
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents


  Chapter 1 Summer’s End



  Chapter 2 Back to School



  Chapter 3 Political Science 101



  Chapter 4 What have we Here?



  Chapter 5 Analysis of a Crime



  Chapter 6 Breaking News



  Chapter 7 Crazy Bikers



  Chapter 8 Undercover Reporting



  Chapter 9 Repossession



  Chapter 10 Settling In



  Chapter 11 Nice Car



  Chapter 12 Flight of the Phoenix



  Chapter 13 Making a Case



  Chapter 14 Ski Break



  Chapter 15 Closing the Case



  Chapter 16 Case Closed?



  Chapter 17 Got a Nail?



  Chapter 18 Wrap Up



  
    Delphi Publishing


    Copyright © 2020 Robert D. Blanton


		Cover by Momir Borocki

	momir.borocki@gmail.com


     


    All rights reserved.  This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.  Printed in the United States of America First Printing, 2020.  


This is a work of fiction.  Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.




	

  



    Chapter 1


    Summer’s End



“We have to stop meeting like this,” Matthew said to Emily
when she came out of her session with their therapist, Dr. Sharma.


“Oh, so your mother decided to punish you by making you go to
some more sessions too,” Emily said.  Matthew and Emily had wound up involved
in two major terrorist incidents in the last eight months.  First the incident
at the La Jolla Playhouse and then the incident at the Metropolitan Museum of
Art.  In both, they had been instrumental in defeating the
terrorist.  Of course, nobody really knew how instrumental because that would
require revealing Matthew’s secret.  Emily was the only person who knew about his secret since he’d been forced to reveal it to her so they could rescue her baby sister from kidnappers.   They’d become close friends, a good thing since Emily could out him to the CIA who would lock him into a room and use him like a weapon


“Yes, but she says it’s because I might be traumatized
again.”


“Well good luck.  I’ll see you next Thursday for our end-of-summer
party.”


“Party, I thought it was a wake.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Hey, Brea, how was Italy?” Matthew asked as Brea met him at
the door to her family’s home.


“It was great.  We had a good time with Nanno and Nanna. 
We even got to help harvest some grapes,” Brea said.


“Yeah, like you did much harvesting,” Jason said.  “She spent
more time with her tennis coach than she did with the rest of us put together.”


“I have to be ready for the open,” Brianna said.  Brianna was
entered in the Junior US Open, and her parents had tickets for the main US Open
events.  The two events were coordinated at the same venue during the same two weeks.


“When do you leave?” Matthew asked.


“In three days.”


“Wow.  That doesn’t leave much time for us to hang out,”
Matthew said.


“We’ll catch up when I get back,” Brianna said.  “Jason, get
Matt a Seven-Up while I finish getting ready.”


“Yes, Mistress,” Jason joked.


“Where’s Alex?”


“We’ll pick her up on the way,” Jason said.


Jason’s phone buzzed.  “Just a minute,” Jason said as he
handed Matthew the Seven-Up.  “Hi, Alex.”


Mrs. Winthrop laughed.  “You might as well sit down; you’ll
be waiting for a while.”


“Oh, hi, Cara.  I guess things are hectic with you just
getting back from Italy and having to get ready to go to the Open so soon.”


“They are.”


“I was thinking of coming out for one weekend.  Do you think
I should come for the first or the second?”


“Matt, do you really want to come?”


“Sure, I should be there to support Brea.”


“She’s going to be thinking tennis 24/7.  She won’t be a very
good hostess.”


“She doesn’t have to be.  I’d just be there to root for her.”


“But she would think she needed to be.  She’s not that good
at multi-tasking and she’ll be trying to keep up on her school work.  Things
are going to be crazy.”


“I could help her with her school stuff.”


“Oh, dear boy, you don’t want to go there.  We’ve hired a tutor
for her and they’re already working together.  She has assignments from her
teachers so she can spread the work out.  But she’s going to be frustrated about
having to spend time on it and I’m sure she’ll be taking it out on the tutor.”


“Oh,” Matthew said.  He was a bit confused.  “Are you saying
I shouldn’t come out?”


“Yes.  Don’t take it the wrong way.  But she’s terrible
before a big tournament.  You haven’t seen that side of her because the club
tournaments don’t worry her.  This one will, so your relationship will survive much
better if you keep a long-distance phone call between the two of you until it’s
over.”


Later that day, Matthew talked it over with Emily.  She was
unequivocal about Matthew not going.  “You’ll just start fighting with Brea, so
it’s better to say here and root for her on TV.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Matt, drinks are in the cooler, we’ll fire up the barbeque
in a few hours,” Emily said, greeting Matthew at the end-of-summer party.


“Where’s Brea?”


“Cara will be dropping her off right after her tennis
lesson.”


“Oh, right.”


“We’ve got a Hobie Cat and two wave runners for fun.  Jason
is supposed to bring a volleyball set.”


“Where is he?”


“He called and said he’d be late.  Some kind of drama with
Alex,” Emily said, giving Matthew a wink which suggested that he should check
it out.


Matthew walked down to the beach where the others had pitched
their umbrellas and laid out the beach chairs he’d brought.  Then he planted
his umbrella in the sand, staking his claim to the spot.


Matthew took the opportunity to open his portal and check in
on Alex and Jason.  He focused on Jason and his portal opened in the living
room of the Morrisons’ house.  Jason was sitting in a chair playing on his
phone.  Matthew focused on Alex, and his portal opened in the den where Alex’s
father, Sir William, maintained a home office.


“I don’t want to live in Moscow!” Alex moaned.


“We understand,” Sir William said, “but we can’t just leave
you here.”


“Why not?  I’m seventeen!”


“That’s just seventeen, not eighteen, and certainly not
twenty-one.  You cannot just live on your own,” Mrs. Morrison said.


“Why can’t you stay here with me?”


“Because it’s an important diplomatic posting.  I have to be
there to help manage the events,” Mrs. Morrison said.


“Maybe I can stay with Emily.”


“We can talk to the Stevensons about that, but this is so
sudden, it’s not fair to spring something like this on them.”


“Why do you have to take the job?”


“Because I’ve been asked by the Prime Minister,” Sir William
said.  “It’s a significant opportunity for me and more important, it’s what
Britain needs.”


“But why you?”


“Because Sir Toby has been diagnosed with cancer and has to
return to Britain for treatment.  He and I have discussed his plans
extensively, so I’m the logical choice to replace him.”


“It’s not fair!”


“Life is not fair.  Now, why don’t you go to your party with
Jason?  We can discuss options tomorrow when we’ve all had a chance to digest
this,” Mrs. Morrison said.


Alex folded her arms and pouted.


“Go, you can’t leave Jason hanging in the living room
forever.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“What’s up?” Emily asked.


“Oh, I didn’t notice you walk up,” Matthew said.


“I suspected you wouldn’t, you had that spacey look on your
face, so I assume you were checking on Alex.”


“Yes, her father is getting posted to Russia.”


“Wow, that’s sudden.”


“Apparently he’s to replace someone named Sir Toby who was
diagnosed with cancer.”


“And Alex doesn’t want to go,” Emily said.


“Of course not.  This is her senior year.  It’s a big shock.”


“Why doesn’t her mother stay with her?”


“Something about diplomatic posting means her mom needs to be
there.”


“Oh, a diplomatic posting.  I wonder what it is?”


“Didn’t hear.”


“Well look it up.  You said he’s to replace Sir Toby, whoever
that is.”


Matthew used his portal to access his computer at home and
did a google search on ‘Sir Toby, Russia, British Diplomat.’


“It says here that he is the minister of trade,” Matthew
said.  “Isn’t that the position they give their spies?”


“I don’t know.  But we do know that her dad has been involved
with MI6, so it would make sense.”


“I’m surprised that Alex doesn’t want to go.  She has an
affinity for spying,” Matthew said, harkening back to when Alex decided she was
going to help track down terrorists and was spying on Sayid.


“It takes too much time and it interferes with her sleep and
partying.”


“Not the way James Bond does it.”


Emily giggled at that, “Well, Alex figured out that was a
fantasy pretty fast.”


“I should warn you that Alex suggested she stay with you.”


“Oh, that might work.  Except for the fact that I’m in
trouble about that New York thing, Mom would agree for sure.”


“She really can’t still be holding that against you,” Matthew
said.


“She’s not happy that I was less than truthful.  And unfortunately,
she’s right, I hate lying to her.”


“I know, but I think telling her we were going to a party to
see if we could help stop a terrorist assassination plot wouldn’t have gone
over too well.”


Emily slugged Matthew on the shoulder.  “No, it wouldn’t
have.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Hey, Jason, Alex,” Matthew greeted the pair as they made
their way down the beach to join everyone else.


“Sorry we’re late.  I walked into the middle of a family
meeting,” Jason said.


“Is everything okay?” Emily asked, walking up and giving Alex
a hug.


“Sort of.  Daddy’s getting posted to Russia, we just found
out this morning.”


“When?” Emily asked.


“Right away,” Alex said.  “Bloody awful timing.”


“What about you and your mom?”


“Mummy has to go with him, they’re trying to figure out what
to do with me.”


“Maybe you can stay with me,” Emily said.


“Really?”


“If you want, I can ask my parents.  We have the room,” Emily
said.


“That’d be brilliant, Em.”


“I’ll ask them tonight.  Now let’s have fun.”


◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew and Emily grabbed the two wave runners, figuring
they’d get some time in before the competition for time on them got too heavy. 
The waves coming into the beach were pretty mild, which was probably good since
heavy waves would make riding the wave runners at high speeds dangerous, but it
did make it hard to get some air under them when they jumped the waves.


Emily waved Matthew over.  “Hey, Matt, can’t you give us a
ramp or something so we can do a jump?”


“And you don’t think Jen or Jeffrey will notice?”


“Not if you do it right.”


Matthew sighed at Emily, but he quickly thought of a way to
use his portal.  “Okay, I’ll try it. If it works, I’ll explain it to you.”


“Sounds good.  Now, do it.”


Matthew found a spot where the slope of the beach below the ocean
was about right.  He opened his portal, placing one end against that spot and
the other he floated in front of his wave runner.  It kept pace with him,
staying the same distance from his body.  When he approached a good-looking
wave, he locked his end right in front of the wave.  He had it expanded so that
it was taller than the wave by about a foot.  When he hit the wave, the wave
runner rode up the wave then onto his portal, giving it an extra foot of ramp.


“Wow! That was great.  Now, how do I do it?”


“Just start jumping waves, I’ll yell when I’m going to give
you a boost.”


Emily and Matthew were able to play on the wave runners for
thirty minutes before Alex and Jason shouted them down and made them give the
runners up.  The two ran up the beach laughing as the other two took the wave
runners out.


Emily was trying to talk Matthew into going out on the Hobie
Cat when Brianna’s mother dropped her off.


“Hey, Brea.  About time you showed up!” Jennifer yelled.  She
was the only one who could get away with scolding Brianna.


Brianna ran up to her friends.  She was wearing a beach cover-up
over her bikini and had already kicked off her sandals.  “I told you I’d be
late.  Now, hand me a drink and I won’t kick sand in your face!”  Brianna
laughed as she scooped some sand with her toes and flipped it toward Jennifer. 
“Where’s Jeffrey?”


“Over there trying to get Jason and Alex to give up the wave
runners.  Do you want to go out with us?”


Brianna looked out at the wave runners as Jason made his jump
a wave.  “I don’t think so.  I’m just going to relax and get some sun.”


Matthew handed Brianna a Coke; he’d opened it for her in
deference to her fingernails.  Jennifer mouthed a thank you to him.  “We’re
here to mark the passage of summer and our return to school next week.  What
about you?”


“Hey, I have to start school next week too, with a tutor,
which is going to be worse.”


“Oh, I’m sure that someone you’re paying to teach you is
going to be just as hard as Mrs. Carter,” Raquel, one of Brianna’s friends from
PCA teased.


“Oh, you’ve got Mrs. Carter again?” Jennifer asked with a
mean grin.


“Yes, you cannot avoid her, she teaches all the literature
classes,” Brianna moaned.  “I have to read The Glass Menagerie while I’m
in New York.”


“Oh, you’ll love that play.  It’s nice and complicated.  Lots
of fancy words,” Emily teased.


“Brea, Emily wants to go out on the Hobie Cat, do you want to
come?” Matthew asked.


“Sorry, I think I’ll just stay here and get some sun.”


“That’s because her highness is afraid to get injured,” Jason
said as he and Alex joined the group.  “Jen, Jeffery’s holding the wave runner
for you.”


Brianna stuck her tongue out at her brother, then turned back
to Matthew.  “Go ahead, I’ll be fine.”


Matthew and Emily went out on the Hobie Cat, reprising some of the tricks they’d done when they were in Hawaii in the spring.   Then Matthew had figured out that he could use his portal like a spinnaker, but without the restriction of having to be going downwind.   Since the portal would transfer the force on one surface to the other, Matthew could up open one end up very large and orient it with the wind, then he could pace the other end on the mast of the Hobie Cat oriented toward the direction of travel and voilà, you had a supercharged Hobie Cat.   Of course, he had to make sure nobody was paying too much attention or they would start asking uncomfortable questions.


They managed a couple of rides, blowing by some other sailboats like they were standing still, but since those people didn’t know them, Emily figured it was safe.



◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew made a point to be at the Winthrops so he could ride
with Brianna to the airport.


“You’re certainly a brave young man,” Mr. Winthrop said as he
answered the door.  “You know Brea is a bear at this time of the morning.”  It
was five a.m., as the Winthrops had to leave early to reach New York at a
reasonable hour.


“She won’t be too bad.  She’s been getting up at 4:00 every
morning to get adjusted to the time zone.”


“That just means she’ll only be as grouchy as she is at 7:00,
which is pretty bad.”


Matthew just laughed as he followed Mr. Winthrop into the house. 
“Where’s Jason?”


Mr. Winthrop snorted.  “He’s in the back seat of the Mercedes,
sleeping.  He went out there right after we got him up.”


“Hi, Matt,” Mrs. Winthrop called out as she came up the
stairs.  “Would you mind helping Carl with our bags?  Brea is in the shower.”


“On it,” Matthew said as he grabbed one of the bags by the
door.


When they had finished loading the bags, Mrs. Winthrop served
them coffee while they waited for Brea.  Matthew looked at his watch.  “It’s a
good thing you’re taking a charter.”  The Winthrops had chartered the
Stevensons’ jet for the trip to New York.


“We know better,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  “She should be here in
another minute.”


“Where’s Hanna?”


“She stayed at the Stevenson’s last night.  They said their
goodbyes then.”


“That was probably smart.”


“Hi, Matt,” Brianna yawned as she crawled up the stairs.


“Hi, Sleepyhead.”


“Let’s load up,” Mr. Winthrop said.


Brianna got in the car and slid next to Jason and Matthew got in
beside her.  As soon as they were buckled in, Brianna leaned on Matthew’s
shoulder and went back to sleep.


When they got to Palomar Airport, Matthew punched Jason awake
and they helped unload the luggage while Mrs. Winthrop got Brianna out of the
Mercedes.  She led her over to Matthew so they could say goodbye.  A sleepy
kiss and a ‘wish you luck’ was all that passed between the two before Brianna
stumbled up the ramp to the plane, sleepwalking to a seat where she could go
back to sleep.


“Sorry, Matt, but you know how she is,” Mrs. Winthrop said,
giving Matt a kiss on the cheek.


“It’s okay.  Remind her I said good luck.”


“I will.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Matt, I know you have the period free, let’s do it,” Emily
said.  It was Friday before school started and the last chance to change their
classes.


“Why would I want to take journalism?  I’m going to be a
computer scientist,” Matthew said.


“Because you’re already a secret agent, and journalism will
teach you how to read people.  A good journalist is like a good spy, they get
close to people to learn things, and they even follow them around.”


“Why don’t you get Alex to take it with you?”


“She and Jason are taking drama.  They’re going to be totally
busy with that.  Come on, it’ll be good for you.”


“Your reasoning seems pretty weak.”


“Well, I want to take it and I figure if we’re both in the
class, we can help each other.  Besides, working on the school paper will look
good on your college application.  And besides that, you owe me for warning you
not to go with the Winthrops to the US Open.”


“So you’re not above using guilt to get me to take this class
with you.”


“Whatever it takes.”


“Okay, I’m in, but I have a feeling I’m going to regret it.”


“No you won’t.”








    Chapter 2


    Back to School



“Hey, Superman,” Terry Walsh called out when Matthew rode his
bike onto the Pacific Coast Academy campus.  Terry was referring to a short
blurb in the local paper about how Matthew had helped to foil a robbery at a
diner when he, Emily, and Jason were driving to the East Coast with Matthew’s
mother.  The waitress who was behind the robbery had tried to shoot Matthew but
he’d used his portal to block the bullets.  She’d told everyone he must be
Superman because the bullets bounced off of him.  Since she was a little crazy,
everyone there had laughed it off.  But that didn’t stop the reporter from putting
it in the article about the event.


“Terry, give it a rest,” Matthew said.


“Aw, come on.  Our own local hero and it turns out he’s
Superman.”


“That waitress was nuts.  She couldn’t hit the broad side of
a barn.”


“Sure, sure.  Just make sure you’re around if any of us needs
to be rescued.”


“I’ll make sure to rescue anyone but you,” Matthew said.


“Ouch, man that’s cruel.”


By this time Matthew was next to Terry.  He reached over and
grabbed his wrist, applying a little pressure to the pressure point in the web
of his thumb.


“Ouch, let go!”


“Just letting you know the kind of pain wise-ass remarks can
cause you,” Matthew said.  “Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got to get to class.”


Matthew didn’t actually have a class.  It was Tuesday, the
first day of school, and since he attended his Calculus III class at UCSD on
Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, he had study hall in the library on Tuesdays
and Thursdays.  But he wanted an excuse to hurry away from Terry and his idiot remarks.


◆ ◆ ◆


“Hey, Emily, where are Jason and Alex?”


“They switched to civics instead of political science, it’s
easier.  Didn’t you see them head out after lit class?”


“I wondered why they were going the wrong way.  Why did they
switch?”


“Alex is worried that drama will be a lot of work this
semester.  Don’t worry, they’re still on the AP track.”


“So that means we only have AP lit with them.”


“Yes, and I have calculus with them, too,” Emily said.


“Oh, right.  Here comes Mr. Ward,” Matthew said as he slid
back into his seat and focused his attention on the front of the class.  It
would be nice to be able to just focus on class since he no longer had to worry
about Sayid.


◆ ◆ ◆


“Welcome to journalism,” Ms. Whittaker said.  “Our first
order of business is to get volunteers to work on the school paper. 
Volunteering will only get you an interview; you have to pass the interview to
work on the paper.  If you would like to volunteer, please stop by after class
and I’ll assign you an interview slot.”


After class, at Emily’s insistence, she and Matthew lined up
with the others volunteering for the school paper.  Emily allowed Matthew to go
first.


“Ms. Whittaker, I’m just here for moral support,” Emily said,
“but don’t let him know.”


Ms. Whittaker gave Emily a nod and pretended to write out an
appointment.  “Thanks for not wasting our time,” she whispered as Emily took
the slip of paper.


◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew and Emily met Jason and Alex for lunch at the
Teriyaki Bowl.  Jason, Alex, and Emily loaded up with Sushi, while Matthew took
the place’s name seriously and had a Teriyaki bowl.


“Jason, how are you managing Hanna?” Matthew asked.


Jason snorted.


“Oh, Matt, you should know better,” Emily said.  “Hanna is
staying over at our place.  Cara would never trust Jason to watch after her.”


“That must be a houseful,” Matthew said.  “Alex, Hanna, and Sonja;
how is your mother standing it?”


“Yvette does most of the work, but it is a bit overwhelming. 
It’s been a week with one more to go.”


“If you guys want a break, I bet my mom would be okay with
Hanna and Sonja doing a sleepover with Jessica.  Jen could babysit.”


“Are you sure?”


“I can ask.”


“Please.  Maybe it would get me out of the dog house,” Emily
said.


“Sure.”


“Hey, you’ve never really explained why you’re in the dog
house,” Alex said.


“Just a little misunderstanding when we were in New York,”
Emily said.


“Well?” Alex asked expectantly.


“Hey, you’ve got enough dirt on me, I’m not giving you more.”


“So, Matt, are you getting any driving in?”


“Some.  I’m still taking the drivers-ed course in Encinitas
and Mom lets me drive whenever we go anywhere.  I’ve still got three months.”


“And two weeks,” Jason added.


“Yeah, I can count.”


“What are you going to do for a car?” Alex asked.


“Not sure.  I should probably start looking for one in the Auto
Trader,” Matthew said.


“You’re going to buy a used one?” Jason asked.


“Hey, I’m not rich.”


Emily shot Coke through her nose.  “Sorry, it just went down
the wrong way.”


Matthew gave her a mean look while he patted her on the back.


◆ ◆ ◆


“Sorry, Matt.  I couldn’t help myself,” Emily said as she and
Matthew drove back to school.


“Yeah, right.”


“Really.  You said you’re not rich and all I could think was
that you’ve got over 200 million dollars stashed in those offshore accounts you
stole from Sayid,” Emily said.  “Plus you’re getting 200K per year from the
Prince.”


“The money in those offshore accounts isn’t mine.”


“Then whose is it?  You’re not going to give it back.”


“No.  But I should donate it or something.  I’ll figure something
out.”


“But you could still afford a new car with the money you’re
getting from the Prince.”


“Not really.  Our accountant worked things out so I’m putting
away a lot of it into a 401K, and I’m helping with expenses so Mom can cut back
on her hours and spend more time with Jessie.”


“Still.”


“I don’t need a new car.  If anything, Mom needs a new one.”







    Chapter 2


    Political Science 101

 

“The cost of legislating morality,” Matthew read off the
board as he and Emily took their seats in class.


“Sounds interesting.  What do you think it’s about?”


“Drugs.”


“Quiet everyone,” Mr. Ward called out.  “I thought I’d
introduce a provocative subject this week.  I know you’re still settling into
the pattern of being back in school.  Come on, take your seats.”


It was only a little over a minute before the class had
settled in.  Everyone liked Mr. Ward’s lectures.


“Okay, let’s list the way we legislate morality.  . . .  Jess.”


“We pass laws making things illegal.”


“Are there other ways?  . . . 
Come on, what else is the legislature famous for?”


“Spending money.”


“Correct.  The choices the legislature makes on how much
money to spend and where to direct that money also impacts how people live. 
And can in effect legislate morality.  Now what kind of morality do we
legislate?”


“We have laws against murder.”


“Now is that legislating morality, or is it
self-preservation?”


“Both?”


“If there wasn’t a moral reason not to murder someone, would
the laws still ban it?”


“Probably.”


Matthew raised his hand.  Mr. Ward immediately pointed to
him.  “Drug and Alcohol use.”


“Excellent, a favorite target.”


“That brings up the use of taxes,” Matthew added.


“I was wondering if someone would bring that up.  Taxes,
legislatures love taxes, especially, sin taxes.  . . . 
Now other ways of trying to legislate morality?”


“Gay marriage.”


“Good.”


“Underage sex?”


“Excellent!”


“Pedophilia?”


“An interesting addition.  We definitely need to discuss
that.”


“Smoking.”


“A very good topic.”


“Public nudity.”


“Good.”


“Prostitution?”


“Excellent, that one is also a favorite of politicians.  . . .”  Mr. Ward looked around the class to see if anyone
else was going to offer up other examples.  Seeing no one with their hands
poised, he went on.  “Now, let’s divide them into things that have some form of
protection associated with them.”


“What do you mean by protection?”


“Where the law also has the benefit of protecting the
people.  Like banning smoking can be argued as protecting people from the
health risk of second-hand smoke.”


“Public nudity,” Jackson called out.


“How does that protect the public?” a student in the back
called out.


“Keeps you from wrecking your car when a hot babe walks by
without any clothes on.”


The class burst out laughing at that.


“Is there another way it protects the public?”


“Isn’t it a health risk to have people walking around naked?”


“Yeah, like, no shirt, no shoes, no service.”


“Correct.  Clothes limit how we spread germs.  I certainly
wouldn’t want to sit in a restaurant booth after some naked person had been
sitting there.”


That got another laugh.  “Now others that protect people.”


“Laws against drugs.”


“Who does that protect?”


“The person taking the drugs?”


“What about the public?”


“If you take drugs and drive.”


“Then you would pass a law like the one outlawing drinking
and driving.”


“Laws against pedophilia protect young people.”


“Why?”


“Because young children don’t understand about sex.”


“Correct, they cannot consent.”


“The same is true about underage sex.”


“True.  That’s an extension of the laws against pedophilia. 
Now, others?”


Mr. Ward waited a few minutes before going on.  “Okay, so the
laws that also offer protection might be considered necessary independent of
the morality of the situation.  One could say that the laws happen to coincide
with current moral thinking.  Now, what about the others?”


“What’s left?”


“You can see the list,” Mr. Ward admonished the class.


“Sin taxes.”


“Prostitution.”


“Drugs.”


“Gay marriage.”


“Gay sex.”


“Okay, so what is the effect of passing laws that ban those
things?”


“It stops them from happening.”


“Does it?”


“Well, it makes them happen less often.”


“Are you sure?”


“I think so.”


“So what would you say to the study that showed that drug use
in Denmark, which has relatively lax drug laws and enforcement is the same as drug
use in Sweden where the laws are very strict and zealously enforced.”


“No way!”


“Yep.  Even in this country, during prohibition, alcohol
consumption only dropped thirty percent, except for the first year or two.  So,
what do those two examples tell you?”


“That cops do a lousy job.”


“That’s not fair!”


“You’re right, it isn’t fair,” Mr. Ward said.  “But it does
point out that law enforcement has a difficult time policing these laws.  Why
is that?”


“Nobody wants to narc on their friends.”


“Right!”


“But they’re breaking the law.”


“But they’re not hurting anyone.”


“And that is the heart of the issue,” Mr. Ward said.  “These
are so-called victimless crimes.”


“But what about prostitution?  It victimizes women.”


“Some people would say that making it illegal, victimizes
women more.  If it were legal, then the women could go to the police when
they’re abused.  And they wouldn’t have to pay most of their earnings to a
handler.”


“You mean a pimp!”


“That is one type of handler.”


“So who benefits from these laws?”


“The public!”


“How, if we don’t see a change in the behavior of people,
where’s the benefit?”


“It helps politicians get elected,” Matthew said.


“How?” Mr. Ward asked.


“It gives them an issue to campaign on and motivates certain
groups of people to aggressively support them.”


“Very good.  Now, who else benefits?”


Mr. Ward waited two minutes while the class murmured.  “Come
on, you’re ignoring the biggest beneficiary.”


Emily cautiously raised her hand.


“Emily?”


“Organized crime?”


“Correct.  One of the biggest beneficiaries of laws that restrict
the behavior of people is organized crime.  During prohibition, organized crime
in the U.S. grew at astounding rates.”


“But how does it benefit them?  You always have criminals.”


“But by making things illegal, you give organized crime a
captured market.  They’re guaranteed to make money.  The demand is there, they
just have to supply the product.  Al Capone was making over 100 million dollars
a year during prohibition.  In today’s dollars, that would be over one billion
dollars a year.”


“Wow!”


“Where would all the money go if these laws didn’t exist?”


“Legitimate businesses.”


“Correct.”


“What about sin taxes?”


“What happens when you tax something heavily?”


“We go to Nevada to buy stuff.”


“Correct.  Most people call that smuggling.  High taxes give
smugglers a guaranteed profit margin.”


“Why can’t law enforcement handle that?  It’s like stealing.”


“Yes and no.  Stealing leaves a larger footprint behind. 
There’s someone calling the police.  They can trace the goods, find evidence at
the scene.  It’s harder to rob a place than it is to walk in a buy a bunch of
goods.  In the second case, nobody complains, so all the smuggler has to do is
figure out how to get the goods across the border since it’s mostly a
victimless crime.  People tend not to want to narc on a smuggler.”


“So why do we have the laws?”


“Good question, I would suggest that it is to protect the tax
revenue for the state or country.  Now, your term paper for this semester is on
that subject.  I want you to discuss whether we should have these laws and
why.  You can choose either side, or even take both sides.  Half the work has
been done already, so quit groaning.  The paper is due two weeks before the end
of term, and since you’ve been so good, you get an extra ten minutes for
lunch.  Class, dismissed.”


◆ ◆ ◆


Emily followed Matthew to his locker, “What’s up with Mr.
Ward, dismissing class early?”


“I think he didn’t want to talk about the subject anymore,”
Matthew said as he grabbed his lunch bag.  “He doesn’t want to prejudice us
before we write our papers.”


“Maybe.  You know, you can afford to buy lunch now.”


“Force of habit.  Besides, I like PBBs.”  Peanut butter and
banana sandwiches were Matthew’s go-to lunch.


“Did you watch Brea’s match yesterday?”


“Of course.  She looks good.  She says she likes her next
opponent.”


“Do you think she’ll make it to the finals?”


“She thinks so, and more important, so does Cara.”


“That’s great.  Hey, did you see the story in the paper about
the new drug supply on the West Coast?”


“I didn’t read it.  Something about how they’re seeing new
pharmaceuticals being distributed, wasn’t it?”


“Yes.  They say someone is distributing opioids.  They can’t
figure out where they’re coming from.”


“They’ll figure it out.”


“But why don’t we figure it out?”


“Why?”


“We could wrap it together with Mr. Ward’s paper and write an
article about it for the school paper.”


“Why should we care, it’s a victimless crime?”


“Hey, it’s a story.  Think like a reporter.”


◆ ◆ ◆


The next day Matthew and Emily met for lunch again, this time
they were heading to the sushi place.


“I wonder where Jason and Alex are,” Matthew said.


“Alex just texted me; they’re going to hang out with some
kids from drama.”  The two hurried to Emily’s Porsche Boxster, it was a tight
timeline to make it to the sushi place and back before fourth period started.


“Matt, I researched the drug thing last night.  Can you
believe that the street price of Oxycontin is fifteen to fifty bucks a pill?”


“That explains why there’s a new source, big profits.  So,
what else did you learn?”


“They can’t figure out where the drugs are coming from.  They
can just tell that there’s a new source because the old source is complaining.”


“What?  Who’s complaining?”


“The drug gangs.  Undercover cops and snitches are telling
them that they’re losing money and customers.”


“Interesting.  So, why do they care?”


“Wait, let me park first.”


Emily pulled the Porsche into a parking space and the two
hurried into the restaurant, just making it in front of a car full of juniors. 
“Whew, six in one car.”


“It’s a good thing you drive fast.”


After ordering their food, they sat down and continued the
conversation.  “You were going to tell me why they care about a new supplier.”


“Well, they were trying to put the gangs out of business.”


“Sure, and look how successful that’s been.”


“Right, but anyway, the new supplier is different; they don’t
understand it, so they want to figure it out before something worse happens. 
And they’re worried about a turf war.”


“Okay, so they want to find the new supplier, and why can’t
they at least figure out where it’s coming from?”


“I don’t know.  Anyway, I’ve got the name of the detective in
charge.  I think you should go interview him.”


“Why me?”


“Because you need to get a read on him so you can pop in and
check things out like you did with Agent Caruthers.”


Matthew sighed.  “Where is he?”


“Downtown San Diego.”


“And how am I supposed to go down there and interview him?”


“I’ll give you a ride.  I have some shopping to do.”


“So, when?”  Matthew was getting a bit tired of being
manipulated by Emily.


“Tomorrow.  We can skip journalism, tell Ms. Whittaker that
we’re working on a story.”


“Okay, but why do I feel like I’m going to regret this?”


“Don’t be a baby.  It’s the life of an investigative
journalist.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“I’d like to speak with Detective Vaughn,” Matthew told the
desk sergeant.


“I’m sorry, the detective isn’t in.”


“Sure he is, he’s wearing a white shirt and red tie, and he
walked by just a minute ago.”  Matthew had done a little surveillance on the
way down.  He’d seen the detective grab a cup of coffee just before Emily
dropped him off.


“Let me rephrase that, he isn’t in for teenage punks.”


“I’m a reporter for the Pacific Coast Gazette.  I’m working
on a story about the recent surge in Oxycontin abuse here in San Diego.  Please
tell Detective Vaughn I’d like to interview him.”


Matthew used his portal to make Detective Vaughn’s phone
buzz.  Detective Vaughn answered it and after hearing nothing but a dial tone,
he walked out front to see what was going on.


“Hey, guys, it’s Clark Kent,” Detective Vaughn said when he
spotted Matthew.


“What?!”


“You know, Clark Kent, reporter for the Daily Planet and
Superman’s alter ego.”


“Oh, right.  This is the kid from that article about the
diner.  And isn’t he the same one that rescued that kid a while back?”


“Yeah, that’s right.  Matt, isn’t it?”


“Yes it is.  Do you have some time to talk with me?”


“What do you want to talk about?”


“I’d like to interview you for my paper.”


“Okay, come on back.  Sarge, I’ll call you if I need some
help.”


They went through the door, then walked past a bunch of
cubicles on their way to an office.  The cubicles were full and the cops in
them were working hard, creating a loud buzz of activity.


“Okay, kid, what do you want to ask me?”


“I want to ask some questions about the new drug issue that’s
been on the news.”


“What kind of questions?”


“Well, first, I’d like to know how you know that there’s a
new source of drugs?”


“Because the usual gangs are not distributing it.”


“How do you know that?”


“Because when we bring the usual pushers in, they all
complain about a loss of customers.  They’re fighting among themselves, trying
to make up for the lost income.”


“So, these customers have found an alternate source?”


“You’ve got it.”


“And it isn’t just them getting the drugs from their
doctors?”


“No.  When the FDA and DEA cracked down on doctors writing
excessive scrips for opioids, the gangs stepped in and met the demand.  Then a
year ago, all that new demand disappeared.  The gangs had gotten used to all
that new income and aren’t happy about losing it.”


“How is it getting into the country?”


“We don’t know.  The gangs were getting it from the Mexican
drug cartels.  This new stuff must be coming from someplace else, or the gangs
would know all about it.”


“Do you have any samples of the drug that you can use to
trace its origins?”


“Nope.  We haven’t busted any users, except those buying from
the usual sources.  All the users that the gangs lost are upscale.  Not your
typical junkie.  That’s what’s got them so pissed off.  These people were
reliable clients.”


“So, is there any hope of figuring it out?”


“Don’t worry kid.  We’ll get them.  Now, if you want to help
us out with your x-ray vision, we could probably work something out.”


Matthew frowned at being teased about the Superman thing, but
it was his fault.  He should have done something different when he realized
that the waitress was in on the robbery.  Instead, he’d just walked up to her
using his portal to stop the bullets.  He didn’t think she’d be that clear-headed
about it.


◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew tuned in on Detective Vaughn’s briefing the next
morning.


“Okay, we’ve got one potential buyer, Evelyn Frye.  She works
in a jewelry store.  They lost some jewels, shoplifting was the story, but the
owner thinks she took them.  No proof, but the robbery guys who investigated
say her coworker thinks she’s using.  Said she tore her knee up about six
months ago and was taking Oxycontin for the pain.  Seems she never quit taking
it.”


“Why do you think she’s going to buy from the new guys?”


“She fits the profile.  Middle Class, clean, no record or
problems before now.”


“So, what do we do, follow her?” one of the police officers
asked.


“Exactly.  She works from 9:30 to 6:00, has a short lunch
break, so we watch her before and after work.”


“Isn’t this a little like buying a lottery ticket?”


“Hey, do you want to go back to traffic?  I’m sure someone
else there would be happy to come and work this case.”


“No, it just feels like we’re grasping at straws.”


“That’s because we are.  Whoever is running this show is
running a tight ship.  We haven’t gotten a blip from any of our usual sources. 
We have to pick up a thread somewhere.  Now, Jackson, you’ve got her for the
morning shift; pick her up at her apartment and follow her to work.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Williams, you guys follow her home.  The rest of you keep
shaking the bushes, we have to find something soon.”


“What about pawn shops?”


“Robbery is taking care of that.  They’ll keep us informed.”


Matthew copied the address and name off of the whiteboard
that Detective Vaughn was using.  Then he made a quick dash via his portal to
the address.  He always laughed when he drove his portal around; it was like
driving a car; he had to follow directions until he reached the address.  Once
he found the apartment, he did a quick check inside.  She was in the shower, so
he figured he’d check back in an hour when he would expect her to be heading to
work.  It would be easy since he had math in the mornings and since they only
met Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, he had a study hour today.  He would just
stay home for the hour and head to school late.


◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew slid into his seat next to Emily. They had
Conversational French for second period.  Evelyn Frye was just leaving for
work.


“How was the briefing this morning?”


“They’re grasping at straws.  They’re tracking some woman
they think is a user.  You’ll need to cover for me when I check in on them.”


“Sure, I’ll feed you lines if she calls on you.  You’ll have
to tell me more about the briefing at lunch.”


“Okay.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Hey, where are Alex and Jason?”  Matthew asked as he met
Emily for lunch.  Today was their day to eat on campus.


“They’re going to grab a sandwich and go to the auditorium. 
They’re working on the parts they want to try out for.”


“Such dedication is unusual for those two.”


“I don’t know, they always buckle down when they have to.”


“I guess.”


“Now, what did you learn at the briefing?”


“Like I said, they’re grasping at straws.  They’re following
this Evelyn Frye who they suspect stole some jewelry from the store she works
at.  She went to work this morning with no side trips.”


“How does that say she’s buying drugs?”


“She has a clean record, a good job, and suddenly she starts
stealing.  She had a problem with her knee and was prescribed Oxycontin.  Her
coworker thinks she got hooked.”


“And that means she’s stealing from her employer.”


“Well, let’s do the math.  Street price for the pills is fifteen
to thirty dollars a pop.  If she’s taking the recommended dose, that’s 800 per
month.  If she’s taking double the dose, it’s 1600 per month.  I don’t think
working in a jewelry store pays that much, even if the store is in La Jolla.”


“Yeah, with commissions she’d be lucky to make 5K a month. 
How does someone live on that?”


“She has a roommate in a one-bedroom apartment.”


“A boyfriend?”


“It’s another woman.  Two beds in the bedroom.”


“Ouch.”


“I’ll do some more checking after school.  She works late; I
don’t know about the roommate yet.”


◆ ◆ ◆


That afternoon, Matthew did a survey of Ms. Frye’s
apartment.  Her roommate was still out, probably at work.  Matthew used his
portal to search the apartment.  It didn’t take him long to find a box of bills
with Evelyn Frye’s name all over them.  By sliding his portal between pages and
using a flashlight to provide light, he could read the various bills.  Ms. Frye
had four credit cards, each of them maxed out at over two thousand dollars
each.  He also found a savings book that showed she had had over eight thousand
dollars in savings six months ago, now it was zeroed out, the account closed.


He couldn’t find any other indication that she was on drugs,
but the credit cards and empty savings account pointed to major money
problems.  He’d have to keep watching with the police to see if anything turned
up.







    Chapter 2


    What Have We Here?


 

Nothing happened on Ms. Frye’s trip home from work.  The next
morning when Matthew checked in, her roommate was just leaving for work and Ms.
Frye was already dressed and ready to leave.


“See you tonight.”


“Sure, have fun with the kids,” Ms. Frye called out as her
roommate left.


Since she was dressed and ready to leave, Matthew hung out
and watched.  She grabbed her handbag and headed to her car.  When she left the
parking lot, she turned east.  The jewelry store was west, so Matthew figured
this might be it.  He saw the cops pull in behind her, one of them was on the
radio calling it in.


Ms. Frye drove for four miles along Clairemont Mesa Blvd,
fighting the morning commute.  Then she pulled into a Starbucks’ parking lot. 
Yesterday she’d gotten her morning coffee at the coffee shop two doors down
from the jewelry store, so something was definitely up.


A black and white police car raced ahead of the detectives who
were tailing Ms. Frye and turned the corner just before the Starbucks.  It went
two blocks and parked on a side street.  The detectives pulled up at the curb
and one of them got out while the other parked the car.  The detective was able
to get into the Starbucks just ahead of Ms. Frye.  He stood at the counter as
if he was deciding what to buy.


Matthew watched as Ms. Frye got out of her car and walked
into the coffee shop.  She nodded to a Black man who was sitting at the counter
playing with his phone while he sipped a coffee.


She got in line and ordered a mocha.  She stood at the
counter impatiently while they made her coffee.  The detective was in line
behind her and he ordered two large cappuccinos and moved off to the side while
they waited for their coffees.  He gave Ms. Frye a nervous smile and leaned against
the wall.  His partner entered the shop and went over to browse the breakfast
offerings.


“Mocha for Evelyn!”


Ms. Frye grabbed her coffee and went over to the counter next
to the man she’d nodded to when she came in.  She set her purse down on top of
the counter while she took a sip of her mocha.”


“Is it good?”


“Perfect.”  She reached in her purse and passed an envelope
to the man.  The envelope was one of those envelopes you got at the bank, the
same size as money; Matthew wasn’t even sure if the detective would have
noticed the envelope.  The guy carefully laid his hand on top of the envelope
and slid it in front of him.  


Then he slid a bag of M&Ms over to Ms. Frye.  “Enjoy.” 
She picked it up and clasped it next to her coffee cup as she turned to leave.


“STOP! POLICE!”  The two detectives moved over to the pair. 
“Keep your hands in plain sight.”


The police cruiser pulled into the parking lot.  The homeless
man sitting at the curb looked over and shook his head.  The teenagers who had
been doing skateboard tricks in the lot started to move across the street.  A
couple of cars that had been heading for the drive-through decided to get their
coffee somewhere else.


“Hey, what’s up with this!  We’re just having coffee!” the
man shouted.


“Yeah, right.  Let me see that envelope she handed you.”


“Sure, it’s just the money she owes me.”  The man handed the
envelope to the detective.  The detective opened it and ruffled the bills
inside.  Matthew could see that they were all hundreds.


“It’s nine hundred bucks if you have trouble counting that
high.”


“Shut up.  Now, you give me that package,” the detective said
to Ms. Frye.


She handed him the M&Ms.


“What do we have here?” he said as he shook the bag in his
hand.


“It’s just candy.”


“Yeah, sure it is.”  The detective opened the bag and poured
some of it into his hand.  M&Ms slid out.  He nodded to his partner, “I
need a cup.”


“Hey, you owe me three bucks.”


“Shut up.”


The partner went to the counter and asked for an empty cup. 
Returning, he handed it to his partner who poured the rest of the M&Ms into
it.


Grimacing, he turned to Ms. Frye.  “Why did you give him nine
hundred dollars for a bag of M&Ms?”


“She owed me the nine hundred.  I just gave her the M&Ms
because I knew she liked them.”


“Ma’am.”


“Like he said.  I owed him the money.  I didn’t know he was
going to bring me M&Ms, but they are my favorite.”  Ms. Frye’s voice was
shaking along with her hands.


“Get up!” the detective shouted at the man.  “Assume the
position.”


“What position?!”  The man stood up and looked around.  “Hey,
this is harassment!”


The detective slammed the man into the counter then slammed
his head on top of it.  “I said, assume the position!”


“Hey, the only positions I know are from the Kamasutra!”


The detective’s partner stifled a laugh and shook his head.  “Hands
on the counter, feet apart!”  The first detective pushed the guy around.  “Now
slide your feet back.”  He kicked the guy’s feet back until he had to use the
counter to hold himself up.  Then the detective patted him down.  He pulled out
a wad of cash from his front pocket and a bus pass.


“Where’s your wallet?”


“I don’t need no wallet!  I pay cash!”


“What about a driver’s license?”


“I take the bus.”


“What’s your name?”


“Malcom.”


“Malcom what?”


“None of your business, you don’t have no probable cause!”


“Shut up.”  The detective grabbed the backpack that was at
the man’s feet.


“Hey, that’s mine. You don’t have no cause to search my
stuff.”


“I said, shut up!”  The detective emptied the backpack. 
There was a bundle of flyers, five more bags of candy, two bags of M&Ms and
three bags of Skittles, a book, a windbreaker, and some change.


“Nothing!”  The detective rifled the pages of the book as he
looked at his partner.


“What did you owe him money for?” the second detective asked
Ms. Frye.


“He loaned it to me.  I needed help with my rent.”


“Where did you two meet?”


“Hey, what’s the problem, a Black man can’t know a white
woman?!”


“Where did you meet?” the detective asked again.


“At a party.  We’ve met at a few parties,” Ms. Frye said.


“Are you done harassing me?!” the man asked.


“Get out of here!” the detective said, shoving the backpack
at the guy.


The man grabbed his backpack and put his stuff back in it. 
Then he held his hands up as he backed away.  “I’m going to call that Jacoby
dude.  I’m going to sue you for harassment.”


“Get lost!”


The man continued to back away until he bumped into the
display case. Then he turned around and made a quick exit from the store.  He
walked down to the bus stop and leaned against the street light.  Matthew
decided to keep tabs on him.  He’d have to watch the recording of his math
class, but he figured there was more to this scene than met the eye.


“Sorry, Ms. Frye,” the detective said.


“You know who I am?”


“We’ve been following up on the problem at the jewelry
store.  We were interested in why you were heading east this morning.”


“I was meeting Malcom, to pay him back.”  Her voice was still
shaking.


“You can go!”


Ms. Frye grabbed her purse and left her coffee on the
counter.  She walked to her car.  She looked around a bit, then got in her car
and drove away.


“What a mess!” the first detective said.


“Yeah, and bouncing his head on the counter didn’t make it
any better.”


“He’s just some punk.  Don’t worry about it.  Let’s go.”


◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew kept tabs on Malcom as he waited for the bus. 
Finally, it came and he got on.  He walked to the back and sat down next to an
empty seat.  He set his backpack on the seat next to him, discouraging anyone
from sitting there.  Matthew decided to at least watch him until he knew where
he lived or worked.


At the next stop, a kid with a skateboard and backpack boarded
the bus.  He made his way back to where Malcom was seated.  He pushed Malcom’s
backpack toward him and sat next to him.  “What did the cops want?”


“Don’t know, they must have been watching her,” Malcom said
as he put his backpack on the floor.  “You got school?”


“Yeah.”


The kid got off at the next stop and started riding his
skateboard down the hill toward the school.  Malcom stayed on the bus for three
more stops before getting out at an apartment complex.  He walked up the stairs
to the second floor.  When he reached 209, he unzipped the pocket of the
backpack and took out a set of keys.  He opened the door and went into the
apartment.


“Very interesting,” Matthew thought.  “There weren’t any keys
when the cop searched it.”


Once in the apartment, Malcom opened the backpack and dumped
the contents on the table:  A book, some flyers, and a windbreaker.  He opened the
book, it had been hollowed out.  He counted out five foil packages that were inside
it.  The packages were each in a small snack baggie; he looked at each, then put
them back into the book and closed it.


 


Malcom went into his bathroom and pulled a steel access panel
off the wall.  Matthew was expecting to see plumbing but there wasn’t any. 
Then Malcom picked up a screw from the bottom of the space.  He used it to
scratch along the wall a bit, then he stuck it into a hole, turned it a few
times, and pulled a second panel out.  Behind it were plumbing pipes, Matthew
assumed for the next-door apartment.  Malcolm grabbed a black coupler on the
vertical pipe and twisted it until it slid up.  Then he grabbed a second
coupler that was four inches below the first and twisted it until it slid
down.  With that done, it was easy to remove the four-inch section of pipe
between the two.  He then grabbed a ring that was sitting on the lip of the
bottom pipe and pulled it up.  Four bags followed, each attached to the other
by a string.  He tossed them into the sink and then reached up and grabbed
another ring hanging from the top pipe.  He pulled it down and five bags slid
out of the pipe.  To Matthew, it was obvious that they contained money and had
been wedged up into the pipe.


When he had the bags out, Malcom replaced the piece of pipe
and twisted the couplers back into place.  Then he grabbed a tube of toothpaste
from the cabinet before he put the second panel back in.  He used his finger to
squeeze the paste into the gap until it was impossible to tell there was a
panel there.  He replaced the steel panel and grabbed the bags of money off of
the floor.


He washed the bags, then pulled the contents out and laid them
on the counter.  The first set of bags contained loose pills.  Three of the
bags were sealed, while the fourth was a baggie, it held fewer pills than the
sealed bag.  Malcom took his shaving mirror and spilled the bag onto it.  He
counted the pills out and put them back in the baggie.  Then he counted the
money from the other five bags, it added up to eleven thousand two hundred
dollars.  Malcom added four hundred dollars from the envelope he’d gotten from
Ms. Frye.  He went back to the living room and put the baggies in the bottom of
the pack and stuck a cell phone into the side pocket.  Then he put the book and
windbreaker back into the pack and zipped it up.


He sat on the couch and grabbed a phone that was charging on
the end table, looked up a number, and dialed it.


“Hey, I was told to call you guys, this is Frankie Sutton.  I
was just harassed by the cops.


“Huh, huh.”


“At the Starbucks on Clairemont Mesa.”  …


“No, the other one.”  Matthew laughed as he was forced to
listen to only half the conversation, but Malcolm was doing a good job of
hinting at the other side.


“Yep.  I bet they have the whole thing on tape.” …


“Yeah, okay.  I’ll wait here.”


“Bye.”  Malcom hung up the phone.  Matthew wondered if his
name was Malcom or Frankie.  He was guessing Frankie since it made sense that
he’d given the cops a fake name.


Matthew grabbed his stuff and headed off to school.  He had
to hurry or he’d be late.  He’d keep checking in on Malcom/Frankie, whoever,
throughout the day.


◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew barely made it to class on time.  He snuck in the
back door and grabbed the seat Emily was saving for him just as the bell rang.


"C'est gentil à vous de vous joindre à nous,"
Ms. Duquesne said, ‘it’s nice of you to join us.’


“Je suis désolé, mais j'ai battu la cloche,” Matthew
replied.  ‘Sorry, but I did beat the bell.’


Ms. Duquesne ignored his apology and dove right into the
lesson.


◆ ◆ ◆


“What happened?” Emily asked once class was finally over. 
“Did they make a bust?”


“No, they tried to but it was a total hash.  I’ll tell you
about it at lunch.”


“Come on, we’ve got a couple of minutes.”


“It’s complicated, but I have a lead.  I need to keep
checking on it, so we’ll have to see.”


◆ ◆ ◆


It was in the middle of Political Science that the next step
in the drama played out.  Matthew was checking in on Malcom.  He was holding
his backpack and standing at the bus stop.


When the bus showed up, Malcom boarded, walked toward the
back of the bus, and found a seat with an empty seat next to it.  Matthew had
seen this play before.


Two stops later a short Hispanic looking man boarded the bus
and took the seat next to Malcom.  He seemed to be about the same age as Malcom
and was carrying a black backpack just like Malcom’s.


“Bad day, huh?”


“You could say that.”


“You okay?”


“Fine.  The phone’s in the pocket; code is 8-5-2-9.”


“By 3s, got it.  Which one was it?”


“Frye, you should try to take care of her, I got her money
but didn’t make delivery.”


“No way, she’s burned.  I’m not getting anywhere close to her.”


“You’ll need to go back to the Starbucks.  Anyway, I guess I
won’t be seeing you anymore.”


“Probably not.  You going to be okay?”


“Sure.  I’ve got some money set aside.  I’ll just finish
school, maybe I’ll be able to get back with you guys in a year or so down the
road.”


“Maybe.  This your stop?”


“Yeah,” Frankie said.  He pushed his bag across the floor of
the bus and slid out past the new guy.  Matthew couldn’t be sure, but he’d bet
a dinner that they just exchanged backpacks.  “Hey, you might want to try Emilio.”


“I’ll think about it.”


“Bye, Malcom.”


The guy grabbed the backpack from the floor and held it in
his lap.  Matthew kept his portal on him, making sure he would be able to open
it at his location later.


◆ ◆ ◆


“Matt,” Emily whispered.


Matthew closed his portal and looked up.  Mr. Ward was
looking at him expectantly.  He opened a portal over Emily’s desk.  ‘What was
the Smith Act?’ was written in her notebook.


“Sorry, I was just gathering my thoughts.  The Smith Act was
passed in 1940 and it outlawed advocating for the overthrow of the government. 
Its passage was spurred by the occupation of Czechoslovakia by Nazi Germany.”


“Very good, Mr. Brandt.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Thanks,” Matthew said after class was over.  “I was
following up on my lead.”


“I could tell.  So what happened?”


“I’m not sure, we’ll talk later.”


“Hey, Matt, Emily.  Where are we going for lunch today?”
Jason asked.


“You two ditched us three days this week, and then you just
waltz up and expect us to join you?” Emily chided Jason and Alex.


“Hey, we’re working on our parts.  I told you this morning
we’d go to lunch today,” Alex said.


“Oh, right.  I forgot.  Well, how about the burger place on
El Camino Real?”


“Okay, we’ll follow you.”


Matthew followed Emily to her car.  Jason and Alex were right
behind them since Jason had parked next to Emily.


“Okay, you got three minutes to fill me in,” Emily said once
she and Matthew were in the car.


“Okay.  The cops busted the woman at the Starbucks when she
gave a guy nine hundred bucks and got a bag of M&Ms.  But when they opened
the bag it just had M&Ms in it.  They roughed the guy up a bit, searched
him, and found nothing so they let them go.  The guy told the cops his name was
Malcom.


“I followed the guy.  He took a bus back to his apartment. 
He checked his backpack out.  It had a book that was hollowed out with some
foil packets in it.  Then he grabbed some money and a box and put them in his
backpack.”


“Why didn’t the cops find that stuff when they searched him?”


“He swapped backpacks with some kid on his way home.  I’m
guessing the kid was one of the skateboarders that were outside of Starbucks
when the bust went down.  Anyway, I’d just caught Malcom at the bus stop when
we were in class.  He rode the bus for a few stops, a guy got on, they traded
backpacks and then Malcom got off.”


“Wow, that’s sure a lot of action with the backpacks.  You’ll
have to tell me more later.  Are you still tracking them?”


“I’m focusing on the new guy.  And get this, when he got off
the bus, Malcom called the new guy Malcom.  And I think Malcom’s real name is Frankie.”


“I hope you can keep it all straight.  Well, here we are. 
Alex and Jason would decide to go to lunch with us when you have so much to
tell me.”  Emily parked her car and they got out to join Jason and Alex.


◆ ◆ ◆


Emily and Alex split a burger although Emily did get her own
order of French fries.


“I’ll burn them off playing tennis,” Emily said when Alex
teased her about the fries.


“Jason, what parts are you guys going for?”


“We’re doing You Can't Take It with You and I’m going for
Tony Kirby, Alex is going for Alice Sycamore.  Those are the parts that Jimmy
Stewart and Jean Arthur played in the movie.


“Wasn’t Jimmy Stewart tall?”


Jason waved a fry at Matthew, “The part doesn’t have a height
requirement, and you just wait; next time we play tennis, I’m going to show you
how useless all that height is.”  Jason, at 5’ 8”, usually didn’t react when Matthew,
who was pushing six feet, would tease him about his height.  Matthew wondered
what had happened that he’d got such a strong reaction from him and daggers
from Alex.


“Okay, down boys, save it for the court,” Emily said.  “What
brought that on?”


“Oh, one of the guys in drama keeps making a big deal about
how he’s six feet tall and the perfect leading man.  It’s gotten under Jason’s
skin.”


“Well, did you beat him out for the part?” Matthew asked.


“Not yet.  Final auditions are next week.”


“I’m sure you’ll nail it.”


Alex and Jason spent the rest of their lunch talking about
their parts.  Matthew could tell Emily wasn’t her normal self.  She was barely
paying attention.  Obviously, she would rather be talking about Malcom.


◆ ◆ ◆


As they got into her car, Emily looked at Matthew.  “Now, . . .  oh, don’t tell me, you’re checking up on him
again.”  Matthew had a glazed look on his face, so Emily knew he was using his
portal.


The entire way back to school, Matthew used his portal. 
Emily had to poke him when they were in the parking lot.


“Just a second, I’m almost through.”


“What’s he doing?”


“Posting on Facebook.”


“What’s Facebook?”


“It’s a new social media app, like MySpace, but easier to
use.”


“Why haven’t I heard about it?”


“This is their first year; it’s only available to college
students now.  I’m sure they’ll expand soon.  Probably in a few years, everyone
will have a Facebook page.”


“Why, MySpace works just fine?”


“Facebook lets you do more, like posting these notes.  I
wonder if they started using MySpace and switched to Facebook.”


“Who cares?  What is he posting?”


Matthew waved his hand at Emily while he watched Malcom II
finish up a last post.  Then he closed his portal and turned to Emily to
explain.  “I think he’s using Facebook to message his clients about when to
come get their drugs.  It’s in some kind of code.  I’ll have to figure the code
out.”


“No fair.  We’ve got class now, so I’m still in the dark.”


◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew wrote down what he’d seen Malcom II post on the
Facebook pages with his guess at what they meant.


Meeting: ‘Jess-MD@11:00.’  He made four, each with a
different time and a different name.


Then he surreptitiously slipped the page to Emily.


Emily looked at it and wrote her suggestions below each line.


‘See you at McDonald’s at 11:00.’


◆ ◆ ◆


“How’d you get McDonald’s out of MD?” Matthew asked Emily as
they left class and they headed toward their environmental science class.


“I’m guessing they like places like Starbucks, so MD,
McDonald’s, same layout, lots of traffic and no one will notice if you hang out
for an hour or so.”


◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew continued to monitor Malcom II for the rest of the
afternoon.  By three o’clock it was obvious that he was going out.  He had the
backpack out and had checked through its contents again.


At 4:30, Matthew had just finished riding his bike home when
he saw Malcom II heading for the bus stop.  He hoped whatever Malcom II was up
to would be over by six when Jessie and his mother got home.


Malcom II rode the bus to a stop on Balboa, just four blocks
from the Starbucks that the previous Malcom had been using to meet Ms. Frye. 
The stop was right in front of a McDonald’s.  Malcom went in and ordered a
burger and fries, then took his stuff over to the counter facing the windows. 
He put on an Atlanta Brave’s baseball hat, wearing it backward.  Matthew
remembered that Malcom, aka Frankie, had worn the same hat the same way.


The skateboarder from earlier came in and walked over to
Malcom II.  He dropped his pack at Malcom’s feet and gave him a casual “Watch
my bag, will ya?” comment.  The kid ordered fries and a Coke then walked back
to Malcom and grabbed a backpack.  Since Matthew had been watching for it, he
had seen Malcom using his feet to switch the backpacks around.  The kid left
the McDonald’s carrying Malcom’s backpack.  He joined a group of teens who were
playing around on their skateboards doing tricks.


The kid pulled a bundle of flyers out of the backpack and
made a show of sticking one on each of the cars in the parking lot.  He did a
few tricks between putting flyers on the various groups of cars.  When he was
finished, he skated back to his friends and sat down where he continued to eat
his fries and drink his Coke.


A car pulled in and the kid set his Coke down and fiddled
with the backpack.  He watched as the driver went into the McDonald’s.  Matthew
could see he was keeping an eye on the driver while he ordered a Coke and
fries.  Then the driver walked away from the counter, stopping at Malcom’s
place.  He slipped an envelope to Malcom who handed him a bag of M&Ms.  As
soon as that happened, the kid skated over to the driver’s car and stuck a flyer
under the windshield wiper blade.  He then spun in place and hopped the curb
and raced back to his friends.


Matthew watched the driver as he went back to his car.  He
made a show of starting to get in and then noticing the flyer.  Instead of
reaching from the driver’s door, he closed the door and went to the windshield
to remove the flyer.  Matthew just caught him picking up a small foil package
out of the gap between the windshield and the hood of the car.


The routine repeated itself three more times, about ten minutes
apart.  Each driver slipped an envelope to Malcom for a bag of M&Ms.  And
when they got to their car there was a flyer and a foil package from the
skateboarder.  The skateboarder also made sure to stick flyers on any other
cars that came into the lot, but only put the foil packages on the ones that
Malcom had handed M&Ms to.  Most of the drivers made a show of opening the
bag of M&Ms before they got to their car.







    Chapter 5


    Analysis of a Crime



That night Matthew set up a program to search Facebook for
similar posts to the ones he saw Malcom reading and posting on.  He also spent
time looking at the profiles of the people whose pages Malcom was posting on. 
Of course, they were all college students since you had to have a college email
to register.  Since Matthew was a student at UCSD, he set up a Facebook profile
and set his computer to searching all the various profiles that were available.


◆ ◆ ◆


Early Saturday morning, Matthew checked in on Malcom II.  He
was on his computer posting on some Facebook pages.  He had a list he was
working off of.  It had eight entries; each had a name followed by a
thirteen-digit number.  The page he was working on had several similar entries
on it.  He put in his entry then moved to another page and there he entered the
data from the next entry on his list.  “Not very helpful,” Matthew
thought.  He filed it away hoping that he’d come across something that would
help him make sense of the numbers.


The next day, Matthew and Emily met for lunch.  Emily wanted
a full update and was frustrated that she had to wait so long to get it.  She’d
had a tennis game at the country club that morning and Matthew had to attend
group class, sparring class, and take his private lesson at the Golden Dragon,
the martial arts studio where he trained. 


They were meeting at Emily’s house so they would be able to
have some privacy.  Alex was out with Jason, and the girls were downstairs with
the nanny.


“Okay, what have you learned?” Emily demanded.


“Not much more than what you already know.  I checked the
pages that Malcom posted on, they’re all over the map.  Two are for students on
the East Coast, one for a student in Florida, and another for a student in
Texas.”


“So none for anyone in San Diego?”


“It was a sample of four, so that might not be significant,
but it would make sense to avoid posting on a site for someone local.”


“Have you looked for other postings?”


“Yes, I set a search up to find similar postings.  There are lots
of them, none are on the West Coast.”


Emily gave Matthew a smile letting him know that she thought
that proved her theory.  “How many?”


“Over five hundred sites and eighteen thousand two hundred
fifty-three postings last week.  It looks like my search had finished when I
checked it an hour ago.  But they’re not necessarily related to Malcom or the
drug thing, asking someone to meet you at MDs, SBs, BKs, CJs doesn’t seem that
unusual, but having a bunch on the same page on the same day with different
destinations is weird.


“Wow, if they are part of the drug thing, that seems like a
lot for Malcom to deal with.”


“I’m assuming that it’s a network.  Probably covers all the
new distribution for the West Coast.”


“That’s a lot of orchestration.”


“It is.  And I managed to learn more about the first Malcom. 
His real name is Frankie Sutton, he’s a student at Mesa Community College, and
has a job at Target.  He looks legit, but I don’t know about his grades and
attendance.”


“Hmm, it would be nice to be able to figure that out.  Can’t
you check on him a few times?”


“Sure, I’ve got nothing but time,” Matthew said,
sarcasm dripping from each word.  “Besides he’s out of it.”


“I guess we should focus on the new guy.”


“We?!”


“Sorry, but you’re the one who can pop in anytime he wants.”


“I guess,” Matthew said with a sigh.


“So the messages that Malcom typed in yesterday told his
customers where and when to do the exchange.”


“Yes, the package of money that they gave Malcom had a code
name for them and an order for the number of pills they want.  Then he tells
them when and where to come pick up the drugs on a Facebook page.  They have a
tightly orchestrated method for the exchange.”


“What?!  Explain that.”


“Oh, I guess we didn’t talk about it.  They meet at the
restaurant, the buyer passes Malcom the cash, and he hands them a bag of
M&Ms.  Then when they leave the restaurant, if they’re carrying a bag of
M&Ms, a skateboarder puts a flyer on their windshield and drops the drugs
into the space under the hood.”


“A bag of M&Ms?”


“Yeah, I think that’s so that if the cops are watching
they’ll think the bag contains drugs and bust them in the restaurant, like what
happened yesterday morning.  Then Malcom can claim it was just the buyer paying
him back or something.”


“So won’t the cops be more careful next time?”


“Maybe, but it looks like Malcom is out of the program.  He
handed all his stuff off to Malcom II.”


“Oh, right.  Good thing he has a job and is going to
college.”


“Right.  It’s well orchestrated.  Malcom hands the drugs off
to the skateboarder right after he arrives at the restaurant.  They have
identical backpacks and switch them.  Then they switch them back on the bus
after they’ve made all the sales.  So, if things go correctly, Malcom never has
the money and the drugs at the same time.”


“Except at his apartment.”


“True, but he’s got an excellent hiding place.  I had to do
some research on plumbing to figure it out.  He puts the money and drugs in the
vent pipe for the bathroom in his apartment.  Actually, it’s the vent pipe for
the apartment next to his, so I guess he could claim it wasn’t his if they
raided him.”


“That sounds clever.  Do you think Malcom figured this out on
his own?”


“No, I’m pretty sure this is part of a master plan that was
developed by the top guy.  I bet he has every dealer in his network doing
exactly the same thing.”


“But this new guy, he’s got to be like the old Malcom’s boss,
right?”


“That makes sense since he got the text and they immediately
met to hand off the stuff.”


“So if he’s like the distributor, then how does he work with
his dealers?”


“I don’t know.  I haven’t been able to search his apartment
to figure out much about him yet.  I’ll do that later today or tonight.  This
morning when I checked on him he was entering stuff on different Facebook
pages.”


“What kind of stuff?”


Matthew grabbed the pad they were making notes on and wrote
out the first four entries he’d seen on Malcom’s list.


Waldo - 9780340928653


Mary – 9780553593549


Billy – 9780241323410


Oliver – 9780517524480


“There were eight entries on the list, but you get the idea.”


Emily rotated the page so she could see the list.  “Hmm, what
do you think the entries are for?”


“I’m guessing he’s using a similar code to the restaurant
codes, but with a coordinate?”


“Makes sense since we think he’s a distributor.”


“Sure, so this would be a code for his dealers.”


“I agree, so what would the number be for?”


“A coordinate?  A time and date for the pickup?  It could be
anything.”  Matthew started rewriting the numbers breaking them into different
groupings.


“Google thirteen-digit numbers,” Emily suggested.


“Are your fingers broken?”


Emily rolled her eyes at Matthew, but picked up her laptop
and googled ‘thirteen-digit numbers’.  “A bunch of references to the fact that
there are no thirteen-digit phone numbers, something about sim cards.”  Emily
paged to the next set of results.  “Here’s one, ISBN numbers are thirteen
digits.”


“Okay, then google ISBN and one of the numbers.”  Matthew
recited the number for Emily.


“I get Of Mice and Men.”


“For this one?”  Matthew recited the second number.


“The Bourne Identity.”


“That can’t be a coincidence.”  Matthew grabbed Emily’s
laptop.


“Hey!”


“I can type them in by memory, or do you want to play data
entry tech?”


“Go ahead.”


Matthew typed the eight numbers he remembered.  “They all
come back as real books.”


“Cool, but won’t any thirteen-digit number come back as a
book?”


“No, we couldn’t have used them all up.  But let’s try one.” 
Matthew had his computer generate a random number, 64459462604835, then he
entered it in the ISBN search.


“See, comes back as no document found.”


“Okay, so if they’re ISBN numbers, what does that mean?”


“They’re using books to swap things?”


“Or using the library as a blind drop,” Emily suggested.  “It
would be perfect, but how would they avoid someone else picking up the
package?”


“I’ll have to try and figure that out.  But we now know, or
think we do, that this drug distribution system is using Facebook to coordinate
delivery of the drugs to the users and dealers.”


“So how does Malcom get the drugs?”


“I don’t know.”


“And?”


“Yes, I’ll try to figure it out.”


“What about the money?”


“I said they paid him.”


“So Frye was his first client?”


“Why do you ask?”


“He only had her money.  If she wasn’t his first, then he
should have had more money on him.”


“I don’t think she was his first.”


“So where’s the other money?”


Matthew gave Emily a pensive look.  “You know, Malcom told
his contact he’d have to go back to Starbucks.”


“You mean the money is still there?”


“Maybe.  Darn, we should have talked before.”  Matthew opened
his portal at the Starbucks and started searching the area where Malcom was
seated.  It only took him a minute to find the stash.  “I think it’s still
there.  I need a flashlight.”


Emily grabbed her purse and handed Matthew the pocket
flashlight she carried.  “Here.”


Using the flashlight, Matthew was able to examine his find.  “There’s
a box mounted under the counter where Malcom was sitting.  I think it’s stuck
there with double-sided tape.  There’s a slot in it, and .
. . three money envelopes.”


“So there’s what, like three thousand dollars there?”


“That’s my guess.  I think the box could hold eight to ten
envelopes.  It’s about an inch deep.”


“How can you fit ten thousand dollars in a box that small?”


“Hey, ten thousand dollars is less than half an inch.”


“Really?”


“Yep, look it up.  U.S. money is just over one-tenth of a
millimeter in thickness.”


“And you know this how?”


“I looked it up in the summer when we were tracking Sayid’s
actions.  I wanted to know how he was moving money around.”


“Okay, so do we tell the cops about the money?”


“That might tip Malcom II off.  We need to figure out who his
supplier is.”


“Okay, what’s he doing now?”


“He looks like he’s getting ready to head out, just what I
need.  Brea’s playing in one hour and I’m stuck having to keep tabs on him.”


“Quit whining.  It’s not like you have to go out and follow
him around.  You can just check in once in a while.”


“Like that will be easy to do without my mom wondering why I’m
zoned out.”


“Then stay here and watch it with me.”


◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew watched Malcolm II head out.  Since he was at Emily’s
he figured it would be a good time to search Malcom II’s apartment while he was
out.  Using Emily’s flashlight, he was able to see inside of drawers and files.


“What have you learned?”


“That he lives in an apartment and that you have no
patience.”  Matthew shouldered Emily away; she was leaning against him, trying
to see through his portal with him.


“Sorry.”


It was a small apartment so there wasn’t a desk or something
like that where one would expect to find a file.  It took a few minutes of
looking around before Matthew found a file box.  It only took a few seconds to
find a utility bill with the name Dante Cruz on it.


“Okay, his name is Dante Cruz.”


“Nice name.”


“Sure.”  Matthew leafed through the files until he found the
title to Dante’s car.  “And he owns a new three series Beamer, no lease or bank
loan.”


“So, he’s getting lots of money from his drug dealing.”


“Looks that way,” Matthew closed his portal and turned his
attention to the TV.  Brianna was just coming out onto the court for her
warmup.


“You’ve got a few more minutes; check on him again.”


“Yes, boss.”  Matthew did a quick check on Dante.  It would
be easier to keep the two guys straight now that they had  real names.  “He
just parked at a lot downtown.”


“Okay.  You better start watching, Brea is getting ready to
receive.”


Matthew and Emily watched Brianna bounce on her toes as she
prepared to receive the first serve.


“Oww!” Matthew cried as Brianna barely got her racket on the
ball.


“Relax, it’s just one serve.”


On the next serve, Brianna made a return, but her opponent
hit a cross-court winner off of it.  Matthew started to sweat.


“I said relax.  It’s just the first game.”


Brianna only managed one point off her opponent’s serve.


“Now, it’s Brea’s turn.”


“Alright,” Matthew exclaimed time and again as Brianna hit
ace after ace.  Eventually, she won the game at 40-Love; her opponent only got
her racket on one of Brianna’s serves.


“Her serves are hot.  She’s going to dominate from here on
out,” Emily predicted.


“Come on Brea!”  Matthew was crossing his fingers as Brianna
set up to receive again.


Brianna returned the first serve and rushed the net behind
it.  She hit an easy cross-court volley to win the first point.


“See, I told you.”


Brianna won the third game, only giving up two points during
play.  “She’s cruising now,” Emily said.  “Check on Dante, they’re changing
ends, so there’s a ninety-second break.”


Matthew opened his portal.  Malcom was riding the trolley
south toward San Ysidro.  He was just sitting on an outside seat, relaxed
listening to tunes on his i-pod, his backpack clutched between his feet.


Emily nudged him when Brianna was set to receive again. 
“Anything?”


“Not yet.”


They watched Brianna dominate her opponent, winning all but
one point to take the game at 15.


“Quick, check again.”


“Still nothing.”


Brianna won the fifth game with four aces.  “Another ninety
seconds!”


Matthew tuned back to Dante.  The trolley was just leaving a
station.  Matthew watched as a guy wandered down the aisle.  As he passed
Dante, there was a very discreet passing of a thick envelope to Dante, who
waited a few seconds before slipping it into his backpack.


“Got him.  He just got a money drop.”


Matthew continued to check in on Dante during the breaks, as
they watched Brianna win the match 6-2, 6-0.


“She was pretty amazing,” Emily said.  “The match tomorrow is
for the title.”


“I hope she wins.”


“She’s got a good shot.  She’s at the top of her game.  But
now what did you see with Dante?”


“Just a second.”  Matthew grabbed the flashlight and used it
to look inside the pocket that Dante had slid the envelope into.  “I see eight envelopes,
and they each have around twenty thousand in them.”


“Wow!  That is a lot of money.  Now we need to figure out
what Dante does with it.”


“You keep saying we!”


“Well, I’m helping.  I’m your timekeeper.”


“Right, thanks for that,” Matthew said as he pushed on Emily’s
shoulder and laughed as she let herself fall on the floor.


“You’re mean.  I’m going to sue.  Maybe I can get the same
lawyer that Frankie called.”


“Right, we’ll have to see if he gets anything out of that.  I
haven’t heard any news about it.”


◆ ◆ ◆


On Sunday morning, Matthew staked out Dante’s apartment. 
When he left for the trolley, he swapped backpacks with a skateboarder.  This
was a different kid than the one Frankie had used at the Starbucks and that
Dante had continued to use.  Since Matthew was pretty sure Dante was heading to
the trolley downtown, he decided to follow the kid.


The kid took the bus to the North Clairemont Library. 
Matthew watched him tape dark boxes to the underside of the eight lower shelves
in the various bookcases in the library.  It didn’t take him long to verify
that the boxes had pills in them.


That afternoon, Matthew went to Emily’s again to watch
Brianna’s championship game.  Jason and Alex were supposedly watching it at the
Winthrop house.  Mrs. Stevenson was taking Hanna and Sonja to a party for the
afternoon which meant that Mr. Stevenson was free to play golf all day.


Brianna was facing off against Mariam Lockhart.  It was the
first time the two had ever played each other.  The match was intense as
neither woman lost her serve.  Brianna won the first set in a tiebreaker 7-5. 
Matthew just cursorily checked in on Dante. He was sure he was going to follow
the same pattern as yesterday so he decided to just count the money packages
again at the end of the day instead of trying to watch the handoffs.


Brianna lost the second set in a tiebreaker 5-7 and was now
preparing to serve for the first time in the final set.


“I can’t believe she can’t break her serve,” Emily said.


“Both of them are serving like demons.  I don’t see how
they’re keeping it up.  But Brea is scoring the most points on her opponent’s
serve, so you would think she’d eventually break her.”


“True, but she’s having to work awfully hard to do it.”


The two watched as the final set played out similar to the
first two.  Brianna won most of her games at love, while her opponent always
seemed to lose one or two points on her serve.  Finally, it came down to the last
tiebreaker.


“I don’t like this.  Brea’s looking tired.”


“They both are.”


“I know, but she lost the last tiebreaker.”


“It’s hard to believe since she’s won so many points against
serves.  But then Mariam seems to be able to really buckle down during the
tiebreakers.”


The two watched as the two women held serve to 7-7, then
Brianna faltered and was broken on her serve.  Mariam held serve to win the
tournament.


“Damn, that was harsh!”


“Matthew!” Mrs. Stevenson scolded.


“Sorry.”  Emily and Matthew had been so focused on the match
that they hadn’t heard Mrs. Stevenson arrive with the two girls.


“I assume by that outburst that Brea lost.”


“Yes, all three sets were decided by a tiebreaker,” Emily
said.  “Brea just couldn’t hold out.”


“Oh, that’s too bad.  But second place is still a big deal.”


“I know, but you know Brea, she’s going to be devastated.”


“I should be going,” Matthew said.


“Do you want a ride home?”


“No, I’ve got my bike.  It’s not too far.”


“Okay, let me show you out.”


Once they were outside, Emily grabbed Matthew’s arm.  “Did
you check on Dante?”


“Yes, he had eight packages just like yesterday.  I’ll try
and see if I can figure out what he does with the money tonight.”


“Okay, see you at school tomorrow.”


They were both so distraught over Brianna’s loss, that they
forgot to review what Matthew had learned about Dante.


◆ ◆ ◆


On Monday, Emily cornered Matthew before French class. 
“Well, what did you find out?”


“Not much.  I did see him bundling the money up.  He was
using calipers to count it.”


Emily scrunched her brow in confusion, “What?”


“He was using a caliper to count the money.  Money is a fixed
thickness, so if you accurately measure how thick a stack is, then you know how
much money is in it.  It looks like they mostly get hundreds since he was
making stacks of hundreds.  Anyway, he was putting the money in stacks of
fifteen thousand dollars, which is a bit weird.”


“And that’s all you saw?”


“Hey, I have a life.  Besides, I was at my limit on holding my
portal open, so I went to bed.”







    Chapter 6


    Breaking News


 

Matthew was watching the 10 o’clock news on Monday night,
trying to see if there would be anything he could use for their investigation
when a news bulletin came up.


“Breaking news!  San Diego Police sued for harassment!  On
Friday, the police accosted two citizens in Starbucks.  The police claimed that
they were breaking up a suspected drug deal, but when they searched the
suspects they found nothing to indicate anything untoward had taken place.  The
detective in charge used unnecessary force when he searched the male suspect,
who has now filed a harassment suit against the police department.”


They played the video from the Starbucks surveillance camera.


“As you can see, the suspect did not resist the police
officer.  The police tell us that the officer told him to assume the position,
but who among us would know what that meant?  It is clear that the officer
slammed Mr. Sutton’s head into the counter for no reason.”


The reporter went on about how police harassment against Black
males was a problem and pointed out that the City of San Diego spent millions of
dollars each year settling suits against the police for illegal use of force
and other abuse-of-power charges.


Matthew did a quick check on Detective Vaughn.  The detective
was watching the same news program and clearly, he was not happy.  Matthew
decided he definitely had to check in on the briefing the next morning.


◆ ◆ ◆


When Matthew tuned into the briefing the next day, Detective
Vaughn was already yelling.


“Jones, you screwed up, you’re lucky you’re not suspended!”


“Hey, the kid was being a smartass!”


“It doesn’t matter.  Now we’ve got the press all over us, as
well as alerting the drug ring that we’re tracking users.”


“Like they didn’t already know that.  I don’t know how they
set us up, but that kid was dealing, I just know it.”


“Well, what you know and what you can prove are two different
things.  Now that kid is like kryptonite, we can’t touch him.”


“We can still follow him and see where he leads us.”


“Yes, now that we have a real name, we can put a tail on
him,” one of the other detectives offered.


“Great, I appreciate the offer.  You tail him.  See what he
does.  Now, what else do we have?”


“I finished sorting through all the users we have files on. 
I’ve flagged those with profiles matching our target, well-to-do, middle
class.  It’s a pretty short list.”


Matthew closed his portal.  It didn’t look like they were
likely to be making any progress if they still thought Frankie would provide
any leads.


◆ ◆ ◆


Brianna and her parents had stayed over on Monday to watch
the professional finals at the U.S. Open.  So they flew in early Tuesday
morning so Brianna could make it to school before first period.  Matthew
hurried off to school even though this was Tuesday and he had first period free;
he wanted to be there when Brianna arrived.


When the Winthrops drove up, Jason piled out of the car and
waved at Matthew as he ran off to his first class.  Brianna got out and smiled
at Matthew.


“Hey, Matt, long time no see.”


“Hi, Brea, how are you hanging?” Matthew said, not sure how
to ask his girlfriend if she was over losing the final match in the tournament.


“I’m okay.  I have to run or I’ll be late for class.  I’ll
see you at lunch.”  Brianna gave Matthew a hug and a kiss on the cheek before
she ran off.


“Don’t worry, Matt, she’ll be okay,” Mrs. Winthrop said. 
“She had so much invested in that tournament that she’s struggling to deal with
losing.”


“But she came in second.  That’s a major deal.”


“It is, but you know Brea.  We’ll see you tonight at the
party, right?”


“I’ll be there.”


Mrs. Winthrop got out of the car and gave Matt a hug.  She
patted him on the cheek before getting back in.  “Just be patient.”


“Sure.  See you tonight, Cara.  Bye Carl,” Matthew waved at
the Winthrops before heading to the library.


◆ ◆ ◆


That night the party at the Winthrops was low-key.  Just the
few friends that Brianna stayed close to.  Jennifer, Raquel, Alex, Emily, and
Matthew.  Of course, Jason was there and Hanna as well.  Brianna put on a good
face and everyone had a good time, but there was an undercurrent of strain
throughout the party.  Matthew was actually glad when it was over.


◆ ◆ ◆


Friday evening, Matthew was checking the news out again. 
Another news bulletin came up.


“Breaking news, Evelyn Frye, the woman involved in the
incident at Starbucks last Friday died suddenly this afternoon at her place of
work, Timeless Gems, in La Jolla.  Her employer said she went to the bathroom
about one o’clock and never came out.  He says he pounded on the door for a
minute before asking another employee to go in and see what was wrong.  Mrs.
Frye was found dead on the floor, the cause of death has not been released. 
Ms. Frye was twenty-three years old.”


Matthew quickly tuned in on Malcom, aka Frankie.  He was
watching the same news program.  Matthew could see tears glistening in his
eyes.


“Bastards!” Frankie growled.


◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew tuned in to the taskforce briefing the next morning. 
He’d checked the night before and caught Detective Vaughn calling his team to
let them know they would be working Saturday.


“Okay, what do we have?” Detective Vaughn asked.


“We searched her apartment.  We found a stash of Oxycontin,
about a week’s worth.  She had a pillbox on her with six pills in it, enough
for a day.  We’ve sent the pills to the lab, they look the same, both stamped
with the Oxycontin logo.”


“What does the coroner say?”


“He says it looks like an overdose.”


“Intentional?”


“No, he says it looks like just one pill in her system.  He’s
testing, but he thinks it’s probably a bad batch.”


The phone rang.  “Vaughn!” the detective barked as he
answered the phone.


“Yes, . . .  Test them all!”  He
turned back to the team.  “That was the lab.  The pills she had were made with Fentanyl,
not Oxycontin.”


“That’s wicked stuff.  If the dealers don’t control the
quality, you get a bad pill once in a while.  It only takes one.”


“Tomorrow, I want to go over her house again.  There has to
be something that points to her dealer.”


“Tomorrow?”


“This is a murder investigation.  We’ll work seven days a
week until we clear it up.”


“Murder?”


“What are the odds that Ms. Frye would be caught up in our
sting, and then, just one week later, OD on Fentanyl?”


“If she was a user, I’d say they were pretty good.”


“I don’t think so.  I think someone was cleaning up after
themselves.”


Matthew could see several of the detectives in the room
rolling their eyes, but he was with Detective Vaughn.  This really smelled of a
cleanup, and clearly, Frankie had thought so too.


“I want Frankie Sutton in here now!”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Mr. Sutton, police, open up!”


Frankie came to the door.  He opened it a few inches so he
could see the police officer.  “What do you want?  You can’t be here, I’m suing
you.”


“We’re aware of that, this is not about the lawsuit.  We’d
like you to come to the station.”


“What for?”


“We have some questions.”


Frankie pulled out his cellphone and punched a speed dial
button.


“Hey, this is Frankie.  The cops just showed up at my door. 
They want me to go to the station with them.  . . . 
Uh-huh.  . . .  Okay.”


Frankie hung the phone up.  “My lawyer and I will meet you
there at one o’clock.”


“Mr. Sutton, it’s eight-thirty.”


“Hey, my lawyer is a busy man.  See you at one.”  With that,
Frankie closed the door.


Matthew watched as the two detectives looked at each other. 
“Call Vaughn.”


The second detective pulled out a cell phone and dialed.


“Detective, he says his lawyer and he will meet us at the
station at one.  . . .  Yeah, I know he’s being an
ass, but what do you want us to do?”


“Well?” his partner asked after the detective hung up the
call.


“We’re to sit on him until he gets to the station.”


“Great.”


“Hey, there’s a Starbucks just down the street.  I’ll stay
here while you go get coffee.”


Matthew figured that nothing would happen until one, so he
would have time to go to the Golden Dragon and do his routine.  His lesson was
at 11:30, so he would be done in time to make it home before one.  He sent
Emily a text explaining the situation.


‘Pick you up at 12:45’ Emily texted back.  She wasn’t going
to miss her chance to listen in on the interview.


◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew was just getting out of the shower when Emily showed
up.  He quickly dressed in jeans and a polo shirt and ran out to meet her.


“We probably have lots of time.  I’m sure the lawyer and
Frankie will talk before the lawyer lets the police question him.”


“But we want to hear what he tells the lawyer.”


“Isn’t that unethical?”


“Investigative reporter, remember.  We’re not building a case
against him.”


Matthew shook his head as he sat back in the seat.  He took
the opportunity to check on Frankie who was just leaving for the police
station.  He got into a beat-up Camaro to make the drive.


They made it to Emily’s house and into the study before
Frankie met his lawyer outside the police station.


“They’re just checking in,” Matthew told Emily.


“Great, now open it up so I can see and hear.”


Matthew and Emily sat on the sofa next to each other so they
could both see through the portal that Matthew opened in front of them.  The
lawyer and Frankie had just been seated in an interview room.


“So what’s this about?” the lawyer asked Frankie.


“They said it’s something about Evelyn Frye.  She died
yesterday.”


“Do you know anything about it?”


“Only what I heard on the news.”


“Good.  Now, remember that the police can lie to you, so
don’t react to anything they say.  They’ll try to trip you up.  Don’t answer any
of their questions unless I tell you to.”


“Got it.”


“You sure there’s nothing you should tell me?”


“Nope, I have no clue about what happened to her.”


“Okay.”  The lawyer got up and knocked on the door.  Detective
Vaughn and another detective came in.


“Hello, Mr. Sutton.  Tell me, where does the name Malcom come
in?”


“It’s a nickname,” Frankie blurted out.  His lawyer patted
him on the leg to remind him not to answer any questions.


“I have advised my client not to answer any questions without
my explicit okay.  Now can you tell us why we’re here?”


“We’d like to get some more information about his
relationship with Ms. Frye.  I’m sure you’re aware that she died yesterday.”


“I saw it on the news,” Frankie said.  “It sucks, she was a
nice lady.”


“Do you know how she died?” Vaughn asked.


“Not sure, the news said she died in the bathroom at work. 
They said the cause of death had not been disclosed.”


“Would you be surprised to learn that she died of an
overdose?”


Frankie made a good effort at looking shocked.  His lawyer
placed a hand on his arm to keep him from answering.


“My client would have no way to confirm that.”


“We found a bunch of Oxycontin pills on her, would that
surprise you?”


Frankie shook his head.


“Is that head shake saying you’re not surprised?”


“NO!  It’s saying I can’t believe it.”


“She had twenty pills in a bottle at home, would that
surprise you?”


Frankie just looked at the detective.


“What would you say if I told you that we found a piece of
foil in her trash with traces of Fentanyl and your fingerprints on it?”


“I’d say you were lying,” Frankie said as the lawyer squeezed
his arm again.


“Are you sure?  Would you be willing to give us fingerprints
for elimination purposes?”


Frankie started to say yes but his lawyer stopped him.


“My client doesn’t wish to submit to any further invasion of
his privacy by the police department.  If you want his fingerprints, you’ll
need a warrant.”


“What are you afraid of?  He says his prints won’t be on the foil.”


“I never gave her anything in a foil package.  We weren’t
sharing leftovers or nothing like that.  Why would I?”


“Detective Vaughn, please quit trying to bait my client.  He
has no knowledge concerning Ms. Frye’s death.  He is a student at Mesa College and
works at Target to support himself.  Your persistence in trying to connect him
to some kind of drug deals is becoming tiresome and we will add this to our
complaint with the courts.”


“You’re free to do so.  We’re just trying to figure out who
killed Ms. Frye.”


“Killed her.  I thought you said she died of an overdose.”


“Yes, but we’re operating under the assumption that she was
intentionally given pills that would cause an overdose.”


“That’s sick, who would do that?” Frankie shouted.


“You tell me.”


“Unless you have some real questions, we’ll be leaving now.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Wow,” Emily said.  “Do you think they have his prints on the
foil?”


“No.  They’d have gotten a warrant if anyone’s prints were on
it besides hers.  And when I watched the kid drop the packages on the cars,
they were in a small baggie that he dropped the foil package out of.  He never
touched the package itself and I’m sure that Frankie was wearing gloves when he
put it together.”


“You didn’t tell me that!”


“I can’t remember everything.”


“Why not, you have an eidetic memory.”


“That means I remember things when I try to recall them, but
it doesn’t mean I’ll recall something when we’re talking.  It’s complicated.”


“Okay, let’s list what we know.  But first, what’s Detective
Vaughn doing?”


Matthew opened his portal again and watched as Detective
Vaughn walked into the incident room.


“What did the kid say?” one of the other detectives asked.


“Not much.  Swears he doesn’t know anything.  The lawyer
didn’t let him answer much.  What did you think, Ron?”  Detective Vaughn asked
the detective who had attended the interview with him.


“I don’t know.  I don’t make him for intentionally trying to
kill her.  But I think he knows more than he’s saying.”


“Okay, I want officers to canvas the area around her
apartment and place of work.  Find out if anything unusual happened.  Use
Frankie’s driver’s license photo to see if anyone has seen him around.”


Matthew closed his portal.  “They don’t know anything.”


“Okay, now what do we know?  First on Frankie.”


“He was selling drugs, I saw him pulling the drugs and money
out of his apartment and handing them off to Dante.”


“Anything else?”


“He’s a college student and works at Target.”


“And?”


“He’s out of the loop now.  He told Malcom II, that’s Dante Cruz,
that he wouldn’t be seeing him anymore.”


“Okay, so what do we know about this Cruz guy?”


“He works for an accounting firm downtown, drives a nice
three series BMW.”


“Does that make sense?”


“Not really. He’s just an entry-level guy, not a CPA.”


“Okay, what else?”


“He’s obviously a distributor.  I saw him collecting a lot of
money last weekend.  He’s still in his apartment, but I bet he goes out and
collects more this morning.”


“How can you be sure?”


“I saw him handing the drugs off to his little buddy this
morning.”


“AND?!”


“Oh, ‘we’ haven’t gone over this yet.  He gives the kid the
drugs.  They’re in little black boxes.  The kid also gets a list.  He goes to
the North Clairemont Library and puts the drugs on the bookshelves based on the
list.  He sticks them to the bottom of one of the lower shelves.  I assume the
buyers know where their package is supposed to be and come in later in the day
to collect it.  I saw him do it this morning, it made me miss group class.”


“How does he know he’s got the money first?” Emily asked.


“I think they operate on the honor system.  It seems weird,
but the dealers are making a lot of money, so I guess they wouldn’t want to
jeopardize that by trying to steal from him, much less take the risk there
would be a contract put out on them for stealing.”


“So, how does he get the money?”


“He takes the trolley from downtown to San Ysidro.  Every few
stops a guy gets on, drops a package in his lap, and continues on to another
car.  They get off a few stops later.  I counted eight last Saturday.  I couldn’t
manage to count them all on Sunday, but I’m pretty sure the kid put out eight
packages this morning; I should be able to check again tomorrow.”


“So, seventeen dealers.”


“Seventeen?”


“Counting himself.  He’s handling Frankie’s clients.”


“No, I think he’s got someone to take that over now. 
Thursday and Friday there was a guy sitting in the restaurant with him watching
him do the handoff.”


“He used the same restaurant?”


“No, Burger King on Thursday and Carl’s Jr’s on Friday.”


“So sixteen dealers.  How many clients does each dealer
have?”


“A lot.  Dante handled eight people every day last week that
I watched, so that would be forty.”


“Whoa!  That’s a lot of money.”


“Yep.  Assume each one takes two pills per day, that would be
80 pills times seven days, so 560 pills a week per dealer.  So with eight
dealers, we’re talking about 4500, at fifteen dollars a pill, that would be over
sixty-seven thousand dollars a week.


“That’s a lot of money.”


“Yes, and that’s assuming they’re just taking the doctor
recommended dosage.  If some of them up the dose to three pills a day, then
you’re talking over one hundred thousand per week.”


“And that assumes they stop at three.  They’re going to
become resistant, so they’ll be wanting more.”


“Right.”


“So where do the pills come from?”


“I don’t know.  I haven’t seen how Cruz is getting the pills.”


“What about the money?”


“I don’t know that either, but it’s a lot of money.  He can’t
be keeping it, but I have no idea how he’s sending it on.”


“What’s his cut?”


“Must be pretty good.  He makes six thousand a month, drives
a new BMW, lives in a nice apartment by himself.  He went out on Friday and
Saturday nights last week and turned down a couple of dinner offers during the
week, so he has an active social life.”


“That’s not unusual for someone his age.”


“No, but his friends seemed disappointed when he turned them
down.  Sounded like he was good for buying rounds for the table.”


“So he throws his money around.”


“Sounded like it.”


“You have to stay on him.  You need to figure out where the
money goes and how he gets the drugs.”


“Yes, Chief,” Matthew said, making it obvious that he was
feeling put upon.


“Hey, I can’t surveil him.  You have to do it.  Besides,
you’d think he’d do something to get rid of the money early in the week if he
gets it all on the weekend.”


“I know, I know.  But Brea’s back, and this surveillance takes
a lot of time.”


“Just do the best you can.  I bet he does something Monday
morning.  Check him out.  What are you and Brea up to tonight?”


“We’re going to see a movie.”  Matthew let out a deep sigh. 
“Emily, have you noticed that Brea is acting kind of weird?”


“What do you mean by weird?”


“She seems stressed out.  She’s standoffish, I don’t feel
like we’re very close right now.”


“Probably just still the effects of losing the tournament.  I
think she was really counting on it to boost her standings.”


“Yeah, I guess.  I hope she starts relaxing.  It’s kind of
hard to be around her right now.”


“Just hang in there.  She needs a rock like you to lean on while
she figures it all out.”


◆ ◆ ◆


On Wednesday, Matthew biked over to the Winthrops.  Their lit
class had been assigned to write a short play and he and Jason were teaming
up.  Mrs. Winthrop had insisted that Jason partner with someone else besides
Alex, since she didn’t think much homework got done when Alex and Jason were
together.


Bouncing down the stairs he heard the voice of a woman yell. 
“Right there, you could have wrong-footed her!”


Matthew slowed and eased his way down the rest of the
stairs.  Brianna, Mrs. Winthrop, and another woman were sitting together
watching the TV.  Matthew was pretty sure it was Brianna’s final match at the
U.S. Open.


“And see here.  She could have returned that volley behind
you for a winner, but she intentionally kept it in play.”  The woman had paused
the video.


“Why?”


“To wear you out.”


“What?”


“Tell me.  How many points did you score off of her serve in
the match?”


“Thirteen.”


“How many did she score off of you?”


“Four.”


“So, who was working harder, you or her?”


“We both were.”


“Come on.  You know full well, that when you’ve got the
serve, it’s the other player working their ass off to score a point.”


“So, you think she was wearing me down?”


“Yes, after your first service game, she knew you would be
tough to break.  So she took a few chances on her serve so you would have to
run around more.  It paid off in the tiebreakers.  And she didn’t try all that
hard on your serves except in the tiebreakers.”


“That’s cheating!”


“That’s strategy.”


“Ahem,” Matthew announced himself as he made his way into the
room.


“Oh, hi, Matt.  This is Karina, my new tennis coach.  Karina,
I’ve told you about Matt.”


“Hi, Matt,” Karina said extending her hand.


Matthew took it and started to shake it.  Karina immediately
bore down on it, demonstrating a crushing grip.  Matthew was glad he worked on
hand strength for his martial arts class, otherwise, he’d need splints for his
fingers.  Karina smiled, her white teeth glistening against her dark skin.


“Brianna told me that you do martial arts.  You must be a
pretty serious student.”


Matthew smiled back.  “Yes.  You never know when you might
need to rely on your training.”


“Karina, you didn’t try to crush his hand, did you?”


“She has a pretty strong grip,” Matthew said.


Karina laughed.  “You should show Brea some of your
exercises.  She could use a little more strength in her grip.”


“I will.  When did you start coaching Brea?”


“Just last week.  We discussed it at the Open, I guess that was
an interview.”


Matthew looked at Mrs. Winthrop.


“I can’t travel with Brea to the tournaments.  It wouldn’t be
fair to Hanna.  And she really needs a coach there to keep her tuned up.”


“Oh, so you’re going to do more tournaments?”


“If I get invited.”


“I’m sure you will.  Where’s Jason?”


“He’s set up outside on the veranda,” Mrs. Winthrop said. 
“Are you going to stay for dinner?”


“Should I?”


“Definitely,” Brianna and Mrs. Winthrop said together.


“Then sure.”


Matthew headed out onto the veranda where Jason had set up a
table.


“Hey, Matt.  I guess you met the new coach.”


“Yes, what’s that all about?”


“Brianna wants to turn pro.”


“Already?”


“She was hoping to launch her career with a win at the Open. 
Now it’s not as clear cut.”


“So what does it mean for her to go pro?”


“More matches.  But I’ll let her explain all that to you
later.”


◆ ◆ ◆


After a bit of an awkward dinner where Mrs. Winthrop had
declared there would be no work talk or tennis talk, Matthew and Brianna went
out onto the veranda to talk before he headed home.


“So, Jason says that you’re planning to turn pro.”


“That’s been my goal.  I was hoping that I could use a win at
the Open to start me out.”


“And now?”


“I have to wait and see if I can get the right kinds of
invitations.”


“Why didn’t you talk with me about it?” Matthew asked.  It
was obvious that he was feeling hurt by the exclusion.


“I didn’t want to say anything until it was a sure thing.”


“Why?”


“Because my going pro is going to make it hard on us.  I’ll
be traveling a lot.”


“So?”


“We would hardly see each other.”


“What about school?”


“Mommy’s hired a private tutor for me.  She was with us in
New York.  After this semester, I’m going to homeschool.”


“Oh,” Matthew said as the realization of what she was saying
finally sunk in.


“How much travel are we talking about?”


“I can play in ten pro tournaments between now and when I
turn sixteen.  Then I can play in thirteen the year after that.”


“Wow, that’s a lot of tournaments.  You’ll be on the road all
the time.”


“Most of the tournaments are only one week.  But the big ones
are two weeks.”


“So you expect to be gone most of next semester.”


“Yes.  But, Matt, you’re going to college after the summer. 
That would make it almost impossible to keep dating.”


“I guess.”


“We can still be friends.  We can date, but we have to realize
it’s just as friends.  We both have different lives to lead.”


“I knew that.  I just thought we had more time.”


“Maybe we do.  I might not get any invitations.  I might not
make the cut on the tournaments I enter.”


“We both know that’s not going to happen.  You’re too good. 
And I really do wish you the best.  . . .  I just
need to think.”


Matthew gave Brianna a hug and a kiss before he went around
the back way to get his bike and ride home.








    Chapter 7


    Crazy Bikers


 

“Remind me again why we’re here?” Matthew asked Emily.


“I’m here to report on how girls are breaking into the sport
of stunt cycling.  You’re here to report on who the top cyclists are and who
wins.”


“I know that but why this event?”


“Because Ms. Honeycutt said we have to report on a
non-mainstream sport.  We flipped a coin to decide between stunt cycling and
skateboarding.  Quit complaining, it would be just as hot in Lakeside as it is
here.”


“I guess.  I’m still not ready to forgive you for tricking me
into volunteering for the school paper.”


“It’ll look good on your college applications.”


“What about yours?”


“I’ve got tennis; besides, I’m more of a freelance kind of
girl.  Why didn’t Brea come?”


Matthew snorted.  “She’s not interested in BMX biking;
besides, she still has some work to catch up on.”


“I thought she was using a tutor to keep up.”


“So did Cara, but Brea managed to forget a paper.  She’s
writing it this weekend.”


“Lucky for you.”


“Yeah, right.  I’ll see you later.”  Matthew didn’t want to
talk about the fact that he and Brianna had all but broken up.


Matthew moved out into the crowd.  They’d gotten field passes
since they were with the press.  Matthew was amazed that they could transform
the stadium so much and still have it ready for the Aztec football game the
next Friday.  The large bowl-like structure was huge, similar to what was at
the skateboard park but on a grander scale.


“Hi,” Matthew greeted a young man who was wandering around
the area like him.


“Hi, pretty cool isn’t it?”


“Yeah.  This is my first time,” Matthew said.


“First time?  How did you get field passes?”


“Press pass, student newspaper,” Matthew said.


“Sick!”


Matthew was pretty sure that was a good thing.  “Yes, some
benefits to taking journalism.  And you?”


“Just a fan.  I paid through the nose for my pass.”


“So, who do you think will win?”


“Travis, I guess.  He seems to be the top dog right now. But
there is this chick competing that might give him a run for his money.”


“A girl?  I thought they had a separate division.”


“They do.  But there weren’t enough entrants in the under
eighteen group, so she made a stink and they’re letting her compete.”


“Good for her.  So she’s pretty good?”


“Fearless.”


“I guess you’d have to be.  Who else looks good?”


“Williams, Morris, the usual suspects.”


“By the way, I’m Matt.”


“Carlos.”


“So, Carlos, how many of these do you go to?”


“Four or five a year.  I’m trying to catch on as a mechanic,
but it’s tough.  It’s a tight community.”


“What does it take to get picked up as a mechanic?”


“I think you have to be related to someone,” Carlos said.  “I
work at a bike shop up in L.A. and I hand my card out at every event, but nada.”


“Do you compete?”


“Nope, I like to fix bikes, not crash them.”


Matthew laughed, “I guess looking at the wreckage would make
you a bit cautious.”


“Definitely.  Hey, see you around.”


Matthew made his way over to the staging area for the
competitors.  They each had a small space around the edge of the stadium so the
crowd could see them working on their bikes as well as preparing to ride up to
the top of the bowl to begin their routine.  He saw Emily talking to a girl, he
assumed she was the one Carlos had mentioned.  He checked his program.  Annika
Sorenson, from Tempe, Arizona.


After wandering a bit more, he spotted Travis checking his
bike out.  He had two young guys with him and an older man.  They were all
inspecting his bikes.  There were two identical bikes, Matthew guessed one was
a spare in case he crashed.  There were three runs.  The top twenty got a
second run, then the top five a third.  The best score from their three runs
determined their standing for the final awards.  Matthew zoomed in with his
portal to see if he could catch some interesting comments on the competition.


“I felt a wobble in the handlebars,” Travis was saying.


“I checked it out, the bike is perfect,” one of the young
guys said.


“I told you I felt something!”


“Maybe it was nerves,” joked the other guy.


“Billy, if you don’t want to get fired, you’d better wise
up!” Travis said.  “I don’t have nerves, there’s something wrong with the
bike.”


“Do you want to try the backup?” the first guy asked.


“I guess I’ll have to since my mechanics can’t figure out
what’s wrong with the first one!”


With that, Travis grabbed the other bike and headed off to
the bowl to check it out.


“It’s nerves,” Billy said.


“We know. But you can’t say it,” the older guy said.  “He’s
got a lot riding on this competition.  It’s the last one before he turns
eighteen and has to go pro.  He needs a big win to get his sponsors excited
enough to up his funding.”


“Well, yelling at us isn’t going to help,” Billy said.


“Just shut up and tune the bike.  Tell him you tightened up
the wheels and lubed the headset.”


“Sure, whatever,” Billy said.


◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew wandered around checking out the other pit areas and
competitors before meeting back up with Emily.


“Did you get an interview?” Matthew asked Emily.


“Yes, I talked to Annika and to a few of the younger girls who
are doing a demo before today’s competition.”


“What did you think?”


“She’s tough.  It’s a big risk to her ranking to push her way
into this competition against the boys.”


“I heard she’s fearless,” Matthew said.


“Seems like it.  We should go find our seats; the demo is
going to start pretty soon.”


“Go ahead, I’ll catch up with you.”  Matthew leaned against
the wall and zoomed back over to Travis’s pit.


“How is it?” Billy asked.


“Solid,” Travis said.


“I tightened up the wheels and lubed the headset,” Billy
said.


“Told you it wobbled.”


“I know, it was hard to detect,” Billy lied.


◆ ◆ ◆


The demonstration by the young girls was entertaining, they
rode their bikes, riding on one wheel, hopping around on one wheel, making
small jumps while riding forward or backward.


“I can’t believe they don’t crash,” Matthew said.


“And hopping the bike up onto that rail and riding along it. 
I don’t think I could pull that off on my feet much less on two wheels,” Emily
added.


“They certainly made it all look easy.  Now let’s see what
the big kids can do.”


The riders were seeded according to their rankings, with the
highest-ranked rider, Travis, going last.  Annika was twentieth which surprised
Matthew given her ranking.  “What’s up with that?”


“Sexism,” Emily said.  “They downgraded her ranking since
it’s from the girls division.  She said she expected it.  She said it was
punishment for daring to force her way into the competition.”


“Is it a big disadvantage?”


“Yes, the judges save the big scores for the later riders
since they’re expecting them to be the best.  But she just needs to break into
the top twenty, preferably the top ten, with this first ride.”


Five of the first twenty riders crashed.  They knew they had
to do something big to make it into the second round, so they took big risks. 
Matthew thought that all of them looked rough.  He wondered what Annika would
look like compared to them.


“Here she comes!” Emily shouted.


Annika started her routine off with a forward flip of the
bike.


“Wow!  That was scary,” Matthew exclaimed as he watched her
set up for her first run.  This time she rotated the bike around the front
wheel three times before landing.


“That’s called a triple tail whip,” Emily said.


Next Annika bounced the bike’s front wheel up, then the whole
bike was in the air.  While it was in the air, she rotated it once around the
front wheel before landing on both tires.


“Bunny Hop 360,” Emily said.


She did a few other tricks, riding the bike like a pogo stick
on its front wheel, then she finished off with a backflip.  The crowd obviously
loved her and roared their appreciation.


“That certainly made all the previous riders look like
pretenders,” Matthew said.


“The judges agree with you,” Emily said, pointing to Annika’s
score which had her in first place by a wide margin.


Annika held her wide lead until the last five riders were
up.  The first of them didn’t pass her but closed the gap considerably.  The
next one edged her out for first place.


“That’s bull!” Matthew hissed.  “She was better than that
guy.”


“We don’t know enough about the tricks to know what the
judges are looking for, but I tend to agree with you,” Emily said.


The next rider came in behind Annika by a few points, leaving
Travis to try to raise the bar.  His routine was similar to Annika’s, and he
added a trick where he completely let go of the bike, flaring his arms and legs
out into a star before he grabbed the bike and landed.


“I don’t see how they can get their feet back on the pedals
when they do things like that,” Matthew said.


“Yeah, you’d swear they have a string attached, wouldn’t
you?  Now here comes his score.”


Travis’s score was ten points better than Annika’s putting
her in third place.


“I’m not sure he was that much better,” Matthew said.  “I’m
going to go ask Carlos what he thinks?”


“Carlos?”


“A groupie I met earlier.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Carlos, what did you think?” Matthew asked after he tracked
the would-be mechanic down.


“Annika got robbed,” Carlos said.  “The judges left too much
room.  She should be in first place, or at least second.”


“Do you really think so?”


“Definitely.  But it won’t be a problem tomorrow.  If the
judges are fair, she’ll cream Travis.”


“Are you going to be here?”


“You betcha.  I’m still looking to latch onto one of the
teams.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“I’m going to see if I can find Annika,” Emily said the next
day when they arrived at the stadium for the final two rounds.


“Sure, I’m going to look for my source and check out the
other teams.  See what people are thinking,” Matthew said.  He headed down onto
the field looking for Carlos.  It only took him a couple of minutes to find the
would-be mechanic.


“Carlos, how’s it going?”


“I’m doing fine.  You back to see who wins?” Carlos asked.


“Yeah.  I want to get a read on how the various teams are
feeling.”


“Well, I can tell you Travis is not feeling too happy.”


“So, he’s worried about Annika?”


“He should be.  He’s been stewing all morning.  I‘m worried
he’s high.  I don’t like the dude, but I wouldn’t want him to get hurt.”


“High?”


“He had a bad crash last year.  Had to take some serious
drugs for the pain.  I’ve heard that he still takes them.”


“Why would he, surely he’s not still in pain?”


“He got hooked.  He needs to get off them before they screw
up his career.  I think he tried a few months ago.  He was out of sight for
about six weeks.”


“But you think he’s back on them?”


“Yeah.  That mean temper is something that showed up with the
drugs.  He used to be a pretty cool guy.”


“Where are his mechanics?” Matthew asked as he watched Travis
pacing around his pit area.


“I haven’t seen them; I think he’s waiting for them to show
up.”


“Shouldn’t they be there going over his bike?” Matthew asked.


“One would think so.  His manager is pacing around like a
mother hen.  I heard him asking where they were, and Travis told him to mind
his own business.”


“That’s weird.”


“Seems like it.  Hey, I’ll see you around.  The first guys
should be moving up to the start.”


Matthew wandered around checking in on a few of the teams,
getting some quotes about how they felt about their chances.  While he was
doing that, he kept an eye out on Travis’s pit, trying to see when his
mechanics would show up again.


He watched as the first ten competitors did their run.  None
of them scored high enough to make it into the top five that would get a third
run.  He saw Emily talking with Annika; it seemed like they’d become best
friends the way they were chatting.  Annika looked pretty calm, a bit amped up,
but that was to be expected.


There was a break before the final ten competitors would
start their runs.  During the break, there was a small fire in one of the
pits.  Everyone ran over to watch and see if they could help.  The fire was out
almost as soon as it started; each pit had a fire extinguisher so the mechanic
took care of the problem right away.  Everyone was trying to figure out how the
fire had started, but there didn’t seem to be any clues.  Since nobody was hurt
and there wasn’t really any damage, they just shined it on and went back to get
ready for the next competitor’s run.


“Did you take care of it?” Travis asked his mechanics when they
got back to his pit.  Matthew saw them heading that way and was using his
portal to listen in.


“Yeah, just like you told us to.”


“You didn’t screw it up, did you?”


“No, we slid it into her front tire just like you taught us. 
As soon as she lands that backflip, that tire’s going to pop.  Then we’ll see
how she likes it.”


“Good.”


“You know there’s no way we’ll be able to fix her again,” the
second mechanic said.


“Don’t care.  After a crash, her nerves will be shot, so even
if she makes it through to the final round, I won’t have to worry about her.”


Matthew walked over to Annika’s pit.  He stopped outside it
and leaned against the wall so he could examine her bike using his portal.  “What
could they have done to her front tire?” he wondered.


He examined the tire and couldn’t see any issue.  He pulled
out a pocket flashlight so he could examine it closer.  “Still nothing.”


He pressed on the tire to check the pressure, but that
couldn’t be it.  Annika or her mechanic would notice a problem like that.  He
was still trying to figure out what they could have done when the announcer
called out that the last five contestants were up.  Nobody had managed to break
through into the top five, so they were going to be watching a preview of the
finals since no matter what happened, the next five would all get a third run.


Frustrated, Matthew was about to give up.  He watched as the
mechanic in the pit next to him changed the tire on their bike.  It was a
weird-looking tire, instead of an inner tube inside a rubber shell, it was like
a rubber ring that was inflated.  Every part of it was thick.  It took a
special tool to mount the tire onto the rim before inflating it.


“The rim?” Matthew wondered.  He used the flashlight and his
portal to examine the space between the rim and the tire.  Working his way
around slowly he finally came across a stone of some kind caught between the
rim and the tire.  He examined it closely, it looked like a faceted piece of
quartz, and the facets looked sharp.


Annika was getting ready to move to the starting area.


“Emily, stall her,” Matthew used his portal to hiss into
Emily’s ear.


“Annika, how are your nerves now?” Emily asked.


Matthew used his portal’s zero friction feature so he could
rotate the tire so the quartz was on the bottom.  Then he put his portal on top
of the quartz and with the other end under his foot he put all of his weight on
it.  “Nothing.”


He looked around for something heavier to push with.  One of
the mechanics was a big guy, easily 300 pounds.  Matthew slid the end of his
portal where the guy would step on it.  “Hey, do you know who’s up next?”
Matthew yelled.


The guy turned around and stepped on the portal. 
“Jefferson’s next!” the guy yelled.


“Thanks,” Matthew yelled as he turned back to Annika’s bike. 
The tire was losing air.  When Annika gave it a bounce, it was obvious to her
that something was wrong.


“Shit!  Where’s my mechanic?”


“What’s wrong?” Emily asked.


“Something’s wrong with the tire,” Annika said as she moved
over to the toolbox.  It was padlocked.  “What?!  It’s supposed to be a
combination lock.  I don’t have a key!”


“Carlos, Annika needs a mechanic,” Matthew hollered, using
his portal to make sure that Carlos could hear.


“What’s the problem?” Carlos called out as he ran to Annika’s
pit.


“Bad tire, and my toolbox is locked.”


“No problem, I’ve got all the tools we need right here.” 
Carlos pulled a wrench out of one of the pockets in his cargo shorts.  He straddled
the tire and had it off in twenty seconds.


“Annika Sorenson, on deck!”


“Damn, Damn!” Annika said.


“Don’t worry, give me your spare,” Carlos said as he pulled
another tool out of a pocket.  Using it he pulled the tire right off of the
rim.


Annika ran and grabbed the spare off of the wall, checking it
for any damage as she ran back to Carlos.


“Annika Sorenson, on deck!”


Carlos used the same tool he’d used to pull the old tire off
to wedge the new tire back onto the rim.


“I’ve never seen anyone do it that way,” Annika said.


“Hey, if you’re out in the middle of nowhere with a flat,
this is what you have to do,” Carlos said as he grabbed the air hose and
started to inflate the tire.  He used his hands to squeeze the tire and judge
the air pressure.  When he thought it was right, he pulled out a pressure gauge
and measured it, letting out five pounds of air.  “110 pounds, there you go.”


Annika grabbed the bike, smacked Carlos on the shoulder, and
raced to the starting point.


“Annika Sorenson, on deck!”


“I’m here!”


Annika paused at the top.  She didn’t have much time to
gather herself since she was so late.  She had to start her routine within
fifteen seconds or forfeit this round.


“Do you think she’ll be able to pull it off?” Matthew asked
Emily.


“They say she’s got ice water in her veins, so this will
tell,” Emily replied.


“Go, Girl!” Carlos yelled as Annika started down the ramp.


She followed the same routine she’d done the day before,
nailing each trick, each move.


“Here comes the backflip,” Carlos said.  “She’s sure built up
a lot of speed.”


Annika did a double backflip and the crowd went wild.  She
coasted up to the rim of the bowl and turned back, as the bike reached the
flat, she went into a handstand on the handlebars, the crowd roared again as
she flipped her hips and did a 360 on the front wheel before dropping back onto
the pedals.


“That was unbelievable!” Matthew shouted.


“Ice Queen,” Carlos said.


“Annika! Annika! Annika!” the crowd shouted as Annika
completed her routine, and after a quick bow to the crowd, rode back to her pit
area.


“I wonder what Travis is thinking of that!?” Carlos shouted.


“Yeah, so do I,” Matthew said.  He pulled out his cellphone
and zoomed his portal over to Travis’s pit.


“You idiots!  You screwed it up!” Travis shouted.


“Hey, we did exactly what you told us to.  Put the quartz
right into her front tire.  It’s not our fault that the damn thing went flat
early.  There must have been something wrong with the tire!” the blond mechanic
yelled back.


“I should have known better than to trust you!  Now, I have
to beat that!” Travis punched the wall.


“Hey, you’re not saying that you’re afraid of her, right?  I
thought you just wanted us to mess her bike up because she forced her way into
the guys’ competition.”


Travis shook his head.  “I guess I’m going to just have to
beat the bitch myself.  Now get lost!”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Annika, that was amazing,” Emily said when Annika came back
to the pit.


“You did great,” her mechanic said.


“Hey, where were you, and what’s with the padlock on the
toolbox?!” Annika demanded.


“What padlock?  Hey, I didn’t put this here!” he yelled as he
grabbed the padlock.  “You were all set, I just headed up so I could get a good
view.”


“Well, if it wasn’t for Carlos, I’d have had to forfeit that
round!” Annika pointed to Carlos.


“So she knows you,” Matthew whispered.


“She should, I’ve given her my card like ten times,” Carlos
said.


“Thanks,” Annika said giving Carlos a hug.  “I couldn’t have
done it without you.”


“Hey, you’d have done it in the third round,” Carlos said.


“Maybe, but it’s a lot easier to take risks when you know
you’ve got a makeup round.  You’re pretty good.  Maybe we can make room for
another mechanic.”


“Now you’re talking!”


“Congratulations,” Matthew said.


“Who are you?”


“He’s the guy who called me over to help you,” Carlos said.


“He’s my friend, we’re both in the same journalism class,”
Emily added.


“Hey, Travis is up,” Carlos said, pointing to Travis at the
starting line.


Travis’s first two stunts looked a bit weak but he rallied
and executed the second half of his routine flawlessly.


“You’ve got him!” Carlos said.


“I don’t know,” Annika replied.


Everyone waited for the judges to post the last score and
with that the standings.


The crowd roared as the scores went up.  Annika was in first
place by ten points and would get to go last in the final that night.  Travis
had fallen to third place.


That night Annika won.  She had it sewn up before her turn,
nobody had managed to beat her score.  She used her turn to entertain the crowd
with more tricks and spins, saving the flips for the next competition.  Matthew
sent the recording to the governing body of the competition, using one of his
burner phones so it was anonymous.







    Chapter 8


    Undercover Reporting

 

On Monday when Matthew got to school there was a crowd
standing by the flagpole.  After locking his bike, he wandered over.  “What’s
up?”


“Do you notice something missing?!”


Matthew looked around.  It was obvious that the statue of the
school mascot was not where it usually was.


“Where’s the statue?”


“That’s what we’d like to know.  Someone stole it.”


“Nah.  Are you sure someone didn’t take it to repair it or
something?”


“Sure, and they would leave a note saying ‘did your kitty run
away?’  And homecoming’s in three weeks; we’re going to be laughingstocks.”


“Well get it back.”


“How?  We have no clue who took it.”


“Fallbrook!” Emily said.  She’d walked up and was standing
behind Matthew.  “We play them for homecoming and they’re mad because we beat
them in regionals last year.”


“So that narrows it down to what, twelve hundred people?”


“There can’t be that many that would be able to pull off
something like this.  We should be able to figure it out.”


“We should leave it to the police.”


“Like they’re going to care about our mascot being stolen.”


“You students need to go to class!” Principal Grayson called
out.  “And leave the investigating to the police.  I do not want to hear about
one of you getting into trouble over this!”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Hey, Brea, we’ve got a table outside,” Matthew told her as
she passed him on the way to the lunch line.


“Good, I’ll be there in a bit.”  Brea was always late getting
to the line because her class was all the way on the other side of campus.


“Can you believe someone stole our statue?!” Alex wailed when
Matthew sat at the table with her and Jason.


“Yeah, it really sucks.”


“I’m sure it was Fallbrook,” Emily said as she joined them.


“That’s the consensus opinion,” Jason said.  “They’re mad
about last year, and we play them for homecoming in three weeks.  Who else
would care about our mascot statue?”


“This is a disaster,” Brianna said as she joined them.


“No it isn’t.  It won’t change anything about the game,”
Matthew said.


“Yes it will!” Brianna hissed; she had tears welling up in
her eyes.


Matthew put his arm around her.  “We’ll still win.”


“No we won’t.  It’ll distract the team.  It’s not fair.”


Brianna barely touched her lunch and after a few minutes, she
took her tray and left.


“Why is she taking this so hard?” Matthew asked, although he
was pretty sure he knew.


“She’s been stressed ever since she got back from the Open. 
She’s been a bit of a wreck,” Jason said.


“Is there anything we can do?” Alex asked.


“Mom says we have to just wait it out.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Matt, we have to figure out who took the statue,” Emily said
as she and Matthew headed for their environmental science class.


“Aren’t we kind of busy investigating the drug thing?”


“Sure, but this is personal.  And I bet we can figure it out
quickly.”


“How?”


“We’ll go to their game on Friday.  I’m sure we’ll be able to
get some info, maybe sneak into a party after the game.”


“Emily, didn’t you hear the principal?”


“Yes, but this won’t get us into trouble.  And think of the
scoop if we come up with the story.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Matt, I’ve been invited to a tournament in Mission Viejo!”
Brianna squealed when Matthew showed up to work with Jason on their play for
their lit class again.  It was Wednesday, and it was like she was the same old
Brianna, unlike Monday when she was crying over the mascot statue being stolen.


“I assume that’s good.”


“Yes.  They’re going to pay me a bonus to come.  And I get a
chance to avenge myself against Mariam.  They’ve set it up so we won’t face
each other unless we both make it to the finals.”


“Then congratulations.  When is it?”


“Uh.  That’s the problem, it’s over Homecoming Weekend.”


“Oh.  Well, it’s just a ballgame.”


“And a dance.”


“It’s okay.  Will it be televised?”


“No, it’s a small tournament.  So it’s not on TV.  But this
could be the break I’m looking for.  If I can beat her, then I’ll be set for
next year.”


“I’m happy for you.  Really, I am.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“I’m glad you got out of going to the movies with Brea,”
Emily said.


“It wasn’t that hard.  Brea and Jen wanted to see some chick
flick.”


“Right, I told them they should see it, hoping it would make
you available for this.”


“It worked.  Besides, I think Brea broke up with me.”


“What?!”


“I think we broke up.”


“How?  . . .  Why?”


“She’s turning pro.  So, she expects to be traveling a lot.”


“Oh.  I thought that might be coming, but I thought she would
wait for summer.”


“No, she was hoping the Open would launch her career.  She’s
been invited to a tournament over Homecoming Week.”


“Oh, I’m sorry, Matt.  You should have come and talked to
me.”


“Hey, I’m a big boy.  I can handle it.”


“I know.”


“Now, let’s get back to this party we’re going to.”


“Right.  Just remember we’re Emily and Matt Grayson.  We’re
new at Fallbrook.”


“I’ve got that, you’ve only told me three times.”


“Good, then you won’t blow our cover.  This is the Charles’s
house; their parents are away for the weekend.”


Emily parked on the street and they walked up to the house. 
Nobody seemed to be too concerned about who was coming or going.  There were
kids on the front lawn drinking and the music from the house was blaring away. 
It was a good thing that the neighbors were two hundred yards away.


“Good luck,” Emily said.  “You should try hitting on a few
girls, see if you can start up a conversation and learn something.”


“Sure,” Matthew muttered.  He didn’t hold out much hope on
his chances.  He’d never been lucky with girls.  He didn’t have much practice. 
He’d tried to get Emily to go out with him for over a year, and the result was
they were just friends.  He’d never even managed a kiss with her.  And his
girlfriend, Brianna, had been chasing him, so all he had to do was stop running
to close that deal.  And it looked like that relationship wasn’t doing too well
now.


“Hi,” Matthew said as he passed by a small circle of girls as
he made his way to the kitchen.  There was a beer keg there.  Matthew grabbed
one of the plastic cups and filled it with water, then he made his way back
into the living room.


He moved over to the corner.  Two girls were talking about a
movie.  One of them was wearing a cheerleader outfit.  When one of them looked
at Matthew he nodded and said, “Nice game.  I think we’ve got a chance at the
regionals.”


The girl glared at him, clearly sending a ‘get lost message’. 
Matthew guessed that you weren’t supposed to talk to them unless you’d already
been accepted into the ‘Cool’ group.


Not having much experience at parties except with Jason and
Brianna, Matthew wandered around looking for a spot where he could be
inconspicuous while he waited for Emily to get the intel.


“Move!” a girl hissed.


“Not unless you give me a kiss.  Or we can go back to one of
the bedrooms.”


Matthew looked over to assess the situation.  The boy was
about 5’ 9” and wiry.  The girl was about the same height, with black hair,
built like a cheerleader.  Very pretty.


“Move or I’ll scream.”


“No way you’ll scream.  If you do, you’ll never be invited
back to one of these parties.”


The girl was trapped in the hallway that led to the bedrooms,
and Matthew suspected one of the bathrooms.  The guy just kept moving in front
of her whenever she tried to squeeze past.


Matthew waited until the guy was on the opposite side of the
entry, then walked over.  He pretended to trip and spilled his water on the guy’s
jacket.


“Sorry, it’s just water,” Matthew said as he stepped up and
wiped at the water, creating room for the girl to squeeze out behind him while
blocking the guy from moving to intercept her.


“You clumsy ass!”


“I said sorry.”


The guy pushed Matthew up against the wall with his hand. 
Keeping his hand on Matthew’s chest, he leaned in.  “You messed with my moves. 
I think I’ll mess up your face.”


“Leave him alone, Evan,” the girl said.


Matthew reached over with his right hand and grabbed Evan’s
hand.  With his thumb in the web of Evan’s hand, Matthew twisted the hand and
bent the wrist over.  Evan immediately winced at the pain and crouched down to
relieve the pressure on his wrist.


“Now, Evan, you can either stand up and walk away, or I’ll
put you on your knees and make you beg me to let go.  . . .
 Now, none of that,” Matthew said as he twisted Evan’s hand some more to
prevent him from punching him in the groin.


“Make up your mind,” Matthew whispered.


“Okay, okay,” Evan said.


“Alright, I’m going to let you go.  If you try something,
I’ll put you down, then make you crawl across the floor.  We understand each
other?”


“We cool.”


Matthew released Evan, “Nice interception, it really helped
us win the game,” he said as Evan stood.   “Sorry about the water,” he added as
Evan brushed Matthew with his shoulder.


Evan just gave Matthew a hard stare as he moved away.


“Thanks, I’m Cicely, damsel in distress,” Cicely said.


“I’m Matt, knight in shining armor.”


“You must be new at Fallbrook.”


“Yes, just started this year.”


“Thanks for getting me out of that.  I should have known
better than to go down that hallway, but I really had to pee and there’s a line
at the guest bath.”


“You shouldn’t have to put up with that.  I thought Evan was
cooler than that.”


“No, not so cool.”


“So you don’t think he was in on the heist?”


“Heist?”


“Of the Pacific Academy mascot.”


“Oh, no way.  That had to be Jerome, and he doesn’t like
Evan.”


“Why?”


“Why doesn’t he like Evan, or why does he have to be the one who
did the heist?”


“Both.”


“Evan’s not rich enough for Jerome and his crowd.  And nobody
would dare pull off a thing like that heist without Jerome being involved.  He
can get mean if you make him look bad.”


“How would pulling off the heist without him make him look
bad?”


“He’s Mr. Cool.  He has to be involved with anything that’s
cool.  Not bringing him in on the heist would ruin his cred.  Besides, I don’t
think anyone else has the balls,” Cicely said.  “Are you here with anyone?”


“My sister,” Matthew said.  “I don’t have my license yet, so
I rode with her to the game, and of course that means I had to ride with her
here.”


“I know how that is.  So you’re a sophomore?”


“Junior,” Matthew said.  “Birthday’s in November, I started
early.”


“So you must be smart.”


“I guess.”


“Then you must be smart enough to know that Evan’s going to
watch for you to leave, and then he and his friends are going to do a beatdown
on you.”


“You think?”


“Smart money says so.”


“What do you think I should do?”


“When you’re ready to leave, give me a sign and I’ll make a
distraction.  If you go down the hall, third door on the left is the master
bedroom.  It has French doors that lead outside.  You can work your way around
their lot and meet your sister on the street.”


“Wouldn’t that tarnish my armor?”


“Not as much as getting a beatdown from Evan and his
friends.  If you win, you ruin our chances for next week’s ballgame, and that’s
Homecoming.  If you lose, well . . . you get the
picture.”


“Okay, I’ll let you know when we’re ready to leave.”


“See you around.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Matt, did you learn anything?”


“I heard that Jerome has to be the culprit.”


“That’s what I got, too.  Did you get a read on him so you
can track him?”


“Of course,” Matthew sighed.


“Good, so are you ready to leave?”


“Yes.  Can you pick me up at the corner?”


“Why?”


“I’ll explain later.”


“Whatever.”


Emily left and Matthew gave Cicely the high-sign and then
made his way to the back bedroom.  Matthew heard Cicely calling her friends to
come dance with her.  They were high-kicking like the Rockettes as Matthew
closed the door to the master suite.


It was easy getting out the back door, but then Matthew found
himself in a fenced yard.  Since he wanted to stay away from the house and Evan
and his friends, Matthew used his portal to make a step stool so he could hop
over the six-foot fence.


GRRR, ARF! ARF!


“Crap, I should have checked for a dog!”


Matthew set his portal for three feet and jumped on it.  Then
he hopped up, raising it up another foot just as the dog reached him.  Two more
hops and he had it over six feet up.  He made it larger so he could lay down on
it since he could hear the neighbor opening the door.


“Kahn, what’s going on?!”


The owner came out the back door and looked at the dog who
was below Matthew growling.


“What’s the matter, boy?  Is it a raccoon?”


The dog continued to growl at Matthew.


“Come here.  Come!” the owner ordered the dog.


After a couple more orders, the dog went over to the owner,
still looking over his shoulder at Matthew.  Once the dog and owner were back
inside, Matthew reached out and grabbed the top of the fence to pull himself
along it to the front of the yard.  He had planned to cross the yard and go out
the other side, but he didn’t see a way to cross the twenty yards from one side
to the other.  He’d just have to get by the guys in the front using his portal
to shield himself.


Once he was past the fence, Matthew dropped to the ground. 
Then he opened his portal so that it was vertical, one end on each side of
him.  With it at seven feet in diameter, it would make anyone looking his way
see past him through the portal to the other side.  So unless they were looking
close to the ground they shouldn’t notice anything.  He carefully walked out to
the street then turned and jogged down to the corner.


“It took you long enough,” Emily said as Matthew got into her
car.


“The neighbor had a dog.”


“I thought I heard barking.  What did you do?”


“I used my portal to get high enough that the dog couldn’t
reach me.  I should have thought about a dog.  Damn, not a very good undercover
reporter.”


“Hey, we all make mistakes.  So, why did you have to sneak
out?”


“I got crossways with Evan.  It was suggested that I should
avoid him on the way out.”


“Whatever.  So it’s this Jerome Graham that everyone thinks
is behind the heist.”


“Sounds like it.  Now we’ll have to see if we can find the
statue through him.”


◆ ◆ ◆


Sunday night, Jerome’s father returned home.  Matthew was
hoping Jerome would say something or do something to prepare for his father’s
return that would give a clue as to where the mascot statue was so he tuned in.


“Jerome, what the hell have you been doing all week?!” Mr.
Graham yelled when he entered the house.


“Nothing.”


“Nothing is right.  You didn’t even empty the shredder bin.”


“Sorry, Dad.”


“Yeah, I can tell how sorry you are.  What have you been
doing, drinking beer and watching football I’ll bet?”  Mr. Graham opened the
refrigerator and grabbed a beer while making note of how many beers were in it.


He walked into his office with the beer and the stack of
papers he had with him.  Matthew continued to watch Jerome thinking he should do
something to clean up, but he just continued to watch the Sunday night game.


Matthew was just about to give up and call it a night when
Mr. Graham came storming out of his office.  He was holding a clipping from the
newspaper.


“What the hell is this?!”


“What?”


“This!” Mr. Graham yelled, shoving the newspaper clipping at
his son.


“It’s nothing, someone just stole the Pacific Coast Academy
mascot.”


“And you’re going to tell me you weren’t behind it?”


“No . . .”


“Don’t lie to me!”


“Nobody knows it was me.”


“Except for the friends you got to help.”


“Yeah, but they’re not going to rat me out.”


Mr. Graham’s fist flashed out as he punched his son on the
jaw, knocking him to the floor.


“I told you to cut this kind of crap out last year.  I have
sensitive business deals in the works and I don’t need the police nosing around
scaring off my partners and clients.”


“Sorry, Dad.  Nobody’s going to find out.  The police don’t
have a clue.”


“And where is the statue?”


“Hidden.”


“You destroy that thing.  I don’t want one a single piece of
it to be found and traced back to you.  Do you hear me?!”


“Sure, sure.  I’ll take care of it tomorrow night.”


“You’d better!  If you can’t follow the rules around here,
then pack your bags.  Maybe you should find your mother and go live with her.”


Matthew shook his head as he closed his portal.  He felt
sorry for Jerome, well almost.  What kind of father punched his son?  And what
was he going to do to get their statue back before Jerome destroyed it?


◆ ◆ ◆


“Emily, we’ve got a problem.”


“What do you mean?”


“Jerome’s going to destroy the mascot.”


“Why?”


“It’s kind of weird.  His dad found out about it and got
really mad, he even punched him.  Then he told him to destroy the statue so it
couldn’t be traced back to him.  Something about not wanting the police nosing
around and spooking his clients.”


“When is he going to do it?”


“Tomorrow night.”


“Do you know where it is?”


“No.”


“Crap.”


“I know.  The only thing I can think of is to follow him.”


“How will that help?  He’ll destroy the statue, or do you
plan on stopping him?”


“I could stop him but it would be better to get to the statue
and hide it or something before he gets there.”


“But you don’t know where it is.”


“But if I follow him, maybe I can figure it out before he
gets there.”


“Then what?”


“I move it.”


“All the way back to PCA?”


“I guess that would be a problem.  We need a truck.”


“Hey, I can borrow our gardener’s truck”


“We’ll need to be up in Fallbrook by four.”


“Are you sure it’s in Fallbrook?”


“No, but I bet that’s where Jerome will start out, he’s got school
just like us.”


“Okay, I’ll figure out how to get a truck we can use by 3:00
when school lets out, you keep track of Jerome.”


“Got it.”






    Chapter 9


    Repossession

 

Right after school, Emily drove Matthew over to her house
where they exchanged her Porsche for the gardener’s pickup.  It was an older
Dodge Ram.  Matthew looked in the back, making sure there would be enough room
for the statue.


“Nice truck,” Matthew said.


“Yeah, he’s got a nice business.  He takes care of several
properties out here.  So, where’s Jerome?”


“He’s heading home right now.”


“Do you think he’s going to wait until dark?”


“Probably.  It depends on where the statue is.  I’m sure he
doesn’t want to be caught.”


“I guess not.  His father really punched him?”


“Yeah.  Knocked him to the floor.  He was really pissed. 
Told him that if he couldn’t follow the rules, he should pack his bags.”


“That’s harsh.”


“Yeah.  He seemed like a real jerk.”


“I guess.  Anyway, while we’re driving, what’s going on with
our other friend?”


“You mean Dante?”


“Of course.”


“I haven’t figure out what he does with the money.  He
collects on the weekends.  But when I searched his apartment on Saturday and
Sunday night, all I found is about five thousand on Saturday and ten or so on
Sunday.  On Monday, he takes it to work with him and puts part of it in his
bank account and the rest in a safety deposit box.  He must have at least two
to three hundred thousand in the box.”


“Wow, that’s a lot of money.  So where does the rest of it go? 
You know he’s bringing in well over a hundred thousand a week, sixteen dealers with
thirty to forty clients paying seven hundred every two weeks.”


“Yeah, that’s between 168K and 224K per week.”


“So where’s the money?  Were you able to figure out how much
the dealers were giving him?”


“Not exactly, but the envelopes were over half an inch thick,
so if they were all hundreds, that’s around twelve K.”


“Here we are, what should we do?” Emily asked as they drove
past the “Welcome to Fallbrook” sign.


“Find a diner where we can hang out, Jerome is at home right
now.”


“When does the sun set?”


“Six-thirty.”


“If he’s waiting for that, it means we have two hours.”


“We should have dinner.  After that we can go out toward his
place; we don’t know which way he’ll be heading once he’s on the move.”


“The Fallbrook Café, an imaginative name.  Let’s eat here.”


◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew poked Emily.  “Jerome just got a sledgehammer out of
the garage.”  He and Emily were half a mile down the road from his house backed
into a lane that led to an empty house that was for sale.  The Grahams lived in
a community of houses with one-acre lots.


Emily started the truck up.  “Which way is he heading?”


“East.”


“So back to the other side of Interstate 15?”


“That’s what it looks like.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Pull over,” Matthew instructed Emily after they’d been
following Jerome for about thirty minutes.


“Why?” Emily asked as she pulled over the side of the road.


“I have to give Jerome a flat tire.”


Emily scooted over to the passenger side of the pickup so she
could see what Matthew was doing.  He pulled a board out of his backpack then
inserted a nail in a hole.  “I made this up last night.  I’ll lay it here and
use my portal so Jerome’s tire runs over it.”


“Wicked.  But do you know where the statue is?”


“I’m pretty sure; he’s turned off the road onto a private
dirt road.  I’m betting the statue is in the shed at the end of the road.”


“What happens if it isn’t?”


“We have to wait for him to fix the flat.”


By this time Matthew had the board on the road.  Emily could
tell that he had opened his portal by the look on his face.


“Got him.”  Matthew picked up the board, removed the nail,
and returned them to his backpack.  He hopped in the back of the pickup. 
“Drive another quarter of a mile and I’ll hop out.  Then you should go on by
the road and pull into the next side road and wait for me.”


“What are you going to do?”


“Find the statue and hide it.”


Emily slid back to the driver’s side and started to drive down
the road again.  A few seconds later, Matthew patted the top of the cab, Emily
slowed down, and Matthew hopped out carrying his backpack.  He ducked through
the barbwire fence and started running through the orchard of avocado trees.


When he reached the shed, Matthew pulled a flashlight out of
his pack, and using his portal, examined the inside of the shed.  The mascot
statue was sitting in the middle of it under a tarp.  “Okay, so how do I get
inside?” Matthew asked himself as he started to look around the shed. 
There was a lock on the door and he didn’t see any easy access.


“Oh, well.”  Matthew used his portal to open the lock.  It
was rather easy since he could just open the portal inside the mechanism and
push the upper pins up so the lock would open;  he used his thumbnail to rotate
the cylinder.  Once it was open, he removed the lock and tossed it into the
field beside the shed.  He opened the door, squeezed inside, and closed it
behind himself before he turned the flashlight back on.  He made a quick check
of Jerome to see how much time he had.  Jerome had just gotten the jack out of
his truck and was getting it oriented underneath the axle.


Matthew’s phone buzzed indicating a text message.  He looked
at it.  “From Emily of course.”  He texted back, ‘Found it.’  His phone buzzed
again.  ‘Call me.’


“Why do I need to call you?” Matthew asked once he’d called
her.


“That way I know what’s going on.  You might need help.”


“Actually, I do.  Where can I hide this thing?”


“Where is it?”


“In the middle of the shed.”


“Can’t you push it to one side?”


“Not easy, there’s a bunch of junk in here.”


“Can you push it out the door and hide it around back?”


“I don’t think I’ll have enough time.”  Matthew was
continuing to look around the shed.  He’d need some help lifting the statue; he
was hoping to find a lever.  After a bit, he found a fence post against the
wall alongside a bunch of 2x4s.  He grabbed the post and several short 2x4s and
headed back over to the statue where he dropped his load.  A quick check on Jerome
showed that he already had the truck jacked up and the tire off.


Matthew looked up; the shed was a lean-to shape with the
front side taller than the back.  The front looked to be about fifteen feet
high.  “I hope that’s not too short.”


Matthew laid two 2x4s on top of each other to use as a
fulcrum and pried the post under the statue.  “Grrr!”  Matthew put all his
weight on the end of the post.  Nothing.


“What was that?”


“I’m trying to lift the statue up so I can get my portal
under it.”


“Can’t you just open it underneath it?”


“Sure, but then how do I raise it up enough to move it?”


“What are you going to do?”


“Use an elevator to lift it.”


“That sounds like overkill.”


“It might be, but I need to be able to move it after I lift
it.  The shed is probably too short right above the statue and it’s kind of an
obvious space.  I think Jerome might notice it.”


“Should I come there and help?”


“No!  Are you on a hill?”


“Of course, there’s nothing but hills around here.”


“I mean can you drive uphill from where you are?”


“I can back up a hill.”


“Okay, wait a second and I’ll tell you when to back up.”


Matthew moved the stuff he’d collected back to where he had
gotten it.  He kept two of the short 2x4s, and placed them at the front of the
shed right next to the door, spacing them out just the way he wanted.  Then he
went back to the statue and focused his portal.  He was able to get it to open
under about four inches of the statue.


“Okay, slowly back up the hill,” he instructed Emily.


Since his portal maintained equal potential energy between
the two points, raising one end would raise the other, but you had to supply
the energy to lift any object on the portal to the higher potential energy
position.  As Emily backed up the pickup, the statue lifted.


“Stop!”


The statue was tilted.  Matthew tried to level it out so he
could expand his portal but it was just too heavy.  Thinking for a minute he
decided he could start to lower the statue and spread the portal out by
dropping it faster than the statue.  He’d figured out that the portal allowed him
to go to a lower potential energy state on one end versus the other, though who
knew where the energy went.  He leveraged himself under the raised end to try
and hold it up, or at least slow its drop, then he lowered the portal.


“Ugh!”


“What happened?”


“It’s just heavy.  Back up again about the same distance as
you just did.”


“Backing up.”


“Stop!”  This time Matthew was able to level the statue and
expand his portal out so it was covering the entire bottom of the statue.  Now
he could just push it over to the door where he had the 2x4s placed and ready. 
Once he had it next to the 2x4s, he rotated the statue until it was parallel
with the front of the building then lowered the statue.  While his portal was
free, he checked on Jerome again.  “Damn, he’s just tightening up the last
lug nut.”


“Emily, how far can you back up?”


“How far or how high?”


“I guess I want to know how high.”


“Not very high here, but if I move across the road, there’s a
lane that goes up a hill.”


“Okay, hurry.  Jerome is on his way.”


Matthew checked on Jerome again.  He had just tossed the
spare into the back of the truck.  “Damn, there’s not enough time.”


“What?”


“Don’t worry, keep going,” Matthew told Emily.  He really
didn’t want to give Jerome another flat, but what else could he do.  Emily needed
at least a minute to get to the hill.  Jerome was putting the jack in the back
of the truck also.  “Damn.”  Matthew looked in the truck.  The keys were
dangling from the ignition.  “Why not!”  Matthew used his portal to pull
the keys out.  He buried them under some trash on the floor of the pickup.  He
figured Jerome would think he’d pulled them out automatically when he turned
the truck off and then accidentally dropped them.


“Christ, where are my keys?!”  Jerome stretched out and felt
in his pocket.  Not finding the keys, he started searching along the seat,
reaching under the seat behind him to see if they had slipped in the crack. 
Eventually, he got out of the pickup and started to search the floor.


“I’m ready,” Emily announced just as Jerome found the keys.


“Okay, give me a sec.”  Matthew moved over to the statue and
straddled it.  Then he opened his portal under it between the 2x4s.  “Okay,
start backing up.”


“Tell me when.”


“Keep going, . . . keep going, . . .  a few more feet, . . . 
there.”  Matthew and the statue had risen up twelve feet, well into the upper
shadows of the shed.


“Emily, mute your phone.  We don’t want Jerome to hear you
breathe or something.”


“Yeah, right.  Muting it . . .”


“Okay, he just drove up, so cross your fingers.”


Matthew heard Jerome curse as he opened the door to the shed. 
“Probably wasn’t happy to find the lock gone.”


The door rattled as it slammed into the side of the shed.  Jerome’s
flashlight illuminated the center of the shed where the statue had been.  Jerome
cursed as the light revealed the neatly folded tarp that had covered the
statue.  The flashlight panned around the shed then stopped as Jerome stood
next to the tarp.


“Dalton, where’s the statue?!”  Jerome yelled into his phone. 
“Well, it’s not here.  The shed was unlocked when I got here.


“Of course I am, I’m standing right where it’s supposed to
be.  The tarp is here, but no statue!”  Jerome kicked the tarp.  “Where’s the
light switch?”


Jerome walked back to the door and flipped on the lights. 
Matthew started to get nervous.  If Jerome spent too much time searching for
clues, Matthew wouldn’t be able to maintain the portal.  He’d have to drop the
statue back down.  The longest he’d ever managed to keep it open was 75 minutes,
and he’d used it a lot on the way up here.


Jerome walked around looking at the ground.  “I probably
left footprints,” Matthew cursed himself as he watched Jerome walk over to
where Matthew had grabbed the wood.  Jerome examined the bent fence post and
threw it onto the ground.  Then he walked back over to where the statue had
been and followed Matthew’s prints over to the wall.


Matthew held his breath as Jerome stood directly below him. 
He brought his head back inside the edge of his portal.  If Jerome looked up,
he would only see the bottom of the pickup where the other end of the portal
was.  Matthew crossed his fingers.  He heard Jerome kick the side of the shed
and used the noise to let out his breath.  Holding your breath was a bad
strategy.


Finally, Matthew heard Jerome slam the door again as he left
the shed.  He waited until he heard the pickup start up and its wheels spin as Jerome
took off.  “Whew!”  He let his portal descend back to the floor.


“Is he gone?” Emily’s voice whispered over Matthew’s phone.


“Yes, he just left.  Just a second, I’m almost down.”


“I see his lights, he just turned onto the main road.  It
looks like he’s heading home.”


As the statue settled back onto the 2x4s Matthew had placed
next to the shed, he jumped off of the statue saying a quiet prayer of thanks
that Jerome hadn’t moved them.


“Should I come up there now?”


“Wait, let me see where Jerome is first.”  Matthew reopened
his portal at Jerome’s location.  He was definitely heading back home.  “We’re
clear, come on.”


Matthew closed his portal and rested while Emily drove the
gardener’s pickup to the shed.


“What happened?  I could only hear some of what he said on
the phone.”


“I could only hear this end of the conversation.  He called
this Dalton guy and asked about the statue.”


“I remember a Dalton from the party, this shed is probably on
his family’s property.”


“Makes sense.  Now let’s get this thing loaded.  You need to
drive back down the hill a bit so I can raise it up.”


“Okay,” Emily said.  She was already running back to the
pickup.


Matthew waited until he heard the pickup start and move down
the hill a bit, then he opened his portal under the statue.


“I’m ready,” Emily announced.


“Okay, drive back up and park next to the door.  Then we can
move it into the bed.”


Emily brought the pickup back up to the shed.  As it came up
the hill, the statue raised up until it was about 4 ½ feet above the ground. 
Once Emily parked the truck, Matthew let the statue sink down to just above the
bed.  He was already pushing the statue around when Emily came around the
truck.


“Open the tailgate.”


“Got it.  . . .  Damn!”


“What happened?!”


“Nothing, I just broke a nail.  Do you need help pushing that
thing?”


“No, I’ve got it.”  Matthew maneuvered the statue out of the
shed and into the pickup bed.  Then he lowered it to the bed and closed his
portal.  He closed the tailgate, being careful not to slam it.  “Let’s get out
of here before somebody shows up.”


“Do you think he’ll come back?”


“Probably not, but his buddy, Dalton, might.”


The two hopped into the pickup and Emily drove them back to
the road.  “Once we reach I-15, let’s head down to Del Dios.”


“You got it.  I’d rather not run into anyone from Fallbrook
while we have the statue sitting in the back of this thing.”


◆ ◆ ◆


It was ten p.m. when Emily turned into the parking lot at
Pacific Coast Academy.


“Kill your lights,” Matthew suggested.  “We don’t want to
draw attention to ourselves.  I’ll need you to stop when the rear wheels are on
top of one of the speedbumps.”


“Got it.”  Emily turned off the lights, then drove the pickup
along the lane that passed by the front of the school.  She stopped at the top
of the speedbump just in front of the spot where the statue was supposed to
reside, as Matthew had instructed.


Matthew got out and lowered the tailgate.  He opened his
portal under the statue before waving Emily forward.  As the pickup rolled off
the speedbump, the statue stayed at the previous height, giving Matthew eight
inches of space to maneuver it out of the pickup.  He waved Emily forward some
more so that the statue was outside the pickup, then he pushed it toward the
flagpole and its long-bare pedestal.  He slowly eased it into place.  With a
satisfied smile, he patted it on the head and walked back to the pickup.


Matthew was just closing the tailgate when Emily whispered,
“Somebody’s coming.”  A set of headlights turned into the parking lot adding
emphasis to her point.


“Drive behind the gym.  We can take the back path to Camino Bello,”
Matthew said as he opened his portal to check out who it was.


“It’s a patrol car.”


“Darn, they must be keeping an eye out for activity around
the school since the heist.”


“Yeah, and I don’t want to have to explain where we found the
statue.  It’s downhill, let the pickup coast until we reach the road.”


Emily gave the pickup a bit of gas, then put it into neutral
so it would coast down the road.  “What about my brake lights?”


“I’ll cover them.”  Matthew opened his portal behind the
pickup with the other end about ten feet in front of the pickup.  Anyone
looking would see the part of the road they were approaching instead of the
back of the truck.  “They’re covered.”


Emily touched the brakes a couple of times to keep their
speed down as they coasted down the hill.  As they approached Camino Bello,
another set of headlights was approaching the lane from the left, signaling a
turn into the lane.


“Pull over, I think there’s enough space on the left.”


Emily pulled the pickup to the left and slowed to a stop. 
She cut the engine and turned to Matthew.  “Now what?”


“I’ll use my portal to hide us.  I just hope it will work.”


“How are you going to do that?  Whoever it is, they’ll drive
right by us.”


“I’ll rotate it around us.  It should work.  We’ll have to
see.”


“And if it doesn’t?”


“We could be making out.”


“Yeah right, like they won’t see right through that.”


“Hey, the sheriff’s guys don’t know us.  They might buy it.”


“Then you should slide this way.”


“No, you should slide this way, away from the steering
wheel.”


“Right.”  Emily slid over next to Matthew and he turned and
put his arm around her.


“Hey, this is like at the Sackler.”  Matthew was alluding to
Emily hugging him while he worked his magic at the Sackler exhibit in New York
when they’d foiled the terrorist plot to kill the Crown Prince.


“Have you got your portal up?”


“Yes.  Tell me where the lights are so I can adjust it.”


“Can’t you see them?”


“It’s hard for me to look around when I have it open.”


“Sorry, I forgot.  They’re coming now.  .
. .  They’re about ten feet away, . . . at
our two o’clock, . . .  our three o’clock, . . . now our five o’clock, . . .
they’re behind us.”


“Good job.  Now should we see if we can roll on down the
hill?”


“How do we get the truck started again.”


“I’ll push.”


“The interior light!” Emily called out as Matthew started to
open the door.


“Good call.  I’ve got it.”  Matthew used his portal to hide
the interior light as it came on.  He got out and carefully closed the door. 
“Is it in neutral?”


“It is now.  Push.”


Matthew pushed on the pickup’s tailgate, but it didn’t move,
just rocked a bit.  “Damn.”  Matthew looked around trying to figure out what he
could use to push the pickup.  After a minute, with Emily hissing suggestions,
he moved to a big oak tree.  He opened his portal against the pickup with the
other end just a few feet from the tree.  Then he leaned against the portal and
walked his way up the tree until he was horizontal.  Now he could use his legs
to full effect.  He pushed hard and the pickup moved, dumping him on the
ground.  He got up and ran to the pickup and continued to push it until it
gained enough momentum.  Then he hopped in the back and waved Emily on.


The pickup rolled to the end of the lane where Emily braked
to a stop.


“What are you stopping for?” Matthew asked as he jumped out
of the bed and got into the cab.


“It’s not safe to just pull out on the road.  I have to start
the truck.”


“Wait a second.”  Matthew opened his portal between the
pickup and where the two sheriff’s deputies were standing by the statue.  He
opened the other end on the other side of the parking lot where the main entry
to PCA was.


“Do it!”


Emily started the pickup.  Fortunately, it started right
away.  Then she put it in gear, turned the lights on, and drove onto Camino Bello. 
Matthew could see the deputies running toward the parking lot.


“Turn up here,” Matthew instructed.


“Why, and what did you do?”


“Because they’re probably going to come looking this way once
they realize there’s nothing on the other side.  I used my portal to move the
sound to the other side, but they would have heard it from both directions,
just more from the other way.”


“Okay, so we’re trying to lose them.”


“You’ve got it.  Now turn left.”


“Do you know where we’re going?”


“Yeah, I ride my bike through this neighborhood every day.  . . . Now right.”


“Where are the deputies?”


“One of them is driving this way, the other is going down
Camino Bello.  Now left.  Two houses down, turn in, and pull under the
carport.  The Talbots are away and their neighbor is mostly deaf.  We should be
okay.  Kill the engine and we’ll wait them out.”


“Great.  How long?”


“An hour.  They’ll either get bored, or we’ll just leave.  It
won’t be unusual for someone to be driving back to Del Dios at this time of
night.”


“You know, this was kind of fun.”


“Running from the cops?”


“I guess.  Really, having to change things up on the fly so
we could get away was exhilarating.”


“I think you’re weird.”


“Hey, you get to do all the cool stuff because you have that
portal.  It was fun to be part of the action.”


“Fine.  Can you drop me off at home?”


“Sure.  I figured I had to anyway.  The gardener is going to
come by tomorrow to get his truck.”


“What you think Jerome’s going to do?”


“I’m curious what his dad’s going to do.  He really went off
on him when he learned about the heist.”


“You should keep an eye on him tomorrow.”


“Like I don’t have plenty of other things to do.”


“Come onnn.”


“Okay, I’ll keep an eye on him, but there’s not much I can
do.”


“Maybe, but I am curious why his dad made such a big deal out
of it.”


“It is curious.”







    Chapter 10


    Settling In

 

On Wednesday, the school was abuzz with questions about the
statue’s return.  Everyone was delighted that it was back, but they all wanted
to know how it was recovered and by whom.


The sheriff came around and asked a few questions, but he
wasn’t really interested since nobody was hurt and few if any laws had been
broken.  In his and everyone’s opinion, a wrong had been righted, simple as
that.


“Can you believe we got it back?” Brianna asked as they
settled in for lunch.


“Why not, it’s ours,” Emily replied.


“Yeah, but who?”


“Yes, I wonder who it was.  Em, did you notice anything when
you were out last night?” Alex asked.


“No, why would I, it wasn’t like I was hanging around the
school looking for someone to bring it back.”  Emily smiled at Alex.  She must
have noticed that Emily had gone off in the gardener’s pickup.  She’d been out
with Jason until late, but she was home when Emily got back and had to explain
to her parents that she and her friend, Ashley, had lost track of time after
they had dinner at the country club.  Emily hoped that Ashley would cover for
her if Alex asked any questions; she’d agreed to cover for her with her
parents, but Emily hadn’t thought to include Alex.


“Are you two ready for your play?  Don’t you have a dress
rehearsal tonight?”  Matthew asked in an attempt to divert Alex from Emily’s
late-night sojourn.


“Yes, we’re ready,” Jason answered for the pair.  “Are you
coming tonight?”


“No, I don’t want to take anything away from opening night.”


“Are you going to sit with us?” Brianna asked.


“Sure, if you want me to.”


“Definitely.”


◆ ◆ ◆


That evening Matthew checked in on Jerome.  He was wondering
what Mr. Graham’s reaction to the statue being returned would be.  He wasn’t
sure what he would do if it turned violent.  It was obvious by the nervous
energy Jerome was giving off, that he was worried about the same thing.


Matthew tried to see if he could zero in on Mr. Graham.  He
hadn’t tried to get a read on him before, but sometimes he got an automatic
read on people that evoked a strong emotional response in him.  Sure enough,
Mr. Graham was one of them.  Matthew's portal found him just leaving a small
shopping center in Temecula.  It looked like he was pointing his truck home, he’d
just turned onto the freeway and was heading south.


Matthew set his watch for twenty minutes, about how long it
should take Mr. Graham to get to Fallbrook, and returned to doing research for
his poli-sci term paper.


When his watch alarm went off, Matthew checked in and saw
that Mr. Graham was just about three minutes from home, so he went downstairs
and got a glass of water.  Jessie was watching a Disney movie on the TV before
bedtime and his mother was at the kitchen table grading papers.


“Hi, Mom.”


“Hi, Mattie.  Can you put Jessie to bed?”


“Sure, when’s the movie over?”


“Thirty minutes.”


“Okay, I’ll come back down in twenty-five to get her.” 
Matthew figured that would be plenty of time to see Mr. Graham’s reaction.  He
headed back upstairs to his room so he would be able to use his portal undisturbed.


When Matthew checked on Mr. Graham again, he was parking his Expedition
in the garage.  He got out and wrestled a big metal catalog case out of the
truck.  It was like a big briefcase but at least three times thicker.  It must
have been heavy the way a big guy like Mr. Graham struggled to get it out of
the footwell of the passenger seat.  He lugged it into the house where he set
it down so he could roll it.  Matthew guessed it must weigh sixty to seventy
pounds.


Mr. Graham wheeled the case to the door to his office, then unlocked
the office and wheeled it inside, locking the door behind him.  “Curious,”
Matthew thought.


Mr. Graham wheeled the case over to a big gun safe mounted to
the floor in the corner of the office.  He opened the safe and started
unloading the case into it.  The case was full of shipping packages the size of
a big paperback book, or maybe two smaller ones.  He stacked them in the bottom
of the safe.  As Matthew looked at what else was in the safe, he saw stacks of
money.  There must have been thousands of dollars in it.  Maybe more, depending
on the denomination of the notes.  Matthew also noticed a money counter like
they had at the bank.  It was on a shelf beside a laptop computer.


“Really strange,” He thought.


Mr. Graham locked the safe, then left the office, locking the
door behind himself.


“Jerome, what did I tell you?!”


“Dad, they had already stolen it back.  I heard from a friend
that nobody knows who did it.”


“You’d better hope that they don’t.  Like I said, if that
stunt comes back to bite us, I’m kicking you out.”


“I’ve got it.”


“Now, go get dinner out of the truck.”


◆ ◆ ◆


Opening night was Thursday and Matthew, Brianna, and Emily
had fourth-row seats, right next to Mr. and Mrs. Winthrop.  Everyone had been
amazed at the effort that Jason and Alex had put into studying for their parts,
the two weren’t noted for their dedication to anything but having fun.


The theater was packed; everyone was riding high on the
recovery of the statue, so school spirit was fueling participation in school
events.


Finally, the curtain went up and the play began.


“Where’s Jason?” Brianna asked in a whisper a few minutes
into the play.


“Shhh, he and Alex don’t show up until after the big
kerfuffle,” Emily said.  “Didn’t you read the play?”


“No!”


“Shhh!”


 ◆ ◆ ◆


After the curtain fell on Act I, everyone rushed out to the
concession stand.


“They’re really good,” Emily said.


“Yes, can you believe it?” Brianna added.


“Of course they would be good.  Those two have been acting
their entire lives,” Mrs. Winthrop said.


“What, the only other play Jason has been in is the third-grade
production of Peter and the Wolf.”


“You don’t have to be onstage to act.  Think about the Winter
Ball last year.  The next morning you described their entry to me in great
detail.  Wasn’t that acting?”


“Oh, I guess you’re right.  Jason is always putting on a
show.”


Mrs. Winthrop just smiled.


◆ ◆ ◆


When the final curtain fell, Jason and Alex came out still in
costume.  They planned to go out to dinner with everyone while still in
costume.


“Well, how was it?” Jason asked.


“You were wonderful,” Mrs. Winthrop said.  Mr. Winthrop
simply nodded his agreement.


“Alex, you were amazing, all those lines, and you were perfect,”
Emily said.


“I just wish Mummy and Daddy could have been here.”


“You’ll have to send them the video.”


“Video?” Matthew asked.


“Didn’t you see the camera in the lighting booth?” Jason
asked.  “They’re filming all the plays this year.  Pretty cool, huh?”


“So, does that mean we’re movie stars as well?”


“Alex, you’re too much.


◆ ◆ ◆


During the weekend and week before the homecoming game,
Mathew committed to keeping tabs on Dante and Emilio, Frankie’s replacement.  After
constantly checking in on Dante, on Sunday night he had caught him packaging up
the money inside a book.  Then on Monday, he’d been able to watch him shipping
the package to an address in Temecula, The Book Exchange, but he still hadn’t
been able to determine who was picking it up.  He assumed that Dante sent the
package out each week.  But it wasn’t like he could keep a constant lookout on
the mail store where the address was, he did have a life after all.


His attempts to check in were continually preempted by his
‘real’ life.  He set up a pattern of time to check for the package being picked
up, but after a week of casing the package store, he hadn’t had any luck.  He
didn’t have time to search through the store’s haphazard filing system for
packages to figure if all the packages that had slips in the mailbox were money
packages.  He did determine that the slips were all gone on Thursday morning,
so he assumed the packages were picked up the day before, but by Friday, there
were several more slips in the box.


He had been able to determine that Dante was running out of
pills.  So after Homecoming, Emily and he would have to talk about how to catch
Dante’s supplier.


◆ ◆ ◆


Everyone at PCA was pumped for the Homecoming game against
Fallbrook.  The return of the mascot statue had the school believing that they
would be victorious on the field.  Matthew and Emily attended so they could put
an ending on their story about the mysterious disappearance and reappearance of
the statue, they hoped with a victory over the Fallbrook Warriors.


At halftime, the score was tied, 10 all.  Matthew rushed to
the concession stand to get in line before it got too long.


“Damn,” he said as he got there only to be eighth in line.


“Hey, Matt, isn’t it?” Cicely asked.


Matthew turned to see the girl from the party in Fallbrook.


“Yes, and you’re Cicely, right?”


“Yes, and I’m guessing by the colors you’re wearing and the
fact that I haven’t seen you at school that you actually go to PCA.”


“Busted, we were trying to figure out where our statue was.”


“That’s what I figured.  How come you guys didn’t finger
Jerome?”


“I would guess that whoever figured out where the statue was
thought that Jerome might have enough problems already without siccing the cops
on him.”


“Oh, . . . That was pretty nice of
them.  He’s a bit of an ass, especially since his mother left five years ago. 
I can see why someone would be willing to cut him some slack.  So where’s your
sister, or is she really your girlfriend?” Cicely asked as she looked around
for Emily.


“Emily’s not really my sister, she’s just a friend.  But, the
story about the license was true.”


“Are you really a junior?”


“No . . .  actually, I’m a senior;
I skipped a grade.”


“Well, at least we know you’re smart.  Evan had a fit when he
realized you’d snuck out.”


“Great.  Just a sec,” Matthew turned to order two chilidogs
and fries along with two Cokes.  “Are you going to a party after the game?”


“No, after that scene with Evan, I’ve decided that going to a
party where everyone plans to get drunk is probably not the smartest move.  I’ve
decided to skip the parties and focus on finishing school.”


“That sounds like a good idea.”


“Maybe some of your smarts are rubbing off on me.”  Cicely
grabbed Matthew's hand and wrote a number on it.  “Call me.”


The lady behind the counter called out, “Matt, two orders of
chilidogs.”  Matthew realized it was the second time she’d called his name.


“Sure,” he mumbled as he grabbed his stuff and started out. 
Cicely gave him a finger wave and a smile as he moved on.


Matthew found his way through the crowd back to their seats.


“What took you so long?”


“There was a line.”


“Oh, and what’s that on your hand?”


“Cicely’s phone number, I think.”


“Right, a long line.  Are you going to call her?”


“Should I?”


“Why not?  Now give me my chilidog.”


◆ ◆ ◆


On Saturday, after Matthew’s martial arts classes and Emily’s
weekly tennis game at the country club they met up.  They were able to meet at
Emily’s house since Alex was at Jason’s going over lines before their play that
evening.


“I can’t believe that they just ship the money via UPS.”


“It’s pretty brazen, but I figure it’s also pretty safe. 
Packaged up in the books, and labeled as books, who would wonder about the
packages.”


“And you still haven’t figured out who picks the packages
up?”


“Not for sure.  The packages look like the ones I saw Mr.
Graham putting in his safe.  But, the mail room is open for ten hours; it’s
tough to catch him in the act.  I’ll try to narrow the time down next week by
monitoring the pickup slips in the mailbox.”


“You know, since they use kids to do the handoffs, maybe he
has kids pick up the packages for him.”


“Why, they’d still have to give them to him?”


“But that way he can avoid being seen in the mailroom.”


“Okay, and the thing about the kids makes sense.  He could
have them pick the packages up for him while he’s doing something else.  That
way nobody could testify that he went to the mailroom to get them.  I’ll focus
my check-ins after school is out.”


“What else have we learned?”


Matthew bristled a little at the ‘we,’ but didn’t make a
comment.  “I’ve learned that Dante is almost out of pills.  He’s got to be
getting a new shipment next week.  He only has enough to last him through the
week, and unless they’re being really tight on the timing of the delivery,
he’ll need to be getting them soon.”


“Well, they have been keeping everything else loose.  You
said that each of the users is buying a two-week supply and that Emilio has his
users spread out over two weeks.  So half one week the other half the next.”


“Right, minimizes contact and self-selects for users that
have money.”


“So other than the bag man being in Temecula, we don’t know
anything else about where the money goes?”


“I’m going to check on Graham’s calendars tonight.  See if I
can figure out where he goes.  It looks like he was out of town last weekend.”


“Have you studied up on money laundering?”


“Not that much.  You’re supposed to be researching his
business background.”


“I am, but it’s not easy.  He’s been doing real estate
development for the last four years.  But that’s hard to research.  I did find
an L.A. Times article that implied he wasn’t the most honest real estate broker
or developer, but there were only a couple of transactions cited.”


“Well?” Matthew asked.


“I know, but you’re the computer genius.  I’m slow at
searching through online records.  This would be much easier if you could loan
me your portal so I could do the surveillance and you could do the searches.”


“Well, we’ve tried that and it doesn’t work.”


◆ ◆ ◆


On Sunday, Emily talked Matthew into driving with her to
Mission Viejo to watch Brianna’s final in the tournament.


It was a great final; Brianna won the tournament by breaking
Mariam’s serve on the last game in the third set after having sets one and two
settled by tiebreakers.


“I’m so glad you came,” Brianna gushed as she gave Matthew a
hug and a kiss.  “Can you believe I won?”


“I never doubted it.  So, what’s your next tournament?”


“I’m hoping to get into the Phoenix Classic in November. 
It’s a full week, starting on the 8th. 


◆ ◆ ◆


On Thursday of the following week, Matthew saw that Dante
suddenly had four new bags of pills.  He searched the apartment, but couldn’t
find anything that was new.  There wasn’t any packaging material in the trash
and Matthew wasn’t about to search the dumpster behind the apartment building,
even using his portal that was a nasty assignment.


By the end of the week, Matthew had confirmed that Graham was
getting the money.  He’d caught him shredding books with the cut-out pages like
he’d seen Dante stuff the money into.  He had a stack of packages that he later
ran through the counting machine.  Matthew watched as he made careful notes on
a spreadsheet.   He was surprised that he was simply adding a small number next
to the column with what Matthew suspected was the expected amount.  The numbers
varied from minus 2 to plus one.  Probably an error by the distributor in
counting with the calipers.


◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew got ready for the Halloween party.  He was going as a
fairytale prince.  He’d tried his best to get Jessie to pick Peter Pan for her
costume so he could go as Captain Hook, but no amount of cajoling could get the
six-year-old to change her mind.   Matthew finally gave up, realizing that all
he would accomplish was to make Jessica cry.  And he didn’t want to show up at
the party with a little girl who was shooting daggers at him every time she got
a chance.


“Oh, don’t you look handsome,” Mrs. Brandt said as Matthew
made it downstairs.  She was fitting the tiara on Jessica’s head, trying to
keep her still.  Jessica, of course, wanted to get a look at herself in the
mirror in the hallway, which was almost impossible anyway due to her height.


Matthew picked her up and held her in front of the mirror so
she could see the tiara.  His mother made one more adjustment to it since
Jessica was being still and then pinned it into place.


“Okay, you’re ready.  Let’s go,” Mrs. Brandt said.


“Yeah!”


The party was at the Winthrops’ house.  Last year after the
kidnapping and recovery of Sonja Stevenson, the Winthrops had opted for a party
that would keep the kids from going out trick-or-treating.  They’d divided the
house into a small-kid upstairs party and a big-kid downstairs party.  It had
been so successful that they had decided to do it every year.


“Call me if you need me to come and get Jessie,” Mrs. Brandt
said.


“I will, but I’m sure she’s going to hold out until the end. 
Emily has promised to give us a ride home.”  Matthew was nervous about the
party, not because of his prince costume but because of not knowing how he
should interact with Brianna.  Were they still dating or casual friends; he had
no clue.


Jessica ran off into the house as soon as Mrs. Winthrop opened
the door.  The upstairs had been converted into a not-so-haunted house, and she
was excited to explore where the ghosts and goblins were hiding as well as
discover the candy.


“She’s excited,” Mrs. Winthrop said.


“She’s been excited all weekend,” Matthew said.  “And I must
say you’re a very convincing witch.”  Mrs. Winthrop was dressed as the Wicked
Witch of the West.


“You’d better be nice or I’ll get you, my pretty.”


Matthew gave out a fake shudder and ran to the stairs so he
could head down to the big kid party.


As soon as he made it to the bottom of the stairs, Brianna
rushed over and gave him a hug.  “Matt, I’m glad you could come.  And you make
a dashing prince.”


“Thanks.  Jessie had her heart set on this theme.”


“Hah, blame your sister.”  Brianna kissed him then ran off to
greet other guests.


“Hi, Matt,” Emily said.


“Hi, where’s your date?”


“She’s upstairs.  We came as the Fairy Godmother and
Cinderella.”


Matthew laughed as Emily spun around to show off her Fairy
Godmother costume.  “Does this mean you can grant my wishes?”


“I don’t know, what do you wish for?”


“I wish I knew what Brea wants.”


“Then I’m sorry.  I’m not even sure she knows.  You’ll just
have to ride it out.  You could have invited Cecily, that might have told you what
you want to know.”


“I’m not sure I want to find out that way.  It might be
painful.”


Emily laughed.  “That it might.  Anyway, have you checked on
Mr. Graham lately?”


“Not much; he’s in the Cayman Islands right now.  I suspect
he’s got a way to smuggle his money there.”


“You don’t know?”


“I wasn’t paying attention when he went there.  He flew
during the night, so when I woke up, he was already there and I didn’t see any
money.”


◆ ◆ ◆


On Tuesday, Matthew and Emily met again to review their case
notes.


“Matt, did you see that the City settled with Frankie
Sutton?”


“Yes I did.  I started checking on him when I heard; he’s run
off to Florida.”


“Run off?”


“Yes.  I saw him go to his mother’s house.  He gave her a bag
of cash and told her she could have the money in their joint savings account.”


“So, was his mother in on it with him?”


“No, she wasn’t too happy about the money, but she’s got
three kids and her husband is in the Navy, off on deployment to the Far East. 
Anyway, Frankie gave her the money and told her to spread the spending around. 
He said the sixty thousand in their joint account was clean, so she could spend
it however she saw fit, but not to let her husband get hold of it.”


“What?”


“Apparently he likes to spend money with his friends.  She
has to survive on her allotment from the Navy, so it’s tight.”


“So he’s going to Florida and live on his settlement?”


“Yes, apparently he grew up there.  He said he’s going to
live with some friends and stay off the grid for a few months.  Then he’ll go
to college and finish his degree.”


“So Mrs. Frye getting murdered really spooked him.”


“I’d say.  Anyway, I saw that Mr. Graham flew back from the
Caymans on Monday morning.  Haven’t’ seen anything else.”


“Okay.  Hey, don’t you get your driver’s license on Friday?”


“That’s the plan.  I do have to pass the test.”


“Like that’s in doubt.”


“The driving test, not the written one.”


“Still, you’ll ace it.”






    Chapter 11


    Nice Car



Matthew got his driver’s license on Friday, November 5th,
his birthday.  His mother had taken off from work early so she could take him
to the DMV.  He still didn’t have a car, so since they only had one vehicle, he
was still going to be spending most of his time riding his bike or bumming
rides with friends.


On Saturday, when Matthew got back from his martial arts
practice at the Golden Dragon, he found two black Lincoln Navigators pulled to
the side of the road in front of his house.  A silver Lexus SUV was in the
driveway along with a black Mercedes 600SL.  A woman was sitting in the
Mercedes with the top down.


“Can I help you?” Matthew asked the guy who started getting
out of the Lexus when Matthew rode up on his bike.


“Are you Matthew Brandt?”


“Yes, that’s me.”


“Then I’m delivering your car.”


“My car?” Matthew raised his eyebrows at the guy.


“Yes, this one, not the Mercedes.”  The guy pointed to the
silver SUV.


“I’m still confused.”


“I’m the Crown Prince’s nephew.  I bought the Lexus in July,
but I don’t like it.  It’s a nice car, but I think the girls like the Mercedes
better.”


“Okay, so you wanted to trade up to a Mercedes, who wouldn’t? 
But how does that involve me?”


“My uncle said that if I wanted the Mercedes, I had to give
you the Lexus.  Here are the keys and the papers.  Have fun.”


“Wait!”


“Hey, if you don’t want the car, sell it.  I got what I
wanted and did what my uncle told me to.  Now, I’m off to watch a polo match. 
Have fun.”


Matthew tried to think of something to say, finally, he came
up with, “Thanks.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Matt, who’s visiting?” Matthew’s mother asked when she got
home.


“Nobody.”


“Then what’s that Lexus doing in the driveway.”


“It’s our new car.”


“What?!  You didn’t go out and buy a car without talking to
me, did you?”


“Of course not, how could I anyway?  It’s from the prince.”


“And why would he give you a car?”


“His nephew wanted to change cars, so the prince told him he
had to give us the other car.”


“That’s a new Lexus.”


“It’s four months old.”


“That’s still new.  I don’t know what I think about you
driving a car like that.”


“I’ve been thinking about that.  I think you should drive it
and I’ll drive the Explorer.”


Mrs. Brandt smiled as she gazed at Matthew.  “That doesn’t
sound fair, they gave the car to you.”


“But I don’t really need it.  I’ll just be driving to school
and things like that.  You’re the one who has to drive down to UCSD to work.  I’ve
already told my friends that I was getting a used car.”


Mrs. Brandt walked over and gave Matthew a hug.  “We’ll see
about it.  Do you have all the paperwork?”


“Right here.  The title just has his signature, you can add
your name and it will all work out.”


“Let me think about it.  We’ll talk again tomorrow.”


“Sure.  Hey, where’s Jessie?”


“She’s playing with Sonja today.  I have to pick her up at
one.  Do you want a ride?”


“Sure, Emily and I are working on a story for the paper.  Do
you want to drive the new car?”


“Not until we have it on our insurance.  Are you going to
have lunch with Emily?”


“I think so.”


“Why don’t you make sure, otherwise you might go hungry.”






    Chapter 12


    Flight of the Phoenix

 

Matthew and Emily had finally figured out that Mr. Graham was
getting all the money.  Matthew was also sure that the flights to the Cayman
Islands were how he laundered the money, or whatever, since putting the money
in an offshore account didn’t actually launder it.  If you started to spend it,
the IRS would definitely come calling, wanting to know where it came from.


What they hadn’t been able to figure out was how he was
getting the drugs.  After analyzing his calendar and the calendar of the
charter company he used for his flight to the Caymans, Matthew had determined
that Mr. Graham made a trip to the Caymans every four weeks, and two weeks
later he made a trip to Catalina Island.  The timing of Graham’s last trip to
Catalina coincided with Dante’s sudden replenishment of his supply of pills, so
Matthew figured that it must be related to how he was getting the drugs. 


Matthew had considered the ATR42 Graham was chartering for
the flights a strange choice.  The plane couldn’t make it from San Diego to the
Caymans without refueling.  It was a mixed-use, cargo-passenger jet.  It was
configured to hold up to eight passengers with the rest of the space used for
cargo.  And Mr. Graham had been chartering the same plane for over two years.


Now, Matthew was tuning in on Mr. Graham as he prepared for
his trip.  What Matthew couldn’t figure out was what Mr. Graham was up to.  He
was meeting the charter flight from Fallbrook to Catalina, but instead of going
to the normal passenger boarding area he had driven up to a warehouse at the
airport.


Matthew watched via his portal as Mr. Graham supervised the
loading of three small pallets into the cargo hold of the jet.  Mr. Graham then
shook hands with the guy in the cargo hold and walked to a nearby pickup.  He’d
left his pickup in the airport parking lot, but now he drove the other pickup out
of the airport and headed west.  This definitely piqued Matthew's curiosity.


“Emily, this makes no sense.  Graham has reservations on a
plane to go to Catalina and he’s driving off in another pickup.”


“When is the flight scheduled?”


“Not for another two hours.”


“Maybe he forgot something.”


“Yeah, maybe, but why use a different pickup?”


“Well, we’re convinced he’s up to no good, so should we
follow him?”


“To where?”


“You said he has reservations at the hotel on Catalina.”


“Yeah, but he also has reservations on that jet and he’s
heading west in a pickup away from his house and the airport.”


“Let’s head toward Catalina.  You can track where he actually
goes and we can adapt as necessary.”


“Are we going to spend the night?”


“How long is Mr. Graham supposed to stay?”


“One night.”


“So we should plan on it.  Do we have to stop by your house so
you can grab some clothes?”


“It would be convenient.”


◆ ◆ ◆


Since they were leaving from Rancho Santa Fe, close to I-5,
and because Emily drove like a demon, they had a solid head start on Mr. Graham
even after stopping at Matthew’s house.  They reached the ferry terminal at
Dana Point well ahead of him.  Emily parked the car in the long-term lot while
Matthew bought them tickets on the ferry.


“Is he still heading this way?”


“Yes, he just handed his keys to some guy and is walking this
way,” Matthew explained.  “I think the guy works for him.  I’ve seen him at the
office.”


“Are they going to Catalina together?  Maybe it’s business.”


“No, the guy is heading back to the freeway.”


“Fine, let’s get on the ferry and find a place to hide from
him.”


“Just go to the back.  He’ll probably take a seat up close to
the exit.”


◆ ◆ ◆


The ferry ride was uneventful.  Matthew did a quick check on
the jet; it was just heading over the ocean south of Catalina.  “Why would
Mr. Graham drive when he could have flown on the jet?”  As they exited the
ferry, Matthew caught Mr. Graham instructing a taxi to take him to the
airport.  “Emily, go check us in.  I’m going to follow Graham to the airport. 
Something is weird about that jet.  It doesn’t look like it’s going to land
here.”


“Shouldn’t I go with you?  If he’s up to something you might
need backup.”


“No, I’m just going to see what he’s up to and check on the
jet.  It should be there by now, but it’s still flying.  It’s almost to Long
Beach.”


“Why can’t you just use your portal?”


“It’s too hard to check out a wide area with it.  Too much
tunnel vision.  It’s better if I can look at the area and use it like a pair of
binoculars.”


“Okay, but be careful.”


◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew handed his bag to Emily and grabbed a cab.  He didn’t
want to be too far behind Mr. Graham.  When they arrived at the airport, just
minutes apart, Matthew jumped out of the cab and threw money at the driver.  He’d
lost Mr. Graham; it took him a second to find him.  He wasn’t going to the
terminal as expected, instead, he’d had the cab drop him off close to the
hangar.  A jet had just landed and was starting to taxi off the runway; it was
the same type of plane that Mr. Graham was supposed to take from Fallbrook. 
Mr. Graham hopped on the fuel truck that was heading to where the plane would
stop to unload passengers.  But when Matthew checked there were no passengers.


Between the fuel truck and the jet’s pilots deplaning, there
was a lot of confusion around the small jet.  The co-pilot opened the plane’s
cargo hold and handed a suitcase out.  Mr. Graham stepped out from behind the
pilot and grabbed the suitcase and waved at everyone as he started toward the
terminal.


“What the . . .” 
Matthew looked at the plane again.  “No way.”  The identifying number on
the jet’s engines was the same as the one on the plane at the Fallbrook
airport.  But . . .  Matthew used his portal to
check on the other plane.  He had done it enough times that he had a read on
the pilot, so it was easy to open his portal in the plane’s cockpit.  It was
still in the air.  He took a minute to listen in on the pilot’s conversation
over the radio.


“Long Beach Airport this is flight . . .”


Matthew was confused.  He took his portal outside the jet to
check the numbers on the engines.  They were different than they had been at
Fallbrook.


The pilot chatted with the crew that was refueling the jet
that was sitting on the runway on Catalina.  It took quite a while to refuel
which was strange since it’d just flown from Fallbrook, well, not really; the
plane from Fallbrook was landing at the Long Beach Airport some twenty miles
away.


Matthew did a quick check on Mr. Graham.  He was taking a
taxi to the hotel.  Completely weird, “Why would he come to the airport to
pick up a suitcase?”  Matthew tried to check out what was in the suitcase;
it was a bit difficult since the taxi was still moving, but based on what he
saw, it was just regular luggage.


Once the plane was refueled, the pilot started it up again
and taxied toward the hangar.  When he got there, the copilot opened the rear
hatch and slid a large crate to the edge.  A truck had driven up to the plane
and they moved the crate onto the back of the truck.  The copilot closed up the
hatch and the jet started to taxi toward the long-term parking.  Matthew
skipped along the side of the terminal and headed toward a side building that
would give him a better view of the jet, with the sun over his shoulder.  He
wanted to get another view of the jet’s numbers and would need the extra light
so he could zoom in.  How could they have changed?  Once the jet finished
parking, Matthew zoomed in on the numbers.  Up close they looked a bit odd. 
Not quite the crisp black on white that they appeared to be from a distance.  As
he examined them more closely, he could tell that the area around the numbers
was different from the paint on the rest of the plane.  Then it hit him.  “Digital
paint!”


As Matthew was turning to leave, he noticed a woman was
watching the truck that had picked up the crate from the plane.  She was edging
along the far end of the building Matthew was using, but around the corner. 
Suddenly she jerked upright.  Matthew zoomed in to check it out.


“That’s right, don’t move.  Now back up toward me so we’re
out of sight,” a man ordered.  Matthew could see that he was holding a gun on
the woman.  She looked pretty calm for someone with a gun pointed at her.


“Hey, I was just looking.”


“Yeah right.”  The guy reached under the woman’s jacket and
pulled a gun out of the small of her back.  He stuck it in his pocket.  “Who do
you work for?”


“The freight company.  They think Jimmy there is stealing.”


“Nice try.  Hands behind your back.”


Matthew recognized the copilot from the jet.  He pulled a zip
tie out of his pocket, keeping the gun pointed at the woman’s head.  “I’m going
to tighten these up.  If you move, I’ll shoot you right in your spine.”


Matthew started to move toward the two.  He figured he could
block the copilot’s gun with his portal and take him out, but first, he wanted
to make sure he was the bad guy.  Why would the copilot care about a woman
watching them unload a crate?


“Kid, don’t move!”  A gun pressed against the back of
Matthew’s head.  “Brad, we’ve got another one.”


“Do you need help?”


“Just keep her covered and I’ll take care of it.”  The copilot
pushed the woman against the wall of the shed while the pilot zip tied Matthew
and pushed him along toward the jet.  “Let’s put them in the jet and see what Stan
wants to do.”


“Okay.  Now you two don’t make a scene or we’ll just have to
finish this right here.”


Matthew allowed himself to be pushed along.  The pilot opened
the jet back up and forced the two prisoners into the jet.  “Take them into the
back and zip tie their feet.  I’ll call Stan.”


Matthew zoomed his portal over to Jack so he could listen in
on the phone call.


“Stan, we had a couple of spectators watching us unload the
package.”


“Who are they?”


“Don’t know yet.  The woman had a gun, the other one is just
a kid.  Brad is going to search them now.  . . .  Brad,
any ID on that woman?  And make sure you get their cell phones and turn them
off.”


“Yes, boss,” Brad said.  He didn’t seem to like being
ordered around.  He searched the woman’s jacket and pulled out a small wallet. 
“Her ID says Barbara Peters, DEA.  Nothing on the kid.”


Matthew had used his portal to hide his wallet in one of the
seat pockets.  He didn’t want them to connect him to Emily since she was at the
hotel where Mr. Graham was checking in.


“She’s DEA!”


“Yeah, I heard.  Okay, the story we’re going to tell is, I’ve
just been called back to the office.  Get us cleared for takeoff.”


Agent Peters leaned toward Matthew, “Sorry.”


“Not your fault,” Matthew said.


“You two, shut up!”


Brad finished searching Matthew, finding nothing, then pushed
him back into one of the seats while they waited for Mr. Graham to return.  It
was an awkward wait while Jack entered a flight plan that would take them to
Fallbrook and Mr. Graham rushed back to the airport.  Unfortunately, the
copilot kept a gun on them the whole time so Matthew wasn’t able to do anything
about escaping, worried that he would manage to shoot one of them before
Matthew could disable him.  If he wasn’t zip tied, it would have been a no-brainer.


“Open up!” Mr. Graham was banging on the jet’s hatch.  He ran
up the ladder as soon as the door opened.  “Get us in the air!”


He came to the back of the plane where Matthew and Agent Peters
were sitting in the back seats.  Matthew could tell that steam was coming out
of his ears.  The copilot handed him Agent Peters’ gun.


“Agent Peters, what were you looking for?”


“Nothing.”


Mr. Graham pressed the gun against Matthew’s right knee. 
“I’m sure the kid doesn’t know anything, but if you don’t talk, I’m going to
start putting bullets in him!”


“I was following Jimmy Lawrence.”


"What the hell was Jimmy doing out here?” Mr. Graham
demanded.


“One of the guys at the warehouse got sick.”


“So they sent the idiot stock boy out here.  Why were you
following him anyway?”


“We traced some cocaine back to him.”


“So?”


“We know there’s cocaine coming in from somewhere.  One of
our guys made a buy off of Jimmy.  It was too pure for street cocaine so we
figured he must be pretty high up in the supply chain.  I was following him in
hopes of finding his source.”


“That son of a bitch!  How did he come across the cocaine? 
Jorge is going to kill him.”  Mr. Graham paused and braced himself against the
other seat as the plane started to taxi.


“Now, who knows you’re on Catalina?”


“My boss.”


“Who knew you were going to the airport?”  Mr. Graham pressed
the gun against Matthew’s knee again.


“Nobody.  I was following Jimmy.”


“What about backup?”


“I didn’t have any.  I was just supposed to make inquiries.”


“Now, what about you kid?  What’s your name?”


“Jason,” Matthew lied.


“Jason what?”


“Jason McGregor.”


“What were you doing at the airport?”


“I like planes.”


“You like planes.”  Mr. Graham looked like he didn’t believe
Matthew.


“Yes.  I want to be a pilot and I saw this plane coming in,
so I wanted to check it out.”


“What were you doing sneaking around the shed?”


“Civilians aren’t allowed on the tarmac unless they’re
boarding or deplaning.  I wanted to get a better look at the plane.”


“Well, kid.  You should have stuck with parasailing and
playing at the beach.  Jack, once we’re in the air, take us about twenty miles northwest
of the island.  Brad, we need to get ready to dump them.”


The copilot opened the door between the main cabin and the
cargo bay.  When Mr. Graham gave him a questioning look, he explained, “Can’t
open the main hatch while we’re in the air, ladder gets in the way.”


He dragged Agent Peters into the cargo bay then came back for
Matthew.  Matthew was desperately trying to think of what he could do to get
him and Agent Peters out of this.  The parasailing comment had given Matthew a
glimmer of an idea.


Mr. Graham punched the intercom, “What’s our status?”


“We’ve just been cleared for takeoff.”


Once Brad dumped Matthew in the back and turned his attention
to Agent Peters, Matthew started to look for some way to cut his ties.  It took
him five minutes to find a clasp-knife in the cargo hold.  Probably used to
open boxes and such.  Then it took him another five minutes to move it to
himself.  He had to move it five or six inches at a time, the range of motion
remaining in his zip-tied arms.  Once he had it, he used it to cut through the
zip-ties, but only enough that he would be able to break them when the time
came.


By then the plane had taken off and was just reaching
cruising altitude.


“Where are we?” Mr. Graham demanded.


“Just approaching the 20-mile limit you asked for.”


“What altitude?”


“Ten thousand feet, that’s about as high as we want to go and
open the cargo door.”


“Good, can you come back and help?”


“Sure, autopilot’s on, it’ll give us a ten-minute sweep of
the area.”


“Why do we need help?” Brad asked.


“I want to remove the zip ties before we dump them.  I’d
rather not find out about Agent Peters’ hand-to-hand skills.”


“Why don’t we put a bullet in her before we dump her?”


“I don’t want any forensics pointing back to us.  We’ll let
the sharks take care of them.  Besides, I want them to enjoy the ride down.”


The pilot made his way back into the cargo bay.  He had his
gun drawn.  “Do you want me to cover the kid, or is there another agent back
here somewhere?”


“Don’t be a smart ass.  Better safe than sorry.”  Mr. Graham
obviously didn’t appreciate the sarcasm.


“Time to fly,” Mr. Graham said as he cut the zip ties on
Agent Peters’ ankles.


As soon as her feet were free, Agent Peters rammed her
shoulder into the copilot.  Mr. Graham grabbed her around the throat and put
the gun against her head.  “Do you want to fly, or should I just shoot you
now?”


Agent Peters looked at Matthew; although she was about to get
shoved out of an airplane, she looked surprisingly calm.  She nodded her head;
Matthew nodded back and gave her a smile.  She looked puzzled at that.


“Does that mean you want to fly or that you want a bullet? 
Or I could just have Brad knock you out, but what fun would that be?”


“I’d rather make a different deal,” Agent Peters said.


“Like what?”


“Agent Peters gently twisted herself out of Mr. Graham’s
grasp and backed up to the open hatch.  “We might be able to come to an
arrangement, I have a lot of inside information that might help you and your
cocaine trade.”


“You obviously don’t have very much information if you think
this is about cocaine,” Mr. Graham said as he backed away to a safe distance
from Agent Peters.  Matthew could see her gently moving her arms against the
edge of the hatch, trying to cut the zip ties or loosen them.


“We didn’t realize that the cocaine was such a small part of
your operation.”  Agent Peters shifted so her shoulder was against the
doorframe.


“Now I think you’re guessing.  And how could I ever trust
you?  You’d turn on me as soon as you could.”


“Why would I?  If the money’s good enough, then I could
retire early.


By this time, Matthew had broken his zip ties and was sliding
to position himself where he had a clear shot at the hatch.  He opened his
portal in front of Agent Peters to protect her from being shot.  He placed the
other end in front of himself, too, but only big enough to protect his head and
torso, he needed his arms free.  Then he leapt up and slammed into the copilot,
knocking him into the pilot.  Then he slammed into Agent Peters, carrying them
both outside the plane.


“You idiot!” Agent Peters screamed.


“Well, that could have gone better,” Mr. Graham said, shaking
his head.  “Let’s get out of here.”


Matthew had his arms wrapped around Agent Peters as they
fell.  She was struggling against his hold.  He had to push his legs between
hers, then he brought his knees up.  He brought his portal up under his butt
with the other end above them expanding.  He had to open it slowly so they
weren’t jerked apart by a sudden change in speed.  He was having to fight Agent
Peters as he tried to keep her above him so his butt would stay on the top of
the portal.


“What are you trying to do?!”


“Parachute, can’t you feel it?!”


“What, that can’t be real.”  Agent Peters looked above them.


“It’s invisible, but it’s real.  Now quit fighting and help
me so I can slow us down more.”


“How . . . how are you doing
this?”


“It’s a secret.  I’ll explain later, but first, we have to
slow down before we hit the water.”


“Okay, I guess I don’t have a choice.”  Agent Peters could
tell that they were slowing down, even if she couldn’t understand it.  “You can
relax your grip; you’re hurting my ribs.”


“Sorry.”


“What are we going to do once we hit the water?  It’s still a
long way to shore.”


“I’ll call a friend.  She’ll come get us in a speed boat.”


“Call a friend?  How?”


Matthew pointed upward.  “Parachute.”


“I guess if you can pull that off you can pull off a phone
call.”


Matthew had continued to expand the top end of his portal. 
It was now large enough that it was really slowing them down.  “I hope this is
enough.”


“Why?”


“I think this is as good as it gets.  I can’t grow the chute
anymore.”


“I’ve done some skydiving.  This is a little fast, but not by
much.  Hitting the water should cushion us enough to compensate for the speed
we’re carrying.”


“Good.”


“Now, can you explain what is going on?”


“Later.  I have to concentrate.”


Agent Peters shook her head, still confused.  Then looked
down at the water.  “I think I should jump free before we hit.  Will you be
able to find me after?”


“Not a problem.”


“Have you called your friend yet?”


“One thing at a time.”


It was another minute before Agent Peters jumped free. 
Matthew rode the portal the other six feet before he hit the water.  He immediately
reopened it up high where it would give him a view of where Agent Peters was. 
He started swimming in her direction.  She was bobbing, dropping down below the
water, then kicking hard so she would pop up and get a view over the swells.


“There you are,” she gasped as Matthew swam up behind her.


“No sharks?”


“I don’t see any, and since there’s no blood, we should be
okay for a bit.”


“Alright, give me a minute and I’ll get us out of the water.”


“What?!”


Matthew held his hand up to stop her question.  “Emily!”


“Matt, where are you?  I’ve been looking all over.  I was
about to go to the police.”


“I need you to get a speed boat and come and get us.”


“Who’s us, and where are you?”


“I’ll explain when you get here.  We’re about twenty miles
west-northwest of the island.  I’ll give you directions once you get on the
water.  I’ll check back in thirty minutes.”


“What’s going on?!”


“Emily, I’m floating in the ocean.  Can I please explain
later?  I need you to come get us now!”


“I’ll have to get Rebecca to rent the boat since I’m not
eighteen yet.  But I’ll come and get you even if I have to steal one.”


“Thanks.  Talk to you later.”


Matthew closed his portal and turned back to Agent Peters.  “Okay,
we need to get out of the water, in water this cold, survival time is only
fifteen or twenty minutes.”


“What neat trick are you going to come up with now?”


“We need to float on our backs next to each other.  Come on!”


The two lay on their backs and Matthew opened his portal
below them.  Then he raised it up until it was pressed against their bodies. 
He put the other end all the way on the bottom, allowing the distance to adjust
as their bodies bobbed.


“What’s that pressing against me?”


“My portal.  Now just wait until the next swell.”


When the next swell raised them up, Matthew locked the
distance between the ends of the portal, so when the wave passed they were now
above the water.  He then stood up, pulling Agent Peters up with him.


“Okay, now we need to hop at the same time, bring your knees
up as far as you can.  Plan on landing on your butt.  Are you with me?”


“It’s worked so far.”


“Okay, on three; one, . . . two, . . . three.”  The two hopped, bringing their knees up. 
Matthew raised the level of the portal so when they landed they were above the
swells.  Of course, they both fell over onto their butts when they hit the
portal.


“This is amazing.  I keep thinking I’m dead and this is the
afterlife, or they shot me and this has all been a dream.”


“Not a dream.  Now relax, I’m going to turn this into a
boat.”


“Why, this looks like it’ll work just fine.”


“Two reasons, we’ll get slammed by any big swells.  I could
raise us up to avoid that, but then that goes to the second reason.  I don’t
want to explain to anyone how I can suspend us in air.”


“Okay, you’re the boss.”  Agent Peters sat up and removed her
blouse.  She wrung it out before putting it back on.  Matthew had quickly
turned away so he could focus on his portal.  He softened the face and brought
the other end up so it was exactly against the end they were sitting on, making
a bowl-shaped surface.  Matthew made it large enough that it was able to keep
them floating above the surface.


“You know you should wring your shirt out as well.  Don’t be
shy.”


“I wasn’t being shy.  But if I get distracted and lose
concentration, then the portal will collapse and we’ll be in the water again.”


“Oh, I guess I should have warned you.  But it’s no different
than a bikini.”


“Right, well, I get distracted by girls in bikinis.”  Matthew's
ears were red, so Agent Peters knew he was lying a little.  He pulled off his
polo shirt and wrung it out.  “We need to warm up as much as we can.  We’re
going to have to get wet again in thirty minutes when I have to connect with
Emily again.”


“We will?” Agent Peters asked as she squeegeed the water out
of her pants.  Matthew was glad she didn’t take them off to wring them out.


“Yes, I can only do one thing at a time.  So when I have to
find Emily, I’ll have to close the portal and open it again where Emily is.”


“Who’s Emily, your girlfriend?”


“No, just a friend.  She’s the only one who knows about my
portal, besides you now.”


“And what exactly is this portal?”


“I’m not sure.  I just started to realize I could open a
portal.  At first, I could just see through it, I thought I was daydreaming; I
was able to see things that were far away.  Then I realized it was real and
started to learn how to control it more.  Now I can do lots of things.  You’ve
seen most of them, but if you understand physics you can figure out things it
can let you do.”


“So, like that parachute thing, you can’t just make it fly,
you needed to use the air to slow us down?”


“Right, it can’t change your potential or kinetic energy, the
power to do that has to come from outside.  But there are two ends, so you can
manipulate one end so that it allows the other end to do things.  Like when we
jumped up, I was able to move our end up and we landed on it.  We changed our
potential energy, the portal just supported us against the ocean floor.”


“Neat trick.  Now, why were you at the airport?”


“Let’s wait until Emily picks us up.  I’d rather not dunk us
accidentally.”


“I guess I can wait.  The sun feels warm.”  Agent Peters laid
back to bask in the sun while they waited.


“Yeah, even in November we get nice days.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Are you ready to get wet again?”


“It’s already been thirty minutes?  How can you tell?”


“The sun’s moved about nine degrees since we’ve been here. 
This time of year, that’s thirty minutes.”


Agent Peters looked at Matthew skeptically but then shrugged
her shoulders.  “Are you going to dunk us?”


“No, we’ll just sink down until we’re floating.”


Matthew started shrinking his portal.  When Agent Peters felt
the edge of it, she slipped over it into the water.  Matthew closed it the rest
of the way.  Once he was floating, he opened it at Emily’s location.


“Hi, Emily.”


“Hey, I just got the boat five minutes ago.  I’m out of the
harbor heading north.”


“Okay, let me zoom out and get a reading.”


Matthew zoomed his portal out and raised it high above Emily
so he could see the various landmarks around.  Then he reopened it at Emily’s
location.  “We’re almost directly between Santa Barbara Island and Malibu.  If
you have navigation, you should be able to pick out the spot.  It’ll take you
about forty minutes to get here.  I’ll check back then.”


Matthew and Agent Peters repeated the routine to get back out
of the water and onto his portal.  Then Matthew made a point of turning around
while he removed his shirt and wrung it out.


“It’s safe to turn around.”


Matthew turned around.  Agent Peters was still buttoning up
her blouse.  He made a point of focusing on getting the water out of his shorts
before he lay back and relaxed in the sun.  He couldn’t totally relax since
that would put them back in the water, but he could enjoy the heat.


“So forty minutes.”


“I think so, but Emily goes fast when she drives her car, I
probably should assume she’ll max out the speed boat.  I’ll check in thirty
just in case.”


“Did she get a fast boat?”


“It looked fast.  Emily doesn’t skimp.”


“And she’s not your girlfriend?”


“She’s almost two years older than me.”


“Oh, too bad.”


“We’re good friends.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“I hear a boat.”


“It’s a bit early.”


“Is it okay if I stand up?”


“Sure.  The boat is a thirty-three-foot Chaparral.  Blue
trim.”


“Wow, she sure doesn’t skimp.”


Agent Peters stood up and peered toward the south.  “Can I
jump?”


“Go ahead.”


She jumped.  “I think it’s her.  I’m going to wave.”


She jumped again and waved her arms.  It took three jumps
before Emily spotted her and turned the boat toward them.


“She’s turning toward us.”


“Great!”


It was two minutes before Emily pulled up beside them.


“You’re early.”


“I know.  I figured you would appreciate an early arrival.  I
was going to start circling until I saw you or you contacted me again.”


“Cool.  Emily, this is Agent Peters, Agent Peters, Emily.”


“You can call me Barb; after this, I think we should be on a first-name
basis.”


“Welcome aboard, Barb.  Matt, was it Mr. Graham?”


“Yes.”


“Wait, you know his name.  And I thought you said your name
was Jason.”


Matthew sighed.  “I lied about my name.  I hid my wallet on
the plane.”


“That was probably smart.  Now, how do you know the guy’s
name?”


“We’ve been investigating him,” Emily said.


“Are you two crazy?  You can see how dangerous he is.”


“Wait!” Matthew hissed.  “Let’s get settled in first and head
back to Catalina.  We’ll have plenty of time to talk.”


“Right.  Water’s in the cooler over there.  And towels are in
the cabin.  But you seem to both be dry.”  Emily gave Agent Peters a look.  Her
blouse was mostly dry, but it might as well be see-through given the slight
dampness.


“A bathroom?” Agent Peters asked.


“In the cabin as well.”


As soon as Agent Peters was in the cabin, Emily hugged
Matthew.  “I was so worried about you.”


“Me too.”


“Where did you pick her up?”


“We both got kidnapped at the airport.”


“Come on, no way they could grab you.”


“There were two of them, and if I’d tried something they’d
have shot her.”


“So, you told her about your portal?”


“It was kind of obvious when I used it like a parachute after
I pushed us out of the plane.”


“You what?!  You’re crazy.”


“That’s what she said.  No, I think she called me an idiot.”


“Well!”  Emily smacked Matthew.


“Hey, it worked.  Let’s get this boat heading back, we can
talk on the way.”


Agent Peters came up out of the cabin.  “Did you two get your
stories straight?”


“Just the part where both of you jumped out of an airplane.”


“That wasn’t my idea.”


“He told me.”


“So why were you investigating this Graham guy?”


Matthew just waved at her as he started toward the head.


“We’ve been trying to figure out where all the opioids are
coming from.  You know, the new West Coast supplier that’s been in the news,”
Emily told her.


“And you think it’s Graham?”


“We’re not positive, but we’re pretty sure he’s the one
getting the money from the distributors.  Two weeks ago, he went to the Cayman
Islands with a boatload of it.”


“How much is a boatload?”


“Thirty . . .”  Emily tried to
remember the exact amount.


“Thirty-two million two hundred seventy thousand,” Matthew
provided the exact number as he came back on deck.


“That’s quite a bit.”


“That’s his monthly take.  He makes a trip every four
weeks.”  Matthew sat down on the passageway to the cabin, facing Emily and
Agent Peters.


“And you know this how?”


“I checked his calendar.  It shows him making a trip to the
Caymans every four weeks and a trip to Catalina two weeks later.”


“How does Catalina fit in?”


“I think he’s smuggling the pills in from Mexico.”


“And what leads you to that opinion?”


“The plane that was supposed to fly from Fallbrook to
Catalina landed at Long Beach Airport.  The numbers on its tail were the same
as the numbers on the plane we were on.”


“You can’t have two aircraft with the same numbers.”


“You’re not supposed to.”


“I know, but traffic control would notice right away.”


“Not if the numbers were painted using digital ink.”


Agent Peters gave Matthew a confused look.


“The color switches from white to black when you apply
current.”


“Oh,” Agent Peters mouthed.  “And they must switch the
transponder codes as well.”


“Right.  I assume they chose Catalina and Long Beach because
the flight paths intersect, at different altitudes of course.  They must switch
over as they cross each other’s path.  Then they just finish the other plane’s
flight.”


“And you’re tying him to the drugs because of that and the
money?”


“We were,” Matthew said with a smug smile.


“Matt!” Emily slapped him on the arm.


“I checked the pallet on that plane while we were waiting to
get thrown off.  The outer boxes are full of PC boards.  But the ones in the
middle of the pallet are filled with shoeboxes and the shoes are full of pills,
at least it felt like bags of pills.”


“Clever.”


“I think so.  And on Tuesday he’ll be mailing them to his
distributors.”


“And you know this how?”


Because one of the distributors got a new batch of pills last
month on a Wednesday.  And I’ve also seen him picking up a bunch of packages
that look like they have paperback books in them.  I’m guessing that’s the
money from his distributors.”


“Wait.  You mean the distributors ship him the money before
they get the pills?”  Agent Peters was flabbergasted.


“I’m pretty sure it’s the other way around, but that’s the
beauty of his scheme.  The money and the pills are never in the same place at
the same time.”


“But how does he keep his people honest?”


“Greed.”


“That makes people dishonest.”


“Come on.  If someone made a business proposition that you
would earn fourteen thousand dollars a week as long as you shipped him his cut
of one hundred fifty thousand, wouldn’t that keep you honest?”


“I don’t know.”


“You would only be able to steal once, and that’s only ten
weeks of your cut, and you’d risk him putting a hit out on you.  You see, he knows
everything about his people, but they don’t know anything about him.”


“I don’t know; I guess you’d want to keep the gravy train
running.”


“Exactly, and I don’t think he’s using gang members.  The two
dealers I’ve discovered are both college students and the distributor is an
accountant for a big company.  So, they’re probably looking at the big
picture.”


“I should call this in.”


“Won’t help.  Both planes have already unloaded and flown off
to someplace else.  How would you get a warrant?”


“Right.”


“And are you going to check in?  Graham thinks you’re dead. 
Don’t you think he’s got a source that would alert him if you show up alive?”


“Damn, I know that, but what can I do?  I’ve got nothing with
me, where can I stay?”


“I think we can help you.  Emily has a platinum card,”
Matthew said with a little laugh.


“Matt!  You’re going to have to pay me back.”


“I can pay you back once we clear this up,” Agent Peters
said.  “But I’m not sure how long that will take.”


“It won’t be long,” Matthew said.  “I’m pretty sure I have it
all figured out.  I’m going to review some things until we get back.”  With
that, he moved to the deck in front of the boat and lay down.


“What?!” Agent Peters cried.


“Leave him alone,” Emily hissed.  “I think he’s exhausted. 
It takes a lot out of him to keep his portal open for so long.  He’ll go over
things in his head, but I think he’ll probably fall asleep.”


“Sure, why not,” Agent Peters said.  She was obviously
frustrated at not being in control and not being able to get all the facts, but
she figured she had to play along for a bit.







    Chapter 13


    Making a Case



They went to the hotel where Matthew and Agent Peters managed
a quick shower before they checked out.  Matthew changed into the clothes he’d
brought along, and Emily gave Agent Peters her extra clothes to change into. 
She and Emily were almost the same size and anything was better than the salt-encrusted
clothes Agent Peters was wearing.


After they checked out, they took the ferry back to Dana
Point.  Fortunately, Emily had opted for the Mercedes instead of her Boxster
for the long trip so there was room for Agent Peters.


Once they were on the road, Agent Peters couldn’t stand it
anymore.  “Okay, are you going to start talking, or do I have to take you in?”


“If you’re going to arrest me, you’ll need this.”  Matthew
reached into the pocket of his cargo shorts and pulled out a wallet.


“My badge!”


“I thought you might want it?”


“How?”


“Once they finished searching me, I grabbed our wallets.  I
didn’t want to leave mine on the plane and yours was right there.”


“Whew, at least I didn’t lose my badge.  It’s going to be
hard enough to explain losing my gun, but my badge would have been a
nightmare.”


“We can get your gun back.”


“How?!  . . . Where is it?”


“In the warehouse with the pallet that was on the plane.”


“And the drugs?”


“Graham took those with him; besides, how would you get a
warrant?”


“Speaking of warrants, are you going to start talking?”


“Sure.  But first, you’re telling me that you had no idea
about the plane or Graham?”


“No I didn’t, I was just following that idiot Jimmy.  He’s been
selling pure cocaine, and so I was following him to try and find the source.”


“And he just happened to get tapped to replace the sick guy
and go get the crate.”


“Weird coincidence.  But let’s get back to Graham.”


“Okay, I think I’ve got it all figured out.  I’ll take you
through it.  You’ll have to make the same steps to get a warrant.”


“You mean there’s a real trail?”


“Yes, especially if you know what to look for.”  Matthew gave
her a big smile.  Matthew pulled his laptop out of his backpack and booted it
up.  He browsed to his folder on the drug deal and brought up a video.  “Watch
this.”  He handed the laptop to Agent Peters.  “Just click the play button.”


“What is it?”


“Just watch.”


Agent Peters watched the video.  It was the one from the
Starbucks that Matthew had gotten.  When she got to the part where the
detectives tried to bust Frankie, she paused it.


“So, this is the video where those cops harassed that kid. 
He sued them, right?”


“Right, but did you notice anything else?”


Agent Peters gave Matthew a skeptical look but started the
video over from the beginning.


“Okay, it looks like he might have gotten some other payoffs,
but the cops didn’t find the money on him.”


“Right.  He was slipping it into a box he had taped to the
underside of the counter.  Did you notice anything else?”


“The kid with the skateboard?”


“Right.  And?”


“They had identical backpacks.  They could have switched
them.”


“Exactly.  The kid is the end of the piece of yarn you’re
going to unravel.  His name is Caleb Merced.  He goes to San Diego High, he’s a
freshman.  The first guy, Frankie Sutton, ran off to Florida as soon as he got
the settlement.  He was pretty scared when Ms. Frye was killed.”


“Wait, wait.  Okay, I remember now.  They mentioned her in
one of our briefings.  So, you think she was murdered?  Any proof?”


“Yes, I think she was murdered.  But I don’t have any proof,
just seems a big coincidence.”


“Before you two get started again, where are we putting Agent
Peters up, your house?”


Matthew laughed.  “Very funny.  Why not the Sheraton on
Aero.  All the action is in the Clairemont area and that’s a reasonably nice
hotel that’s close to there.  If that’s not good enough, there’s the Mission
Bay Resort.”


“How long do you think it’ll take to untangle this rat’s
nest?”


“Five weeks, six if you want to get him moving the money
offshore.”


“Crap, how am I going to get around?”


“I can lend you a car,” Emily said.


“I think she should borrow mine.  Yours are a bit
conspicuous.”


“What are you going to tell your mom?”


“Mom.  Wait, just how old are the two of you?”


“Sixteen, last week.”


“I’m seventeen, I’ll be eighteen in February.”


“Crap, crap, crap!”


“What’s the problem?”


“You’re both minors.”


“So.  We’re not planning to testify or have anything to do
with this publicly.”


“Still.”


“Let’s just move on,” Emily said.  “If you’re going to be at
this a month, then I say you should stay at the resort.”


“I’m not sure my boss will agree.”


“Once you break this case, is he really going to quibble over
where you stayed?”


“I guess not.  Now let’s get back to Caleb.  I’ll have inquiries
made at a few schools.  I can’t be showing up with all the answers.  Now go
on.”


“Well, the new dealer follows the same pattern.  I suspect
that all the dealers in the network do.  So if you follow the kid on any
weekday morning, he’ll take the bus from where his school is to whichever fast
food place they’re going to use for the drug exchanges.  Then the kid swaps
backpacks with Emilio, so he’s the one that handles the drugs.  After that he drops
a foil package under the wipers of the buyer’s car whenever they come out
carrying a bag of candy.”


“So I can bust them after the kid drops the foil package.”


“Not if you want to trace it back up to Graham.  You’ll have
to gather the evidence and follow the food chain up to the top.  The dealer is Emilio
Fields, he’s a student at Mesa College.  The same college the Frankie went to.”


“Right, I knew that.  Anyway, who’s next?”


“The distributor.  Emilio’s is Dante Cruz; he’s an accountant
who works for a company downtown.”


“An accountant.”


“That’s the beauty of this scheme.  Mr. Graham uses people
that are totally legitimate.  I suspect that he and they are in it on a
five-year plan or something like that.  Just stash the money for a few years
then retire and move on to a total legit life with a boatload of money.”


“Okay, so how does our string of yarn pull in the
distributor?”


“Dante drops their drugs off every week.  He has another kid
put them in a location in the local library that corresponds to an ISBN number
for a book.  He posts that number on Facebook where the dealer can find it. 
Once the dealer drops his money off with Dante, he goes to the library and
grabs the box of pills that the kid tapes on the bottom of the bookshelf above
the book.”


“What’s Facebook?”


“A social media site for college students.  You’ve probably
heard about MySpace?”


“Yeah, I think I’ve heard it mentioned.  I don’t have kids,
especially college-age ones.  But how do these guys use it?”


"They use it to post all the messages between each
other.  That way there is no direct contact.”


“Okay, so I’ll need to follow the kid around to get this all
on the record.  How long will that take?”


“Two days.  One to follow the kid after you see him pick up
the drugs from Dante.  Then once he’s stashed them in the library, you can take
a peek, or whatever you do.  The next day, you can follow Dante.  He takes the
trolley south to San Ysidro.  On the way, each dealer drops a package of money
off for him as they move through his car.”


“Lots of separation between parties isn’t there.  How did you
trace it out?”


“Same way you’re going to, but I could use my portal to
follow everyone around.  A few of the pieces just dropped into place when we
were on the boat.”


“Okay, go on.”


“Wait. We’re here,” Emily said as they drove into the parking
lot of the resort.


“Okay, Emily are you going to check in?”


“No, we’re going to check in while Barb waits here in
the car.”


“Why do I need to go?”


“Because I don’t want you sharing any more of the story when
I’m not here.”


◆ ◆ ◆


Once Emily got the room, they signaled Agent Peters to follow
them.


“Nice room.”


“It needs to be; you’re going to be living in it for a
month.”


“I’ve lived in worse.  You know, you two work well together.


“Matt and I have been through a few scrapes together,” Emily
said.


“Matt, what’s your last name?”


“Brandt.”


“New York?”


“The Sackler Gallery.”


“That was you?”


“What?”


“The thing with the Crown Prince.”


“We were there to see the show.”


“Yeah, right.  That whole thing never rang true.  Caruthers
talking about some Ranger-0 who clued her into a terrorist attack.  Then some
kid knocks the assassin on his ass.”


“That’s what happened.”


“Yeah, but now that I know a few more things, I’m thinking
that you’re not only the kid, but you’re Ranger 0.  Caruthers has never lived
that night down.”


“How do you know about it?  You’re DEA, she’s FBI.”


“Something like that makes the rounds.  Especially with her. 
She can be an ass when you’re working a joint assignment with her.  So everyone
enjoyed her moment of shame.”


“Speaking of all that, are you going to keep Matt’s secret?”


“What else am I going to do?  Become the laughing stock of
federal agents by coming up with a story about a kid with magic powers.  I kind
of like my job.”


“Thanks,” Matthew said.


“No problem.  Now let’s get back to figuring out how to bust
this case without magic powers.”


“Okay.  I can tell you which day Emilio is supposed to get on
the trolley, it’ll save you a day of following him around.”


“How do you know what day he’ll be making his drop?”


“It’s all coordinated through Facebook.”


“Explain that again?”


“They have a list of accounts they use.  The users know which
account to look at to find out where they’re supposed to get their drugs.  The
dealer knows which account to look at to find out when they’re supposed to drop
off their money and get their box of pills.”


“Can I use that?”


“I don’t see how.  I found out about it by watching Dante making
posts for Frankie’s users that had to turn around when they saw the cops at
Starbucks.  I was able to figure out the system, but I’d guess you’d call that
an illegal search.”


“Okay, we’ll skip the Facebook thing, but I’ll be happy to
get your help when we get one of them to spill.”


“Right. So this next part is a bit of conjecture, but I’m pretty
sure.  The distributor sends the cash to Mr. Graham on Mondays.  He just mails
a few paperback books with money inside.”


“You can’t get that much money in a paperback.”


“You can if you cut the paper out.”  Matthew drew a
book-shaped rectangle.  Then he drew another rectangle which turned the book
into a square U.  “I think they cut the paper out like this.  Then you would be
able to fit two stacks of money inside.  With a paperback that’s a bit over
half an inch thick, you’ve got thirty thousand.”


“What?”


“I haven’t seen it, but if he puts two stacks into a book,
then two books into an envelope and ships it, that’s two envelopes, and you’ve
just shipped one hundred and twenty grand.”


“How did you figure this out?”


“Well, Dante has a weird paper cutter in his apartment and he
has the covers for paperbacks, with no pages in them.  When I looked at some
packages Mr. Graham picked up it looked like they had books in them.  Then the
shoeboxes on the plane had what seemed like book covers.  Then I did the math,
the money will fit inside the covers.  U.S. currency is six and a quarter
inches long and two and six-tenths of an inch wide.  So two stacks would fit
neatly inside.”


“And you know this how?”


“I looked it up when I was trying to figure out where the
money was going.”


“He has an eidetic memory,” Emily added.  “It drives me
nuts.”


“Okay, so who picks up the package?”


“Mr. Graham drives to twelve stores on Tuesday and another
ten on Wednesday.  He picks up a load of ten or so packages from each, but he
actually has some local kids get them while he talks on his phone.  I suspect
he’s only actually been inside each of the stores once, if ever.”


“And how does he ship the drugs?”


“I’m not sure, but I’m guessing he ships them through a few
of the mail stores on Monday or Tuesday.  He probably has kids do it too.  He
pays them to get his mail, so why not have them ship the boxes.”


“How many distributors does he have?”


“Using Facebook to count, I get fifty-four, the same number
of packages I counted in the pallets.”


“So how many dealers does that make?”


“Eight hundred fifty or so.”


“That’s a lot of dealers to try and roll up.”


“Do you really care about them that much?  If you get Graham,
then the system just collapses.  Like I said, he recruits people who have a
legitimate life.  I don’t think they’re going to go looking for another
source.  They’ll probably just take the money and call themselves lucky.”


“I’ll have to think about it.”  Agent Peters wrote a few more
notes on the pad she’d grabbed from the desk in the room.  “You two should go
home, we’ll talk tomorrow.”


“Barb, the room is paid for and my card is on file so you can
charge things to the room.  Here’s five hundred, we’ll bring more when we come
tomorrow.  Matt will bring his car so you can get around.”


“Okay, why don’t we plan to meet around four?  That will let
me buy some new clothes and study this whole thing.”


“Four it is.  We’ll see you.  Come on Matt, you’ve got to
come up with a story to tell your mom about the car.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“What are you going to tell your mom?” Emily asked as she
drove Matthew home.


“I’m going to tell her that Ms. Peters’ car got wrecked and I
told her I’d let her borrow mine.  That she’s an adult with her own insurance.”


“And she’s going to think that Ms. Peters is from your Kung
Fu class.”


“Right.”


“And you think that’s going to fly?”


“I hope it does.”







    Chapter 14


    Ski Break

 

“I thought you were going to play tennis,” Matthew said.


“I didn’t make the draw,” Brianna explained.  “Do you mind if
I come on the ski trip with you guys?


“It’s fine.  We’re still friends.”


“Thanks.  I hope it’s not too awkward.”


“Hey, Matt, did her highness tell you that she’s coming with
us next week?”


“Jason, can it,” Brea yelled at her brother.


“It’ll be fun,” Matthew said.  “That is, if you can keep up
with us.”


“Not going to be a problem.  Brea’s ski muscles are all
messed up with all that tennis.  She’ll be easy prey.”


“You wish.  Schussing takes nerves and balance and I have
that in spades.”


“Yeah, and that low center of gravity does help, but I think
. . .”


“Jason, I wouldn’t go too far with that low center of gravity
thing,” Matthew said.  Both Brianna and Jason were relatively short of stature
compared to Matthew’s nearly six-foot height.  Even Jason’s girlfriend, Alex,
was taller than he was, especially in heels.


“What’s going on down there?” Alex and Emily asked together
as they made their way down the stairs.


“Jason and Brea are talking smack about who’s the better
skier.”


“I suggest you let the slopes answer the question.  No reason
to debate it until we’re there,” Emily said.


“Hey, now that Brea’s going, is Jen coming as well?”


“Yes, so we’re going to have our own personal doctor again. 
It’ll be just like last year.  We’re even staying in the same chateau.”


“Enough about skiing; this is movie night.  Have we decided
on a movie yet?”


“I’m voting for Kill Bill, Volume 2,” Jason said.


“No way. You boys can watch that on your own time,” Alex told
them.


“Why don’t we compromise and watch Million Dollar Baby?
It’s about a woman boxer,” Emily suggested.


“Sounds great,” Jason said.


Matthew sidled up next to Emily.  “You know he’s going to try
to get even with you once he realizes this is a chick flick.”


“Let him try.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Matt, I’ll give you a ride home,” Emily offered once the
movie was over.


“Aren’t you taking Alex?”


“No, she and Jason are going out for ice cream, he’ll drop
her off.”


“Then sure.”


“Hey, what’s up with your car?” Jason asked.


“I loaned it to a friend.  I’ll get it back in a couple of
weeks.”


“No way I would loan my car out.  Especially only two weeks
after I got my license.”


“It’s not like I would be driving all over the place anyway,”
Matthew said.  “Besides, I get to borrow Mom’s car on the weekends.”


◆ ◆ ◆


Once they were alone in Emily’s Boxster, she turned to Matthew
and asked for an update on Agent Peters.


“She’s got film of Jerome and his kid doing the drug deal. 
She’s also got film of the dealers dropping the money off to Dante on the trolley. 
She’s going to try to film the kid putting the drugs in the library next week. 
The timing didn’t work out this morning.”


“Does she have anything on Graham?”


“She got a warrant, actually she had her buddy get one since
the DEA still thinks she’s missing.  They’re going to open the packages Dante
ships to Graham’s fake book exchange company tomorrow or Tuesday.  Then they
should be able to get film of Graham picking up that package and others at the
mail store.”


“So when is she going to make the bust?”


“She needs next week to track the money back to him.  Then
she wants to catch Graham with the drugs, so that means she has to wait another
two weeks until his next Catalina trip.”


“Oh, it really is going to take a month like you said.”


“Yes, getting dropped in the drink meant that we missed
Graham shipping the drugs.  I bet he did that on Saturday.”


“Definitely, he wouldn’t want to risk them being found on him. 
But based on what you’ve said, it seems he’s back to normal.”


“Sure.”


“So, you’ll keep tabs on them while we’re skiing?”


“I guess.  I don’t think much will be happening, except that
Graham is going to the Cayman Islands, I assume to drop off money.  I’ll see
what I can learn about that.”


“Are you going to grab his money?”


“Maybe, but I have to wait until Agent Peters arrests him.  Otherwise,
he’ll know something is up.”


“Good.  Here you go, I’ll see you at school on Monday.  And
thanks for being cool about Brea.”


“Nothing else I could do.”


“You could have been a jerk.”


“Where’s the profit in that?”


 


◆ ◆ ◆


“Hey, Matt, how’s the hip?” Emily asked as she took off her
robe so she could join Matthew in the jacuzzi.


“It’s feeling better.”


“Aren’t you supposed to ice it?”


“I did.  Now I’m applying heat.”


“When did you ice it?”


“Ten minutes ago.”


Emily looked confused for a second.  “Oh, you used your
portal.”


“Yes, and the freezer in the restaurant.  Worked pretty
good.  What made you decide to join me?”


“I thought you might enjoy the company.  How’s your ego after
blowing that helicopter move?”


“I used chocolate to soothe it.”


Emily laughed a bit.  “And how is Mr. Graham doing?”


“I knew that’s why you were here.  He’s just landing.”


“Where?”


“George Town.”


“Did he pull the same trick with the jets?”


“Yes; he flew from a small airstrip outside of Charleston,
South Carolina, to Owen Roberts Airport in George Town.  The other jet flew
from Captain Charles Kirkconnell International on Cayman Brac to Owen Roberts
also.  So he turned a local flight into an international flight and an
international flight into a local flight.”


“And the local flight avoids customs.”


“Right.”


“Why would he have both jets fly into George Town’s Owen
Roberts?”


“I think it’s because he has such limited choices.  He
couldn’t have the same jet return to the same airport as a different flight,
someone would have figured out something was wrong.”


“Okay, let me see what’s going on, too.”


Matthew extended his portal so Emily could see through it as
she sat beside him in the jacuzzi.  The jet taxied to the terminal area where
the luggage was unloaded and Mr. Graham exited the jet.  He walked into the
terminal and went directly to the Hungry Horse, the airport restaurant.  He
waited for a table; the airport was very busy.


“What’s he doing?” Matthew muttered.


“Follow the money!”


Matthew moved his portal over to the baggage carousel for the
flight.  The four suitcases with Mr. Graham’s money were just coming onto the
carousel.


“Look, there are four others just like them already on the
belt,” Emily said as the suitcases started to emerge from below.


As the first one started its second lap, a woman walked over
and checked the luggage tag, then struggled to heft the suitcase off the belt. 
She pulled the handle out and started pulling the suitcase away.


“What!”


“Can you get a read on her?”


“Maybe, but what about the next one,” Matthew said as a
second woman was tugging one of the other bags off of the belt.


“Are you sure that’s one of his?”


“Yes,” Matthew said, rolling his eyes.  “It landed next to
that brown leather bag when it came out.”


“Well, you should be able to get a fast read, she’s
gorgeous.”


“And if the pattern holds, so are the next two,” Matthew said
as he pointed out two other women who were waiting for their luggage.  All four
of the women had movie-star looks and were dressed like movie stars as well.


“Let me see what they get in to leave the airport.”  Matthew
moved his portal to the outside of the terminal where the first woman was
standing by the curb.  “What’s she doing, waiting for a taxi?”


“No, valet parking,” Emily said pointing at the sign.


“Valet parking at the airport.”


“Sure, it’s really convenient.”


Matthew shook his head as he concentrated on the woman,
trying to get a read on her so he could open his portal on her later.


“Here comes her car,” Emily said.


“How can you be sure?”


“I’m not positive, but it’s a nice Mercedes SL55AMG with
vanity plates.  I’ll bet lunch.”


“No bet, she’s already smiling at the valet guy.”


The driver pulled the car to the curb right in front of the
woman.  He had lowered the top when he got the car.  He hopped out right after
he popped the trunk and ran around to the back to help her with her luggage,
leaving the car running.


“Oomph,” he blew out as he lifted her bag into the trunk.


“Lots of shoes, sorry.”  She handed him a fifty-dollar bill
for the tip and got into the car.  She waved at him as she drove off.  The
second woman was already handing in her valet ticket at the stand.  The guy
called her car in on the radio while she moved to the pickup point, smiling at
the valet driver who was running to take care of another car pulling up.


“I bet this is her car coming now.  A Ferrari 360.  I guess
if you’re going to be handling millions of dollars, you should be driving a
nice car.  Did you get a read on the first woman?”


“Not sure yet, but I have the license of the car, so we
should be able to find her.”


The pattern repeated itself with the last two women.


“Did you notice that the brunette had a black Mercedes, the
redhead had a red Ferrari, the blond had a yellow Corvette, and the platinum
blond had a silver Maserati?”


“No.”  Matthew rolled his eyes.


“Hey, what kind of investigative reporter are you going to be
if you don’t notice details like that?!”


“A male one.”


“Pfft.  Where is the first one now?  Do you have a fix on
her?”


Matthew tried to open his portal on the first woman.  After a
minute he gave up.  “Nope, I’ll have to look up her address using the license
number.”


“How are you going to do that?”


“Even the Caymans have a DMV.  I’m sure I’ll be able to find
a free terminal on Monday.”


“So does that mean we’re done for the weekend?”


“Other than checking on Graham.  Maybe he’ll visit them.”


“Maybe, but wouldn’t that violate his separation rule.  He
avoids all contact with his network.”


“True, but like you said, they were gorgeous.”


Emily laughed at that.  “But you should be able to focus on
skiing.  No more crashes.”


Matthew splashed water on her as he moved to the other side
of the jacuzzi.







    Chapter 15


    Closing the Case

 

They’d flown back late Sunday night, but Matthew was up early
on Monday to check on Mr. Graham.  He wasn’t scheduled to fly home until 10:00 from
the Caymans so Matthew was very interested in what he had planned for the
morning.  Plus he wanted to get into the Cayman Island’s DMV early to see if he
could trace the four women.


Matthew checked in on Graham.  He was mostly packed; Matthew
had been surprised on Saturday when he realized that Graham had two suitcases
that looked like the ones he’d brought on the plane.  But instead of money, one
of them had normal-looking clothes while the other had a scuba mask and a pair
of fins as well as a fishing pole.  Mr. Graham definitely likes to take care of
details.  Matthew assumed that the suitcases had been the women’s and that
they’d simply exchanged them on the carousel.  When Mr. Graham went down to
breakfast, Matthew got in a quick workout and shower.  Mr. Graham was just
returning to his room when Matthew was getting dressed.


Mr. Graham set up a computer once he was in his room.  It was
a high-end laptop that must have been in the briefcase he was carrying on
Saturday.  Matthew positioned his portal so he could observe the keyboard as
well as the screen.  Mr. Graham opened five separate browser windows and logged
into a bank account on each window.  Of course, Matthew memorized the account
numbers and passwords.


During the next hour, Matthew and Mr. Graham observed four
separate deposits of one million dollars each into four of the accounts.  Then
the money was transferred to the fifth account, Matthew assumed it was via
multiple other accounts.  When the process was complete, the first four
accounts had one hundred thousand each while the fifth account showed a balance
of over five hundred twenty million dollars.


Matthew wondered, “Why only a million each?  Each of the
suitcases had to have had nearly eight million dollars in it.”


Mr. Graham closed his computer and finished packing.  Matthew
watched as he checked out and got a taxi to the airport.  He would have to
figure out what was going on with the rest of the money, but first, he had to
find the three women.


It took Matthew an hour using various unattended computers at
the DMV to find the four addresses.  Once he had the last address he needed, he
headed out for school.


◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew slid into the seat next to Emily in their French
class.  “Hey, nice ski tan you’ve got there.”


“Same to you buddy,” Emily replied, then whispered, “Did you
learn anything this morning?”


“Yes, we’ll talk at lunch.”


“What about Agent Peters?”


“At lunch.”


Between classes, Emily tried to grill Matthew for details,
but he refused to talk, saying that he didn’t want to be overheard discussing
the case.


◆ ◆ ◆


“Okay, how about you start talking,” Emily demanded as soon
as they were in her car heading for the sushi place.


“I saw him log into some offshore accounts.  Four of them had
one million deposited into them.  It immediately moved to the fifth account;
that one has five hundred twenty million in it.”


“Wow, the drug business sure has been good for Graham.”


“Yes, but why was only four million deposited?  There had to
be eight million in each of those suitcases.”


“Maybe he wants to spread the deposits out so it doesn’t look
like the women have so much money at one time.  That’s consistent with his
planning.”


“Probably right.  I’ll have to check their houses for the
rest of the money.”


“So you found them?”


“I’ve got their addresses.  I’ll search for the houses tonight.”


“What about Peters?”


“She texted me that she’d like to meet tomorrow afternoon.”


“Interesting.  I wonder what’s up.  Anything else on Graham?”


“No, he monitored the accounts this morning and then went to
the airport.”


“Boo, kind of boring?”


“You call finding five hundred twenty million dollars
boring?”


“Well, we knew it was there.  It might be a little more than
we expected, but there was no surprise.  The surprise was the four gorgeous
women who were handling the money.  And you just have their addresses.  Should
I come over tonight to help you search their places?”


“Why, do you think I need help?”


“Well, they were gorgeous and you might need to search
through their unmentionables.”


“And having you there is going to help how?”


“You might need someone to explain what everything is.”


Matthew snorted.  “You just want to be there, and you’ll
probably make it worse by teasing me, so no thanks.”


“Come onnnn.”


◆ ◆ ◆


On Tuesday evening, Emily and Matthew drove to Mission Bay to
meet with Agent Peters.  They told their parents that they were going to have
dinner with a friend and discuss an article they were working on for the school
paper.


When they reached the hotel, they walked around the back and
entered Agent Peters’ room from the beach.


“Hey, Barb, how are you doing?  Wow, you changed your hair.” 
Agent Peters had dyed her hair a light brown, giving her a very different look
from the blond they’d driven with from Dana Point.


Agent Peters did a little double-take at the two unrelated
comments.  “I changed my hair so I would be harder to recognize.  I’ve had to
go into the office a couple of times.  I had to talk to my boss yesterday
morning, so things aren’t so good.”


“So they know you’re not dead.  Why is that bad?”


“Yes, my boss, my friend who’s been helping, and the head of
the task force.  The warrants we asked for this week tipped the task force guy
off.  He pulled Harry in and Harry had to tell the truth.”


“And what does Harry know and what did he say?” Matthew
asked.


“He just knows that I checked the Starbucks’ video and did
some follow up.  Then we got the warrants and tracked everything thing down. 
And that’s what he told the task force head, Bertrand Whitehead.  We just went
over it with my boss today.”


“Did you get the warrants?”


“Yes, we’ll be checking the contents of the packages when
Dante mails them.  In fact, they should have already checked them by now.”


“I assume they’ll send them on?”


“Yes, but Bertrand wants to pull Dante in for questioning.”


Matthew shook his head violently.  “If you do that, Graham
will know and pull the plug on everything.”


“I know, but we need more hard proof against Graham to get a
warrant for when he does his Catalina run.  I wanted to time it so we pull him
in on Monday when Graham is coming back from Catalina, but Bertrand overrode
me.”


“Can you at least convince him to interview Dante downtown in
the office building where he works?  Then as far as anyone knows, he’s in a
meeting for a few hours.”


“That might work.  That jackass is stomping around like a . .
. a . . . a jackass.”


“Is he mad that you’ve made so much progress without him?”
Emily asked.


“Yeah.  He’s trying to figure out how to put his stamp on
this so he gets the credit.”


“Because you’re a woman?”


“No, because I’m not him.  He did the same thing to Michael
Garity last year.  He’s just a political . . . jackass.”


“Well if you can convince him to interview Dante at the
accounting firm instead of pulling him into police headquarters, maybe things
will turn out.  But even then I can’t see how Dante will keep it together for a
whole week.  It would be much smarter to wait until just before the Catalina
trip.”


“You’re right, it’d be smarter to wait, but he’s cutting me
out of the decision loop.  I’m not finding out his plans until he’s announcing
them to the task force.”


“Well, right now there’s nothing we can do about it.”


“Come on Matt, you could do some listening in for Agent
Peters.”


“Geez, Emily.  It’s not like I don’t have other things on my
plate.”


“Matt.”


“I’ll try.  Where is his office?”


Agent Peters gave Matthew the pertinent details then gave him
a big smile.  “And what did you learn this weekend?”


“Oh, just that Mr. Graham is moving the money to the Cayman
Islands like we thought.  He uses the same trick with the two jets, so he
arrives on a local flight and doesn’t have to go through customs.  He did the
same thing this morning when he flew back to Charleston, so there is no record
of him having been to the Caymans.”


“Tell her about the gorgeous babes.”


“Emily!  Anyway, he has four women pick the money up from the
airport.  They must arrive on a local flight about the same time, so they just
pick up his suitcases from the carousel.”


“Where do the women go?”


“Each of them lives in a separate villa.  Obviously, they
know each other, but they live separately.  It looks like they each deposited
one million dollars on Monday.”


“Only one million?”


“Emily thinks Graham’s having them spread the deposits out so
it doesn’t look like they’ve got so much at one time.”


“Makes sense.  Go on.”


“I’ve got their names and addresses.  I checked out the
villas last night.  Each of them has a large safe and the safes have the other
seven million in them.  They’re prepackaged in deposit envelopes of one million
each.”


“Mr. Graham likes to take care of the details.  Okay, what
else have you learned?”


“That’s it so far.  Well, except that one of the villas is
still under construction.  The woman is living in the guest house behind it.  One
of the others is still having work done to it.”


“That sounds like Mr. Graham is putting his money in real
estate.  That’s better than having it sit in an account.”


“Okay, but he’s got over five hundred million in his account
there.”


“Whew!  I wish we could seize it.”


“You can’t?”


“Probably not.  The Caymans have pretty tight privacy rules. 
And how would we prove which account he’s stashing the money in?”


“Well, Matt can move the money.”


“Oh!  You know that would be a good thing.  We don’t want
Graham to have access to a lot of money when we bust him.”


“Just let me know when.”


“Okay.  Now, anything else?”


“I’m going to research the deeds for the villas and see what
I can find out about the women.”


“Give me their details and I’ll run a background check on
them.”


“Here,” Matthew wrote the information he’d gathered on the
hotel tablet.


“You even got their passport numbers.”


“Might as well.”


“Barb, we’re going to dinner, do you want to join us?”


“I’d love to, but I don’t think we should take the risk of
anyone connecting us together.  When this breaks, there could be some backlash
and I don’t want you two caught up in it.  We should talk again on Friday after
we interview Dante.”


“And after Matthew has some data on the jackass.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Doesn’t this feel like we’re secret agents?” Emily asked as
they drove down to Mission Bay to meet Agent Peters again.


“Don’t be so dramatic.”


“Come on, lighten up.  Have some fun with this.  It’s
exciting.  By the way, you never told me what you learned about Agent
Whitehead.”


“I learned that he is a jackass.  I did tell you that they
delayed questioning Dante, but we’ll have to see what Agent Peters thinks of
what I heard.”


They parked across the street down from the hotel and made
their way to Agent Peters’ room from the beach like they had on Tuesday.


“Hi, Barb.”


“Hey you two.  I assume you’ve heard they’re going to hold
off pulling Dante in.”


“Matt just told me.”


“Did you hear anything after he agreed?  He was pretty pissed
off after the meeting,” Agent Peters said.


“Yeah, he had plenty to say.  Most of it inappropriate.  He
and his buddy Abrams were ragging on you for quite a while after the meeting. 
You need to keep on your toes, he said he’s aiming to take you down.”


“I’m not surprised.  He’s got me cooling my heels.  Did you
learn anything else?”


“I’m not sure; he and Abrams were talking about the warrant
for the jet.  It sounded like they wanted to enter it while it’s at Catalina. 
Tell me they’re not stupid enough to try and examine the cargo until Graham is
in possession of the drugs.”


“I wish I could.  But those two think they’re super agents. 
They think they can pull anything off.  I’ll try to talk them out of it. 
There’s another meeting on Wednesday, then, of course, next Friday when we
interview Dante.”


“Is he going to let you be involved?”


“He kind of has to.  I’m the one who saw the activities. 
There might be something I noticed that we didn’t catch on camera, so he would
really be going against protocol if he freezes me out of it.”


“Okay, so should we meet again next Friday?”


“Sure, same time, same place.”


“Wait, you’re supposed to tell us about the women in the
Caymans.  Both of you!” Emily gave Matthew an accusing look.


“Oh, sure, I don’t have much,” Matthew said, “but we can
review it.”


“Oh, do tell.”


Matthew rolled his eyes but started down his list.


“Two years ago, Mr. Graham formed a digital corporation in
the Caymans.  That’s like a numbered bank account.  All control of the
corporation is based on being able to access a secure database and send
instructions to the agent that is hired to manage it for you.  It’s completely
anonymous.”


“Doesn’t that mean the agent can steal it from you?”


“No.  It’s a legal company in the Caymans.  So you can
instruct the courts to take action. You just have to provide them the right
codes from the corporation.  Anyway, once he formed the company, he bought five
empty lots around George Town.  He paid thirty percent down and financed the
rest.  It cost him thirty million dollars.”


“So, he’s been putting his money in real estate like we
thought.”


“Some.  He kept things leveraged.  After four months he
starting building a house on one of the lots.  They first put in a small prefab
guest house.  It was pretty nice.  Then they started to build the big villa. 
That must have been when he decided he needed someone he trusted more to deal
with the money and stuff.  So he hired the blond, Melanie Strickland, to manage
the building activity.  I assume that’s when he also started to have her handle
putting the money in the bank.”


“How could he trust her?” Emily asked.


“I don’t know.”


“It wouldn’t take much to convince a single woman that she
shouldn’t cross him.  Besides, he was paying her well.”


“Right.  He set up an escrow account for her.  He would put
money in the account each month, it looks like it was about twenty thousand. 
The deal was that she had to report to the escrow company each month, showing
she was still managing the house.  And Graham had to have his digital company
certify that he was still engaging her.  If either of them fails to do so for
more than two months, then the money reverts to the other party.”


“Slick, so he gave them a strong vested interest to continue
to assist him.”


“Right.  Anyway, eight months later he hired the second woman
and started to build another villa.”


“Okay, what else?”


“Once the first house was completed, he rented it out as an
exclusive retreat a few times, but I think it must have made him and Ms. Strickland
nervous because he stopped doing that.”


“So they just manage the construction and handle the money.”


“Right, based on the records, they each make two deposits a
week, one on Monday and the other on Thursday.  That means they each make eight
deposits for each trip Graham makes, spreading the money out so it doesn’t look
like it all comes in at once.”


◆ ◆ ◆


The next Friday, Emily met Matthew at his house.


“I can’t believe you’re ditching math,” Matthew said as he
let her in.


“You’re ditching it too.”


“But I can watch the tape and the professor doesn’t take
attendance.”


“Well, I’m not going to miss this.  Are we ditching French if
it goes long?”


“I was planning on it.”


“Good, so was I,” Emily added.  “Now have they started the
interview?”


“Not yet.  He’s just getting to work.  Barb said they’d let
him get settled in before they called him.”


“Okay, where should we set up?”


“The kitchen table.  I think that’s easiest.”


Matthew and Emily took seats next to each other at the
Brandt’s kitchen table.  Emily started reviewing her math homework while she
waited for the interview to start.


At 8:30, Matthew announced, “They just called him.”


“Good.”  Emily put her homework away and turned her notebook
to a blank page.  When Matthew gave her a look, she told him, “I’m going to
take notes.  It’ll be good practice.”


Matthew shook his head and chuckled.


“Come on, I don’t have an eidetic memory like you.  I have to
use notes.”


“I wasn’t laughing about that; I was laughing at how serious
you’re being.”


“Open it up, let’s see what’s going on.”


Matthew opened his portal on Dante.  He was just entering the
conference room where Detective Vaughn and another uniformed police officer
were waiting for him.


“What’s this?” Dante asked.  He started to turn to leave the
room.  Another police officer blocked his way.


“Mr. Cruz, please be seated. We have some questions to ask
you.”


“About what?”


“Please be seated.  I’m Detective Vaughn with the San Diego
Police department.  This is Officer Lester.”


Dante sat down and folded his hands on the table and looked
at Detective Vaughn.  “Do I need a lawyer?”


“I don’t know, you tell me.”


“I guess I need to know what this is about first.”


“Just a moment please.”


At that point, Agent Peters entered the room.


“This is Agent Peters with the DEA.”


Sweat broke out on Dante’s forehead when Vaughn introduced
Agent Peters.


“What’s going on?”


“Do you know this man?” Agent Peters asked, sliding a
photograph of Mr. Graham in front of him.


Dante visibly relaxed.  “Nope, I’ve never seen him before.”


“Are you sure?”


“Pretty sure.  He might have come in here for something, but
I never met him.  Who is he?”


“We’ll be asking the questions.  Do you know this man?” 
Agent Peters slid a photograph of Frankie Sutton in front of Dante.


“Sure, isn’t that the guy who sued the police for harassment? 
He got a big settlement didn’t he.”


“This is he, but did you know him before that?”


“Don’t think so.”


“How about this kid?”  Agent Peters slid a photo of Kaleb,
the skateboard kid from the Starbucks.


“I don’t recognize him.  But then those skateboarders all
look alike.”


“How about this man?”  Agent Peters slid a photo of Emilio Fields
in front of Dante.


“I don’t think so.  He might look familiar, but I can’t place
him.”


“Then can you explain this?”  Agent Peters slid a photo of Emilio
dropping a packet of money in Dante’s lap on the trolley.


“That must be where I recognize him from.  He tossed that
envelope to me.  I not sure why.”


“Then why would he do that two weeks in a row?  And why would
these guys be doing the same thing?”  Agent Peters spread eight photos showing
the money drops that occurred last Saturday.  Then she spread the eight photos
for the drops on Sunday.


“I guess I’m a popular guy.”


“It seems that way.  Do you know this guy?”  Agent Peters
placed a photo of the kid Dante used to handle the drugs in front of him.


“I’m not sure.”


“You seem to meet him quite often.  You’ve traded backpacks
with him three times that we’ve recorded.  And you’d be interested to know that
we followed him to the North Clairemont Library where we observed him placing
packages of drugs under various bookcase shelves.”


“I think I need a lawyer.”


“Sure.  If you call a lawyer, you’ll need to make sure
they’re qualified to handle murder trials.”


“Murder?!”


“Yes, we’re very interested in your involvement with Evelyn
Frye’s death,” Detective Vaughn said.


“I’ve never met that woman.”


“Well, she died after receiving a package of pills, much like
those that your dealers deliver to their clients.”  Agent Peters punctuated
Detective Vaughn’s statement by adding a photo of one of the kids dropping a
package of pills under the hood of one of the user’s cars.


“I had nothing to do with that!  We dropped her as soon as
she was burned.”


“Does that mean you’re admitting to the dealing?”


“Sure, but I had nothing to do with the murder.”


“I think we should read you your rights before we proceed,”
Detective Vaughn said.


“Sure.”


After reading the Miranda warning, Detective Vaughn asked,
“Do you understand these rights?”


“Yeah,” Dante said.  He was clearly depressed.


“Now, do you want a lawyer?”


“Why bother.”


“So you’re declining a lawyer?”


“I just want to prove to you that I had nothing to do with
the murder.”


“Do you think she was murdered?”


“I don’t know, but Frankie sure did.  He lit out of here as
soon as he got that settlement.  And the timing was pretty strange.  The guy
who recruited me hinted that they’d kill me if I got blown.”


“And who was that guy?” Agent Peters asked, bringing Mr.
Graham’s photo back to the top of the pile.


“Not him.  Like I said, I’ve never seen him before.  The guy
that recruited me was a Latino.  Smart guy, but I don’t think he’s the guy
running the operation.”


“What can you tell us about him?”


“Not much.  Met him at a bar.  He knew everything about me. 
My speeding tickets, where I grew up, schools I went to.  He even knew my
credit card balance.”


“Anything else?”


Dante shrugged his shoulders.  “Not really.  The ladies
thought he was good looking; he was really smooth.  He could read me like a
book.  I only met him twice.”


“Then what happened.”


“I opened the mailbox like he told me, then entered the
address on the Facebook account he gave me the login for.”


“Facebook?!” Detective Vaughn asked.


“Oh, you guys probably don’t know about that.  All the
communication is via Facebook.  I have access to six accounts.  I put all the
info about what I need there.”


“How do you get the drugs?”


“They come once a month.  In fact, I should be getting a
package early next week.”


“What kind of package?”


“An order of shoes.  I actually get to pick them out. 
They’re delivered to my box and inside the shoebox, there’s the drugs, the book
covers, and any special instructions I’m supposed to follow.  Do you know about
them?”


Agent Peters laid a photograph of the package Dante had
shipped the week before.  It showed the book opened with the money exposed.


“I guess you do.”


“Explain about the shoes.”


“I order a pair of shoes each month.  Sometimes they’re for
me, but most of the time I order for some kid.  I registered with a charity
that tries to give poor kids shoes.  The boxes are labeled with the charity
name so it makes sense that I would get a box each month.  Minimizes any
questions.”


“Okay, and the drugs?”


“I post on the Facebook page how many pills I need.  They
come in the box.”


“And the money?”


“I send it along each week as I get it from the dealers. 
Always in units of 20 or 30K.”


“So if you’ve got more money than that?”


“I keep it until the next week.  You have to fill the books
up.  It’s okay to stuff paper in to make up the 10K if you can’t make it 30,
but that’s it.”


“So they trust you with the money.”


“Sure, who’s going to screw up a gig like this by trying to
steal a few thousand.”


“Who does the accounting?”


“Don’t know, but every week I get a Facebook post saying how
much I’m supposed to send in.”


“Who else do you know?”


“I just know my dealers.  And that first guy I told you
about.  I’ve never talked to anyone else.”


“How did you learn how to do the money and the book?”


“A paper cutter and instructions came in the first shoebox.”


“How do your dealers find clients?”


“Oh, I forgot.  Those names come in the shoebox, too.  My
first shoebox had a list of five dealers.  They already had their clients. 
After that, I’d get a name for a new dealer and a list of clients to give
them.  Sometimes I’d just get a list of clients and which dealers to assign
them to.”


“So you don’t look for clients?”


“Not really.  The dealers get referrals from their clients. 
They give them to me and I send them up the chain.  If the new client works
out, the user that referred them gets a free month of drugs.  The dealer and I
still get our cut.”


“What’s your cut?”


“Dealers get fifteen percent, I get seven, minus expenses.”


“Expenses?”


“We have to pay the kids we use to handle the drugs.  I pay
mine five hundred a week, that’s pretty much the standard.”


“Okay, we’ll stop here.  Now, Mr. Cruz, we need you to go
back to your desk and do exactly what you would have done before.  You are in
no way to tip off the dealers or your supplier about this interview.”


“Does that mean I’m supposed to give out the drugs this
weekend?”


“Right.  You’re to proceed as if nothing has changed.  If you
tip anyone off, we’ll know and your claims about Ms. Frye won’t hold much water
with us after that.”


“Okay, I can do that.”


“And, Mr. Cruz, do not try to leave town.”


“I won’t.  Where would I go?”


“We’ll be watching you.  Don’t mess it up.  As you know,
whoever is running this thing has a habit of cleaning up after themselves.  You
don’t want to wind up like Ms. Frye.”


Dante gulped, then nodded his head.  “Yeah, I’ll be cool.”


“Why don’t you head back to your office while we continue our
meeting with the building’s security team,” Detective Vaughn said.


Dante hurried out of the room.


“Mr. Cruz, be cool!” Agent Peters said.


Dante immediately slowed down.  He shook himself then punched
the elevator button.


Agent Whitehead came into the room as soon as Dante left. 
“Well, that wasn’t exactly as productive as we’d hoped.”


“Yeah,” Agent Peters said.  “I’ve told you this guy Graham is
careful.  I would suggest that we don’t do anything with him until he is
actually in possession of the drugs.  Who knows what he’s put in place to
detect interference?”


“What are you suggesting?” Agent Whitehead demanded.


“That we avoid entering the cargo plane.  We should wait
until the drugs are in Fallbrook and then follow them.  We should be able to
connect Graham to them once we see how he distributes them.”


“And what leads you to believe that I plan to do otherwise?”


“Just concerned at the pace you’re setting.  I think we need
to exercise patience.”


“Well, I’ve lost my patience with you trying to undermine
me.  You’re off the task force.  You’re to stay in your hotel until Tuesday, by
which time I should have this wrapped up.  Then you can go back to New York.”


“I’m the one that broke this case, you can’t do that!”


“I’m in charge and I just have.  Now get out of here!”


“See, I told you he was a jerk,” Matthew said as he closed
his portal.


“Poor Barb.  It’s not fair.”


“We’ll see what she says tonight.  Now, if we hurry, we’ll be
in time for English Lit.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“I assume you saw the interview,” Agent Peters said when
Matthew and Emily joined her again.


“Yeah.  And you were right.  He is a jackass,” Emily said.


“I don’t know what to do from here.  You guys have been a big
help, but it’s out of our hands now.”


“We can still look for ways to help,” Emily said as she
nudged Matthew to get him to chime in.


“We’ll do whatever you want us to.”


“Don’t sweat it.  We’ll just have to let it play out.  I just
wish I could be there when they bust Graham.”


“Well, Emily and I are feeling a cold coming on.  We’ll
probably be at my house on Monday when Graham lands in Fallbrook.  You could
return my car and sit with us while we watch it.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes, my mom will be down at UCSD and my sister will be in
school, so it’ll just be us.”


“I’d like that.  Not that I’m hoping Branden screws it up,
but if he does, I’d sure like to see it.”


“Then come on by.  We’ll have a pot of coffee ready.”


“It’s a date.”







    Chapter 16


    Case Closed?

 

Matthew’s mother was pretty skeptical about the cold, but
since Matthew was maintaining a 4.8 GPA, she let it slide.  Thirty minutes
after she left, Emily showed up.


“Where’s Barb?”


“Let me check.”  Matthew opened his portal on Agent Peters to
see where she was.


“She’s just turning off of I-5.”


“How did you fake your mom out on the cold?”


“Used a saline spray to cause some sniffles.  I don’t think
she bought it though.”


“I don’t think my parents did either.  And when I told them I
wanted to come over here and study, they were real suspicious.”


“Sucks lying to them.”


“I know, but it’s for a good cause.  It’s not like we’re
goofing off or doing drugs.”


“Yeah.  Coffee.”


“Why do I have to make it?”


“Because you’re so picky about it.  I’m good as long as it has
caffeine in it.”


“Right!”  Emily went to the cupboard and got the fixings for
the coffee while Matthew put the water on.  “How come you don’t have a coffee
maker?”


“We just do a cup at a time, so when the last one went bad,
we didn’t replace it.”


Agent Peters knocked on the door just as Matthew finished
putting the water on.  He used his portal to open the door.  “Come on in,” he
hollered.


“Weird,” Agent Peters said as she closed the door.  “I still
can’t get used to that portal of yours.”


“Wait until you get to watch through it,” Emily said. 
“Coffee will be ready in five minutes.  We’ll be sitting at the kitchen table.”


“Okay.”  Agent Peters picked the seat Matthew pointed at and
turned and watched as the two finished making the coffee.  “Very domestic, are
you sure you two aren’t dating?”


“We spend a lot of time together, and we get along great,
probably because we’re not dating,” Emily said.  Matthew just shrugged.  “Matt,
where’s the plane?”


“It just took off from Catalina.  So we’ve got twenty
minutes.”


“Is there any chance you could teach me how to do that?”
Agent Peters asked.  “It would come in real handy.”


“He can’t.  We tried and it wouldn’t work.”


“You tried?”


“Yeah, Matt was feeling sorry for himself back when we were
tracking Sayid.  He tried to hand it off to me, but it wouldn’t work.”


“We?!”


“Hey, I was there for support.  And I helped at the Sackler.”


“Yeah, you did.  I’m just feeling sorry for myself again. 
It’s very disruptive to try and keep track of someone.  I have to keep popping
in every few minutes.  It’s not like I can put a wire on them and then track
their movements with an alarm when they do something interesting.”


“I can see how that would be a pain.  But if you could
combine it with other methods, it would be very effective.”


“Matt would be really good at planting bugs.  And he’s aces
at getting passwords and putting little apps on someone’s phone.”


“Emily!”


“Yeah, you might not want to mention illegal things in front
of a law enforcement officer.”


“See!”


“But don’t worry, we’re all going to break the law just a
little today.  But not the spirit of the law.”


“How would you like your coffee?”


“Black, no sugar.”


Emily poured three cups of coffee.  She added cream to hers,
then passed them out.  “Are we ready?”


“They’re still in the air.  Another ten minutes.”


“Matt, tell us how they’re set up?” Agent Peters asked.


“It’s the same as last time.  There are three pallets of PC
boards with the shoe boxes in the middle.”


“I don’t really remember much about the last time,” Agent
Peters said.  “Remember, I wasn’t looking at the plane until they dumped me in
it.”  She laughed at the memory.  “And I wasn’t paying much attention to it
when they were getting ready to toss us out of it.”


“Right.  Anyway, they unloaded the crate of cocaine on
Catalina like before and now they’re bringing the pallets with the pills to
Fallbrook.  I’ve never witnessed what they do in Fallbrook, just what they do
before.”


“How will they unload the plane?”


“I assume the same way they loaded the one that goes to Long
Beach.  They have a small pallet jack they put on the plane to move the pallets
around to the cargo door.  Then they have a forklift that they use to take the
pallet off the plane and move it to the warehouse.  I don’t know what they do
about the drugs.”


“Well, we’ll see.  Have they landed yet?” Emily asked.


“Just now.  Okay, I’ll open up for viewing.”  Matthew
expanded his portal so that the two women on each side of him could lean in and
watch.


“This is really cool.  And you can just move it around?”


“Yes.  I just have to think about where I want to see and it
moves so I can.”  They were all watching the plane as it taxied toward the
cargo storage shed that Mr. Graham used.


“Nice,” Agent Peters whispered.  “Wait, can they see us?”


“The other end is tiny, so they’d have to be right up against
it to be able to see this side.  Don’t worry, I’ll close it or move it if any
eyeballs start to get close.”


“There goes Mr. Graham to get the forklift and pallet jack.” 
They watched Mr. Graham put a pallet jack on the forklift and raise it up so
the copilot could pull it into the cargo bay.  A minute later the first pallet
appeared next to the cargo door.  Mr. Graham picked it up with the forklift and
maneuvered it into the cargo shed.  Ten minutes later all three pallets were in
the cargo shed.  The pilot shut down the plane and joined Mr. Graham and the
copilot in the cargo shed.


“Is everything copacetic?” he asked.


“Let me check,” Mr. Graham said as he moved to the first pallet
and examined it.  Seeming to be satisfied, he moved to the second pallet.  He
immediately tensed up and started to curse under his breath.  “Did one of you
unwrap this pallet?!” he demanded.


“No, why would we?”


“I don’t know, but somebody has been in it.”


“How can you tell?”


“See this liquid here,” Mr. Graham said, pointing to a smear
of gel that was running down inside the plastic that wrapped around the pallet.


“Yeah, but that couldn’t have happened on the plane.  Nobody
went back there once the pallet was loaded.  Could it have happened in
Guatemala?


“No, they verify it after they load the pallets.  It had to
happen on the plane.  We inject this liquid in after it’s wrapped in the
plastic.  The only way for it to run is if someone removes some of the boxes. 
It relieves the tension and the gel will be squeezed out when you put the boxes
back.”


“Well, it wasn’t us.”


“Shit.  Turn the center box on top onto its side.”  Mr.
Graham ran to a toolbox at the side of the shed and spun the combination lock. 
After unlocking it, he grabbed three flares, tossing one to each of the other
two.  Then he grabbed a crowbar and levered the center box of one pallet so it
turned on its side.  He lit the flare and dropped it into the void.


“There’s a void between the shoeboxes,” Matthew explained. 
“I wondered what that was for.  Should we do anything?”


“Can you put out the flares?”


“I’m not sure.  I’ve never tried anything like that.”


“Then just let it play out.”


In quick order, the three men dropped a flare down the center
of each pallet.  “Time to go.  Expect there to be police outside.  Don’t do
anything stupid or say anything.  They probably don’t have a thing on us.”


The three men left the shed and Mr. Graham locked it behind
him.  “Thanks for the lift.  I’ll see you guys in a couple of weeks,” he called
out as he headed toward his pickup pulling his suitcase.


“Federal Agents!  Freeze!”


“Ah, . . . sure officers.  What seems to be the problem?” Mr.
Graham asked.


“We have a warrant to search you, the plane, and the storage
shed,” Agent Whitehead said as he stepped forward.


“Be my guest.  I can’t imagine what you’re looking for.”


“I’m sure you can.”  Agent Whitehead nodded to another agent
holding a crowbar.


“I’d be happy to unlock the shed for you.”  Mr. Graham’s
offer was ignored as the agent pried the hasp off the door to the shed.  When
he opened the door, smoke started pouring out.


“What the heck!” Mr. Graham shouted.  He stepped back and
stood and watched as the agents fumbled around looking for a fire extinguisher. 
When they found one, it was totally inadequate to put the pallets out, but they
did manage to keep the fire from spreading to the building.


“Well, that’s a complete cockup,” Agent Peters said.  A
minute later her phone rang.  “That’s probably my boss.”


She answered the phone with “Peters” and then listened for a
minute.  “Yes, sir.  . . . Yes, I believe the Mexican Federales will be
searching the factory in La Paz now.  . . . Yes, hopefully, they can find evidence
we can trace to Graham.  . . .  Yes, sir, I can be there in twenty minutes
depending on traffic.  . . .  No, I’m in Rancho Santa Fe returning the car I
borrowed.  . . . I’m sure I can borrow it for another day, or I’ll take a cab. 
On my way.”


She closed her phone and looked at Matthew.


“The guys in Mexico aren’t going to find anything.  As soon
as Graham left that warehouse, they busted up the pill machine and flushed the
Fentanyl down the drain.”


“But how would they know, Whitehead had the cell signals
jammed?”


“I’d bet he had a failsafe in place.  If he didn’t text by a
certain time, they were to flush everything.”


“That makes sense.  Thanks for the info.  . . .”


“Yes, you can keep the car.”


“No, take the Porsche,” Emily said.  “That will tweak the jackass’s
nose some more.”  Emily pulled her keys out of her purse and passed them to
Agent Peters.


“Thanks.  And, Matt, it might be a good time for that money
to disappear.”


“Already on it,” Matthew said.  He was typing on the table
like there was a keyboard there.


“What?!”


“Probably better not to ask,” Emily said as she showed Agent
Peters to the door.


“I’ll be in touch.”


Emily waited patiently while Matthew continued to type.  When
he was finished she gave him a smile.  “Now, what were you doing?”


“I was using a computer in the Miami City Library.  I didn’t
want anything to be able to trace back to me.”


“That’s clever.  Can you have them run programs and send you
alerts?”


“No, but I think I should do something so I have some
computers around to do things like that.  I’m guessing you’re going to keep
dragging me into things like this.”


“Don’t blame me, but you’re right.  Now, are we going to be
able to watch what goes on with Agent Peters?”


“We can, but I thought I’d just monitor it a bit.  I don’t
really want to hear her get into trouble.”


“Maybe she’s not in trouble; maybe, it’s Whitehead who’s in
trouble.”


“One can hope.”


◆ ◆ ◆


Emily convinced Matthew to watch Agent Peters’ encounter with
her boss.  Matthew was glad that they did.


Agent Peters met Agent Whitehead in the hallway outside the
office their boss was using at the FBI building.  Agent Whitehead was glaring
daggers at Agent Peters.  He almost shoved her out of the way as he grabbed the
doorknob and forced his way into the office first.


“Sir, I told you she had screwed it up!”


“Shut up and sit down, both of you.  Now, I have it on
reliable authority that it is you that screwed it up.  Detective Vaughn sent me
a message saying that he thought you were letting your ego get in the way of
the case.  I ignored it and let you handle things the way you wanted to.”


“And I did, but she . . .”


“I said shut up!  Now, I’ve just been on the phone with Detective
Vaughn and he tells me that he’s convinced, based on what happened, that the
problem occurred when you entered the plane on Catalina, something Agent Peters
expressly suggested you not do for exactly this reason.”


“How can he know that?”


The boss glared at Agent Whitehead’s interruption.  “Because
if the problem had occurred before, the plane would have never landed on
Catalina.  If something had alerted Graham in Catalina or before the plane
landed in Fallbrook, it would have dumped the cargo over the ocean.  So it had
to be something he learned when he examined the cargo.”


“But he could have examined the cargo in Catalina.”


“He could have.  But nothing tipped him off to do so, so he
didn’t.  Detective Vaughn also tells me that you made the call not to put any
surveillance cameras in the shed at the Fallbrook airport.  Now, I can’t find
much fault in that, but everything you did, played into Graham’s hands.  We
cannot clearly connect him with the drugs.  We’re still waiting to hear from
the Mexican Federales.”


“I suspect they won’t find anything,” Agent Peters said.


“Why?”


“Given Graham’s pattern, I would expect that he would have a
failsafe set up.  If he didn’t give them the all-clear after landing in
Fallbrook, they’d flush the whole mess.”


“Aw, give me a break!” Whitehead moaned.


“She’s right,” an agent who was sitting in the back of the
room said.  “I just got word that they found bupkis.”


The boss glared at Whitehead.  “Agent Peters, I want you to
lead the search of his home and offices.  Agent Whitehead, I want you to find a
desk and write down everything about this case.”


“But . . .”


“I haven’t asked for your resignation yet, so shut up and get
after it.”


After Agent Whitehead fled the office, the boss apologized to
Agent Peters.  “Sorry Peters, I should have listened to Vaughn, and to you. 
You tried to warn me, maybe a bit too discreetly, but you tried.  Let’s see
what we can pull out of this train wreck.”


“Yes, sir!”


“Good luck,” Matthew whispered in Agent Peters’ ear,  “and
the safe combination is 87-11-63-28.  Text me if you need any help.”


◆ ◆ ◆


It was two hours later, while Matthew and Emily were
reviewing their term papers for Mr. Ward’s class, that Matthew got a text.


“Agent Peters?”


Matthew glanced at his phone.  “Yep.”  He opened his portal
at Agent Peters.  “You called?”


“You wouldn’t happen to know where he hides the keys for his
mailboxes?  We only got a couple of the numbers, and it would make it easier to
get the warrants.”


“Sure.  I saw him putting them away once.  Master bathroom. 
There’s an access panel for the plumbing beside the toilet.  Behind it, you’ll
see a black vertical pipe.  It has two couplings on it, they’re repair
couplings so no lip, you can slide them up or down.  The keys are attached to a
plastic donut that’s jammed in on the lower section.  Just pull it out.  I’m
sure they smell a bit funky.”


“Do you know about anything else he has hidden?”


“Nope, but I could look.”


“It would help.  It’d save time and we don’t really have
enough to just start tearing out walls and stuff.”


“Okay.  I’ll look tonight and tomorrow evening.  I’ll let you
know if I come up with anything.”


“Thanks.  And thanks for the combination, these guys think
I’m a genius.”


Matthew and Emily watched as Agent Peters further impressed
her crew by telling them how to find the keys.  She said she overheard one of
the kids saying that the key fob smelled funky and that’s what gave her the
idea.


◆ ◆ ◆


At four o’clock, Agent Peters interviewed the two pilots
together.


“Gentlemen, I’m Agent Peters, I’m now in charge of this
investigation.  I have a few questions that I would like you to answer.”


“We’d like a lawyer first.”


“That’s your right, but if you do, then we’ll need to put
this all on the record.  Right now, I’m just looking for some information.  We
already have indisputable proof that you flew your plane from La Paz Mexico,
changed its transponder code and identification markings, and landed it on
Catalina Island in the U.S.  All of that implicates you in smuggling, but the
violations of aviation laws and border laws are enough to put you away for
quite a while.  Right now, I assume you don’t know what you were smuggling.  We
can prove that cocaine was delivered in Catalina, but as far as you would have
known, it might have been a crate of coffee.  Now, if we bring your lawyer in
here, then I’m going to assume you knew you were smuggling drugs.”


Agent Peters paused and looked at the two pilots.  She raised
her eyebrows, “You still want your lawyer?”


The two guys looked at each other, then shrugged.  Jack, the
pilot smiled, “We probably can answer a few questions.”


“Okay, when you picked the load up in La Paz, what was the
story?”


“We just loaded up, went through inspection.  No muss, no
fuss.”


“Where were you supposed to go after Fallbrook?”


“It depended on where we had a load to pick up.  In this case,
it was Santa Barbara.”


“How did Graham know that the pallets had been tampered
with?”


“No clue, he just torched them.”


“Come on, you don’t expect me to believe that.  Graham
grabbed three flares from the toolbox.  He tossed one to each of you.  You
dropped the flare down the second pallet, and you,” Agent Peters pointed at the
copilot, Jack, “dropped the flare down the third pallet.”


Sweat broke out again on the two men’s foreheads.  “How would
you know that?”


“Don’t you think we had the shed wired?”


“They didn’t, did they?” Emily asked Matthew.


“No, she’s bluffing, but we all know exactly what happened.”


“We didn’t see any cameras,” the pilot whispered.


“That’s because we’re good at our jobs.  Now, wasn’t there
some issue with the plastic wrap?”


“Okay, yeah, he told us that they injected a gel inside the
plastic.  If the pallet was disassembled, the gel would spread out of the
bubble.  The second pallet had the gel smeared.  That’s when he grabbed the
flares.”


“Okay.  What was the normal routine after a delivery to
Fallbrook?”


“Besides the flares, we did everything the same as before. 
We offloaded the pallets, then we would board the plane and take off.  Graham
would drive off in his truck as soon as we finished unloading.”


“So you don’t know who was responsible for getting the drugs
out of the pallets?”


“We don’t know.  And Graham was always careful to have as
little to do with the cargo as possible.  He just helped us unload in Fallbrook
and left.  He always made a point of playacting that he was just being
helpful.  We had to unlock the building and lock it up.”


“Okay, let’s go back to the beginning.  When did you first
meet Mr. Graham?”


“Two and a half years ago.  He came to us with an offer to
help us buy a second plane.  It had to be identical to the first one we had. 
We were already running a freight business.”


“How did he help?”


“He made sure we got the second plane for a song.  He was a
silent partner.  We had a private agreement.  He didn’t want anything to
connect him to the company.”


“And how were you compensated?”


“We got the plane, expanded our business.  After six months,
we started going to the Caymans.  He paid all of our expenses for that trip. 
We also got a little under-the-table money.”


“How much?”


“Twenty K a month.  But that had to cover all four of us. 
The other two pilots don’t know anything.  They know we’re swapping the
transponder codes, and they must suspect we’re smuggling, but they’ve don’t
really know how Graham’s connected.”


“Anything else?”


“Not really.  Graham was pretty careful with the
information.  He never told anyone anything but the minimum.  He minimized all
interactions.”


“Okay, we’ll be holding you on the other charges.  You should
call a lawyer and figure out how you’re going to deal with them.  I’ll let the
federal prosecutor figure out what they’re going to charge you with.  This
conversation never happened.”


“Man, she’s good,” Matthew said as he closed his portal down.


◆ ◆ ◆


Matthew and Emily made a point of tuning in to the daily
briefing that Agent Peters had with her team, which meant that Matthew drove to
Emily’s house, they watched the briefing, then raced off to school before first
period.


“Okay, let’s summarize what we have,” Agent Peters said to
the team.


“One: We have a clear path linking Graham to the money from
the distributors, with the keys for the mailboxes discovered in his house.


“Two: We have the distributor, Dante Cruz’s statement that he
received a shoebox with drugs every four weeks, which coincides with Graham’s
trips to Catalina.


“Three: We have the planes that have been modified so they
can change their identification and transponder codes.


“Four: We have the corroboration of the pilots about how the
flights went.


“Five: We have the data from the search of the plane on
Catalina.


“Six: We have no direct link between Graham and the pills or
the cocaine.


“Jackson, do we have anything else?”


“We believe that the truck that Graham drove to Catalina
belongs to the guy who breaks the pallets apart and then ships the drugs out. 
We’re tracing the license plate, but it belongs to a truck up in Sonoma.”


“Who in Sonoma?”


“It’s one of those wineries.  The truck is there, and they
can prove it was there on Saturday, so we suspect that the plates were copied.”


“What about the driver?”


“All we saw was a Hispanic male with a hat and sunglasses. 
We didn’t try to follow him since we had the license number and we didn’t want
to tip Graham off.”


“Marcie, where are we with the federal prosecutor?”


“Graham is not saying anything, except ‘I’m not guilty.’  He
disavows any knowledge of the smuggling.  He claims the pilots are lying about
him being involved in torching the pallets, he was just being a nice guy and
helping them out.  He denies any connection to the drug distributors who were
sending him money, saying he was confused about why he was getting books with
money in them.”


“Great.”


“His attorney is screaming for bail.  The prosecutor is
claiming that Graham doesn’t have any assets that are not clouded by his
receiving the proceeds from drug sales.  Graham’s attorney is suggesting that a
friend might be willing to post bail for him.”


Agent Peters laughed at that.  “He might be surprised at how
hard that will be.  Jones, anything else on the house search?”


“Not much.  We’ve found a book of rare stamps that we’ve
seized.  Also four rare books on his bookshelves.  Between them, they were
worth about eight million.  You saw the diamonds he had in his safe as well as
the million in cash.  So I don’t know where he thinks he’s going to be getting
money from.  Of course, we suspect he has offshore accounts, so he might be
able to transfer money around, but that would require him to get someone to do
it for him.  Does he have anyone he trusts that much?”


“The lawyer?”


“I don’t think the lawyer wants to do anything criminal.”


“That leaves his son.”


“True.  The son’s staying with friends.  He’s a piece of
work.  Nothing outright criminal, but he has a history of troublemaking and
excessive partying.  Word is he doesn’t get along with his old man.”


“But he is family.”


“Yes.  We’re keeping close tabs on him.  We have a warrant
for a wiretap on his phone.  I don’t know what else we can do.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“He’s going to get away with it, isn’t he?” Emily moaned.


“No.  They’ve got him on receiving the money.  They’ll build
a case and he’ll cop a plea.”


“But he murdered Elaine Frye, and who knows who else.”


“I don’t know what we can do about it.”


“We can find more evidence.”


“Hey, I’m searching the house and so are the feds.  Besides,
what would he have that would connect him.  He’s been very careful.”


“Let’s get to school, but we have to try and figure something
out.  Maybe he’ll tell his son something we can use.”







    Chapter 17


    Got a Nail?

 

“Hey, Barb, you changed your hair back.”  Emily and Matthew
were meeting Agent Peters to go over the case, and because for once, they could
go to a restaurant together.


“I did.  It was freaking some of my colleagues out.  They
kept making dumb brunette jokes.”


“Won’t they just make dumb blond jokes?”


“Yes, but at least I can be myself.  I kept wondering who the
woman in the mirror was every morning.  Anyway, how are you two doing?  I
assume you’ve been keeping up?”


“We may have tuned into a meeting or two,” Matthew said.


“Yeah, right.  Anyway, as you know we’re a bit screwed on Graham. 
We can connect him with some of the money, but it’s circumstantial as to how
much and for what purpose.”


“That sucks.”


“Yes, it does.  We’re still looking for something that will
tie him directly to the drugs.”


“What about Frye’s murder?”


“Detective Vaughn is working on that, but he’s not coming up
with anything.”


“Why don’t we go over what had to have happened for Graham to
have been behind her murder.  Maybe that will give us a clue.”


“Sure.  Should we call Detective Vaughn?”


“I don’t think so.  I don’t want to explain how I know what I
do.”  Matthew grimaced as he thought about what Detective Vaughn would think of
his involvement.


“Oh, right.  I keep forgetting.  So what do we know?  I can
ask him to fill in any blanks.”


“Okay, well the events that transpired were:


“One: Frye stole from her employer which put her on Vaughn’s
radar.


“Two: They followed her for a few days, then she went to the
Starbucks where she passed Frankie the money.


“Three: The cops tried to bust them but couldn’t find any drugs,
so they let them go.  That means that Frye didn’t get her pills.


“Four: Three days later Frye overdosed.  The search of her
person and her home turned up a little under a two-week supply of pills.


“Five: The analysis of the pills showed that they had varying
amounts of Fentanyl in them.  Some had barely enough to get someone high and
others had more than enough to kill most addicts.


“Six: Analysis of the pills that Dante was distributing show
that they too contain Fentanyl, but in well-controlled quantities. 
Pharmaceutical quality.


“So, what questions does that raise?”


“The first one I think of is where did the bad pills come
from,” Emily said.


“Yes, and how were they delivered to Frye.”


“Well, the signal was a flyer on the windshield.  The buyer
would then find the pills under the hood in a foil package.”


“Okay, so anyone could have dropped the pills off on Frye’s
car.  And it had to happen between the event at Starbucks and when she died
three days later.  So that’s a short window of time.”


“Right, that means the pills had to be at hand.  Graham
couldn’t have ordered them from La Paz and gotten them in time to kill Frye.”


“Doesn’t that suggest that Frye made contact with another
dealer and bought bad pills?”


“I don’t think so.  She had a two-week supply of pills,
that’s eight hundred dollars. Would she have made that big a buy from another
dealer?  Typically it’s just a few days’ or a week’s supply.  Graham made them
buy two weeks to weed out lowlifes.”


“That means if he had those pills available, he has to have
more.  He wouldn’t just have enough to take care of one problem,” Agent Peters
said.  “So, that begs the question, where is he hiding them?”


“I’ve looked everywhere,” Matthew said.


“Well, let’s think of places to hide pills,” Emily said. 
“You checked all the plumbing right?”


“Yes.”


“So did I,” Matthew said.


“What about inside the fixtures?”


“Check.”


“Under the toilet?” Emily asked giving them a knowing look.


“No, I didn’t think about that.  Let me look now.”


Matthew used his portal to check the space under each of the
toilets in the Graham house.  “Nope, nothing there.”


“Under the floorboards?”


“I did look there.”


“So did we.  The house sits on a concrete slab, but we
checked between floors and in the attic.”


“What about the garage?”


“First place we looked.”


“Hmm,” Matthew mused.  “Does he have any unusual tools?”


“What do you mean?”


“I don’t know, but something that would let him create a
hiding place.  Something that a normal homeowner wouldn’t have.”


“Let me call.”  Agent Peters pulled out her phone and put it
on the table.  She pressed a speed dial and waited.”


“Jackson!”


“Jackson, this is Peters.  What kind of tools does Graham have?”


“Tools?”


“Yes, anything unusual?”


“Not really.  He does have a nice set of tools.  Let me walk
out and look again.  We’ve got them spread out on the garage floor.”


Matthew opened his portal and followed Agent Jackson into the
garage.  He looked over the tools as Agent Jackson perused them.


“Nothing stands out.  He’s got a nice power toolset.  They
look almost new.  Standard saw blade in the skill saw.  Drill bits.  Metal set,
a wood set.  He does have a really nice set of auger bits, twelve inches.  I’d
like that, they must have been hard to find.  I’ve only got a seven-inch set.”


“What else?”


“Good set of wrenches, both metric and English.  Pipe wrench,
channel locks.  Pretty much the works, probably bought them at Sears along with
the toolbox.”


Matthew raised his hand to Agent Peters.’


“Hold on a second,” she said as she muted the phone.


“He doesn’t have any woodworking tools, but he has a full set
of auger bits.”


“So, that’s not unusual.”


“But they are, they’re extra-long, he didn’t get them in the
kit like the rest of his tools.  He had to special order them.”


“Okay, so?”


“Those pills are less than three-eighths of an inch in
diameter.  You could fit a lot of them into a twelve-inch hole.”


“Good point.”  Agent Peters unmuted her phone.  “Jackson,
check places where he might have drilled a hole to stuff the pills down. It
would only need to be three-eighths in diameter.”


“Are you trying to show off again?”


“Maybe.  What does he have there that’s wood and you could
drill that kind of hole in?  Someplace reasonably accessible.”


“We’ll look around.  Not sure where we should start.”


“Doors,” Emily whispered.


“Check out his doors first.  He got a nice set of wood entry
doors.  And the door to the garage is solid core.”


“Got it.  We’ll look.  Do you want me to call you back?”


“If you find pills, damn right I do.  And if you find them,
don’t touch them without gloves.  I’m thinking about pills laced with excessive
Fentanyl.”


“You got it.”


Agent Peters disconnected the call.  “That was some good police
work.  We’ll see if it pans out.”


“Matt, can’t you look?”


“It’s hard, I need a gap, and if he’s sealed them in, which
he would, then I wouldn’t have an easy way to find them.”


“Let’s let Jackson do his job.  Do either of you want
dessert?”


“I never say no to chocolate,” Emily said.


“What she said.”


After ordering three slices of German Chocolate cake and
coffee, the three returned to their analysis.


“Okay, so let’s assume he had pills at hand.  How did he get
them to Frye down here in San Diego?”


“He wouldn’t have done it himself,” Emily said.


“I agree.  He’d have had someone deliver them for him. 
Probably the guy he uses to recruit his distributors,” Agent Peters said.


“Do we know who that is?”


“No, we come up dry.  All we have is that he’s an attractive
Hispanic male, height about five-ten and weight one-eighty.”


“That sounds like Hector,” Matthew said.


“Who?!”


“Hector, the guy he handed his truck to when he drove to Dana
Point.  Same guy and same truck both times.”


“Anything else?”


“No.  I just remember him saying ‘Bye Hector, thanks for
loaning me the truck.’ when he handed the keys to him.”


“Okay, that helps.”


“How?” Emily asked.  “There must be thousands of guys named
Hector.”


“But there are a lot fewer Hispanic males named Hector than
there are Hispanic males.  Now, we have to do more real police work.”


“What do you mean by that?”


“Well, we can’t all just pop in and look at places and people
when we feel like it.  We have to do research.  Now we have a partial name and
a general description, what else do we know about Hector?”


“He’s good with people.”


“He knows Graham.”


“Yes, and who would Graham trust to be his recruiter?  How
did he find Hector?”


“Oh, I bet Hector is someone he knows from his past,” Emily
said.


“And who would he know from his past with those skills?”
Agent Peters asked.


“He was in the army as an MP for six years.  Then he sold real
estate, he actually still does.  He’s also involved in real estate
development.”


“But that’s just in the last two years.  This guy has to be
from before then.  Sales is a good place to start.  So real estate, financial
broker, banker, they’re all good salespeople.  What else?”


“Isn’t that a good start?  You’re going to search his background
and see if there’s a Hector in it with some background in sales,” Emily said.


“Ah-hem.  How are you going to explain where the name Hector
came from?” Matthew asked.


“You keep helping with this investigation, but your help
keeps pushing us into corners.”


“I can quit helping.”  Matthew was a bit miffed.


“No, that’s not what I mean.  Just it’s complicated.  But,
I’ll tell you what, why don’t I give you access to the databases.  Also if you
want any information, just ask me and I’ll have one of my people research it. 
They don’t have to know you’re the ones putting it together.”


“And they’ll think you’re some kind of superwoman.  Sounds
like fun,” Emily said.


“Sure, but we’ve still got school.  We can only do this part-time.”


“Hey, nobody was looking before, so you two helping is way
better.”


◆ ◆ ◆


The next day, Jackson found pills in a hole drilled in the door
between the house and garage.  It contained one hundred twenty-two pills.  The
pills were rushed to forensics and the team once again was amazed at Agent
Peters’ powers of perception.


Two days later they found Hector.  It was Emily’s idea, but
Matthew had to do the searches.  She had him search for everyone who had a real
estate license in San Diego, Orange, and Riverside counties.  Those were the counties
where Graham had been involved in sales, determined by another search she’d had
Matthew do.


“That’s him, Hector Velazquez,” Matthew said as they looked
at his picture from his real estate license.


“Okay, so what’s his background?”


“Let me see if he has a criminal record. Peters gave me a login
for that database.”


Matthew ran the search; it came back right away.


“His record was clean until May of 1999 when he was convicted
of vehicular manslaughter.  Let me pull the records of the court case.


“He was driving in downtown Irvine when he sideswiped a car
that had run a red light.  He was barely over the limit, but they prosecuted
him and sent him to prison.  He was paroled three years ago.”


“That doesn’t sound fair.  It wasn’t his fault.”


“The prosecution said that if he wasn’t under the influence,
he could have avoided the other car.”


“Sounds like they were just going for a conviction without
caring about the facts.  What else does it say about him?  Was he married?”


“Yes, married, two children.”


“Divorced?”


“Doesn’t say.”


“Is he still on parole?”


“No, his parole lasted two years.”


“So how do we find him?  I bet he’s in hiding.”


“Let’s talk with Peters, maybe we don’t have to find him.”


◆ ◆ ◆


They met Agent Peters the following day after school.  She
drove up to meet them in her agency car, feeling very proud of herself that she
could actually get around without having to borrow a car.


“Okay, do you two want something to drink?”


“I’ll have tea,” Matthew said.  When the two women gave him a
look he added, “I’m trying to cut down on carbonated beverages.  So tea, orange
juice, or coffee.  I feel like tea.”


“I’ll have tea too,” Emily said.  “We can pretend we’re
British detectives.”


“I’ll try not to take offense at that?”


“I just mean, you always see them having tea while they
discuss the case.”


“Yeah.  Anyway, so you found him.”


“We figured out who he is, but we haven’t found him.  Did you
have someone look for his wife, they’re still married.”


“I did.  She lives with her two daughters in Thousand Oaks,
northwest of LA.  She sells real estate.  We had a police officer do a drive-by,
no sign of Hector.”


“Did the forensics come back with the data on the pills?”


“Yes, they are essentially identical to the ones that killed
Frye.”


“Yes, but the key word there is essentially.”


“Yes.  But if you told him that Hector Velazquez is willing
to testify that Graham gave him a foil package and instructed him to put it on
Frye’s car, maybe he’ll cave.”


“That’s pretty vague.”


“Well, why don’t we search the videos from surveillance
cameras around Frye’s apartment and her place of work for the two days before
she was killed.  If we come up with the truck with the fake plates, then you’ll
have a timeline.  He would have driven straight down to take care of it.”


“I should have had Vaughn doing that already.  I’ll talk to
him and get his team on it.”


◆ ◆ ◆


On Friday, Matthew watched as Jerome Graham went to visit his
father for the second time.  During his first visit, three days before, Graham
had given him instructions on how to find the offshore bank account.  He gave
him two fractions and two numbers, buried in their conversation.  He then
hinted at the right bank to check.  As Matthew had deduced, what Graham gave
his son was the account numbers and password based on a mathematical formula.  A
fraction that when divided gave a long decimal number, take the correct number
of digits, and add the associated number to it.  It was easy to verify since
Matthew already knew them.


“About time you got back,” Mr. Graham said as his son joined
him.  They were separated by glass.


“Hey, I’ve got school.”


“Yeah, right.  How much are they giving you?”


“I get an allowance of three K per month until I graduate, or
until you get out.”


“Generous of them when they took millions out of our home.”


“Yeah.  Well, there is a problem.”


“What?!”


“Your old bank account is empty.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes, well it does have five thousand dollars in it.  I left
it there.”


“That can’t be.”


“That’s what I found.  I checked the math twice.  But there’s
no way it would have yielded a different valid bank account with the right
password.”


“Shut up!” Graham snapped as he looked around.  “They could
be listening in.”


“Well, it doesn’t matter, does it?”


“You’re so stupid.”


“Hey, which side of the glass am I on, and which are you on?”


“Quiet.  This is going to be harder, but I still have some
cards to play.  Check these out and get back to me.”  Graham drew two fractions
on his hand.  Then he gave his son two numbers.  “Look that up on the corporate
registry.  You’ll figure it out.”


Matthew laughed.  Graham had given his son the access
information for the digital corporation he had in the Cayman Islands.  But,
unfortunately for him, Matthew had taken control of that company and changed
the password.  Graham wasn’t going to be finding any pot of gold under that
rainbow.


◆ ◆ ◆


It took three days for Vaughn’s team to find the video with
the truck in it.  On Monday, he reported to Peters that they found it.  On
Tuesday, September 14th, at 2:30 in the morning, four days after the
incident at Starbucks and three days before Frye was killed, the black Yukon
pickup with the fake plates was seen on the street where Frye’s apartment
complex was.


It was another day before they found an address for Hector
Velazquez.  He didn’t have a California driver’s license which was why it took
so long.  He was living in a small house in East Irvine.  He worked for a
construction company that Graham used for his last real estate development.  At
four o’clock, on Thursday, Agent Peters with two Irvine police officers went to
talk to him.  Of course, Matthew and Emily tuned in.


Agent Peters had the two uniformed officers go around the
back of the house in case Velazquez did a runner.  It was a small house, two
bedrooms, no garage, and a small yard.  Not much for someone who was involved
in a multimillion-dollar drug ring.  Once the first officer notified her that
he was in place, she and the other plain-clothed officer knocked on his front
door.  Matthew, with Emily watching, zoomed into the house to find Hector and
see what he was doing.  They found him watching a soccer game on TV.  He fit
the description, a good-looking Hispanic male, very fit, but he didn’t ring
true to Matthew.


A little girl, about seven years old, ran to answer the door.


“Hello.”


“Hello.  Is your father here?”


“Yes,” the girl answered.  She continued to look at Agent
Peters waiting for her to say something.


After a minute, Agent Peters figured out that the girl was
waiting on her.


“Can you ask him to come to the door?”


“He’s watching the football game.”


“Tell him it’s important that we speak with him.”


“Okay.  . . .  papá, hay una señora en la puerta que quiere
hablar contigo.  Ella dice que es importante.”


Hector Velazquez looked worried.  He glanced at the woman who
was working in the kitchen, probably making dinner for the family.  Then he
shrugged his shoulders and stood up.  Before he walked to the door he knelt
down next to the little girl.  “Eva, ve a buscar a tu hermana y llévala a la
cocina con tu madre.  Esperame allí.”  Matthew’s Spanish was just good enough
to translate what he said.  ‘Eva, go get your sister and take her into the
kitchen with your mother.  Wait for me there.’


The girl ran into the bedroom, grabbed a second younger girl,
and dragged her into the kitchen.  Once they were there, Hector proceeded to
the door.  He flipped on the hall light before he reopened the door.


“Barb, that’s not him!” Matthew hissed into Agent
Peters’ ear.


Agent Peters pressed her ear like she had an earpiece in it. 
“Are you sure?” she whispered to Matthew.


“Yes, and if you arrest him or even talk to him, it’ll
probably alert the real Hector.  It’s probably already too late.”


Hector opened the door.  “Que?”


“We’re with the police, we’re looking for Hector Vásquez,”
Agent Peters said.  She discreetly kicked the detective beside her so he
wouldn’t correct her.


“Not me.  I’m Hector Velazquez,” Hector said in a stuttering
voice.


“Do you have some ID?”


“Sí.”  Hector returned to the room and grabbed his wallet. 
He pulled out an ID and returned to the door looking very relieved.  He handed
it to Agent Peters.


“Ah, I see.  Must have been an error.  The names are close. 
Sorry to bother you, Mr. Velazquez.”


Mr. Velazquez closed the door and returned to his soccer
game.


“What’s with that?  Where did Vásquez come from?” the
detective asked as Agent Peters led him back to their car.


“He’s not our guy.”


“But it’s the right name.”


“Yeah, but he’s still not our guy.  I want to figure out
what’s going on before we do anything that might alert our guy that we know who
he is.”


◆ ◆ ◆


Later that evening Agent Peters met up with Matthew and
Emily.


“That sucked,” she said.  “Good thing you alerted us.”


“So what did you learn about the other Hector?”


“That’s the address our Hector used with his parole officer. 
The electrician job is also the same one that was on file with the parole
office.  So it looks like our Hector pulled a fast one.  He’s living somewhere
else, free to move about while this other Hector is handling his parole
officer’s visits and monitoring.”


“That’s a ballsy move.”


Agent Peters shrugged, “maybe not, parole officers are pretty
overworked.  These guys look almost identical.  By the way, how did you figure
it out?  Besides the poor English, I wouldn’t have noticed a difference.”


“His eyes are farther apart.  Close but not the same guy. 
And he doesn’t match the photograph in Velazquez’s jacket either.”


“How can you be sure?”


“Eidetic memory,” Emily said.  “I bet you superimposed the
image over his face, didn’t you?”


“Yes,” Matthew said awkwardly.  He didn’t like having his
memory come up making him seem different from everyone else.


“What are you going to do?  You could bluff Graham.  You know
the details.”


“I might as well see what happens.  We might get a read on
where Graham’s head is.  Nobody has really interviewed him yet.”


“No.  Aren’t he and his lawyer yelling their heads off?”


“A little.  The prosecutor has gone over most of the evidence
with them.  I think he’s going to try to pass himself off as the bag-man.  He
just handled the money and had no idea that it was from drugs.”


“Is there a chance he’ll get away with it?”


“There’s always a chance.  But they don’t know we found the
keys or the pills, so he’s in for a rude awakening.”


“I hope so.  But you should wait to confront him until after
his son’s next visit.”


“Why?”


“Because his son just told him on Friday that his offshore
account is empty.  On the next visit, he’s going to be telling him that his
offshore corporation has a new owner and he cannot access the assets.”


“At which point he’s going to realize that he cannot afford
that fancy lawyer he’s got,” Agent Peters said.  “I like the way you think. 
We’ll make a real investigator out of you yet.”


Matthew laughed.  “I want to be a computer scientist, not a
cop.”


“Hey, everyone needs a hobby,” Emily said as she nudged
Matthew.


“Okay.  Let’s eat.  I’ll let you know when the kid’s next
visit is.”


“It’s supposed to be on Wednesday.  Anyway, that’s the time
the lawyer asked for.”


Agent Peters shook her head.  “You’re a real smart-ass aren’t
you?”


“Better than being a dumb-ass.”


◆ ◆ ◆


“Well?” Graham demanded when his son sat down opposite him in
the visitor room at the federal detention center.


Jerome Graham shook his head.  “Nothing.”


“What do you mean, nothing?”


“I couldn’t find it.  I got back a ‘no longer exists’ message
when I tried to log in.”


“Did you try contacting Vicente?”


“Yes.  He replied with a message saying the corporation I was
inquiring about no longer exists.  When I asked about the assets, he said
privacy laws prevented him from disclosing what happened to them.”


“Shit, how can this be happening?”


“I don’t know, but it looks like someone cleaned you out.  Is
there anywhere else I should look?”


“No, that’s everything.  The feds already seized all the
things I had in the house.  Now, there is some money the feds can’t touch. 
Your trust fund.”


“What trust fund?”


“Your mother set up a trust fund for you when she left.  You
turn eighteen next week.  Then you’ll have access to it.  There’s enough money
in it to pay for an attorney.  At least enough to pay for one to free up some
of my other assets.  I’ll pay you back.”


“She set up a trust fund for me?!  You said she just left!”


“She did!”


“Now I don’t believe you.”  Jerome stood up and turned to
leave.


“You little shit!” Graham pounded his fist on the glass.  The
deputy entered the room on Graham’s side and escorted him away.  Jerome shook
his head as he left.  “Serves the bastard right,” he muttered as he left.


Matthew’s curiosity was piqued so he followed Jerome out of
the custody center.   Jerome left his car at the MCC and walked two blocks to a
Mexican café.  Once he got a table, he pulled out his cell phone and dialed.


The call was answered with “Graham, Sawyers, and Associates.”


“Is Lara Graham in?”


“Just a moment, may I ask who’s calling?”


“Jerome Graham.”


“Jerome!  I’ve been worried about you.”


“Hi, Mom.  Sorry I haven’t called.”


“I understand.  How are you doing?”


“I’m staying with Dalton, they’re being nice.”


“I knew that.  Stacy keeps me updated on you.”


“Oh.  . . .  I should have figured that.  Dad told me about
the trust fund.”


“He had to.  You turn eighteen next week.”


“He wants to borrow money from it.”


“Jerome, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


“No shit!”


“Jerome!”


“Sorry.  I’m just so confused.”


“What can I do?”


“Were you telling the truth about him beating you up?”


“Yes.  I had to leave.  I was sure he’d kill me the next
time.”


“And the trust fund?”


“My half of the settlement.”


“So, he’s been lying to me the whole time.”


“I expect he has.”


“What should I do?”


“Stay with the Abramses, finish school, go to college.”


“You don’t want me to come live with you?”


“Of course I do.  But not in the middle of your senior year. 
I wouldn’t want you to do that.  I’ll be able to come visit.”


Matthew closed his portal.  He felt bad about listening in,
but he felt he needed to know what the story with Mr. Graham was.  The next
day, he let Agent Peters know that Mr. Graham would be in a perfect mood for
her upcoming visit.


◆ ◆ ◆


“Mr. Graham, I’m Agent Peters with the DEA and this is
Detective Vaughn with the San Diego Police.  We have a few questions.”


Graham blanched upon hearing Agent Peters’ name.  He stared
at her, unable to believe his eyes.


“I’m sorry, Mr. Graham, you look like you’ve seen a ghost. 
Is there something bothering you?”


“No, . . . no, just wondering what Detective Vaughn is here
for,” Mr. Graham said, struggling to regain his composure.


“And this is your lawyer, Mr. Malone?”


“Yes.”


Agent Peters read Mr. Graham his rights and had him sign a
card saying he understood them.


“We’re recording this interview.”


Mr. Graham snorted.  “Why do you keep wasting your time? 
I’ve told you I know nothing about any drugs.”


“We’ve heard you.  We now have some new evidence.  Maybe that
will jog your memory.”


Agent Peters pulled a plastic bag with the mailbox keys in
it.  “We discovered these keys in your house.”


“Never seen them.”  Graham’s lawyer touched him on the arm to
remind him to stay quiet.


“Interesting.  We have examined these mailboxes and found
more books with money in them.  We also found some teenagers that say a man
matching your description would come by once a week and have them go get his
mail for him.  One at each location matching one of these keys.  They said they
typically brought the man ten to twelve packages.


“Still nothing?  Well, we’ve traced the senders of those
packages, and they have made statements to the effect that they sent those
packages as payments for the drugs they received.  Those drugs were mailed
inside of shoeboxes just like the ones we found on the plane.  In fact, the
eight shoeboxes that we documented were on the plane were addressed to
mailboxes belonging to eight of these distributors.”


Mr. Graham just shook his head.


“We also have a Hector Velazquez, who will testify that he
was the one who shipped those shoeboxes on your orders.”


Mr. Graham just smiled.


“No, not that Hector Velazquez, but the one who stays with
his wife up in Thousand Oaks when he’s not off recruiting more dealers for
you.”  Matthew had done a quick look in the house in Thousand Oaks and found
men’s clothing, so Agent Peters was pretty confident in her bluff.  And by the
look on Mr. Graham’s face, she had nailed it.


“I assume the other Hector was your way of making sure that
Mr. Velazquez would be free to run errands for you while he was still on
parole.  And now, I’m sure it helps keep him off the radar.


“No, comment?  . . .”  Agent Peters smiled and waited a full
minute before continuing.


“We also made another interesting discovery at your home.” 
Agent Peters laid out four separate evidence bags.  Each of them had thirty to
forty pills in them.  “A very clever hiding place.  But we found it.  Now we
have a direct connection between you and the drugs.”


Mr. Graham gulped but still stayed silent.  His lawyer wasn’t
looking too happy.


“Now the last nail,” Matthew whispered to Emily.


“You know, when we tested these pills we discovered something
interesting.  Each bag contains counterfeit Oxycontin pills that are made with
Fentanyl.  And as expected, one of the bags contains pills that are identical
to the samples we pulled from the pallets on the plane before you destroyed
them.


“But what’s even more interesting is that the other three
bags contain pills of different strengths.  They’re different, but the pills in
each bag are identical to the other pills in that bag.  Now, one bag has pills
that are half the strength as the ones being sold by the dealers sending you
money.  Another has pills that are fifty percent stronger, and the last bag
contains pills that are six times stronger, guaranteed to kill anyone who takes
it.”


Now Graham was really sweating.


Detective Vaughn leaned forward.  “Now, that got my
attention.  You see, a woman was killed a few weeks ago.  We found a bottle of
pills that were a mixture of those four strengths.  Not a random distribution
of strengths that you might find from a poorly controlled process that most
street dealers use, but exactly the four strengths that were found in your
house.  And Ms. Frye was killed after taking one of those pills.”


“I’ve never met anyone named Frye,” Graham hissed, finally
breaking his silence.


“I’m sure you’ve never met.  But you are the one who
instructed Mr. Velazquez to take a package of pills and place it under the hood
of Ms. Frye’s car, right up against the windshield, along with a flyer to alert
her that the pills were there.  We have a surveillance video showing the pickup
that Mr. Velazquez drives making its way down the street where Ms. Frye lives.


“Now, he’s alternating between saying he didn’t know there
were drugs in the bag and saying that he didn’t drive down there, but how long
do you think it will take him to settle on one story?”  Detective Vaughn
pointed at the photographs that he’d laid on the table.  One showed the pickup
with the license plate clearly in view.  A second showed the driver wearing a
baseball cap and some glasses that helped to obscure his face.


Agent Peters slapped the table with her hand.  “You know, I
recognize that pickup.  It’s the same pickup that you drove to Dana Point
before you took the ferry to Catalina.  How much would you bet that your
fingerprints are in that pickup?  It’s pretty hard to recognize the driver
here.  Maybe Velazquez is telling the truth.  Maybe you drove down there and
dropped those drugs under Ms. Frye’s hood.  Detective Vaughn, what do you
think?”


“Maybe.  It makes sense that he wouldn’t want someone to be
able to tie him directly to the murder.  I’m sure Velazquez would be happy to
testify that Mr. Graham here borrowed his truck on the 13th of
September and returned it the next day.”


“I agree.  We should definitely pursue that line of
questioning with him.  Well, Mr. Graham, I think you and your Lawyer have a lot
to discuss.  I’m sure the federal prosecutor will be happy to help you
understand your situation vis-à-vis how the criminal prosecution will work
between the federal charges and the state charges.  They might even be able to
tell you about how your sentences would be handled, which facilities you’d
serve your time in.”


With that, Agent Peters and Detective Vaughn left the room.


“She nailed him.  Did you see that look on his face?!”
Matthew laughed and slapped the kitchen table.


“I did.  Do you think he’ll cop a plea before he finds out
they don’t have Hector in custody?”


“Maybe, but they definitely have enough to hold him for a
long time while they continue to search for Hector.  Sooner or later he’s going
to want to see his daughters.  Then they’ll have him.”







    Chapter 18


    Wrap Up

 

The next Friday, Matthew and Emily met with Agent Peters for
what they all hoped would be the last time.


“How are you two doing?”


“We’re doing fine; we’re on Christmas break.  We’ve finished
our term papers.  So life’s good,” Matthew said.  “How are you doing?”


“Good.  I assume you’ve heard that Graham has agreed to a
plea deal.”


“Not really, what did he plea to?”


“Second-degree murder and smuggling of illegal drugs.  The
federal prosecutor and the state prosecutor have agreed to recommend concurrent
sentences to be served in a federal penitentiary.  They’re asking for
twenty-five years.”


“Will the judges approve it?”


“Probably.”


“What about Hector?”


“Oh, you didn’t hear.  He came in.  Agreed to testify.”


“What will happen to him?”


“Five years.  He didn’t know Graham wanted to kill Frye.  He
just assumed he was closing the deal that was broken up at the Starbucks.”


“What about Dante?”


“We seized his money, although I suspect he has more hidden
somewhere.  He agreed to testify and took a three-year suspended sentence.”


“And Frankie?”


“Nobody wants to go after him.  Too big a mess.  The San
Diego Police don’t want to drag up the police brutality issue again.”


“Cool,” Emily said.  “Now, Matt, how about you tell us what
you did with the property in the Cayman Islands?”


“Umm . . .”


“Totally off the record,” Agent Peters said.  “I’m as curious
as Emily is.”


“Well, I moved the assets to a new digital corporation.  I
had Vicente send a notice to the four women that changes their terms of
employment.


“First: it tells them that their escrow will no longer be
getting payments and that they should at least wait the four weeks until the
first party defaults and it pays out.”


“You mean, Graham won’t be signing off on their carrying
money to his bank for him?”


“Yes, I think he’s otherwise engaged.”


“How much is there?” Agent Peters asked.


“The first woman, the blond, has a little over three hundred
thousand in the account.  She might opt to take the money and do something
else.  The second woman has about half that.  The third woman had seventy
thousand and the fourth woman has just over thirty.”


“So what else did you have him tell them?”


“He told them that the company is going to go back to
managing the properties as exclusive rentals.  They can still stay employed,
but the salary has been lowered to five thousand a month plus free use of the
guest house and the cars.  He’ll also cover legitimate expenses.  One car is to
be made available to the guests when there are any.  They are to maintain the
property, arrange cleaning after the guests leave.  They also get five percent
of whatever the company rents the place for, including if it’s just some party
event.”


“What about the one who’s having to manage the construction
of the house?”


“She gets an additional four thousand a month.”


“Do you think they’ll take it?” Emily asked.


“I bet they do for at least a year.  They would want
something lined up before they gave it up.  Also, they’re going to get vacation
time, so they’ll be able to travel.  They were tied to the property and the
banks, so no long trips.”


“Hey, it’s a sweet deal.  Maybe they can work on their
acting. There must be a theater in George Town,” Agent Peters said.  “You don’t
have another house you need to have managed do you?”


“Not yet, but there are four other properties that still need
to be developed.  Are you looking for a change?”


“Not really.  I’m the golden girl right now.  I’ll have to
see if I can live up to the reputation we just built.”


“And we’ll be happy to help.”


“Emily!”


“Don’t worry.  I want to avoid any skydiving.  But you might
be able to help me move some money around.”  Agent Peters gave them a
mischievous smile.


“What?!”


“There are few cartel leaders that might find their situation
a little more untenable if they suddenly lost all their offshore money.”


“I don’t know,” Matthew shook his head.


“Just think about it.”


“Come on Matt.  You’d like it.  You’re like a real James
Bond.  You even have four gorgeous women working for you.  Don’t you agree,
Barb?”


“Well, Matt is tall, dark, and handsome.  I think he’d make a
good James Bond.”






  
    Afterword


    Thanks for reading Stone Investigations!


    I hope you’ve enjoyed the fourth book in the Stone Series.    As a self-published author, the one thing you can do that will
help me the most is to leave a review and / or follow me on BookBub, Goodreads, or Amazon.


    The story will continue.
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