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      Thriller: a work of fiction or drama designed to hold the interest by the use of a high degree of intrigue, adventure, or suspense.

      - Merriam-Webster

      

      Back in 1995, I saw Devil in a Blue Dress. I remember feeling so smart because this was the first time I had read the book before I saw the movie it was based on. I picked up the novel by Walter Mosley when I heard the movie was coming out. I wasn’t a big reader at the time, but the idea that there was a BLACK hero written by a BLACK author…man, that was too good to let pass.

      There I was, watching Denzel Washington and Don Cheadle, comparing what was in the movie and not in the book and vice versa. I had no idea what I was watching was nothing short of history. At that time, there weren’t very many African American male heroes. To my knowledge, there weren’t very many other authors like Mosley. That’s not to say they don’t exist. Black authors have been penning tales for Black readers throughout the history of the Union. But try to find them? Today? Good luck with that.

      Most Black heroes were relegated to the role of sidekick or ‘reformed’ criminal. Their primary purpose was, quite frankly, to die. His death would motivate the hero, usually a white man, to seek revenge or justice for his poor dead friend. Sometimes the Black hero was a mirror image of his white counterpart serving in the same military unit or coming up in the ranks of the police department…but for some reason, our Black hero just isn’t as good as the white lead. This was especially true in the movies.

      Since that time, Black readership has increased and in response, so has the number of black writers. Like so many endeavors, the road has been long and hard. Most books written by Black authors have been in the genre of romance, history and tales of the struggle. Most were written by Black women for Black women, and all of these are worthwhile achievements. Think of how poorer the world would be without the likes of Maya Angelou, Toni Morrison or Terry McMillan.

      Such was the state of affairs for the Black action hero in the latter half of the 20th Century – guys who look like me…. especially in books. Sure, in the movies we got a Denzel or a Wesley or a Will – never at the same time, but that’s another issue – but in the printed form our best bet was the sidekick.

      Of course, there were exceptions: a pair of very famous heroes have cemented their impressions onto the American psyche; to be fair, it was mostly due to their movie presence. John Shaft and Alex Cross are definitely well known African American literature heroes. However, in both cases, they were created by white men, Ernest Tidyman and James Patterson, respectively.

      But, as Willie Hutch and Public Enemy said, brothers gonna work it out.

      A casual stroll through Amazon’s ‘thriller’ or ‘action’ novels with the search option of ‘Black author’ added, you get a result consisting mostly of Black female authors and even an occasional white author either writing about Black characters or having the word ‘Black’ in the title.

      Still, very few brothers.

      When I started my writing journey, all I wanted was to tell my story. To share with the world my particular brand of thriller and adventure. I have been influenced by famous characters, like Mike Hammer, Sam Spade, James Bond and, of course, John Shaft (Mr. Gordon Parks’ version, of course) and my own life experiences growing up in Detroit and as an Air Force officer. I’ll pause here to say I am very disappointed the late, great Mr. Carl Weathers’ character, Action Jackson, never got a sequel (Dangerous Passion doesn’t count). I won’t bore you with the details of the horrors of trying to get my book noticed. I knew being a Black writer…a Black male writer…a Black male writer in a genre dominated by white male authors like Tom Clancy, Lee Childs and Clive Cussler would be a tough nut to crack. To say it was a lonely path is a mastery of understatement.

      So, one day, minding my own business, scrolling through social media, I came across a Black author writing a thriller book in a similar vein as mine. After bumping into him a few times, I thought to reach out to him – find out if he was having as hard a time as I. We talked and concluded, in the spirit of many hands make light work, maybe we should join forces. Soon, we encountered other like-minded brothers in the same genre. These brothers ultimately became the Collective.

      As I hope you’ll discover as you read the stories in this anthology, the mission of the Collective is to present male African American heroes in a positive light. While forming this collaboration, there were few rules as to what the content of each story should be. Two of them were, the story had to be a thriller or adventure tale and, most importantly, the main character had to have agency and not be a victim of society. He had to stand for something.

      So tasked, the brothers united have met and exceeded these requirements. In the upcoming pages, you will encounter no less than three hard-boiled detectives crafted by myself, fellow Detroiter, Johnathan Staley, and Alex Cage. Ryan D. Patterson Sr. has cranked out a psychological nail biter while Steven Van Patten has produced a tale of magic and mayhem.

      Our efforts are to present to you, dear reader, an alternate view of characters, situations, and theme common in the thriller genre. We’re not against anyone or are writing to get back at oppression, perceived or real. Our goal is to share our stories with you. We hope you enjoy this journey into our Collective.

      

      James H. Roby
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          A New Deal

        

      

    

    
      Yo, Tyler!”

      It always happened like this. Always right after midnight. They would come. This time, however, it would be different. Tyler Cooper was not interested in what would happen next but he might as well get it over with. He looked at his phone before answering. It was just after four AM, and as usual, his third shift crew was done with their assigned work.

      He left his cubicle just off the factory floor and headed for the building’s rear. One of the crew members was rolling up the garage door and as expected, a Cadillac Escalade came into view. A quick trio of bursts from sounded the horn. The other five guys on the shift smiled and clapped their hands. The Caddy’s appearance always meant they were about to get paid.

      “Hey, what’s this?” Harold Garfield asked.

      He looked at Cooper as an unexpected vehicle backed up to the entrance just behind the Caddy. He had been with Samson Industrial Works longer than anyone else. He probably should have been the shift supervisor, but Cooper had an associate degree. In any case, the others looked at him as the second in command.

      Cooper stared for a moment as the trailer of a semi breached the rear of the building. Realizing Harold was expecting an answer, Cooper merely shrugged his shoulders. He walked over to the driver side of the Caddy just as Sabastian bounded out. The other three doors of the vehicle opened as the usual crew appeared. They were Sabastian’s guys and like him, they were all muscle-bound. Two of them were white and the last guy was black.

      “Hey, fellas,” Sabastian said as his hand went up in a wave to the third shift crew of Samson Industrial. “Relax. Relax. They’re with me.”

      As he made the announcement, two more giants came out of the semi like a pair of ghosts floating in from the dark. They came into the brightly lit floor of the factory but their twin dour expressions did nothing to relax the crew.

      “Relax,” Sabastian said again.

      He walked over to a pair of shipping containers just as he had done every other time he visited Loveland, Ohio. Cooper fell in step beside him. As he had done during every visit, he lifted the lid of the chest high containers. Within and beneath thick styrofoam were five handguns; the second box had the exact same contents. Sabastian lifted one of the weapons and sighted into an empty corner.

      “Beautiful,” he said, nodding slowly in appreciation of the fine craftsmanship of the polymer weapon.

      He looked over to the night crew. They had formed a line several feet away, awaiting their customer’s judgment.

      “Just beautiful.” Sabastian extended his arm and gave the weapon a gentle shake. “This right here is a freaking work of art.”

      Harold and the others laughed and gave each other self-congratulatory hi-fives.

      Sabastian turned to Cooper and asked, “So, what? Ten?” It wasn’t really a question but a bit of theater.

      “Yeah,” Cooper said. “Just like always.”

      Sabastian tapped the barrel of the weapon on the side of his head, his eyes going up to the ceiling.

      “Let’s say, though…let’s say I’d needed more. A lot more,” Sabastian said.

      Harold braved a step forward.

      “What cha’ talking about, Marty?”

      Sabastian whirled to Harold then back to Cooper.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Hundred…hundred fifty…”

      Harold looked back to the others, just as the crew was passing glances to each other. His broad face was still smiling but his eyes held nervousness. Their eyes all finally landed on Cooper.

      Trails of sweat appeared at Cooper’s temples, the first sign his mind was trying its best to warn his team of what was coming – but they just remained rooted in their spots.

      Harold said, “We can’t do that. We can crank out ten, no sweat. But any more than that the company will notice the missing material. Plus, the time…”

      Sabastian folded his arms across his black leather jacket. He nodded, sympathetic to the plight laid out before him. Cooper felt a pit in his stomach grow to unimaginable dimensions. He walked slowly until he was behind Sabastian. He knew what was coming, but that didn’t mean he wanted to see it.

      “I see your point,” Sabastian said.

      He returned the gun back to its case. As he did so, Cooper turned slightly to get a look at Sabastian. The look in his eye would haunt Cooper for the remainder of his days. Cold. Indifferent. Pitiless.

      Still looking at Cooper, Sabastian said, “Well, I guess we’ll just have to take the printers.”

      Cooper turned to face a far blank wall as noises of confusion and doubt came from his guys. This was all cut short with the explosion of automatic fire echoing from all round. Flashes of lights played across the walls in time with the deadly discharges. It only lasted a few seconds, but the roar of weapons intermixed with the screams of his friends seemed to go on forever.

      The horrible noises stopped and the echoes finally died. He knew what he’d see, all the same, something unnamed within him forced him to turn to verify. Without surprise, five dead bodies lie among streaks of crimson. A blueish haze lingered in the air like some sort of demented fog. Five men. Five men he knew, drank and laughed with. Just last week Harold had –

      “Ty!” Sabastian said.

      Cooper broke out of his trance. He turned and Sabastian was impossibly close, less than an inch from his face.

      Sabastian said, “What’s done is done. Now c’mon. We gotta get these printers loaded ‘fore the next shift.”

      Sabastian walked away and joined the men, busy with returning their weapons to their hiding places. He turned back to Cooper.

      “Unless, of course, you want the same thing to happen to them…” Sabastian said.

      It wasn’t a threat. It was a damn promise. Cooper headed to the two massive 3D printers and started the process of loading them onto the truck.
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          A Client Like No Other

        

      

    

    
      Jordan Noble looked at his latest potential client through the glass door of the main conference room. She sat in the middle of the table, three chairs to either side of her. He had many female clients, but it was absolutely no exaggeration he concluded this was the most unique. This wasn’t going to be just another morning in Detroit.

      The dress was brown and faded, loose strings appeared at its edge. Undoubtably a hand me down. Her hair sported six braids, each going a direction separate than the others. Her brow was furrowed and displayed an anger and what he was sure was sorrow. Jordan had never seen on the face of a girl who couldn’t be more than ten years old.

      Beneath the seat of her chair, her legs swung like children’s legs tend to do. A constant pace like the movement of a juvenile clock. Given the grim look on her face, it wasn’t due to anticipation, but a nervous energy held in check by a growing frustration. He looked before her and found a box, a cigar box by the look of it, resting on the table. Jordan started to contemplate the continued existence of this type of box when a pair of low heels click-clopped to a stop next to him. He took his first sip from his mug of Earl Grey as his executive secretary, Mrs. Steed briefed him on his tiny visitor.

      “She arrived before eight,” the Polish woman started. “I couldn’t just have her standing in front of the building so of course I let her in, appointment or no.”

      Jordan drew a breath as if to speak, but thinking wiser of it, sipped again from his cup.

      “Her name is Kiara Reynolds. She attends Munger Elementary Middle School of which she is in the fifth grade.”

      Jordan smiled. Mrs. Steed was his first and most valued employee. Unfortunately, or maybe fortunately, given her advanced age, she operated under the impression she was not only Jordan’s mother but just about everyone’s at the UrbanKnights Investigation and Security Services. And as such, he knew she believed she was aware of any and all questions Jordan could formulate before he could speak them to life. She was almost always right.

      “Did you contact the school?” Jordan asked.

      “Not yet, sir. I’m on my way to do just –”

      Jordan reached for the doorknob.

      “Not just yet, Mrs. Steed. Kids don’t ditch to go to an office unless there’s a good reason. See if you can find something for her to eat.”

      Mrs. Steed said ‘yes sir’ to Jordan’s back just as he closed the conference room door. Kiara’s legs stopped pulsating as Jordan entered. She didn’t smile as she put eyes on him, instead regarded him with a kind of disdain usually reserved for mortal enemies. Despite this, she was a pretty little girl with big deep brown eyes that practically screamed intelligence and wonder. She tracked him as he sat directly across the high polished oak table. Her nostrils flared in time with her breathing and Jordan was afraid she was going to mention a woman’s name he may have known ten years ago.

      “Hey. I’m Jordan Noble.”

      “I know who you are. Why you think I’m here?”

      Jordan’s chest sank. It was going to be like that. Well, at least at the closer distance, he didn’t see any resemblance.

      “All right, Kiara. Well, what is it I can do for you?”

      The little girl flinched at Jordan calling her by name. Turnabout and all that… It only took her a moment to recompose herself.

      “I want to find out who killed my daddy.”

      All the oxygen left the room. He was not expecting that. The harsh visage across the table was now understood.

      “I’m sorry. I-”

      “Don’t tell me you sorry! Everybody’s sorry! I want you to do something. Here!”

      She pushed the cigar box and it made just beyond the table’s center. From the rattling it produced in motion, Jordan reasoned it was more coins than bills inside. Kiara’s chest heaved under the faded dress. Tears filled her eyes and the gentlest of motion could cause them to fall. She didn’t need coddling or soothing. She needed justice. But she was still a child and Jordan couldn’t launch an investigation based on the explosive unpredictability of an emotional girl. And her apparent life’s saving on the table or not, he wasn’t having a child yelling at him.

      Jordan held up a finger.

      “Everyone gets one.”

      The sentence was delivered even and calm. There was no threat, only the statement of fact. For her part, Kiara’s emotion went from a ten to one hundred and eight. For a second. Jordan was still and looked directly at her – his brown eyes on hers. Kiara’s anger was like a raging inferno. But without any fuel to sustain it, it burned out instantly. She blew out a sigh and crossed her arms.

      “Sorry.”

      She spoke the word as if it cost her a measure of life.

      Inwardly, Jordan smiled but he kept his face at neutral, displaying no feeling. He reached into his suit’s inside pocket and drew out a notepad and a silver Cross Century II pen.

      “OK. Now, tell me about your father. What’s his name?”

      “Dedrick Foster. We ain’t got the same name. He wasn’t married to my momma.”

      Jordan smiled.

      “That’s all right. Now, tell me what happened.”

      Kiara came forward, her elbows on the table as her hands struggled to craft a reality that made sense.

      “I don’t know. He was coming home from work. He wasn’t doing nothing. Just coming home. He was coming to get me. It was Wednesday. He comes and get me on Wednesdays.”

      The anger was making way for sorrow. The tiny face was contorting into a mask of itself, reflecting the struggle the mind was having coming to grips with the impossibility now her reality. Jordan spoke, hoping to stem the tide of the flood yet to come.

      “What happens on Wednesday?”

      Her arms came across her tiny chest. A lower lip jetted out.

      “Piano. Before school.”

      “Before?”

      Jordan stopped taking notes and looked up. He was rewarded with a sigh.

      “Yes.” Long and exasperated. “My school let’s me ‘cause I’m so good. Why? What do you care?”

      Jordan bounced a shoulder before going back to his notes.

      “Just getting an idea about you and your environment. Where’d he work?”

      Kiara looked at him, surprised at the sudden change in subject. The distraction kept her from travelling further into the black hole of despair.

      “Up on Warren and Livernois. They got trucks and stuff up there,” Kiara said. The emotion overcame her. “He was a good daddy! He wasn’t doing anything! He was working like he was supposed to!  He wasn’t a bad man!”

      She drew the back of a hand across her face and the emotion died down. She took in a trio of breaths in rapid order. “What else you need to know?”

      Everything, Jordan thought.

      Just the same, he had already formed a sort of idea of what she was talking about. Wednesday, there was a shooting at the intersection she mentioned. Three men died in a drive-by shooting. No motive. Another random act of violence those outside of Detroit’s 142 square miles believe occurred every day. To be honest, the past four weeks were doing a lot to contribute to that misconception. Six more seemingly random killings had happened at equally random locations throughout the city – all drivebys.

      Jordan hunted down some more details – time, if it was a driveby – to ensure it was the same event. Kiara’s answers verified it was.

      “Can you do it?”  Kiara asked. Another arm sliding across her face. “Can find who did this? Don’t lie. If you can’t, you can’t. You ain’t got to lie because I’m a kid.”

      Jordan’s head was down, continuing to take notes.

      “I don’t lie to clients.”

      Kiara pointed at the cigar box, now closer to Jordan than her.

      “You ain’t even check my box. I got money…”

      Jordan looked up. He smiled slightly. Ever since a mission with the Defense Intelligence Agency in Japan, Jordan had very little need of money from minors.

      “I think this one will be pro bono.”

      Kiara’s nose wrinkled.

      “Pro what?”

      “Pro bono. In short, it will be free.”

      In a move she must have seen her mother do, Kiara crossed her arms and rotated her neck and hips.

      “Unh uh. You ain’t doing nothing for me you don’t do for anybody else. Don’t be treating me different ‘cause I’m a kid!”

      Jordan sighed.

      “Look, I told you it’s free. Check with Mrs. Steed if you don’t believe me.”

      Hands went to hips now.

      “That old lady? Hmph. I don’t trust her any more than I trust you.”

      Jordan stood up, no humor in his eyes. He understood the trauma the girl had just suffered, but he would not have this back and forth. She was going to have to be a grown-up for the duration of this case.

      “Kiara. You came to me. You’re asking me for help. You’re a kid but if you don’t want me to treat you like one, then you’re going to have to be at least polite.”

      Kiara’s features hardened as she prepared a retort. But a swift realization came over her again. One apology was no doubt her max for the day so instead she just softened her approach.

      “OK, OK. You don’t have to be so damn -”

      “And watch your mouth,” Jordan said pointing a finger at her. Unwillingly, he got an image of his father addressing him at a similar age. A chill followed. “I’m not one of your little friends!”

      Kiara drew in a breath to counter when a sing-song voice came from the door.

      “Who’s ready to eat?” Mrs. Steed asked.

      The battle forgotten, Kiara got to her feet and made for the door. Just behind Mrs. Steed came the gigantic form of Poppa Joe. The man with the coal black skin had a friendly smile rivaling his stomach in size. Joe owned the restaurant directly across the street from the UrbanKnights’ back door so him visiting was far from rare.

      “’Morning, there, Mr. Jordan,” the booming voice of Poppa Joe said.

      He wore a brown Carhartt jacket over his usual apron and beat up toque blanche. He balanced a stack of carry-out containers as he made his way to the conference room table.

      “Now then,” he went on. “Who up in here is hungry?”

      Kiara was at his elbow.

      “Me! Me! I am!”

      Joe laughed as he began opening the containers.

      “Well, now. I didn’t rightly know what to bring so I gots me some eggs, bacon, grits, pancakes…”

      Kiara grabbed the closest container and returned to her seat. The three adults stood watching the girl destroy the eggs and bacon.

      Jordan turned to his secretary.

      “Let her eat her full, then get her over to school.”

      “I’ll take her there myself,” Mrs. Steed said.

      Jordan smiled.

      “And Joe, thanks.”

      “No problem, Mr. Jordan,” Poppa Joe said. “No charge.”

      He gave Jordan a wink, no doubt acknowledging Jordan couldn’t be charged as he was an owner of the restaurant – a secret shared between only him and Joe. Jordan made for the door when Mrs. Steed caught him gently by the arm.

      “So, Mr. Noble. Are you going to be able to help this young lady?”

      “Yeah,” Jordan said. “I got a quick stop to make first, but she’s definitely hired the UrbanKnights.”
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          A Problem for the Police

        

      

    

    
      1301 Third Street had more than the usual number of vehicles surrounding it. The headquarters of Detroit’s Fire and Police Departments was under a literal siege. And little wonder.

      Over the last four weeks, the spike in murders put the police under the intense spotlight of the media. It wasn’t just the sheer number of murders but the similarities. All were drive-bys. All victims were men. All shootings were committed in daylight. Early morning to afternoon. Answers were needed. Answered the cops didn’t have.

      Stanley Clarke’s ‘East River Drive’ played on the satellite radio as Jordan parked his Shelby GT 500 in the nearby casino’s parking structure. He walked the two blocks against a wind of moderate force back to the Police Headquarters. The breeze wasn’t too bad, but it was enough to drop the temperature to the 40s and have Jordan pull up the collar of his London carcoat. Spring was still getting its footing in the Motor City.

      At the rod iron fence surrounding his destination, Jordan found the news vans from all of the local networks and a couple from the largest cable networks. He frowned. News was news, he got it. But that didn’t mean he had to like these descending vultures picking at the hide of his hometown.

      The news crews were inside their respective trucks. A haze of auto fumes mirroring the cloudy skies overhead surrounded the vehicles as they sat in watch for any news. Jordan was unmolested by the crew as he passed and went into the building. They were waiting for the big story.

      Once he verified he had an appointment, the officer at the front desk directed him to the office of the Deputy Chief. Jordan opted for the stairs. Traversing the halls, Detroit’s Finest were amped higher than their usual levels. The epicenter of this excitement centered on the floor of the executives. Jordan was ushered in by a secretary and a moment later, he knocked on the glass door of Deputy Chief William Ford.

      Ford, on the phone, looked up from his call and waved in Jordan. It was like the office of any high-ranking official – a wall with plaques and awards…pictures of family on an impressively large wooden desk. Unique, however, was the number of weapons and devices crafted to look like weapons, on the desk and walls as recognition for past actions only found in the dangerous career of law enforcement.

      A TV hanging in a corner showed the mayor of Detroit, Ronald Turner. The handsome, almost pretty, brown-skinned man was in the middle of a press conference – fingers pointing and grim visage staring into the cameras. A banner at the screen’s bottom read something about the city being behind the mayor and his approval growing.

      Jordan sat in a chair before the desk. Ford’s call consisted mostly of ‘yes, ma’am’ ‘no, ma’am.’ He terminated the call and turned to his guest. William Ford was a thirty-year veteran of Detroit’s peacekeepers. His skin of deep brown offset a nearly completely snow-white mane. Any and all wrinkles on his face were more concentrated in direct relation to the city’s crisis.

      “Hey, Jay,” Ford said. He came up in the department with Jordan’s father and knew Jordan as a child and as such, referred to the detective by his childhood name.

      “Deputy Chief,” Jordan said.

      He didn’t like elements of his personal life, especially a bygone personal life, intruding in his professional life. Ford, however, as a family friend and ranking police officer was given considerable slack.

      “Look,” the chief went on, “you can see we’re pretty busy here, so unless this is important…”

      Catching the chief’s meaning, Jordan cut to the heart of it.

      “I have a client who is the relative of one of the murder victims.”

      That got Ford’s attention and he leaned back in his high-back chair.

      “Well, that got you a few minutes. Care to tell me who?”

      Jordan shook his head. Ford, in response, nodded his head. If Jordan was any other private detective, familiar connections to the police or no, he would have been politely asked to leave. But Jordan was a private detective with a direct line to the Department of Homeland Security and some undefined connection to military intelligence. Ford didn’t know Jordan was a human intelligence operative of the Defense Intelligence Agency, but he did know Jordan could and often did find out things most couldn’t.

      This allowed Jordan’s visit to continue.

      “Fine,” Ford said. “Client confidentiality or something like that? Whatever. You don’t share – why should I?”

      Ford’s lips twisted under a snow-white mustache. Jordan answered it with a wry grin.

      “Speed and efficiency. Your hands are kept clean by the…direct action this case will need to be completed quickly.”

      Ford leaned back.

      “Who says I need it completed quickly?”

      Jordan held back a laugh and pointed a thumb behind him and through the doors leading to the hall.

      “All the news van outside waiting for something, anything they can put out to make you look bad.” He pointed to the phone on the desk. “And that phone call you just got off of – didn’t sound none too friendly. Who was it – mayor?”

      The eyebrows on Ford’s face threatened to come together. He calmed down enough to speak.

      “The chief.”

      He sighed then checked the door to see if his assistant was in earshot. She, like everyone else in the building, was focused on the case. Ford moved forward and Jordan mirrored him.

      “Quietly,” Ford said.

      Jordan bounced a shoulder.

      “You know me.”

      Ford nodded.

      “Yeah, I do. I also know you got some real cloak and dagger stuff surrounding you.” He shook a finger in Jordan’s face. “We gonna have to get to the bottom of that, one day.”

      Jordan blew a sigh of his own. He respected this man, but it would be a warm day in December at Minot Air Force Base before he told anything classified to the Deputy Chief.

      “What you got, Chief?”

      Ford looked around like he trying to come to a conclusion. Jordan, meanwhile, knew the urgency of the situation would loosen Ford’s tongue.

      “What do you know about ghost guns?”

      That caught Jordan off guard. He stared off into a corner as he accessed his memories.

      “You talking home-made guns?”

      Ford nodded again.

      “The ballistics we found at each crime scene didn’t match any known weapons.” He leaned back in his chair as his finger tapped out a nervous rhythm on his blotter.

      Jordan said, “Is it possible they came from a weapon you’re not familiar with?”

      Ford slowly turned his eyes back to his guest. The words that followed seemed to almost be forced out.

      “We’re the Detroit Police Department. Guns is what we know.”

      “Gotcha,” Jordan said. The two men both had knowing smiles now. “Any suspects?”

      Ford shook his head again.

      “Nothing connecting the victims. No demands. No crazies coming out of the woodwork. Your client…whoever it is may have something. Just to let you know – we’ve interviewed all the family and friends…good luck getting anything new.”

      Jordan stood and Ford followed suit. The Deputy Chief reached across the desk and shook Jordan’s hand.

      “You never know,” Jordan told him. “But this…ghost gun angle. There may be something to that.”
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          All Hands On Deck

        

      

    

    
      The Pharcyde lamented “She Keeps On Passing Me By” in Don Ross’ ears. The thunderous rhythms of the Old School Classic almost caused him to miss his phone ringing, but he saw it on the corner of his desk, dancing as it vibrated.

      “UrbanKnights.”

      “Young Don Ross.” The voice was Jordan Noble, using the same greeting he’d used since high school.

      “What up doe?” Don said in the most Detroit manner.

      “Can’t call it. Put Malcolm on the line.”

      Don put down the phone to switch to his desk phone, intending on paging Malcolm. The final member of the Special Investigation Unit just happened to be coming through the office door. Don switched his phone to speaker.

      “We here,” Don said.

      “What’s up?” Malcolm asked, taking a seat before Don’s desk. “Who you talking to?”

      “Malcolm, it’s me,” Jordan said over the line.

      Malcolm leaned toward the phone.

      “Yo, boss, what’s up?”

      “Plenty,” Jordan said. He then went into a brief recap of the conversation with the Deputy Chief.

      “I’m in the car,” he said, finishing up, “Heading back to the office, but I wanted to know if you two had any leads on people in the ghost gun business.

      Don and Malcolm looked up and locked eyes. Malcolm scoffed. He was the smallest of the three men and had been down with the group since college. Though he never graduated, he gained a kind of knowledge not found in any books. His cocky little smile at Jordan’s questions set Don’s eyes rolling.

      “Now, Jordan, you know me,” Malcolm said.

      A laugh came out of the phone before Jordan went on. “Yes, Malcolm, I know you.”

      Malcolm leaned back into his chair, his hands behind his head and propped his feet on Don’s desk.

      “There’s a few people in the game,” Malcolm said. “but the dudes over in Livonia are probably the biggest. Real Second Amendment types.”

      “Sounds like a fun bunch,” Jordan said.

      Don stopped to consult his computer. He typed feverishly as his partners talked. Don was the biggest and tallest, the physical mirror image of Malcolm. Don knew Malcolm since grade school but a combination of fate and dumb luck brought the two back together just in time for Jordan to join the crew.

      While Malcolm’s thing was his network of people he knew, Don was the tech geek. Self-taught, if it had something to do with computers or the internet, Don knew enough about it to be dangerous.

      “Mitchell’s Industrial Creations,” Don said in a voice a hair above a whisper. It was his way.

      Malcolm whirled to the sound of Don.

      “Yeah, how’d you know?” Incredulity was dripping with every word.

      Without another word, Don gestured to his computer. Malcolm frowned and drew his fists into balls. It wasn’t enough he thought he knew everyone, he also had to be the smartest one in the room. Before he could draw breath to speak, Jordan cut him off.

      “Look, if you two are finished out doing each other, maybe you could go to this Mitchell and find out what’s up.”

      Malcolm stared hard at Don behind his round glasses.

      “Yeah, Jordan. We’ll get on it,” Don said with a victor’s smile.

      “And be careful. Don’t just roll up in there accusing them of the biggest murder spree in Detroit history,” Jordan said

      Malcolm smiled at the phone.

      “Aw, be cool, Jordan. Me ‘n Mitchell go way back. He ain’t involved in this.”

      “Mitchell and I,” Jordan said.

      “Whatever, Encyclopedia Brown. We got this.”

      Jordan chuckled.

      “Right. OK, I’m going to have a chat with the family. Don’t think I’ll find anything, but you never know. See ya.”

      Malcolm picked up Don’s phone and ended the call. Don took a calming breath. Between Malcolm’s feet on the desk and turning off his phone, Don knew Malcolm was just being Malcolm. He was a jerk but it was a ‘he’s our jerk’ kind of thing. By the time the breath escaped his nostrils, Don was ready to deal with Malcolm again.

      “All right,” Don said, “so who is this guy?”

      “Told you,” Malcolm said, “and you found him on the internet. He’s a small manufacturing type who reinvented his business by getting into 3D printing.”

      Malcolm got up and headed for the door of the office. As he got to the hall, he gestured for Don to follow. Recognizing another bit of Malcolm’s charm, Don shut down his computer and went to the corner to get his jacket in Piston blue from a coat tree. By the time he got to the hall, Malcolm was returning from his next-door office. now sporting his Letterman style brown coat. The two men fell into step and headed for the stairs.

      Malcolm went on.

      “Pete Mitchell’s one of them diehard Republican. Every other sentence is either about guns or someone trying to take his guns. He found out he could use his printers to make ghost guns and thought he died and gone to heaven.”

      “Ghost guns?” Don said. “Jordan said something about that.”

      The two headed down the stairs to the main floor. In a bygone time, this level was the home of the majority of the detective agency. Some twenty agents entertained the clients which represented most of the agency’s work. Now, all of them plus ten more occupied the building to the west and the Special Investigation Unit were the original building’s sole occupants. All this came about when Jordan did some work for his old boss in the Defense Intelligence Agency and stopped an international arms dealer. A ton of government and classified work started heading the UrbanKnights’ way after that.

      But that’s another story.

      Malcolm sighed at the question and rolled his eyes.

      “Ghost guns are privately made guns. 3D printers make it a lot easier. Uncle Sam thinks only licensed manufacturers should be allowed to make guns but private gun advocate citizens disagree.”

      The two men made their way through the empty floor with only the sound of Art Porter’s “Inside Myself” to accompany them. They were exiting the building’s kitchen via the employee entrance when they literally ran into Mrs. Steed. The executive assistant’s eyes went big as she bounced off Don’s chest.

      “Sorry, Mrs. Steed,” Don said.

      “Well, that’s quite all right,” Mrs. Steed said, composing herself. “And where are you two off to?”

      Malcolm pointed a thumb into the parking lot beyond the door.

      “Heading out to get on this case with Jordan,” he said.

      “Ah. Well, make sure to get to the bottom of this with all due haste.” Mrs. Steed’s blue eyes held an intensity Don couldn’t remember ever seeing before.

      She went on. “I just dropped off our young client, Kiara Reynolds, back at her school. A brash type to be certain, but her walls crumbled at the insertion of a selection from Poppa Joe’s.”

      Don and Malcolm turned to each other and then back to Mrs. Steed.

      “His cooking will do that,” Don said.

      “Yeah,” Malcolm said agreeing. “’Though he makes too many pork products.”

      It was Don and Mrs. Steed’s turn to exchange looks. Reluctant smiles came to their faces as Don was sure they were both recalling Malcolm’s on-again, off-again relationship with the Nation of Islam, thus the origin of his pork products complaint. They let it go.

      “Yes, well,” Mrs. Steed said. She moved into the building as the detective exited. “She is quite devastated by the death of her father. Such an ordeal will have a ghastly effect on so young a girl. Do what you can to bring a measure of justice to her, won’t you?”

      The men got no chance to answer as the steel security door swung shut.
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          Ladies of the House

        

      

    

    
      “Yeah?”

      He was about twenty; lanky and tall. He stood in the doorway, face glued to his phone’s screen.

      “I’m Jordan.”

      The young man stepped aside, neither setting eyes on Jordan nor asking any further questions. Past the house’s sole guardian, Jordan could see the interior was just as crowded as the street before it. Mrs. Steed provided him with Kiara’s address on Wetherby over by Livernois. It was standard procedure for a private detective to question the family, but Jordan was pretty sure he wouldn’t get much here.

      The house was a small colonial Detroit was known for. It seemed all the smaller, thanks to the thirty-odd people crammed in its living room and kitchen. Like the young man at the door, most of the occupants studied the contents of their phones. A TV was in the kitchen – another news story about Mayor Turner’s handling of the current crisis.

      As such, Jordan moved more or less unchallenged until he reached a couch. On it sat three women – the two on the flanks comforting the central figure. She was in her mid-twenties and in sweats. No doubt her attire since learning of Derrick’s death. Jordan figured she was Cecilia, lady of the house and Kiara’s mother.

      Jordan stood before the trio for a handful of seconds before Cecilia raised her head to meet Jordan’s eyes. She had the look of a woman who was beautiful but a combination of life and bad choices had beat her down. Her hair was hidden under a pink shower cap while her brown eyes were overshadowed by the bags beneath them.

      “Cecilia?” Jordan asked.

      Her eyes cast suspicion as they traversed Jordan’s gray Tom Ford suit before returning to his eyes.

      “Who you?”

      “My name is Jordan Noble. I’m with the UrbanKnights Detective Agency.”

      The woman to Cecilia’s left stiffened. She was an older version of Cecilia and clearly her mother.

      “I know who you is,” she said. The crack in her voice betrayed a lifetime of smoking. “I saw you on TikTok. Y’all had something to do with what was going down at the Motown Magic.”

      Jordan nodded. Sometimes the high-profile cases did help and you don’t get more high profile than an attempted Chinese takeover of an American casino.

      But that’s a story for another time.

      The woman on Ceilia’s right leveled sad eyes at Jordan but didn’t speak. For the second she looked at the detective, Jordan saw some of Kiara in her face and placed her as the other grandmother and Derrick’s mother.

      “My condolences for your loss,” Jordan said.

      Cecilia said, “What you want? You ain’t no cop.”

      The voice was marred with grief and an incomplete education that stung like a slap to the face.

      “Hush now,” the woman on her right said. She turned to Jordan and extended a hand. “I’m Marge. This here is my daughter, Cecilia – but you probably figured that.”

      Jordan smiled but said nothing. This wasn’t about him and how clever he was. He shook Marge’s hand.

      “That there is Velma,” Marge said. “She’s…well, Derrick was her boy.”

      Velma looked up again and opened her mouth. Any words she would have spoken were choked out of existence by sadness. Jordan squatted down to be eye level with the ladies. He turned to each before he spoke. He finally landed his eyes on Velma.

      “I won’t be long. I have a…client who is interested in finding Derrick -”

      “Ricky.” Velma’s word was as soft as a whisper. “We…I called him Ricky.”

      Jordan and the woman locked eyes. He could see that they had been beautiful once, but that was a long time ago. He smiled before he spoke again.

      “Ricky. Why would anyone want to hurt him?”

      It was the job. He had to ask questions. Get information. But no one ever said it would be easy or pleasant. Velma’s eyes watered over. Any voice she had was again stolen by emotion. Cecilia, however, had no such issue.

      “Oh, so this was your big plan?” she said. “Come up in here and upset people?”

      Her voice was loud enough to free the surrounding zombies from the spell cast by their phones…for a moment, anyway.

      The moment of excitement vanished and the collective heads turned away. Jordan went on.

      “I’ll need information if I’m going to find out anything.” He turned to each woman in turn again. “If I’m going to find out who did this to your loved one.”

      “What about what we need, huh?” Ceilia exploded and got to her feet. Jordan rose as well, taking a step back. The zombies were reengaged. Some of them focusing cameras on the confrontation.

      “Aw, yeah,” someone said, “This going up on Insta!”

      Ceilia’s finger stabbed in Jordan’s face.

      “What you thinking, coming up in here? That Ricky was some criminal? That he had it coming? All up in here with your fancy ass suit and shit – thinking you better than us!”

      Jordan knew there was nothing to be gained here. Silently, he hoped his partners were doing better. His immediate concern turned to getting out of there without further incident. Velma arose. The sad face had an edge to it now. A kind of fatigue mixed with annoyance – and it was not for Jordan. As she got to her full height, she turned to Ceilia and gently placed a hand on each of her shoulders. Ceilia looked at her, just as the soft downward pressure returned her to her seat. As she sank, Marge took her hands – the gesture implying she didn’t know what else to do. Mother and daughter both looked at Velma with confusion. Velma seemingly having enough with this pair turned back to Jordan.

      “Can you find who did this to my boy?”

      Jordan drew in a breath. The short scene was very telling. Ceilia and Marge were the emotional ones, saying and doing what they wanted. Velma had probably tolerated it to keep the peace in this family of sorts. But now, her son was dead and she didn’t have the time or energy to deal with foolishness.

      “I’ll do everything I can,” Jordan told her.

      The words were true. He had said them before to women not too different from Velma. And while it took nothing to make a promise, when he got his sights on his prey, justice was always served. For Velma’s part, she heard the words. Words, in a world where men of every stripe seem to have an endless supply of them. They were all Jordan had…today. They would have to do.

      “My son was a good man,” Velma said. “He made his share of mistakes,” Velma’s eyes glided down toward the women next to her, again speaking volumes without saying a word, “but all men have.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Jordan said, hoping his face lacked enough emotions to not reveal his own demons coming to the surface.

      “He was just going to work. I don’t know who did this to him.”

      Jordan sighed. This was a waste of time. It only confirmed what he already suspected. Derrick was just a man minding his own business, getting ready to take his daughter to her piano lesson when the world decided to reach out and grab him, taking a son and a father. Jordan started to say something…appropriate. Another meaningless apology when Velma grabbed his forearm.

      “I don’t know you,” she said, “but you come in here promising something…well, I’m holding you to it.”

      “You have my word,” Jordan told her.

      She scoffed. Again, just more words. The breath had scarcely left her body when she froze. She caught that look in Jordan’s eyes, a resolution for more powerful than any words. He had done what he came to do. His intentions plain, Jordan nodded his good-bye and left.

      The young man at the door opened it for Jordan, face still locked on the Pied Piper of technology in his hand. Jordan was on the house’s front porch for less than a second before the door slammed shut again. This was a waste of time, he knew, but leave no stone unturned. He just hoped Don and Malcolm were having better luck.
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