equally formidable.

As I stepped into the lobby, a wave of stale air, laden with the pungent aroma of antiseptic cream and urine, flicked at my nose, causing my eyes to water. An old woman wearing a crooked wig sat in a wheelchair, staring past me as if expecting some long-ago suitor to emerge from the parking lot and sweep her away. She smiled as I passed, but not at me. I didn't exist in her world, no more than the ghosts of her memory existed in mine.

I paused before approaching the reception desk, listening one last time to those second thoughts that had been whispering in my ear, petulant thoughts that told me to drop that English class before it was too late and replace it with something more sensible like geology or history. A month earlier, I'd left my home in Austin, Minnesota, sneaking off like a boy running away to join a circus. No arguments with my mother, no chance for her to try and change my mind. I just packed a bag, told my younger brother that I was leaving, and left a note for my mom. By the time I made it to the registrar's office at the university, all the decent English classes had been filled, so I signed up for a biography class, one that would force me to interview a complete stranger. Deep down I knew that the clammy sweat that pimpled my temples as I loitered in the lobby came from that homework assignment, an assignment I had avoided starting for far too long. I just knew the assignment was going to suck.

The receptionist at Hillview, a square-faced woman with strong cheeks, tight hair, and deep set eyes that gave her the appearance of a gulag matron, leaned over the countertop and asked, “Can I help you?”

“Yes,” I said. “I mean, I hope so. Is your manager here?”

“We don't allow solicitations,” she said, her face becoming brittle as she narrowed her focus on me.

“Solicitations?” I gave her a forced chuckle and held out my hands in an imploring gesture. “Ma'am,” I said. “I couldn't sell fire to a caveman.”

“Well, you're not a resident here, and you're no visitor, and you sure don't work here. So, what's left?”

“My name's Joe Talbert. I'm a student at the University of Minnesota.”

“And?”

I glanced at her name tag. “And…Janet…I'd like to talk to your manager about a project I have to do.”

“We don't have a manager,” Janet said through her squint. “We have a director, Mrs. Lorngren.”

“I'm sorry,” I said, trying to maintain my pleasant façade. “Can I talk to your director?”

“Mrs. Lorngren's a very busy lady, and it's suppertime—”

“It'll only take a minute.”

“Why don't you run your project by me, and I'll decide if it's worth disturbing Mrs. Lorngren.”

“It's an assignment I'm doing for school,” I said, “for my English class. I have to interview an old person—I mean an elderly person and write a biography about them. You know, tell about the struggles and forks in the road that made them who they are.”

“You're a writer?” Janet looked me up and down as if my appearance might answer that question. I straightened up to the full extent of my five-foot, ten-inch height. I was twenty-one years old and had accepted that I was as tall as I was ever going to be—thank you Joe Talbert Senior, wherever the hell you are. And while it was true that I worked as a bouncer, I wasn't the big meat you normally see at the door of a bar; in fact, as bouncers go, I was on the puny side.

“No,” I said. “Not a writer, just a student.”

“And they're making you write a whole book for school?”

“No. It's a mix of writing and outline.” I said with a smile. “Some of the chapters have to be written out, like the beginning and the ending and any important turning points. But mostly, it'll be a summary. It's a pretty big project.”

Janet wrinkled her pug nose and shook her head. Then, apparently persuaded that I had nothing to sell, she picked up the phone and spoke in a lowered voice. Soon a woman in a green suit approached from a hallway beyond the reception desk and took up a position next to Janet.

“I'm Director Lorngren,” the woman announced, her head held erect and steady as if she were balancing a tea cup on it. “Can I help you?”

“I hope so.” I took a deep breath and ran through it all again.

Mrs. Lorngren chewed over my explanation with a puzzled look on her face and then said, “Why did you come here? Don't you have a parent or grandparent you can interview?”

“I don't have any relatives nearby,” I said.

That was a lie. My mother and my brother lived two hours south of the Twin Cities, but even a brief visit to my mom's place could be like a walk through a thistle patch. I never met my father and had no idea if he still stained the Earth. I knew his name though. My mom came up with the brilliant idea of naming me after him in the hope that it might guilt Joe Talbert Senior into staying around awhile, maybe marrying her and supporting her and little Joey Jr. It didn't work out. Mom tried the same thing when my younger brother, Jeremy, was born—to the same end. I grew up having to explain that my mother's name was Kathy Nelson, my name was Joe Talbert, and my brother's name was Jeremy Naylor.

As for my grandparents, the only one I ever met was my mom's father, my Grandpa Bill—a man I loved. He was a quiet man who could command attention with a simple glance or nod, a man who possessed equal parts strength and gentleness and wore them, not in layers, but blended like fine leather. There were days when I sought out his memory, when I needed his wisdom to deal with the tidal swells in my life. There were nights, however, when the sound of rain splashing against a windowpane would seep into my subconscious, and he would visit me in my dreams—dreams that would end with me bolting upright in my bed, my body covered in a cold sweat and my hands trembling from the memory of watching him die.

“You do understand that this is a nursing home, don't you?” Mrs. Lorngren asked.

“That's why I came here,” I said. “You have people who've lived through amazing times.”

“That's true,” she said, leaning into the countertop that separated us. From up close, I could see the wrinkles that branched out from the corners of her eyes and creased her lips like a dry lake bed. And I could smell the faint aroma of scotch in the stream of her words as she spoke. She continued in a lowered voice. “Residents live here because they cannot take care of themselves. Most of them are suffering from Alzheimer's or dementia or some other neurological condition. They can't remember their own children, much less the details of their lives.”

I hadn't thought of that. I could see my plan starting to falter. How could I write the biography of a war hero if the hero can't remember what he did? “Don't you have anybody with a memory?” I asked, sounding more pitiful than I would have liked.

“We could let him talk to Carl,” Janet piped up.

Mrs. Lorngren shot Janet a glance akin to the glare you'd give a buddy who'd just screwed up your perfectly good lie.

“Carl?” I asked.

Mrs. Lorngren crossed her arms and stepped back from the counter.

I pushed on. “Who's Carl?”

Janet looked to Mrs. Lorngren for approval. When Mrs. Lorngren finally nodded, Janet took her turn leaning across the countertop. “His name is Carl Iverson. He's a convicted murderer,” she said, whispering like a schoolgirl telling a story out of turn. “The Department of Corrections sent him here about three months ago. They paroled him from Stillwater because he's dying of cancer.”

Mrs. Lorngren huffed and said, “Apparently, pancreatic cancer is a perfectly reasonable substitute for penal rehabilitation.”

“He's a murderer?” I asked.

Janet glanced around to be sure that she wouldn't be overheard. “Thirty years ago he raped and murdered this fourteen-year-old girl,” she whispered. “I read all about it in his file. After he was done killing her, he tried to hide the evidence by burning her body in his tool shed.”

A rapist and a murderer. I had come to Hillview looking for a hero and instead I'd found a villain. He would certainly have a story to tell, but was it a story I wanted to write? While my classmates would turn out tales of Grandma giving birth on a dirt floor, or Grandpa seeing John Dillinger in a hotel lobby, I would be writing about a man who raped and killed a girl and then burned her body in a shed. The idea of interviewing a murderer didn't sit well with me at first, but the more I thought about it, the more I warmed up to it. I had put off starting this project for too long. September was almost over and I'd have to turn in my interview notes in a few weeks. My classmates had their horses out of the starting gate and my nag was still back in the barn munching on hay. Carl Iverson would have to be my subject—if he agreed.

“I think I'd like to interview Mr. Iverson,” I said.

“The man is a monster,” Mrs. Lorngren said. “I wouldn't give him the satisfaction. I know this isn't a Christian thing to say, but it would be best if he just stayed in his room and passed on quietly.” Mrs. Lorngren recoiled at her own words, words a person might think, but must never say out loud, especially in front of a stranger.

“Look,” I said, “if I can do his story, maybe…I don't know…maybe I can get him to admit the error of his ways.” I was a salesman after all, I thought to myself. “Besides, he has a right to have visitors, too, doesn't he?”

Mrs. Lorngren looked cornered. She had no choice. Carl wasn't a prisoner at Hillview; he was a resident with the same right to have visitors as anyone else. She unfolded her arms, placing her hands once more on the countertop between us. “I'll have to ask him if he wants a visitor,” she said. “In the few months that he's been here, he's only had one visitor come to see him.”

“Can I talk to Carl myself?” I said. “Maybe I can—”

“Mr. Iverson.” Mrs. Lorngren corrected me, eager to regain her superiority.

“Of course.” I shrugged an apology. “I could explain to Mr. Iverson what the assignment is about, and maybe—”

A jingling of electronic chimes from my cell phone interrupted me. “I'm sorry,” I said. “I thought I shut it off.” My ears turned red as I pulled my phone out of my pocket and saw my mother's number. “Excuse me,” I said, turning my back to Janet and Mrs. Lorngren with the pretense of acquiring privacy.

“Mom, I can't talk now, I—”

“Joey, you gotta come get me,” my mother screeched into the phone, the drunken slur in her voice melding her words together, making them hard to understand.

“Mom, I have to—”

“They fucking handcuffed me.”

“What? Who—”

“They arrested me Joey…they…those pricks. I'm gonna sue ‘em. I'll get the baddest fucking lawyer.” She yelled her words at someone near her. “You hear me you…you prick! I want your badge number. I'll have your job.”

“Mom, where are you?” I spoke loud and slow, trying to get my mother's attention back.

“They put me in handcuffs, Joey.”

“Is there an officer there?” I asked. “Can I talk to him?”

She ignored my question and spiraled from one unintelligible thought to another. “If you loved me you'd come get me. I'm your fucking mother god dammit. They handcuffed…Get your ass…You never loved me. I did…I didn't…I should just cut my wrists. No one loves me. I was almost home…I'm gonna sue.”

“Okay, Mom,” I said. “I'll come get you, but I need to talk to the cop.”

“You mean Mr. Prick?”

“Yeah, Mom. Mr. Prick. I need to talk to Mr. Prick. Just give him the phone for a second, then I'll come get you.”

“Fine,” she said. “Here, Prick. Joey wants to talk to you.”

“Ms. Nelson,” the officer said, “this is your time to contact an attorney, not your son.”

“Hey, Officer Prick, Joey wants to talk to you.”

The officer sighed. “You said that you wanted to talk to an attorney. You need to use this time to call an attorney.”

“Officer Prick won't talk to you.” Mom belched into the phone.

“Mom, tell him I said please.”

“Joey you gotta—”

“Dammit, Mom,” I yelled my whisper, “tell him I said please.”

A moment of silence, and then, “fine!” My mom turned the phone away so that I could barely hear her. “Joey says please.”

There was a long pause, but then the officer got on the phone. “Hello.”

I spoke quickly and quietly. “Officer, I'm sorry about all this, but I have a brother who's autistic. He lives with my mom. I need to know if my mom's getting released today because if she's not, I gotta go take care of my brother.”

“Well, here's the deal. Your mother's been arrested for DUI.” I could hear my mother cursing and wailing in the background. “I have her at the Mower County Law Enforcement Center to give a breath test. She invoked her right to call an attorney before taking the test, so she's supposed to be using this time to contact an attorney, not calling you to come get her out.”

“I understand,” I said. “I just need to know if she's getting released tonight.”

“That would be no.” The officer limited his response in a way that my mother would not hear what was in store for her. I played along.

“Is she going to detox?”

“Yes.”

“How many days?”

“Between two and three.”

“Then she'll be released?” I asked.

“No.”

I thought for a moment. “From detox to jail?”

“That is correct, until she makes her first appearance in court.”

Mom heard the word “court” and began to yell again. In her inebriation and exhaustion, her words swung and lurched like a decrepit rope bridge. “Dammit Joey…get down here. You don't love me…you ungrateful…I'm your mother. Joey, they…they…get down here. Get me out.”

“Thanks,” I said to the officer. “I really appreciate the help. And good luck dealing with my mom.”

“Good luck to you, too,” he said.

I ended the call and turned back around to see Janet and Mrs. Lorngren looking at me like I was a toddler who had just learned that dogs can bite. “I'm sorry about that,” I said. “My mother…she's…not well. I'm not going to be able to meet Carl—uh, Mr. Iverson—today. I have to take care of something.”

Mrs. Lorngren's eyes softened, her stern expression dissolving into sympathy. “That's fine,” she said. “I'll talk to Mr. Iverson about you. Leave your name and number with Janet and I'll let you know if he is agreeable to meet with you.”

“I really appreciate that,” I said. I wrote my information on a piece of paper. “I might have my phone turned off for a while, so if I don't answer, just leave a message and let me know what Mr. Iverson says.”

“I will,” Mrs. Lorngren said.

 

A block away from Hillview, I pulled into a parking lot, gripped the steering wheel with all my strength, and shook it violently. “God dammit!” I yelled. “Dammit! Dammit! Dammit! Why can't you just leave me alone!” My knuckles turned white, and I trembled as the wave of anger passed through me. I took a deep breath and waited for the throbbing in my throat to subside, for my eyes to clear. Then, once I had calmed down, I called Molly to let her know that I wouldn't be able to work the door. She wasn't happy, but she understood. After I hung up, I tossed the phone on the passenger seat and began the long drive south to get my brother.

http://seventhstreetbooks.com/LifeWeBury.html
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