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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      My father tossed a section of folded newspaper at me. It landed on my parents’ garish coffee table. “I’m sure The Sun appreciates you,” I said, “along with their dozens of other subscribers.”

      “Open it,” my father said.

      I looked at the section he had thrown toward me. It was the classifieds. I knew what was coming and didn’t want to open the paper.

      “Page three,” he said.

      “You actually ran the ad,” I said.

      “You were supposed to do it.” My father pushed his glasses up on his nose.

      “Who still reads the newspaper?”

      “We expected you to do more of this kind of thing yourself,” he said, ignoring my reasoned objection. “Do you have a case yet?”

      “No,” I admitted.

      “Have you even talked to anyone?”

      “No.”

      “You’d better start.”

      I started by looking at the ad.

      

      
        
        C.T. Ferguson

        Licensed Private Investigator

        The P.I. who helps the little guy

        Individual clients only (no corporations)

        No fees: all services provided pro bono!

        Office: 410.555.6733

      

      

      My parents have a lot of talent when it comes to investing, playing the markets, inheriting money, and similar rich-folks things, but they are devoid of both skill and taste when it comes to anything creative. Block letters, no graphics, plain text . . . I shuddered when I saw it. If my computer skills lay more with graphic design, I might have wept.

      "What's wrong, son?" my father said.

      "Two thousand two called and wants its half-page ad back," I said.

      "It doesn't have to be flashy. It just has to advertise the business you said you’d start running."

      I cringed at the tagline. "The PI who helps the little guy?"

      "What?” my father said. “Everyone needs a slogan. I think it's catchy."

      "So was the plague, Dad,” I said.

      “Coningsby, you shouldn’t fuss so much,” my mother said. “If you want any money from us, you need to do the work you said you’d do.”

      There she went, reminding me of our devil’s bargain already. I’d mentally set the over/under at ten minutes. Pay the unders. “I know, Mom,” I said.

      “If you’d found something else to do . . .”

      “I’ve volunteered at the Esperanza Center a few times.”

      “What did you learn?”

      “Mostly how rusty my Spanish is,” I said.

      “You could just work with them, Coningsby. They could use the help.”

      “No. I need to do something that lets me use what I know. I need to do it my way.”

      “This could work out very well,” my mother said, beaming. “This ad will allow you to help people who need it. Maybe we’ll make a philanthropist out of you yet.”

      “I think I’d rather be a philanderer.”

      “Coningsby!”

      “Just being honest,” I said with a shrug.

      “Yes, well,” my mother said, sniffing like she did every time I offended her sensibilities, “I think our publicity campaign is off to a wonderful start.”

      “I guess we’ll see how many calls I get.”

      “I’m still surprised you settled on being a detective,” my father said.

      This would be good. “Why?” I said.

      “Well, it seems . . . different than what you did in Hong Kong.”

      “We talked about this, Dad. I helped some people in Hong Kong. Now I get to use a lot of the same skills here. Hackers are the new detectives.”

      My father rolled his eyes. “You can’t solve everything sitting at a computer.”

      “I’m sure I can’t. But I think I can do a lot of the legwork there.”

      “What you’re talking about is just as illegal here as it was overseas,” my mother added. Her tone evoked the one she used to scold me as a child. “That crowd you fell in with had you do all sorts of criminal things.”

      I shook my head. “They were a useful crowd, Mom. You’ve told me before you think everything happens for a reason.” She frowned at me but finally gave a nod. “Maybe going overseas and learning what I learned happened so I can be a detective now.” I didn’t know if my mother would believe this—I didn’t—but if it placated her, it would be good enough.

      “Getting you out of Hong Kong wasn’t easy, son,” my father said. “We just don’t want to see you wind up in trouble again.”

      “I won’t. Look, you both want me to get a job helping people. Hell, you’re forcing me to. I need something to do after . . . after China.” A shudder crawled down my spine. “I can use my skills to help people in ways the police can’t. There’s value there.”

      “Richard doesn’t see it that way,” my mother pointed out.

      Of course he didn’t. My cousin Rich worked as a sergeant with the Baltimore police. I imagined he found the idea abhorrent. “He’ll come around once I work some cases,” I said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I can’t control what he thinks, so I’m not going to worry about it. I need to get back home. The media blitz continues.”

      “At least it’s starting,” my father said.

      I looked at my parents. They hadn’t aged much since I left after finishing my master’s. My hair was the same dark brown as my father's, though gray encroached on his temples and the back of his head. It also infringed on his stubble on the rare occasions my mother didn't tsk him into shaving. My mother yielded to vanity years ago and dyed her hair blonde. It wasn't the exact shade I remembered from my youth, but it came close. They didn’t decorate their house elaborately or have a live-in housekeeper, though they could afford both. They put a lot of their money into causes they believed in. I had become one of those causes and an employee of their foundation. I owed them an honest effort, regardless of my feelings about this blasted new career.

      “Maybe I’ll get a case today,” I said.

      “Good luck, son,” said my father.

      With the ad they placed for me, I would need it.
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        * * *

      

      The light glared down at me, bright and hot, just like it had in the Hong Kong prison. Heat hit my face. I closed my eyes. A harsh voice interrogated me, asking me the same question over and over. My chest tightened. I took a deep breath and opened my eyes. Instead of Chinese prison guards, I saw Jessica Webber.

      I pushed the lamp on my end table back a few inches, changing the angle. The tightness in my chest eased. Jessica looked at me with concern. “C.T., are you okay?” she said.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You didn’t seem fine a minute ago.”

      “Really, I’m good.”

      “I had asked you about China.” Jessica looked at her notes. “You started talking, mentioned your arrest, and then . . . I don’t know . . . you got a little PTSD on me there.”

      “I’m fine, Jessica,” I said.

      Jessica, a local reporter, constituted the second part of my parents’ publicity campaign for my nascent operation. I told her I'd be glad to talk to her, both because I needed the publicity and because she had to be the prettiest reporter I'd seen since arriving back in the States. Maybe her easy charm compelled me to open up. Maybe it was the extra cleavage exposed by leaving a button undone. The clincher had to be the fact she got me talking about my favorite subject.

      Myself.

      We began the interview talking about the pro bono private detective service, as planned. “Got my credentials two days ago,” I told her. The phone company just connected the landline I expected not to use because it wasn’t 1997. If the media blitz stopped with Jessica, I would be OK with it. She had long blond hair, stood almost six feet tall in heels, and her legs suggested she wore heels often. She had curves but her sleek arm muscles revealed she knew her way around a gym. Once I started talking about China, something somewhere told me to shut up, but I didn’t listen.

      Thoughts of what happened after I got arrested assaulted me again. I pushed them down. I needed a breath. Hell, I needed oxygen a long time ago and should have stopped then. But what's said is said. I took those necessary breaths and tried to forget my experiences with my Chinese jailers. Jessica kept looking at me for a few seconds before she spoke. "Were you scared?"

      "Yes,” I said after a few seconds. “I speak the language, but I didn't want them to know, so I just played dumb."

      "You speak Chinese?"

      “Cantonese. I lived there for three and a half years. I couldn't get by without speaking it. Besides, it makes the Chinese restaurant experience over here so much richer."

      "What do you mean?"

      I smiled at her. She smiled back. "Do you know what they say about you in the kitchen?"

      Jessica gave a light, airy chuckle. "I don't think I want to,” she said.

      "You don't."

      She nodded. "Back to Hong Kong, C.T. What happened after they hauled you off to jail?"

      I focused on inhaling and exhaling. I felt I should tell her something but wanted to stop well short of everything. "They didn't care if I was an American from a wealthy family. I heard them say it enough times while they beat me. My cell was dark, and they brought the same food all the time, so I don't know how long I was there. When I got sent before the judge, he ordered me held over for trial. When I finally got out, and they told me they were deporting me, nineteen days had gone by."

      "Wow." Jessica leaned forward in the seat. I resisted the urge to inspect the cleavage her unbuttoned buttons invited me to look at. "That's almost three weeks."

      "The longest almost three weeks of my life."

      "And now you're here and setting up a free PI business."

      "Yes,” I said.

      "I don't get it,” said Jessica. “A doesn't really lead to B there."

      I shrugged. "A man must maintain a little mystery.”

      "Your potential clients may not agree," she said.

      I winced. Now I would pay for my love of talking about myself. “I did a lot of babbling,” I said. “Some of what I said wouldn’t help me if it found its way to print."

      "Is that so?" Jessica flashed an amused smile. She had an angle here.

      "I think it would reduce my potential client pool."

      "I think you might be right."

      "Can I talk you out of putting the information in your story?" I said.

      She gave me her enigmatic smile again, but it lingered on her face longer this time. "We reporters don't believe in compromising the integrity of our stories, Mister Ferguson."

      "Is that so, Miss Webber?" I said.

      "At least, not without a nice dinner,” Jessica said. “And I mean a nice dinner."

      "I know what it means. When?"

      "Tomorrow night. I'll come by at 7:30. We can discuss the terms of my omission of several important facts then.”

      "And over dessert."

      She smiled again. "And over dessert."
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        * * *

      

      After Jessica left, I switched on the ringer on my business line. I felt weird living in an apartment and having an office there. A house would come in time. Right now, I didn’t have a spare hundred grand for a down payment floating around. Asia can tax a fellow’s resources, especially when said fellow bankrolled a group of hackers.

      After I turned the ringer on, I got calls from two local TV stations. Someone opening a free detective service apparently counts as big news. Maybe the chill in the air accompanying Novembers in Maryland chased all the evildoers inside for a day or two, allowing yours truly a moment in the spotlight. The reporters surmised I hadn’t answered the phone yet because I had already been working. I let them think what they wanted. I spoke to the reporters for a few minutes each, went out for dinner, and called it an uneventful night a few hours later.

      The next morning, I woke up at the beastly hour of 8:40. I stepped over a few newspapers as I went out for a morning run in the brisk November air. Five days ago, it had been sixty degrees. Then the temperature plummeted by half in two days, and we got an early snow. Welcome to Maryland, where fall and winter live in sin. By now, sunlight melted all but the last bits of compacted black snow. I made a circuit of the nearby Fells Point streets and ran alongside the Baltimore Harbor. I smelled coffee and pastries from nearby bake shops. Had I waited a couple hours, I could have started and ended my run with the smell of seafood. Just over a half-hour after I set out, I walked back to my building, picked up a paper, and went inside.

      I saw my parents’ ad as I perused the paper. If the damned thing turned out to be effective, it would be worth it in the end. I cringed as I read the tagline again. I set The Sun on my kitchen table and got a shower. When I wandered out some twenty minutes later, my business line rang. Could this be my first potential client? I hoped so. I felt an unfamiliar nervous tingle in my chest as I picked up the phone. “Hello?” I said in the most professional voice I could muster.

      “Yeah, I saw an ad in the paper,” a man said. He spoke in a voice barely above a whisper. I had to increase the volume to hear him. “Are you the guy running the free detective business?”

      “I am. What do you need?”

      “Someone’s following me.”

      “Do you know who it is?”

      “Yeah, man.”

      Were I the type to believe in regrets, I would have regretted asking my followup question. “Who is it?” I said.

      “The government,” he said.

      “The government?”

      “Yeah. And they spy on me through my TV, too. Saw it online. I had to get a really old one to stop it.”

      “You know TVs don’t work that way, right?”

      “The old ones don’t.”

      “None of them do,” I said. “They never have. The government isn’t spying on you. They wouldn’t waste the time.”

      “I know they have me on a list,” he said.

      “I’m sure they have you on several. Now, take off your tinfoil hat and listen: I’m putting you on a list, too. It’s called the do-not-call list. Stop watching X-Files reruns and touch grass.” I hung up the phone before he could say anything else.

      Of course, he called right back, then again, and then again. I didn’t answer. The government wouldn’t waste time with him, and I decided to adopt the same policy. After four callbacks, he got the hint and stopped. Or the government found him and killed him. I had no preference.

      A few minutes later, the phone rang again. I checked caller ID to make sure it wasn’t that same idiot before I answered. “Hello?” I maintained my professional tone.

      “Are you C.T. Ferguson?” a woman said. “The guy with the ad?”

      “Speaking. What can I do for you?”

      “I need you to find someone.”

      I pumped my fist at a legitimate call. “I’ll give it my best shot. Who am I looking for?” I grabbed a legal pad and a pen.

      “Her name is Muffins.”

      I had started to write, then stopped. “Is she a stripper?” I said.

      “No, she’s a Labrador,” the lady said.

      “You want me to find your dog?”

      “She’s a very nice dog.”

      “I’m sure she is. I like Labs, but I’m not here to find missing pets. Print out signs and staple them to telephone poles. If those don’t work, walk around your neighborhood with a whistle and a cookie.” She started to say something, but I hung up. I wondered if established detectives had to deal with crackpots, too. The advertisement of free services brought out the crazies. If the signal-to-noise ratio didn’t improve soon, this day would be worse than I imagined.

      Another few minutes went by, and the phone rang again. My professional voice started to crack under the weight of exasperation. “Hello?”

      “Is this C.T. Ferguson?” the woman on the other end said.

      “It is.”

      “I saw your ad. I . . . I think my husband is cheating on me.”

      I winced. Of course, now someone would call me and want me to poke around in some domestic matter. I wanted a juicy murder or at least an interesting burglary, not someone diddling the office secretary. How boring. I took a breath, shoved those thoughts aside, and summoned my business-y voice again. “Why don’t you come in, and we can talk about it?” I gave her my address, and she gave me her name and other basics.

      “I’ll be there in an hour,” she said.

      It would be a long hour.
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      I spent some of that time tidying up. In my younger days, none of my imaginings of my future life included having an office. After spending nineteen days in the Chinese prison, I wanted to keep myself busy. Plus, if I wanted any of the family money—and I did—I needed to get used to keeping an office and hosting clients in it.

      I used my second bedroom. The apartment boasted one large and one medium-sized. As apartments went, the rooms were spacious enough. My office held a desk, a small refrigerator, a high-backed leather executive chair for yours truly, and two conference chairs for prospective clients. The desk was large enough to fit a pair of 24-inch monitors, a keyboard, a color laser printer, and still leave me space to doodle or pretend to take notes while people droned on about infidelities real and imagined. I made sure the conference chairs faced the desk, and the overhead light and ceiling fan were on.

      After I put everything in order, someone knocked on the door. I looked through the peephole. A woman stood on my welcome mat, bundled up more than she needed to be against the cold. Between her coat, hood, and wool hat, I could barely see any of her face. A few stray locks of black hair spilled onto her coat. I unlocked the deadbolt and opened the door. “You’re Missus Fisher?” I said.

      “Yes,” she said. “May I come in?”

      “Of course.” I moved to the side and let her enter. She stopped, took a deep breath, and removed her gloves. I noticed she still wore her wedding ring. Years as a professional bachelor conditioned me to look for it, and it could have been important to the case. Once her gloves were off, Mrs. Fisher pulled back her hood and removed her hat. Her ovular face was rounded in the right places. It wouldn’t launch a thousand ships, but I figured it good for a solid two-fifty. Her hazel eyes already had worry lines etched around them. Her hair was shoulder-length and straight. She wore dark blue jeans and a Ravens sweatshirt under her coat.

      “I’ll take your coat,” I said. She handed it to me, and I hung it in the small closet. “My office is right down the hall.” Alice followed me. I sat behind my desk and gestured to one of the conference chairs in front of it. She looked at me.

      “Call me Alice,” she said. I looked back at her. Alice was no taller than five-four, but possessed an above-average figure to match her pretty face. Her clothes hid a lot, but I guessed she frequented a gym—or at least a home treadmill. She didn’t seem like a woman a man would cheat on, but I knew several fools who stepped out on their very attractive wives with women they shouldn’t have glanced at a second time.

      Was I supposed to say something now? Alice came to me, so it made sense she should do the talking. On the other hand, she was a guest in my office, and I was the detective. Maybe I should ask her. Alice solved my conundrum by talking. “Like I said on the phone, I think my husband is cheating on me.”

      “Why do you think so?”

      “The usual signs.”

      “Usual signs?”

      “You know.”

      “Pretend I skipped cheating husband day at detective school,” I said.

      Alice sighed. “You know . . . he works late a few nights a week.” Her eyes rarely focused on one thing for more than a second or two when she talked. Even if she looked right at me, she would glance away, then at something else, then back at me. The whole thing felt disconcerting. “That started a couple months ago. He doesn’t always let me know in advance, either. Sometimes, I don’t find out until I get home and call him.”

      “Did anything happen at his job around the time he started working late?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like a new secretary, new coworker . . . anything like those?”

      “He didn’t mention anything.”

      “Anything happen at home two months ago to drive him away?”

      Alice shook her head. “No, nothing.”

      I nodded. “What else have you noticed?”

      “He’s usually evasive about where he’s been, even if it’s just the office. He won’t tell me the things he worked on. I can never reach him at his desk after hours, either; I always have to call him on his cell phone.”

      “So you think he’s playing grab-ass in someone else’s office.”

      “Yes, I do,” Alice said with a frown. “I also noticed he had a black eye a couple weeks ago. He said it was an accident . . . someone knocked a machine door into him, or something like that.”

      “Did you believe him?” I said.

      “I didn’t press it.”

      I thought of ways a black eye could be indicative of an affair and kept arriving at situations where Alice’s husband should have been hurt worse. “Do you know many of your husband’s coworkers?” I said. “Especially the women?”

      “I’ve met most of them at holiday parties, cookouts, things like that. Most of the women there are attractive. They’re almost all friendly, too.”

      “Doesn’t mean he’s sleeping with them.”

      “I know.” Alice’s eyes welled with tears. “I just have this feeling he is. That after nine years, I’m not enough for him anymore.” She wiped at her eyes with the outside of her index finger. “I need to know, either way.” I realized although my desk had many useful things atop it, a box of tissues could not be included in that number.

      “Do you want a tissue?” I said.

      Alice nodded and sniffed, wiping at her eyes the whole time. I got up, left the office, and I grabbed the box of tissues from atop the vanity in my bathroom down the hall. As I moved behind my desk, I held the box out toward Alice. She grabbed a tissue and dabbed at her eyes with it. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I guess now that I’m talking to a detective, the reality is hitting me.”

      “Don’t apologize,” I said. “I’m sure it’s a stressful situation.”

      “Have you ever been married, C.T.?”

      I chuckled. “No.”

      Alice cracked a smile. “Yeah, you don’t strike me as the marrying type.” Alice dabbed at her eyes some more. I let her compose herself. Outside, a succession of horns honked. No matter the hour, someone drove badly in Baltimore, and three or more people had to react. Alice wiped her face again, blew her nose, and tossed the tissue into the wastebasket.

      “Where was I?” she said.

      “Telling me I wasn’t the marrying type.”

      She smiled again, briefly. “Oh, right. My marriage has been great until now. This patch of uncertainty has taken a lot out of me.”

      “Has your husband noticed?” It occurred to me I didn’t yet know the husband’s name. I really had to get better at this whole asking questions thing.

      “If he has, he hasn’t said anything yet. I’ve tried to be a good wife and keep up the façade at home. Besides, he may not be cheating on me. I don’t need to worry him over nothing.”

      “I should get some basic information from you.” I took a legal pad and pen out of the top drawer. “What’s your husband’s name?”

      “Paul. Michael Paul Fisher, but he goes by Paul.”

      I jotted it down. “Where does he work?”

      “He works for Digital Sales. He’s an account manager.”

      “Is he a glorified salesman?” I said.

      Alice frowned. “I think salesmen report to him. I’m not a hundred percent sure, really.”

      “You said you’ve been married nine years?”

      “Yes. Nine years last month, in fact.”

      “Where do you live?”

      “We bought a house in Glen Burnie about ten years ago.”

      “How’s the house holding value?”

      “It’s not.” Alice’s eyes continued flitting to anything in the room. “We’ve lost a good bit on it since we’ve owned it.”

      “So you’re underwater?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      I finished taking my notes. “All right, I guess I have all I need for now.”

      “You’ll be in touch?” she said.

      “When I know something,” I said.

      “What about updates?”

      “I’m not going to send you status reports, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re not paying me, and I’m not paying a secretary. When I know something, I’ll tell you.”

      Alice stared at me. “That seems irregular, but I’ll trust your professional judgment. Have you worked a lot of cases like this before?”

      I shook my head. “Can’t say I have, no.”

      “Did you used to be a policeman?”

      I winced. “God, no.”

      “How did you come to be a detective, then?”

      “It fits my skills.”

      “I hope it does.” Alice stood. “Thank you for taking the case. With the house situation, I don’t have enough money to hire a real detective.”

      I would probably have to get used to the remark. Alice must have realized what she said because her eyes went wide, and she shook her head. “I didn’t mean it like that,” she said. “I meant I couldn’t afford a detective who charged the going rate.”

      “I understand what you mean.” I offered her a smile, which she returned. “I’ll let you know when I know something.”

      “All right.” I walked Alice out of the office and back to the foyer, where she fortified herself against the Alaskan winter not currently enveloping Baltimore. “I’ll be in touch if anything else comes up that might be important, she said.

      “OK,” I said. “Take care.”

      “Thank you.” Alice Fisher walked out of my apartment. I closed the front door behind her and locked the deadbolt. My first client. I had a case. A case about adultery, but maybe not, starring a man who just so happened to have pretty, flirty coworkers, and a wife who couldn’t look me in the eye while she recounted her sob story.

      What the hell had I gotten myself into?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat at my computer. The vast world beckoned. Alice Fisher wanted to know if her husband cheated on her. The answer was out there, and I would find it. I found a lot more sensitive information without ever leaving the comfort of my chair in Hong Kong. Finding dirt on the Fishers would be easy.

      Or so I thought. I really didn’t know where to begin. Between my computer classes, things I taught myself, and what my friends in China showed me, I felt confident I could hack the CIA and misdirect the operation to some ayatollah in Iran if I had to. How could I use those skills to help the average American married couple? This wasn’t a Chinese database I was breaking into or a website we defaced for the laughs. These were regular people with regular problems.

      I had the world at my fingertips and I didn’t know where to begin.

      This seemed so easy when I got my license. My cousin Rich laughed at me and told me I had no experience, and this would be harder than I imagined. I scoffed at him, but right now, I couldn’t argue. I didn’t know how to investigate a case of maybe-infidelity. I knew I didn’t want to dangle out of a tree with a fish-eye lens and take pictures of Paul Fisher groping someone not his wife. All I had to do was find something worth doing in the meantime.

      Alice told me a few things about her and Paul. I looked at my notepad. They lived in Glen Burnie. Home was as good a place to start as any, and didn’t even require any hacking to get their address. She said they didn’t have a lot of money by virtue of being underwater on their mortgage. A lot of people found themselves in that same situation when the housing bubble burst, and home values slid down a slippery slope. Years in, the recovery still hadn’t happened for many people.

      Finding out how much they paid for their house only took a minute. I learned the Fishers spent $259,000 for their house seven years ago. Because I’d rather dive into a freshly-dug grave than live in Glen Burnie, I didn’t know how the figure jibed with the market, but it sounded reasonable. Recent comps confirmed the numbers. Now I needed their mortgage information. I wondered if American banks fortified themselves better than those in Hong Kong.

      After a few minutes, I learned they didn’t. Finding out which bank held the loan took hardly any time. From there, a firewall and an intrusion detection system presented flimsy roadblocks. An IDS sounds like a great thing, and many companies rely on them. But once a hacker knows which IDS is online (and there are myriad easy ways to figure it out), bypassing or tricking them is easy. Locks only stop honest people, and IDSes only stop stupid hackers.

      I brought up the Fishers’ loan. They had refinanced a year ago to take advantage of the lower rates. The loan looked normal to me. They still owed just over $236,000 in principal, made their payments on time, and could boast of a good interest rate. Why did Alice say they were underwater? Did the house lose its value? The appraisal performed for the refinance valued the Fishers’ house at $256,000. Even if it lost 10% of its value in the intervening year, my estimate still put it around $231,000, which was close to their outstanding balance.

      Alice Fisher lied to me about her and her husband’s loan balance exceeding their home’s value. The lie bothered me. If they couldn’t afford a “real detective,” it had nothing to do with their mortgage. I would have to dig deeper. I wondered if either of them had a rap sheet. If Paul got arrested for something and had to take a lesser job at work, it would explain things—and he may not have told his wife about the demotion out of pride. I wanted to see what the police knew about Paul and Alice Fisher.

      I pursued the information in person.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you serious?” Rich said, laughing.

      So much for cooperation from the Baltimore Police and from my cousin in particular. I took a chance trying to catch Rich at his desk, and risked a bigger chance hoping he would throw me a bone. “I am,” I said. “You can share information with me. I’m a licensed private investigator.”

      “Faking your background doesn’t mean you know how to solve a case,” Rich said. He looked at me with smug amusement. “If you did, you wouldn’t be here.” Rich’s desk was the most Spartan in the place, which didn’t surprise me. Only the essentials sat atop its medium cherry surface and nothing could be out of place. Rich and I both favored our fathers, so we looked a little alike, but he had a sharper, sterner face. His hair remained in the buzz cut he’d sported since before he enlisted in the Army, though some gray now mingled with the brown. His dark blue uniform looked like it had been pressed the moment before he put it on.

      “I know enough to know I need more information,” I said. “I need to see if the BPD has anything on these people.”

      Rich shook his head. “You’re actually working a case,” he said.

      “This is my job now,” I said.

      “Yeah, sure it is. We both know you’re doing this so your parents don’t disown you.”

      “I don’t see what my motives have to do with anything.”

      “Oh, come on, C.T.! You don’t really want to do this job, so you’re going through the motions enough to make your parents happy with you again. Then it’ll be to hell with everyone else, just like it always is with you.”

      “Look, maybe helping people hasn’t always been high on my list of things to do. But right now, it’s what I’m doing, and I’m going to do it as well as I can.”

      “I’d like to believe you. Really, I would. Then I remember you’re the guy who went overseas to help Chinese criminals with hacking and piracy.” I noticed a few people looking at us now. Rich’s desk sat against a wall on one side, but the other three were populated with people who had taken a sudden interest in the conversation.

      “They might not have heard you in D.C.,” I said.

      “Whatever,” Rich said. “Maybe after you’ve solved some cases and paid your dues, I’ll let you see our files.”

      “Let me get this straight. Seeing your files would help me solve this case, and presumably others I get. But you won’t let me see the files until I solve cases without benefit of those files.”

      “Exactly,” Rich said.

      “What is this, hazing? What happened to ‘to serve and protect’?”

      Rich narrowed his eyes. “You don’t get to question me on my oath. You wouldn’t know anything about it. You’re just in it for the money.”

      “You’ve known me my whole life, Rich. OK, maybe I’m vain and⁠—”

      “Maybe?”

      “So I am. Whatever, you know I finish what I start. Say what you want about me, but I’m not a quitter. When I start something, I follow through.”

      Rich looked at me for a few seconds and nodded. “I’ll give you that much.”

      “Great. Can you also give me a file or two?”

      He chuckled “Not a chance. Hey, I’m getting some coffee. You want any?”

      “No, thanks.”

      Rich got up and walked into the next room. I looked around. People who had taken an interest in our conversation a minute ago now ignored me in favor of their work. I scooted my chair closer to Rich’s desk and leaned across it. I minimized his email and opened a DOS prompt. I entered the command to get his IP and MAC addresses, jotted the info on a Post-It note Rich had on his desk, closed the DOS box, and restored Outlook. By the time Rich emerged from the other room with a cup of coffee in his hand, I had put the note in my pocket and moved my chair back to its original position.

      “You’re still here?” Rich said.

      “Just hoping you’d change your mind,” I said.

      “Not going to happen.”

      “All right,” I said, getting up.

      “Wait, you’re done?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re just giving up? What happened to that tenacity you were telling me about?”

      “Right now, I have more productive things to do than get stonewalled,” I said. I walked away before Rich could say anything else. I already had what I needed. With Rich’s IP and MAC addresses, I could get any file I wanted, and he wouldn’t even know about it.

      It ended up being a productive trip after all.
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        * * *

      

      In the hacking days of yore, folks like me used to engage in a practice called war dialing. The hacker would use a program to dial a bunch of numbers, eventually discovering which numbers belonged to the modem banks. This was easier when businesses used blocks of consecutive phone numbers. I did something similar in fingerprinting the BPD’s network, discovering what services ran on which IP address. Rich’s IP address gave me the starting point. I didn’t need puny desktop computers used by jealous and embittered sergeants, though: I needed servers. It took me a while, but I found them.

      From there, I made the BPD’s network believe one of my virtual machines was one of its own computers. The MAC address helped here. It’s a physical address, but virtual machines need them for networks to deliver data. The setup took me about two minutes. It probably should have taken one, but I double and triple-checked to make sure I didn’t leave any e-footprints. With my computer accepted as part of the BPD’s network, I now had access to all of their resources, including the files Rich didn’t want me to see.

      I searched for police files on both Alice and Paul Fisher. My computer crunched through records from throughout the state and returned a hit on Paul Fisher after about two minutes. He had a DUI arrest from six years ago. It led to his license being suspended for six months, but he remained on the good side of the law since then. Alice Fisher had never been arrested. I remembered her shifty eyes from our meeting earlier. Something had to cause her suspicious behavior.

      I wasn’t going to find any more answers in Paul Fisher’s thin police report. Alice said he worked for Digital Sales. Maybe I could discover something on their site. Digital Sales had been in business for over 15 years and sold all manners of copiers, fax machines, printers, scanners, and other office technology. I saw a listing for Paul under Account Managers. The site didn’t explain what an account manager did, leaving the duties as an exercise for the reader to deduce.

      I considered hacking into Digital Sales’ web server to see what else it may have said but decided against it. They were a big enough company to pay someone else to do their web work for them. Whoever designed and maintained it probably only knew Paul Fisher by his picture and title. If I wanted to know anything else, I would have to take a trip down there.
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        * * *

      

      The first floor of Digital Sales was a mass of hallways and cubicles. The receptionist smiled at me as I approached her desk. She was pretty in the hot librarian way, with her brown hair pulled back and half-moon glasses framing her pleasing face. Closer, I noticed she favored the Jessica Webber method of blouse buttoning. Maybe I had gotten used to the more conservative way women in Hong Kong dressed. Welcome (back) to America, C.T.; be sure to stop and admire the scenery. I returned her smile as I stopped at her large desk.

      “I need to speak to someone with an impressive title,” I said.

      “Well,” she said with a smile, “my title is executive assistant. Is that impressive enough?”

      “It is, but I need someone with a different impressive title.”

      “Do you have an impressive title?”

      I showed her my newly-minted PI license. “You tell me.”

      “That could be interesting.” She sighed and swept the room with her eyes. “It’s probably more exciting than anything else around here, you know?”

      “I’m sure it is. I’d like to talk to whomever would supervise Paul Fisher.”

      “What’s wrong with Paul?”

      “Nothing, I hope.” I leaned closer and lowered my voice. “I’d appreciate you not mentioning anything about this little visit to Paul.”

      She nodded. “No problem,” she said in a whisper. “I don’t even like him.”

      “Very good. Now, whom can I talk to?”

      “I’ll see if Mr. O’Neill is in.”

      “Thank you.”

      She picked up the phone and dialed a few numbers. For the first time, I noticed the nameplate on her desk. In my defense, the phone did a good job of hiding it. Still, now that
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