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CHAPTER ONE
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“I won’t call the police, I won’t call the police, I won’t call the police!” Luc silently promised the man holding the gun.

Luc was in the parking garage under the Ballantree Hotel when the smoked silver limousine cruised in. Luc was a procurer. A client had hired him to procure a limousine. He was scoping out a limousine belonging to one of the local car hire services which housed its fleet on the main level of the garage.

Luc had never met his client in person or even spoken to him on the phone, even though he had accepted contracts from him in the past. The client always worked through an intermediary, which was the way Luc preferred it. His ability to do what he did while staying alive and free depended on being able to be invisible. There were two groups of people in the city he wanted nothing to do with. He didn’t even want them to know he existed. One was anyone in law enforcement. The other was anyone in the higher echelons of organized crime.

Luc’s client was a fastidious man who had listed a number of particular requirements for the limo to be procured for him. One of the limos belonging to the car hire service possessed most of them, so Luc was examining it when the silver stretch entered and headed up the ramp. It was several years newer than the car service machines and had been manufactured by a company with a reputation for building the highest quality cars and customizing them to suit the buyer. As a result, they were so expensive only a select few could afford them. His client would be pleased if Luc could procure him one, provided it had the features he had specified.

The sound told him the limo had stopped on the second level. The night security lights were only able to illuminate the lanes between the lines of parked cars, and that only dimly. It was no trouble for Luc to slip into the deep shadows next to the concrete pillar about fifteen feet from the car. The ability to move silently and unseen was a valuable asset to a procurer and Luc had honed the skill to a fine edge.

The driver and the man in the front passenger seat emerged from the vehicle. They stood for a moment scanning the area before the driver walked around the front of the car to join the man on the passenger side. Luc stayed still despite, or maybe because, of the chill that ran down his spine. He didn’t recognize either of the men, but he did recognize what they were. They were muscle. They weren’t the low-level leg breakers to be found collecting for loan sharks or picking up protection money from small businesses. No, these were a more rarified version. They wore two-thousand-dollar suits tailored to fit perfectly to hide their shoulder holsters, sported three-hundred-dollar haircuts, wore handmade Italian leather shoes, and could be found in the company of powerful men and beautiful women of a certain type. Their methods might be, in general, less crude than those of street level muscle, but they would kill you just as dead.

Satisfied they were alone, the driver moved to the rear passenger door and opened it for the single passenger. A tall, lean man dressed in an even better suit than his companions stepped out, his face shadowed by a handsome fedora.

“Oh no, oh no, oh no! I’ve got to get out of here!” Luc’s mind screamed in panic. He clamped down hard on the urge to run. Any sound, any movement, could be fatal. Despite the hat shading his face, Luc recognized this one. Harlan Cade was one of the most powerful men in the city, possibly in the state. To most people he was a benevolent figure, an immensely wealthy, generously philanthropic man prominent in city affairs. He worked hard at generating and maintaining that image. It masked the darker side of his activities.

“Where is he?” Cade asked the man by the passenger door. “He said he’d be here at two o’clock. It’s that now.”

“I don’t know, sir. Should I have a look on the other levels?”

“No. We’ll wait five minutes. If he’s not here by then, we’ll go, and he can forget about whatever deal he wanted to discuss.”

“Maybe that’s him now, sir. I hear a car coming up the ramp,” the driver, who had moved behind Cade, announced.

“Funny,” Luc thought. “I don’t hear any car and I’m a lot closer to the ramp than he is.”

Cade apparently didn’t hear a car either. What he heard was the slight rasp of metal against leather as his two companions drew their guns. He didn’t appear to be surprised, either. What he was, was fast…very fast and very accurate. Cade threw himself forward and down. When he landed, he rolled to his right and fired twice with the gun that had appeared in his left hand.

Startled, Luc clapped his hands over his ears to deaden the clamor of the shots echoing off of the concrete, and he may have made a small sound. If he did, it was drowned in the noise of the gunfire. He concentrated on staying still, fighting the shaking that wanted to take over his body and the almost overpowering urge to scream. Terror boiled through him as he watched Cade rise to his feet and approach the two corpses, gun at the ready. Only after he was sure they were dead did he holster the weapon. He straightened his topcoat, resettled his fedora, turned, and walked down the ramp. He was smiling.

Luc stayed crouched in the shadows until his heart quit hammering and his legs stopped shaking before he slipped away. He didn’t approach the limousine. It was definitely not going to be the one he procured for his client. And no, he wouldn’t be calling the police to report the shooting either, not even anonymously. He had just watched the man who, as both police commissioner and overlord of organized crime in the city, headed both categories of people he didn’t want to know about him, kill two men.

He took precautions leaving the parking garage. He was sure nobody knew he was there but took precautions anyway. There was no way he was leaving by the garage entrance. He didn’t want someone on the street to see him come out and be able to describe him later.

The Ballantree Hotel is twelve stories of high-end luxury, but like any hotel, has low end areas. The laundry and kitchen, along with mechanical spaces, rank among them. Luc slipped from shadow to shadow across the garage and down to its lowest level. From there he found his way through an employee stairwell to a door a few steps past the laundry and slipped into the delivery area. All the doors were kept locked but that meant nothing to Luc. If he wanted in, he would get in. As for security cameras, they didn’t bother him either. He knew how to avoid them.

He found a secluded space between two piles of boxes near the loading dock doors and stayed in it until the first delivery of the day. When he spotted his chance, he walked out, dropped off the loading dock, crossed the alley diagonally, strolled through the back door of the diner fronting the street behind the hotel, and entered the men’s room.

He looked, accurately, like a man who had just been to the men’s room as he took a seat in a booth, but he didn’t look like the man who had entered the men’s room. He was starved, having eaten nothing since early the previous evening. He ordered eggs, sausage, hash browns, toast with jelly, and coffee. As he ate, he listened to the sirens announcing the arrival of police at the hotel. Someone had found the two dead men and the abandoned limousine. Half an hour later he strolled out of the diner and made his way home.

Home for Luc was three rooms in a rehabbed warehouse down by the old Water Town docks. Many years ago, after sitting abandoned for a time, it had been converted into a rabbit warren of small apartments. Luc could afford better, but liked the place because it was secluded and, like a rabbit warren, had multiple exits. He headed straight for his bed, crawled in, and stayed there until late afternoon.

Once up, showered, dressed, and having fixed and eaten a ham sandwich and a bowl of warmed-over chili, Luc turned on the screen to the local news. The lead story was the killings at the Ballantree Hotel. The victims had been identified as local hoodlums reportedly working for the Anthony Taprion family, one of the three crime families active in Morgan City. No witnesses had been found and there was nothing useful on the garage security cameras according to a police spokesman. When the report moved on to other news, Luc turned the screen off. He had to think. He brewed a pot of coffee and settled down to the task.

Morgan City is a large, sprawling place populated by three quarters of a billion people. About a hundred and fifty years earlier it had been a clean, prosperous place, and much smaller. Then oil was discovered offshore, and people started to flock in. Oil derricks still stretched along a hundred miles of shoreline. As the city grew, so did crime. Soon organized crime moved in. A precarious balance was maintained for many years before a turf war pared the crime families down to three who divided the city among them. The situation remained stable for fifty years, then gradually the families found themselves falling under the influence of, for want of a better word, an overlord; a single man with the power and influence to squash any of them whenever he wanted. Known as Mr. K., he was a shadowy figure whose true identity was known to only a handful of carefully picked men. Luc knew only because he had overheard two of them talking while he hid in a closet. He’d been in the process of fulfilling a contract for a specific piece of art when he was interrupted by the arrival of the two men, neither of whom should have been there at that time. Since then, he had taken great care to give a wide berth to anything involving Mr. K. or Harlan Cade. Until now, and that was hardly his fault. It could, however, be his problem.

He didn’t think anyone knew he had been in the Ballantree parking garage. He knew he had evaded the security cameras, but it wasn’t beyond possibility that someone had noticed him in the area before he entered the garage, and the delivery truck driver and his partner as well as the hotel delivery room crew had seen him. He had helped unload some of the delivery from the truck before he saw his opportunity and slipped away. The truckers thought he worked for the hotel and the hotel crew thought he was one of the truckers, or so he hoped, but if questions were asked one of them might remember him. He wasn’t too worried about that, either, since he always worked in disguise, and the man who helped unload the truck bore little resemblance to the one who ate breakfast in the diner or to his actual appearance. Still, maybe it would be best to lay low for a while. But he had a contract for a limousine he had to fulfill. What to do? Finally, he decided to stay close to home for a couple of days, then move his search for the limousine to another part of the city.

He spent much of the next two days working at his other profession, the one that produced most of his income. He had been writing highly successful gothic romance novels under the name Victoria Kinley for over twenty years. Only a few people knew that Victoria Kinley was a pen name. Luc was a little ashamed of writing romance novels. His father had expressed the opinion that writing was no occupation for a man when he had first started writing short stories, very bad short stories, when he was twelve. His older brother had been inclined to bully him about it. In the years since he had left home, his writing skills had greatly improved. His relationship with his family hadn’t.

While he worked, Luc kept a close watch on the media reports. They contained nothing to alarm him. No mention was made of anyone having been seen at the scene at the relevant time. The third day saw him on the other side of the city checking out the cars in one of the wealthier sections.

The Stonebridge area was populated by highly paid professional people; doctors, bankers, lawyers, and such; and those involved in highly successful businesses; owners, CEOs, and so on. There was also a scattering of those who lived on family money they did nothing to earn or deserve, and with which they did nothing constructive. These were Luc’s target population. He had no respect for anyone who wouldn’t work no matter how much money they had.

He spent several days making his choice. There were two vehicles that would suit his client very well and since they were both owned by idle men who spent their time playing instead of working, they suited Luc too. The final decision was made when he learned that the owner of one would be leaving town in a few days with his family and would be gone for several weeks. On the morning they left, a man approached the doorman of the Linden Creek Apartment building and was admitted.

“Good morning, Mr. Carver,” the security guard manning the desk greeted, recognizing the personal assistant of the tenant of one of the penthouses.

“Good morning, Randall. Fine morning, isn’t it?”

“Beautiful. How may I help you this morning, sir?”

“I need to get some documents from his apartment for Mr. Antonelli. He sent me this fax as authorization,” he said, handing a piece of paper to the guard.

“I’ll clear you up,” the guard stated after reading the message and handing it back. “Use elevator C.”

“Thank you.”

The man who looked like Carver moved at a sedate pace to the elevator. He rode to the seventeenth floor with a nanny and the toddler in her charge who were just returning from an outing, reached the twentieth floor, and admitted himself to a penthouse that was not tenanted by Mr. Antonelli.

Luc smiled with satisfaction as he moved the powerful telescope in front of the large window and trained it on his target’s house half a mile away. The man who lived in this penthouse was an amateur astronomer who spent many hours gazing at the stars through his telescope when he was at home. At the moment, he was away on business and wasn’t expected home for another week. The housekeeper came in twice a week when he was gone and had been there the day before. As for Mr. Antonelli’s personal assistant, he was traveling with his employer so if someone happened to mention the incident, Carver would be in the clear. Anyway, Luc wouldn’t be in Mr. Antonelli’s apartment at all, and there would be no evidence that he had been in this one.

Luc watched his target leave with his family accompanied by the children’s nanny, his wife’s social secretary and their personal security, noted the presence of the neighborhood security patrol, and surmised they would be keeping an extra watch on the place. Making sure there was no evidence of his presence, he left, giving the guard at the security station a smile, and tipping the doorman a twenty for getting him a cab which he had drop him at the largest of the four ground transportation hubs in the city. The personal assistant walked in the main door and an entirely different, totally nondescript man walked out one of the others a short time later.

Luc spent the next four days in his target’s neighborhood, appearing at various times from early morning to late evening using various disguises, studying the security patrol pattern, the comings and goings of the neighbors, gardeners, maintenance people, delivery people, and random others. The random others were the only ones who concerned him. He checked the response time of the security patrol at his target by hiring a young man to shove a firecracker in the lock on the gate and set it off. This triggered the gate alarm and brought the security patrol. He watched from a distance through excellent binoculars, as the patrol arrived within four minutes, checked the premises, determined there was no one on the grounds and no damage to the gate or lock, and reset the alarm.

Finally, he was ready. On the night he chose, the moon was only a sliver in the sky occasionally peeking through heavy clouds threatening rain. He left his apartment dressed in black slacks, a white shirt, a light blue windbreaker, and looking like himself. After entering and leaving several bars, which were virtually the only businesses still open at that time of night, he was dressed completely in black. His hair had also turned black, and he had grown a heavy mustache of the same color.

He was invisible as he approached his target, slipping from shadow to shadow around the edge of the open park behind the house. Stonebridge is a gated community with each individual property surrounded by its own walls and fences but the open parkland behind the community can be accessed from many points. Luc took his time, stopping after each movement to look and listen. It took him well over an hour to reach the back wall of the target house.

There was a large oak tree standing a few feet from the wall. He climbed it, edged along a large branch hanging over the wall, and dropped into the garden. It amused him that anyone would live behind gates and walls but leave such a handy way to get in.

The garden was neatly kept and beautiful, even in the dark, with the scent of flowers perfuming the air and the tinkling of a fountain in one corner. Flagstone paths cut through the grass leading to seating areas. He avoided them; too open; and kept to the shadows walking on the grass, being careful to avoid the dirt and mulch in the flower beds. He had to cross a short open stretch along the back of the garage, which he did in a fast, crouching run. He had lock picks at the ready but didn’t have to use them. The rear door was unlocked. He opened it just far enough to slip through knowing there was no alarm system on the garage. The house was another story, but he wasn’t interested in the house. Using a penlight shaded by his hand, he looked around.

“What the…!” he said, so shocked he forgot himself and spoke aloud. The limousine wasn’t there. It should have been at the end of the row of cars. He noted the small, fast, Dasher XL sports car, the sedate Coghill sedan favored by the target’s wife, and the muscular Rochstahl SUV, but no limousine. He stood there staring, not believing it. He had made a mistake. He never made mistakes.

It felt like he stood there frozen for hours, but it was only ten or fifteen seconds before his mind started functioning again. He needed to get out of there. His body’s inclination was to run. His mind shut that thought down immediately. That would be an excellent way to get caught. No, he had to go out as carefully as he had come in. By the time he was back over the wall and on the other side of the park, he was drenched. It had started to rain while he was in the garage. He made it home just before dawn, meeting his neighbor, Nelda, at the front door.

“Hey Luc, what have you been up to? You look like a drowned rat,” Nelda said peering from under her umbrella.

“Why thanks, Nelda. And you’re beautiful as always.”

They both laughed. He gave her a kiss on the cheek and escorted her to her apartment. Nelda and Luc had known each other since he moved into his apartment over twelve years before. Nelda was a big lady, not fat, just big. She was past her prime, knew it, and didn’t let it bother her. She still earned her way as a prostitute and did a pretty good business. Luc had given her some business himself from time to time and could tell you she was good at her work.

“She’s probably right,” Luc thought with a chuckle, unlocking his own door. “I’ve been described as mousy. Soaked like this, I probably do look like a drowned rat.”

He started coffee first, then skinned out of his wet clothes and took a hot shower. That rain had been cold, and he had been out in it for hours. He drank the first cup of coffee while dressing in the warmest sweatpants and shirt he owned, then sat down with the second cup and went over every step of his plan and preparations for procuring the limousine. He had to find his mistake. He never made mistakes, but he had this time. He couldn’t rest until he figured it out. He downed two more cups of coffee, which were starting to make his stomach queasy, before he spotted it. He had seen the target’s party get into the limousine, seen the chauffeur drive away, and simply assumed he would return the car to the garage. He hadn’t waited around to see if that happened. Well, given his pretext for being where he was, he couldn’t really spare the time for that. But he also hadn’t checked to make sure it had happened. He shook his head, relieved to have figured it out but disgusted by his carelessness.

Luc finally listened to his queasy, growling, over-caffeinated stomach, and cooked himself a meal. While he ate, he considered his next move. The limousine could be in any of several places; long term parking at the air terminal, a service garage having some work done, or any other damn place the chauffeur had taken it. Either of the last two options put it out of reach so they weren’t even worth considering. His only chance to procure it was if it was parked at the air terminal. If it wasn’t there, he’d have to start all over again. He was tempted to go check right then, but thought better of it, realizing that he was tired and upset with himself which was not a good combination to work with.

The next morning, he strolled through the interminable secure long-term parking lot at the air terminal he suspected his target had used. If it wasn’t there; he’d have to check the other air terminals. With a sense of relief, he spotted it near the end of a row. He didn’t approach. Strolling away, he moved toward the terminal, passing and nodding to a roving airport security patrol. He always sweated a little when he had to pass close to security when he was working, but had long ago learned that if you acted like you belonged wherever you were they would leave and ignore you.

He wasn’t going to wait any longer. He was getting jumpy. He wanted to get the contract fulfilled and lay low for a while. A couple of hours after his stroll through the terminal lot, a uniformed chauffeur arrived at the lot entrance by cab, walked purposely to the limousine, and seemed to have a little trouble unlocking the door but accomplished it quickly enough to avoid drawing attention, and got in. A few minutes later the chauffeur had paid the fee for the time the limousine had been parked in the lot and driven away. Luc had delivered the limousine to his client’s intermediary, received his payment, and was safely home, relieved but exhausted, before dark.


CHAPTER two

[image: Image]

“I know, Harlan, he’s a piece of shit, but my sister loves him and he does treat her well. I have to give him that. He’s really upset and raising hell about his limousine being stolen. Is there anything you can do?”

“When was it stolen?”

“Last week. He discovered it on Friday when they got back from Atalata. He’d left it in the secure long term parking lot at the air terminal.”

“Dave, you know long term parking at the air terminals is the easiest place for a thief to steal a car from. Even the secured lot isn’t difficult if you know what you’re doing. Did he report it?”

“Yes. He reported it right away. He said an officer came out and took the report but didn’t seem optimistic about recovering the car. Apparently, he wasn’t very polite to the officer when he was told that. He’s still ranting about how the police in this city are incompetent and uncaring about a citizen’s rights. I’m not sure what a citizen’s rights has to do with his car being stolen, and I know your officers are perfectly competent.”

“Thanks, Dave. The officer was right. The chances of recovering the car are slim to non-existent. I’ll tell you why. Most car thieves don’t steal limousines. They go for vehicles they can get rid of quickly, either by shipping them out of the city or selling them to a chop shop. Occasionally, we get a crew stealing certain types of cars on order to be shipped out of the country, but they’re usually after sports models or certain types of SUV’s. I don’t think we’ve ever had a rash of stolen limousines in all the years I’ve been police commissioner. The person who stole your brother-in-law’s limo undoubtedly took it for a specific purpose and it’s long gone by now.”

“Okay, Harlan. I told him I’d talk to you about it. I appreciate you listening.”

“Tell you what, Dave. I’ll look into it; talk to my people; see if there’s anything else that can be done. Tell your brother-in-law he’ll hear from me in a few days. I doubt I’ll have good news for him but it might get him off your back.”

“Thanks, Harlan. I’ll tell him. I owe you one. I can’t stand the man myself, but I put up with him for my sister’s sake.”

Cade escorted his visitor to his office door. As Dave left the outer office, he heard Cade ask his administrative aide to get the police chief on the phone. The call went through promptly.

“Good morning, commissioner, what can I do for you?”

“Good morning, chief. I need to know about a limousine that was reported stolen last Friday. Apparently, it was lifted from secure long-term parking at one of the air terminals. Can you bring me up to date?”

“I’m not familiar with that one, commissioner. Give me an hour to review the file and talk to the officer who handled it.”

“Good. I’ll see you in my office in an hour.”

Cade spent the hour dealing rapidly with a series of reports and requests. He was leaning back in his chair with a cigar and a cup of coffee when Chief Pearson arrived.

“Coffee, Chief?”

“No thank you, Commissioner. I’m over caffeinated already this morning.”

“All right. Sit down and tell me what you found out about the stolen limousine.”

Chief Pearson sat, taking a small notebook from his pocket, and opening it to a page marked by a paper clip. Glancing at the page, he began, “Mr. Sterling Morse reported his limousine missing from secure long-term parking at the Aptow Air Terminal at four forty-seven last Friday afternoon. Officer Hadrow took the report. Per Mr. Morse, he and his family had been in Atalata for two weeks and returned on the three o’clock flight. He had arranged for his chauffeur, one Darvin Peck, to meet them at the arrival terminal with the car. The chauffeur went to pick up the car and found it missing. He contacted terminal security to report it. He met Mr. Morse and his family at the arrival terminal and reported the incident to his employer. He had taken the initiative to arrange alternate transport for them. Mr. Morse elected to have his family taken home while he stayed behind and raised holy hell with terminal security according to officer Hadrow. Terminal security advised him to make an official police report, which he did.”

“Officer Hadrow spoke with the head of terminal security who was already reviewing video of the previous two weeks. They determined that on the afternoon of Wednesday, the twelfth, the limousine had been driven from the lot by a man in a chauffeur’s uniform who paid the parking fee and turned east on terminal road. The case was then turned over to Detective Walters who determined that the man driving the car was not the Morse’s chauffeur. The driver was shorter and slenderer than Mr. Peck, and appeared older. Detective Walters also spoke with the attendant on duty that Wednesday afternoon. He didn’t recall the incident until he was shown the security footage. He stated he hadn’t paid much attention to the driver, who seemed just like any of the other uniformed drivers he deals with regularly. It seems a number of wealthy people leave their cars in the secure long-term lot when they fly. Even those who employ chauffeurs do it instead of having the car taken home and brought back when they return.”

“From what we could tell from the video, the driver was not above average height, with short gray hair and a gray mustache, dark eyes, and tobacco-stained teeth. He was wearing leather driving gloves.”

“Detective Walters interviewed a number of other air terminal employees but obtained no further useful information. One security patrolman mentioned seeing a man near the limousine earlier on the day of the theft, but he didn’t fit the description of the man on the video, and was walking toward the terminal carrying a small bag. An APB and description of the limousine and the driver were issued with no further developments. The case is open and Detective Walters is continuing to pursue it, but he’s not hopeful of being able to recover the vehicle.”

“Commissioner, is there something special about this case I should know about?”

“No, Chief, nothing special. I’m just doing a favor for a friend. Mr. Morse is Dave Pinscher’s brother-in-law. Dave is on the city council and a strong supporter of the department. Mr. Morse is complaining bitterly about the loss of his car. Dave promised he’d ask me to look into it. Now I have, and can tell Mr. Morse we are continuing to investigate. Mr. Morse is the type who thinks he’s more important than he is, and should be accorded every consideration right from the top.”

“We aren’t, by the way, having a rash of stolen limousines, are we?”

“No, sir. This and the one found in the Ballantree garage are the first in over a year. That one has been returned to its owner. Our car thieves have been going mostly for sports models lately. We’ve been working on the theory that a ring is collecting vehicles to ship overseas. We now know who’s running the ring and will be shutting them down tonight. We also have a steady trickle of SUV thefts, about one every three to four weeks. The detectives working on that think it’s just a couple of guys selling them to chop shops but haven’t been able to run them down yet. The limousine doesn’t appear to tie in with any of the other vehicle thefts we’ve been seeing.”

“Why would anyone steal a limousine? Limos are conspicuous and not very many people own them. I wouldn’t think it would be easy to get rid of one. I told Dave Pinscher that it was probably stolen for a specific purpose, but I don’t know how accurate that is.”

“It’s probably pretty close to the mark, Commissioner. My guess, and it’s only a guess; it was taken on order by a procurer.”

“A procurer? I didn’t think there were any procurers still working in the city. That’s kind of a specialized niche, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is. There have never been more than a handful of procurers and most of them are in prison or dead, but there are still a couple active in the city. We’ve identified one and a couple of our undercover guys have been keeping a close eye on him. We’ll catch him in the act one of these days. We don’t have any idea of the other one’s identity. He’s very careful. Rumor has it he’s considered the best of the best at what he does. We’ve heard vague rumors about him for at least fifteen years. According to the rumors, he never has personal contact with a client. If you want to hire him, you put the word out on the street and, eventually, he’ll contact you, or he won’t. Allegedly, he’s very particular about the jobs he accepts, and never leaves a trace of evidence behind.”

“That’s interesting. If he doesn’t have personal contact with his client, how does he deliver whatever he’s contracted to procure and get paid?”

“I don’t know the complete answer to that but apparently he sets up delivery through an intermediary and is paid the same way. Rumor has it he uses a variety of different middlemen. They may not even know who he is.”

“Interesting. See if you can find out anything more about him, would you, Chief? I wonder if he’s associated with any of the crime families.”

“I really doubt it, sir. I believe he’s independent, but I’ll have some of my undercover guys nose around a bit.”

“Good. Let me know what you come up with.”

After escorting Chief Pearson out of his office, Cade locked the door and went to a panel on the left hand wall. He touched a spot one inch from the left of center and one inch down from the corner at a forty-five degree angle. A panel slid open to reveal a shallow recess containing a telephone. Cade dialed a number, spoke briefly to the person who answered on the first ring, hung up, and closed the panel. Fifteen minutes later he gave his administrative aide a sealed envelope and asked her to give it to a man who would arrive within ten or fifteen minutes, identify himself as Charles, and ask for it.

With that accomplished, he poured himself another cup of coffee, sat behind his desk, and thought about procurers. He recalled that during his childhood and teen years there had been a couple dozen men calling themselves procurers operating in the country. They were thieves, the best thieves in the business. Several had belonged to the same family, or so it had been rumored.

Procurers didn’t consider themselves thieves. They stole things; they stole things all the time, but they considered themselves businessmen. Cade hadn’t heard anything about procurers for a long time and had believed the breed had died out. A procurer, he thought with a trace of a smile, could be useful. He would have to see about acquiring the services of this mysterious man once he was identified. And he was sure he would be able to identify the man, either through the law enforcement establishment or the criminal underworld. Once he knew who the procurer was, he would arrange for him to become one of Mr. K’s assets.

Chief Pearson trudged down the hall from Cade’s office, pausing at the head of the stairs to glance back at the open door of the outer office. Pearson was troubled. He had been a cop for most of his life. He had entered the police academy straight out of high school and graduated slightly above the middle of his class. He had spent nearly twenty-five years in uniform, starting as a foot patrolman walking a beat in the east warehouse district. He knew the area called Water Town intimately.

Through hard work and diligent effort, he had ascended through the ranks to the position of assistant chief before stepping into the chief’s role eight years before when the former chief retired. Although not considered a bright light, something Cade liked about him, Pearson was observant and detail oriented.

Several years into his tenure as chief he had started to notice a pattern. At first it was faint and tenuous, but as he followed it he became suspicious that someone in the police department was tipping criminals about planned raids, ongoing investigations, and other police activities. Not being naive, he knew this type of thing was common in the force, and had been instrumental in weeding out a number of officers and detectives who had been padding their not very generous pay with money from the underworld. But the pattern he was following was different. In trying to follow the faint trail, he realized he was up against someone other than a duty patrol officer or the usual corrupt detective. He was up against someone with brains and, to his irritation, had actually started to admire the man. In the last year he had started to wonder if Commissioner Cade could be the man he was hunting. He didn’t have much in the way of evidence; nothing really; just a feeling and a few tantalizing hints.

Pearson barged through the door of Robbery Division like a small tank, which he resembled, being barely taller than the minimum height for police officers, sturdy of build with heavily muscled shoulders and arms. With his head thrust forward he caught the attention of every officer in the room. He rumbled into the office of the lieutenant in charge of the division without the elemental courtesy of knocking on the closed door. Lieutenant Bowerman rose from behind his desk, glanced at the chief, and returned his gaze to the detective with whom he had been meeting.

“Carry on, Jack,” he told the detective. “We’ll continue this later.”

“Sure, Lieutenant.” Detective Jack Sanders rose and walked out with a nod to Chief Pearson, closing the door behind him.

“What can I do for you, Bob?” Bowerman asked gesturing the chief to a chair.

“Sorry for the interruption, Tom. You have a raid planned for this evening on the car theft ring. Is everything in place?”

“Yes. Detectives Kim and Johnson are
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