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Chapter One


June 30, 2019

Washington D.C.
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It had been a beautiful day in the nation’s capital as Piper Haden walked to the G.W. University Law Library. While most people were winding down their day, Piper was just starting hers. Piper was a night owl and had learned long ago not to buck her internal clock. Her long, curly blonde hair was pulled back into its usual braid and her green eyes were clear. She smiled as she looked up at the sunny sky. Being a small woman at only about five foot tall, she always told people good things come in small packages.

As she entered the library, she smiled at Julie, the librarian. Piper was a regular, and everyone knew her. While Piper unpacked her backpack, she noted that most of the tables were empty, but she spotted a familiar face. Bill, the homeless guy, enjoyed coming in the library and would sit for hours reading newspapers. Julie and the other librarians usually didn’t say anything as long as he was quiet and didn’t cause any trouble.

She set out her laptop and a couple of notebooks filled with ideas about the research she was doing for an upcoming case being tried in the courts and was just sitting down when Bill noticed she was there. He folded up his paper and made his way over to her desk. 

Piper smiled and greeted him in a low whisper, “Hello there, stranger. I haven’t seen you in a while.”

Bill grinned. “I know, I’ve been busy. I stopped in tonight, hoping I’d run into you.”

“Oh, why is that?” Piper asked as she turned her laptop on.

“I found this book and thought you might enjoy it.” He passed a ragged book to her. 

Piper examined the partially torn cover. “Red Star Over Russia?” She picked it up and thumbed through it. The pages were yellowed with age and the binding looked like it could fall apart any time.

“Well, thanks Bill. I’ll be sure to read it soon.” Piper smiled.

“I think you might want to read it sooner rather than later. You might find it very interesting.” 

Piper raised her brows at the slight change in Bill’s voice. Bill had always been friendly, but Piper suspected he was just like so many of the books she’d explored, their cover often misleading. “I’ll read it, Bill,” she said warily.

“Good. The sooner you crack that spine, the sooner we can have a fun talk.” Bill got up and shuffled away. 

Piper watched until he disappeared into the stack of books then she turned and stared at the book he brought her. Its spine looked a little too cracked already.

When she opened the cover, she noted the copyright date was 1927. Carefully, she began turning the yellowed pages. Soon the words written there caught her attention and the world around her faded. When she turned the last page, nothing she found made sense to her. The book was missing the final pages. Instead, she found some old newspaper clipping folded in half in the back of the book. 

She carefully unfolded it and frowned as she read the article. The journalist wrote about the dangers of fracking, an abbreviated term for hydraulic fracture mining. Piper’s parents, when still alive, had been involved in a similar educational cause. Their position as scientists with the CDC had instilled strong ideals in her from a young age. They had traveled to every nation under the sun and taught the locals how to get clean water, how to stop epidemics by getting them medicine. Their teaching methods were still used today. 

She picked up the book again and looked at the page numbers. Damn. There were several pages missing. Her curiosity was piqued.

Piper got up and walked over to Julie’s desk. She smiled and asked, “Would you have a copy of this book?” She held it up. “This copy has some pages missing.”

Julie glanced at her screen and her fingers began typing. She glanced up at Piper and grinned. “We do have a copy in the reference section. Would you like me to get that for you?”

Piper nodded. “Yes, please. I need these books, too. Can you locate them for me?”

Julie typed the list into her computer. She jotted down several numbers and left her desk. It took several minutes before she came back. ‘‘Why do you need these books?” Julie asked, handing over the books.

Piper smiled. “The first book made several references to these. If anything, I like to have all the information before I end my research.”

‘‘Did you really find something in that tattered book?” Julie asked. “I saw the old bum give it to you.”

Piper scowled at her description of Bill. “I don’t think you should dismiss Bill as an old bum. I believe there is more to him than meets the eye.”

Julie frowned. “Really? All I can see is a dirty old bum. He just comes in here to get out of the cold.”

Piper nodded. “Maybe, but I still think he’s more than what he wants the world to see.” She shrugged. “Well, I have to get back to my research. Thanks for the help.” 

When she got back to her place, she saw her papers had been moved. She straightened up the papers and found something that wasn’t there before. A small red flash drive. She looked around the library, but no one paid her any attention. They were all busy working on their own projects. She found Bill reading another newspaper not too far away. 

She shrugged, sat down, and plugged the drive into her computer. If she could see what was on it, maybe she could figure out who it belonged to. When the contents came up, Piper furrowed her eyebrows. She lifted her head and looked around again. 

Clicking on the first file, she found a list of the fifteen major cities in the U.S. Clicking on each of the cities listed, she found maps and directions to the city’s water supply facilities. Piper was confused as to why this information was on the drive. 

As she perused more, she found herself breaking out in goose bumps. She couldn’t believe what she was reading. The texts spoke of a toxin being introduced into the water systems. The fact that she understood the information bespoke of years of watching her parents volunteer all over the world, helping dig wells for small villages and educating their leaders on clean water, healthy food choices and proper medications.
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In a little office within FBI headquarters, where people sat around with earphones listening in on other people’s tapped cell phones, sat a very bored man. He’d been there eight hours a day, six days a week, watching a computer screen that never changed. It scrolled key words that they were supposed to look for but he wasn’t here to watch for key words, he was sitting here for a different purpose altogether. He was assigned to watch for a series of words or symbols that wouldn’t mean anything to anyone else.

That night, his screen beeped. Startled, he checked the entire room before looking at the computer, where he saw an IP address flashing on his screen. He tried to type in a response but couldn’t get any answer. He tried again and got no response. He ran a trace on the IP on the screen and when he got a response, he dialed a number on his cell phone. It didn’t even ring once.

“What?”

“Sir? I received an address.” Silence. “Sir?”

“Give it to me.”

The man provided the information, and was promptly hung up on. He looked around to see if anyone else in the room noticed, then he deleted the message from his computer and went back to the job at hand.
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Peter Manning set aside his phone and stood up. He emptied his pockets on the table. Scouring through the items, he grew concerned when he didn’t see the one item he always carried. The red flash drive was missing. Putting the items back into his pockets, Peter made his way to the top level of the library. He often came here to do his own research into high security projects and tonight was no different. What was different was the call he’d just received. 

Slowly walking around the catwalk, he looked down at the tables and computer stations below. Searching each and every station, his eyes moved to the tables. It wasn’t until he got to the third table that he found what he was looking for.

The young woman sitting there studied the information on her computer with wide eyes. He feared she had discovered more than she bargained for. Something she was never supposed to know about, something she would take to her grave now.

He cursed himself for being so stupid as to lose the drive in the first place. Now he had to clean up the mess he’d made before anyone could connect the dots. He grabbed his phone and called for a team. Giving the address of the library, he moved back into the shadows to wait.

[image: Related image]

Piper pushed her chair back and pulled the flash drive from her computer. Slipping it into her pocket, she clicked the tab that would hide the information on her computer. She needed some help and she knew just who to call. She quickly texted a friend and then got up to find Bill. She packed up her stuff and hooked the small pack over her left shoulder. She didn’t want to leave it in case someone else saw it. She left her coat so her friend could find it but the rest of her stuff she took with her.

She found him on the second level, reading another newspaper. When she sat down next to him, she put her backpack on the floor beside her and gave him her whole attention. He looked above the top of the newspaper and stared at her. “Can I help you?”

“I hope so,” Piper told him. “I have some questions, first.”

Bill folded the paper he was reading and laid it on his lap. “I may have some answers for you.” He smiled.

“Why did you give me that book tonight?”

He shrugged. “I enjoyed reading it a number of years ago and thought you might enjoy it as well.” He paused then asked, “Why? Was there something wrong with it?”

“You mean other than the last few pages missing or the fact it had a newspaper article folded up inside the back cover?”

“Was there, really?” Bill frowned. “What was the article about?”

Piper stared at him for a moment then said, “The dangers of hydraulic fracture mining.” She paused then added, “But I have a feeling you knew very well the article was there.”

Bill looked slightly miffed. “Well, maybe I did,” he admitted. 

“What’s the deal here?” Piper asked. “Who and what is the Phoenix Society?”

Bill was startled by her question, and sat up straighter. “Where did you hear about them?”

Piper shrugged. “It came up in my research. Again, I ask, who and what is the Phoenix Society?”

Bill got to his feet. He looked down at her and said, “Stay away from them. They are bad news.” Suddenly, he stopped talking and cocked his head. 

Piper was about to ask what was wrong when she, too, suddenly heard something.

Bill motioned her to remain quiet as he walked silently to the balcony to look down at the library’s main floor. Two people walked up to the table where Piper’s friend, Courtney, had just sat down. Piper hadn’t seen or heard Courtney arrive, but she wasn’t surprised to see her sitting there. Courtney would have known Piper’s stuff and knew she would return at some point. She was so absorbed in unloading her own backpack, she didn’t see the two men approaching her table until they were right beside her.  

“Piper Haden?” one asked softly.

Courtney raised her head and smiled vaguely, then her eyes widened in shock as she saw the gun. She started to scream, but the sound never left her throat. The gun spat, and she crumbled to the floor. 

Piper covered her mouth with her hand as she fought back a scream. 

The man looked up, saw them, and fired twice. Piper and Bill ducked and ran.

“Get away!” Bill yelled as he caught up to her for a moment. His eyes were frantic as he told her, “Girl, get out of here and meet me at Union Station, the lower level by the snack machines. Get there as soon as you can, and I’ll tell you where you can find the information you need to stop them. Promise me you’ll meet me.”

Piper heard running footsteps approaching, but Bill wouldn’t let go of her arm. “Promise me.” He urged her.

“Union Station, lower level. I promise, but first, we have to get out of here.” Piper panted as she ran.

Bill smiled. “No problem. Follow me.”

Piper nodded, but he was already walking quickly past tall rows of books. Circling the top floor, he paused to listen carefully for a moment, and then quietly went down the back staircase and out the front door. Piper paused to stare at the crumpled body lying on the floor. She felt tears welling in her eyes and she didn’t want to just walk out and leave her friend behind. 

Bill tugged her hand and urged her to leave. Once they were outside, Bill turned. “I’ll go on my own and meet you there. I have information you need, but we have to get away from here right now, and it’s too dangerous to travel together.”

Piper was in shock as Bill simply turned and walked away. Her best friend had been murdered before her eyes, and the killers were right behind her. She didn’t know how to handle such a situation. She didn’t know what information Bill had or why he’d elected to share it with her, but the only course left open to her was the one he suggested. She couldn’t go back. 

Courtney was dead because the killers mistook her for Piper and this told Piper she was onto something big.

There was a noise behind her. Piper ducked behind some shrubs, and then watched the killers come out of the library through the same door she and Bill just used. They stopped to look around, then, as someone approached the library, they tucked away their guns and kept looking around the area.

Those were the longest two minutes in Piper’s life. She felt certain she’d be discovered and couldn’t control her trembling. Her heart felt like it was pounding so loud in her chest she was surprised no one else could hear it. Somehow, they hadn’t seen her. And after they’d taken their time searching, they walked casually away. 

As she crawled out of her hiding place, she looked around. She was alone, and as much as she wanted to go back into the library and be with Courtney, she turned and walked toward Union Station as quickly as she could, feeling more terrified than she’d ever been in her life. She neared the station and looked around again, but, not knowing what to look for, she didn’t feel much safer. She walked inside and tried to blend with the multitude of people moving about.

Piper slowly walked down to the lower level, looking left and right as she went, then went to the food machines, her eyes constantly scanning the crowd. She wasn’t sure if she was looking for Bill or the killers and hoped she’d see Bill first, then she could leave.

As she neared the food machines, a homeless woman came up and asked for a dollar. Piper reached into her pocket and handed her a dollar, then the woman held onto her hand. “Bill says I gotta get you and bring you where he is,” she hissed, “but we gotta be quiet.” She raised a finger to her lips. “You come along with me, and we’ll find Bill.”

Piper smelled cheap wine and sweaty stale body odor on the woman, but she wasn’t going to let her out of her sight. She just hoped the woman was sober enough to remember where Bill was. As they went back to the street level, the woman turned right and went into the shadow of the city post office building across the street. Once in the shadows, someone grabbed Piper. When she tried to scream, a hand covered her mouth. She fought as hard as she could until she heard Bill’s voice.

“Keep still!” he whispered.

Piper quieted immediately, glad to be back with him.

The old woman sidled up to Bill and asked, “Did I do good?” 

He paused and looked at her kindly. “Yes, Rosie, you did good. Now, I need you to do me one more favor. I need you to find a place to stay for a few days in case the men who were looking for us come after you. They might figure you know where we are, but, if they can’t find you, they can’t hurt you and then find us.”

Rosie smiled. “Oh, Bill, you don’t need to worry about me. Nobody would hurt old Rosie. I won’t let ‘em.”

He smiled and took her hand. “I know, but I might need you to help me again. Tell you what, go to the Gallery of Art and find a nice place, and I’ll meet you there in a day or two, okay?”

Rosie smiled and nodded, then turned to Piper. “You mind your manners, Missy. Bill’s a real good friend to a lot of us on the street, and we look out for each other. Right now, he’s helpin’ you, but he always comes back to us.” She shook her finger at Piper.

The gesture made Piper smile. “I promise to obey him,” she said solemnly.

Rosie turned and blended into the shadows.

Piper turned to Bill. “Now, what?”

He pulled her further into the surrounding darkness. “I don’t know.”

‘‘What do you mean, you don’t know?” Her voice rose, and Bill covered her mouth with his hand again.

“Girl, are you trying to get us killed?”

Piper pulled her head away. “What do you mean, you don’t know what to do?” she whispered.

“The society you mentioned before likes to keep their secrets,” Bill explained. “You must have found something they didn’t want discovered. That’s what got your friend murdered and it will get you killed too.”

“What are you talking about?” Piper asked as she ran her fingers through her hair. “I haven’t found anything yet.”

Bill said as he looked around. “We need to get somewhere safe to talk first. Come with me.” He turned and began walking away. Piper followed. She kept looking behind her expecting to see someone chasing them.

Bill took her through the alleys and back streets of the city to another all night library. They didn’t stop moving until they were hidden in a forgotten loft used for storage. There he sat down and caught his breath.

Piper was frightened but she didn’t say anything for the longest time. When her heart quit beating so hard she looked at him and said, “Time for answers, Bill.”
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Chapter Two
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“You never did answer my question earlier. What do you know about the Phoenix Society?” Piper asked.

Bill tensed. “Why do you need to know about them?”

Piper shrugged. “I ran across the name after I clicked on a link and wondered about it, that’s all. I’d never heard of them before tonight. Then I found the drive hiding under some paperwork on my desk. I barely had time to see what was on it.”

Bill scratched his salt-and-pepper beard, watching Piper carefully for a minute while he seemed to consider his response. “Stay away from that group, girl. You don’t want to get mixed up with them.”

She smiled. “I wasn’t thinking about getting involved with them, I just asked if you knew anything.”

Bill tugged his earlobe. He eyed her warily but appeared to conclude she was trustworthy. “The Phoenix Society is a group of radicals who think that, this year, the world as we know it will no longer be acceptable. They believe the world should be restructured under one government, and they should be its High Council. They have members everywhere, in every phase of governments around the world. They call themselves sleepers. They go quietly about their business until the order comes from the High Council. That’s when the world as we know it will end. In the aftermath of the devastation, they want to restructure the world.”

Piper was amazed. Like most people, she assumed Bill was a harmless old man, but he talked as if he knew a lot. She hadn’t read any of that from her research. “How do you know all this?”

Bill stared at his scuffed, worn shoes. “Until three years ago, I was working my way up the corporate ladder. I was a corporal in the Phoenix Society.”

Piper slumped against the brick building, stunned. Her heart pounded in her chest and she had a moment of panic. Taking a deep breath, she tried to calm herself before she asked, “What happened?”

Bill shook his head. “Three years ago. I was a big man in this town—not as a politician, I was a very successful lawyer. I had a win ratio unlike any other in the country. I lived the high life, with a wife I love even to this day, and three beautiful children who grew up and went on their own. I had a big house, and more money in the bank than I could spend.” He paused, his eyes glazing with memories, then he swallowed hard, and tears welled in his eyes.

Piper sat down and took his hand. “What changed all that?” she asked softly.

Tears spilled down his cheeks. “Three years ago, my daughter was raped and murdered by a madman. I fought to see him strung up for what he did to my Jillian, but my Phoenix Society commander ordered me to defend him and get him acquitted.

“I refused and added I hoped the man died at the state’s expense. I wanted him to feel the wrath of justice. I was consumed with a rage I’d never felt before, and my commander knew it. That was when I learned the murderer was the commander’s son. As a test, the High Council ordered him to do what he did.” Bill stood and began pacing. 

“The High Council needed to know who it could count on if the government ended. My daughter died to test my strength, and I couldn’t live with that. The plan seemed like a dream at one time, but somehow things changed and what happened opened my eyes to the real threat. Suddenly I wasn’t willing to play anymore. I didn’t know it at the time, but they weren’t going to let me go. I was a valuable asset, you see, someone they could use over and over again. They said the only way I could be free was through death. If I wasn’t going to be part of the solution, I was part of the problem, and as such, I wasn’t worth my weight in spit.”

Bill paused to gather his courage. Piper could feel his pain emanating from him. His reopened wounds must have been important to divulge, for the betterment of their situation. 

“One day,” he continued, “I kissed my wife goodbye and left for work as usual. I reasoned if I had to defend the bastard who killed my daughter, I was better off dead.

“I knew the Society wouldn’t stop until I did as they said, and I couldn’t put my wife, Connie, or my two sons through any more of that pain. I didn’t want them to become victims like Jillian had. On my way across the Arlington Bridge, between Arlington and the Basin, I drove through the railing, over the side, and into the frozen Potomac below. I fully expected and hoped to die that morning. When I came to on the gravelly bank of the river, not dead, I decided God had another purpose for me.” 

Bill stopped pacing and sat beside Piper. She hugged him silently, and then he patted her arm and continued.

“To the rest of the world, William George McGuire, lawyer extraordinaire, was dead in a traffic accident. They, obviously, never found my body and assumed the worst. I gave up my life to protect my family, and I didn’t dare let them know I still lived. William McGuire died that day, and I was reborn as Bill the street person.”

Piper sat quietly, absorbing Bill’s story. Something made her put her trust in him, partly because her research informed her that the Society was as ruthless as Bill claimed.

Piper thought for a moment. “In the beginning of the book you gave me, it mentioned a society born when man began to realize the government needed watching. It spoke of balanced powers and righteous sovereignty. Yet, I saw a portion of an email on a flash drive and found out that in four days, on the Fourth of July, the Phoenix Society will start their restructuring process in the United States. I don’t know what they plan to do, but I can’t believe it will actually destroy the nation or any of the world’s political groups. The American people won’t allow it to happen here, and no one else would allow it anywhere else.”

He shook his head. “The Society has changed over the years. It may have started out with a noble purpose, but I think a horrible seed was planted decades ago. There is a secret purpose to it now and while I never knew what that purpose was, I knew the people behind the masks and robes. I couldn’t see their faces but knew their voices and mannerisms. Their ambition is unlimited and they would do anything to become more powerful. You can’t let them do it.”

Piper threw up her hands. “How am I supposed to stop them? I don’t even know what they plan to do! How can I stop something I don’t know the first thing about?” Her voice rose slightly and she seemed agitated. “I don’t know these people and I have a feeling they wouldn’t like it if I started telling their story all over Washington. Hell, they didn’t even like it when I stumbled upon their information! They just murdered my best friend! How do I know the people I go to for help aren’t the very people preparing for the hostile takeover?” 

She got to her feet and began to pace. “I’m not the person to alert the world. No one would believe me. They would lock me up in a funny farm somewhere and tell everyone I’m nuts. I’m a researcher not a reporter.”

Bill reached out and grabbed her by the arm. “You are the only one that can stop them. You’ve been chosen. I’ve seen some of your groundbreaking articles in the newspaper—you know how to find out stuff no one else can find. You have to finish your research. We need evidence, solid evidence. You may not be a reporter but you stand up and stand out for the little guy. You don’t quit and you follow through when you think something is wrong. That’s what we need right now.” 

“Even if we had it, to whom and where would we show it? We aren’t even sure who’s in the Society and who isn’t.” Piper snapped her fingers. “Wait, that link. I wonder if the webpage I came across on my computer might lead to a membership list.”

He shook his head. “Girl, if they knew your name, then your computer and all your evidence is gone. They wouldn’t leave anything behind.”

“What about the flash drive?”

He grinned and hugged her. “I forgot you had it, can you get the information from it?”

“All I need is a computer. If I can hook up to a secure network I can see what else the drive has on it. There was so much information there I didn’t have a chance to study it all.” Then she reached into her pocket and brought out the flash drive. “Someone put this beside my spot at the library thinking it was mine. I didn’t know what was on it. I plugged it in and began downloading files but I didn’t get very far.”

Bill rubbed his hands together against the cold night air. “Let’s find somewhere to get out of the line of fire. I don’t think we’re being followed but you never know. These people play a very dangerous game and they won’t hesitate to kill us to keep their secret.” Bill headed toward the door of the storage room, and Piper followed. “Besides, I think I can help with identifying them.”

Piper looked at him. “How?”

He cleared his throat and held the door for her. “Before I tried to kill myself three years ago, I had collected enough information throughout the years to ensure my family’s safety. I had mailed a letter to my wife about its location, but when I survived the fall from the bridge, I intercepted the delivery. I wanted to figure out a better plan to keep them protected. The organization doesn’t know I’ve got it, but it definitely proves a conspiracy.”

Piper smiled. “Maybe if we combine what I have with what you have, it’ll be enough. If I can find the membership list, we can tell who’s safe to talk to.”

Bill shook his head. “There’s a problem. The information I have is at my home in Arlington. I can’t exactly get inside to retrieve it, can I?”

Piper slumped against the wall in defeat. She suddenly felt overwhelmed. She was tired and cold and her life had been turned upside down in a matter of hours. She was scared and had just watched her best friend die because of her. “Why’d they have to kill Courtney? She never hurt anyone, and now she’s dead.”

“Why did she respond to them when they asked for you?” Bill asked.

“She didn’t. She only looked up at them. Courtney is . . . was deaf. She wouldn’t have even heard what they said. She reads lips if the person speaking to her doesn’t know how to sign.”

He patted her shoulder. “You can’t change what’s happened, but you can change what will happen. I’ve been watching you over the last three years, and I know you’ve got a lot of political contacts in the city. You have contacts I never had. Your parents were well-known in political and scientific circles.” 

Bill paused and then said, “I was there at the funerals. Most of Washington’s top brass was there, too, and some were members of the Society, but there were many who’d never agree to join such a group. All we have to do is find one of your parents’ friends who has political clout and isn’t a member.”

“How do we tell who’s who?”

Bill scratched his head. ‘‘When they recruited me twenty-five years ago, we were tattooed to show our commitment.”

He pushed up his coat sleeve and showed her a place on the inside of his left wrist. “You may not be able to see it, but there is a tattoo there. They didn’t want everyone to be able to see it so they used some special ink. It can only be seen under a black light.”

Piper stared at his wrist. In her mind, his explanation sounded plausible. Doesn’t every secret society have an invisible tattoo? The whole adventure was like a nightmare from which she couldn’t wake up. She never would have imagined something like this happening to her. Her mind raced. So much had happened in the past few hours, and the events were all jumbled in her mind. She needed to sort them out before she would know what to do. She wasn’t sure what was real and what wasn’t anymore.

Bill eyed her expression of defeat. “Let’s find a safe place to rest awhile. We need to regroup and figure out what to do. When was the last time you had something to eat?”

Piper smiled faintly. “I had a piece of toast this morning.”

Bill nodded. “That’s your problem—low blood sugar. Come on. I know a place nearby that serves a good, hot meal. While we eat, I’ll answer any questions you have.”

Piper almost hugged him. She was confused, tired, and more than a little hungry. Rest and food would be welcome, but she wanted answers even more.

Bill took her to a little diner one block from the bus station. It was a place Piper never would have entered alone. When they walked in, the waitress called a greeting to Bill that assured Piper he was known and liked. She gave them a cup of coffee as they made their way to a table in the back. Piper looked at her friend and knew she would have to change her preconceived thoughts about him before this was over. She had thought he was a harmless older man, but now that idea was changing and she wasn’t sure she liked the change in him.

While they waited for their waitress, Piper asked, “How’d you get involved with that group?”

Bill sipped his coffee and set down the cup carefully. “Twenty-five years ago is a long time to remember. I guess what drew their attention to me was a murder case I had at the time. “It was State versus Carl Bennet, who was accused of murdering Otto Kindenschmitt. Back then, Carl and everyone in the Jewish community thought Otto was a Nazi guard in one of the concentration camps. I proved that, not only was he a guard, he was also responsible for over one thousand deaths at the camp, including Carl’s parents and older brothers. I also proved Carl wasn’t in his right frame of mind, and, because of his war experience, did the only thing he knew.” 

He paused in his story when the waitress brought two glasses of water and took their orders. “Carl spent the next few years in a mental hospital learning how to deal with the deaths of his family,” he continued. “He’s now a prominent citizen. He felt that even though the state took away his freedom for a few years, it was better that than being sent to death row.

“Shortly after that case, the Phoenix Society contacted me to be their attorney. They said they were setting up several businesses and wanted them to have a good foundation. They added they were looking for the best lawyer money could buy.” He shrugged. “At first, I did it for the money. I had a family and a good life, and I wanted the best for us. The money was good enough that I didn’t ask too many questions.

“After a few years, I was in so deep, it didn’t matter. It all seemed too good to be true, but, by then I also knew they’d never let me walk out. I pushed to be accepted as a member, which they were very willing to do. I soon found out they weren’t above bending or breaking the law and I was helping cover their tracks by keeping them looking good. 

“I didn’t like that and started keeping a second set of books. I documented everything I did and a few other things I’d heard about. They never knew, because I was always really careful.” 

Bill paused again when the waitress brought their food. After she left and Piper began eating, he continued. “At my home in Arlington, I have over twenty years’ worth of records that would blow them away—every shady deal and everyone associated with those deals. Now, when I need it, I can’t get at it.”

Piper bit into her hamburger and thought for a moment. “Maybe the info you have will tie in with what I’ve got. That might tell us what they plan to do. I learned the when, now we need to know what.”

Bill cocked his head. “You’re sure about the date?”

Piper nodded. “It all hinges on this coming Fourth of July.”

Bill sat up straight in his chair. “For some reason, that date rings a bell. I mean, as something more significant than just a national holiday. You have to get to my place and get the information I left hidden there.”

He grabbed a napkin and dug in his pocket for a pen or pencil. He took out a small pencil and wrote something down, then handed the paper to Piper.

16618 Arlington Boulevard.

“That’s my house,” he told her. “You have to go there and get the papers from the wall safe in the bedroom. Connie doesn’t even know there’s a safe there—nobody does. How you get it is your business, but you can’t tell Connie I’m alive. You can’t tell anyone.” He paused. “You can’t trust anyone, either.”

“Won’t the tattoo tell me who’s a member?”

“It’s possible, but the tattoos can’t be seen except by a black light. Right now, you need a safe place to hide until you can get what you need from my place. What’s today’s date?”

Piper looked at her watch. “It’s the thirtieth. Why?”

Bill thought for a moment. “Connie will be visiting our son Richard for his fortieth birthday soon. She always does that for his birthday. She’ll be away from the house a few hours, so all you have to do is wait until she’s gone. Until then, we’ll find you a place to sleep.” He eyed her plate. “Are you finished eating?”

Piper nodded and reached into her pocket for money.

Bill started to protest then stopped. Piper knew he didn’t have enough money, so, as much as she could see it galled him, he let her pay for their meal.

“Come on. We have to find a place for you,” Bill said.

Piper stopped him. “I know of a place that should be safe. Judge Gary Hopewell was a friend of my father’s. He’s retired now, but he’s my best bet.”

Bill nodded. “Okay, if that’s what you want, but if you run into trouble and need to find me, I’ll be in Franklin Park. The less contact we have with each other, the better. At least, for now.”

Piper hugged him. “Thank you for getting me out of the library tonight and for believing in me. If someone came to me with this story, I wouldn’t have believed him.”

Bill returned the hug. “I’ve done some pretty bad things over the years, and maybe this is how I can atone for my sins. Remember—Franklin Park.”

Piper watched him shuffle off and disappear into the darkness. She hoped he’d be all right. When he was gone, she looked around to get her bearings then walked toward the judge’s house.

[image: Related image]

When Bill left Piper, he went to find an old friend. Rounding the corner, he made his way to Franklin Park. Bucky Wainright often stayed there at night when the kids had all gone home. He found him near the carousal.

“Hey you old devil, how the hell you been?’ Bill greeted the older man.

Bucky looked up and grinned. “Talk about









d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
CJ. DAHLEN





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png
SHADOW WARRIORS MC





d2d_images/image013.jpg





d2d_images/image010.jpg





d2d_images/image011.png
goodreads

bt o





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image016.png
SLADE





d2d_images/image014.png
SHADOW OF THE PHOENIX





d2d_images/image008.jpg





