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PROLOGUE
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Professor Jonathan Whitmore had spent nearly forty years studying the past, and in all that time he had come to appreciate one fundamental truth about history: what people chose to preserve was often considerably less revealing than what they went to great lengths to conceal.

The documents scattered across his desk had occupied most of his evening. Excavation records, shipping manifests, correspondence, and photographs lay arranged in a pattern that would have appeared haphazard to anyone unfamiliar with his methods. Whitmore, however, knew exactly where everything belonged.

He'd spent weeks examining the discrepancies, searching for some explanation that didn't involve deliberate deception. A mislabeled shipment, an administrative oversight, an error in transcription—any would have been preferable to the conclusion now taking shape in his mind.

Unfortunately, the evidence was becoming increasingly difficult to explain away.

The archaeology wing of UTSA's Downtown Campus had grown quiet around him. His office was crowded with bookshelves, filing cabinets, and the accumulated clutter of an academic career. A green-shaded desk lamp illuminated the papers, while a loose ventilation panel rattled overhead, a persistent irritation Whitmore had complained about for three semesters without achieving anything resembling a repair.

He removed his glasses and leaned back.

There had to be another explanation.

Archaeologists were particularly susceptible to allowing their expectations to influence their conclusions, a professional weakness he'd spent much of his career pointing out in other people's work. Give a scholar an appealing theory and sufficient time, he often told his students, and the man would eventually find a way to make the evidence agree with him.

The trick was recognizing when the evidence was telling you something you didn't particularly want to hear.

Tonight, it was practically shouting.

Whitmore pulled his leather-bound field journal toward him. The battered notebook had accompanied him through countless excavations, and its pages contained everything from measurements and catalog references to the occasional unflattering assessment of a fellow academic's conclusions.

He turned to a blank page near the back and began writing.

Rather than explaining his discovery outright, he recorded several references that might lead another researcher toward the same conclusion. He reconsidered his wording twice before adding a final notation, then folded the page and carefully tore it from the binding.

He slipped it into the inside pocket of his blazer.

For a moment, he wondered whether the precaution was excessive. The implications of his research could prove embarrassing to several institutions and potentially ruin careers. Substantial sums of money might also be involved.

But was he genuinely concerned that someone would attempt to prevent him from revealing it?

A sound came from the hallway.

Whitmore looked toward the door.

He listened for several seconds, hearing nothing beyond the ventilation system. The building's peculiar acoustics frequently carried conversations from neighboring offices, sometimes with enough clarity that he'd been tempted to offer unsolicited corrections to the adjoining research assistant workroom.

He glanced at the clock.

Nearly ten.

He'd intended to leave hours ago.

Whitmore gathered the documents into orderly stacks and returned several folders to his filing cabinet. He placed his reading glasses neatly on the desk and exchanged them for his everyday pair.

Good heavens, Jonathan. When did you become your father?

The thought brought a faint smile. With one final glance around his desk, he stood, retrieved his field journal, and secured it with its leather cord. Whatever he'd uncovered would still be there tomorrow, preferably after a decent night's sleep.

He collected his briefcase, tucked the journal beneath his arm, and opened the office door.

The corridor was deserted.

Really, Jonathan. You're becoming ridiculous.

He locked the office and started toward the stairwell.

He'd nearly reached the corner when a young woman appeared directly in front of him. Whitmore recoiled, dropping his journal.

"Oh! Professor Whitmore!"

"Good heavens!"

The young woman stood clutching several textbooks against her chest, looking every bit as startled as he felt.

"You nearly frightened the life out of me," Whitmore said, pressing a hand briefly against his chest.

"I'm sorry! I didn't think anyone was still here."

"Neither did I."

She bent to retrieve his journal, and when she handed it back, her expression changed.

"Are you all right, Professor? You look a little pale."

"Merely tired. It's been a long evening."

"Professor, it's nearly ten."

Whitmore glanced at his watch. "Yes, Miss Thornton, I'm well aware of the time."

She smiled despite herself. "You really ought to take better care of yourself."

"You're beginning to sound like my sister." He adjusted the journal beneath his arm. "Now, what brings you here at this unreasonable hour?"

"My research paper. I've been going through those sources you recommended, and they contradict each other."

"Do they?"

Miss Thornton narrowed her eyes. "You know perfectly well they do."

"I know what they say. I'm interested in what you make of them."

"One dates the trade relationship almost a century earlier than the other. They can't both be right if they're describing the same event."

Whitmore regarded her over the tops of his glasses.

"And are they describing the same event?"

She opened her mouth, then stopped.

A slow realization crossed her face.

"You knew there was a problem when you assigned them."

"Naturally."

"You could have warned me."

"And deprived you of this delightful moment of intellectual discovery?"

She laughed, shaking her head.

Whitmore smiled.

"Go back to the original accounts, Miss Thornton. Establish precisely what each author is describing before deciding which one is mistaken. You may find there's considerably less disagreement than you imagine."

"So you're not going to tell me which one is right?"

"I should be disappointed if you needed me to."

She tucked the books more securely against her chest.

"You really enjoy making us work for the answers."

"Teaching would be an awfully tedious profession if I had to provide all of them myself."

Her laughter briefly eased the tension he'd carried from his office.

Whitmore glanced toward the stairwell. "Well, Miss Thornton, as much as I enjoy watching you arrive at conclusions I could have given you an hour ago, I believe we've both spent quite enough time at the university this evening."

"Good night, Professor. And please get some rest.”

"I will. Good night, Miss Thornton."

He watched her disappear around the corner before continuing toward the stairs.

Outside, the San Antonio air had begun to cool. A light breeze moved between the buildings, carrying the distant sounds of traffic and the faint smell of damp earth from the landscaped grounds. Whitmore adjusted his blazer and started toward the parking garage.

Movement near the side of the building caught his attention.

A figure stood beneath an overhang, partially obscured by shadow.

Whitmore glanced toward the stranger, expecting the person to continue walking. Instead, the figure remained motionless.

He looked away.

There was nothing unusual about someone standing outside a university building after dark. Students attended evening classes, faculty worked irregular hours, and the campus was situated in the middle of a busy city.

Still, he found himself walking a little faster.

When he glanced back, the figure was gone.

Get hold of yourself, Jonathan.

He rounded the corner toward the parking garage and collided with a man coming from the opposite direction.

The impact was surprisingly forceful. The stranger's shoulder struck Whitmore high in the chest, turning him sideways. He felt a brief sting near his upper arm, so fleeting that it barely registered amid the collision.

“Apologies, Professor.”

Whitmore steadied himself.

The man was broad-shouldered, dressed in dark trousers and a jacket, and entirely unfamiliar.

“It's quite all right,” Whitmore replied, recovering his composure.

“Have a good night.”

“You as well.”

The stranger continued past him.

Whitmore watched him disappear around the corner, troubled by the man's familiarity. He couldn't recall having met him, although that hardly meant anything. After decades of teaching, he had long since accepted that strangers occasionally recognized him.

He brushed at his blazer and entered the stairwell.

He'd climbed only a few steps when dizziness forced him to stop.

Whitmore reached for the railing.

He'd barely eaten since lunch and consumed far too much coffee. A momentary spell of lightheadedness wasn't particularly surprising.

But when he tried to continue, his right leg faltered.

He caught himself against the wall.

An unfamiliar warmth spread across his shoulders and chest, accompanied by tingling in his fingertips. The edges of the concrete steps blurred, and when he attempted a deeper breath, he discovered that his lungs seemed unwilling to cooperate.

What the devil is happening?

He tried another step.

His leg refused to support him.

Whitmore tightened his grip on the railing, only to discover that his fingers were weakening as well.

Fear rose within him.

He attempted to call for help, but his voice emerged as little more than a strained whisper.

"Excuse—"

He swallowed and tried again.

Nothing.

His knees gave way.

The journal slipped from beneath his arm as he fell against the concrete steps, striking his shoulder before landing awkwardly on his side. His briefcase followed, hitting the floor with a heavy thud that echoed through the stairwell.

Whitmore tried to stand.

He planted a hand against the floor, but his arm collapsed beneath his weight. His breathing had become shallow and irregular, and even the effort of raising his head left him struggling for air.

He couldn't understand what was happening.

He was conscious, aware of his surroundings, and perfectly capable of deciding what he needed his body to do. Yet his muscles seemed to have stopped obeying him.

He turned toward the stairwell entrance.

"Hel—"

The sound barely escaped his throat.

Then he saw his journal.

It lay just beyond his reach, its familiar leather cover resting against the concrete.

Whitmore stretched toward it, driven by an urgency that briefly overwhelmed his fear. Whatever was happening to him, the information he'd uncovered couldn't be allowed to disappear.

His fingertips brushed the cover.

He dragged himself forward, caught the leather cord, and pulled the journal against his chest.

The effort left him trembling.

He was beginning to understand that he might be dying.

For nearly forty years, death had been an academic subject, something he examined through ancient burial practices and the remains of long-vanished civilizations. He had discussed mortality in lecture halls, written about it in scholarly journals, and considered himself reasonably comfortable with its inevitability.

He discovered now that intellectual acceptance offered very little comfort when one could no longer draw a proper breath.

Footsteps sounded beyond the stairwell.

Whitmore lifted his head.

A man appeared at the entrance, silhouetted against the brighter light outside.

Relief swept through him.

Someone had found him.

"Hel..." Whitmore managed.

The man approached and stopped beside him.

"Just relax, Professor," he said. "It won't be long now."

Whitmore stared upward.

The man's voice was calm, almost conversational, and entirely inappropriate to the situation.

Why wasn't he helping?

Why wasn't he calling an ambulance?

He tried to pull away, but his body no longer possessed the strength to respond. The stranger stood over him while his breathing grew increasingly shallow.

Whitmore thought of the documents in his office, the discrepancies he'd uncovered, and the page concealed inside his blazer.

He thought of Miss Thornton, of her laughter in the hallway only minutes earlier.

He wanted more time. Not years or even days, but a few minutes in which to explain what he knew and make certain someone understood.

His vision began to narrow.

He had never considered himself particularly afraid of death.

Now, lying helplessly on the cold concrete, he found himself desperately wishing for another breath.

His fingers loosened around the journal.

The overhead lights faded, and the man standing above him disappeared into the darkness.

Jonathan Whitmore for the first time in a long time started to relax.

The man waited several moments before crouching beside the professor and checking his pulse.

Nothing.

He took the leather-bound journal from beneath Whitmore's hand and slipped it inside his jacket. He made no attempt to search the professor's pockets or disturb the briefcase lying beside the stairs.

Then he withdrew his cell phone and selected a saved number.

"It's done."

"And the notebook?"

"I have it."

"Good."

The connection ended.

The man returned his phone to his pocket and looked down at Whitmore's body.

The professor lay awkwardly beside the concrete steps, his briefcase where it had fallen. There was no blood, no obvious indication of a struggle, and nothing to suggest why a man who had been walking through the campus only minutes earlier was now lying dead.

He studied the scene for another moment, his expression unreadable.

Then he turned and walked away.
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The first thing most people noticed about Scholar's Brew was the smell.

Freshly ground coffee mingled with the warm, buttery sweetness of pastries and the unmistakable scent of old books. It was an unusual combination, but one that had proven remarkably effective at attracting university students, faculty members, business types and the occasional tourist who wandered inside expecting a conventional coffee shop and discovered something considerably more interesting.

Mismatched bookshelves lined the walls, their contents ranging from contemporary bestsellers to battered academic texts that appeared to have survived several generations of careless graduate students. Framed maps occupied much of the remaining space, including a reproduction of a sixteenth-century Spanish chart of the Americas that was inaccurate enough to offend most historians and attractive enough that nobody had ever suggested taking it down.

Near the front windows, worn armchairs surrounded low wooden tables scarred by coffee cups, laptop computers, and the occasional heated academic disagreement. The counter occupied the rear of the shop, beneath a chalkboard menu whose lettering had been revised so many times that several previous offerings remained visible beneath the current ones.

It was a place that encouraged people to stay longer than they intended.

For Ethan Grayson, that was precisely the appeal.

He occupied his usual table near the back, where he could see the entrance without attracting much attention and conduct a conversation without competing with the espresso machine. His battered leather messenger bag rested against one chair, while two open books, and a collection of handwritten notes occupied most of the tabletop.

The arrangement suggested a man engaged in serious academic research.

The half-eaten breakfast taco beside one of the books suggested a man with considerably less serious priorities.

Grayson leaned toward the table, studying a photograph of a ceramic vessel decorated with intricate red and black designs.

He had the weathered appearance of someone who'd spent considerably more time outdoors than behind a desk. His dark hair was beginning to show gray at the temples, and his beard had long since abandoned any pretense of careful maintenance. A faded fishing shirt, worn jeans, and leather boots completed an appearance that had changed very little since his university days.

The photograph showed what the accompanying description identified as a genuine pre-Columbian artifact from a private Central American collection.

According to Grayson, the description was complete bullshit.

He leaned even closer to the image, concentrating on a section of the painted surface.

"Interesting," he muttered.

"That's what you said twenty minutes ago."

Grayson recognized the voice coming from behind the counter. Without looking away from the page, he replied, "Then I'm being consistent."

Chelsea, the proprietor of Scholar's Brew, watched him with an expression of practiced amusement. She was an attractive woman in her late thirties, with warm brown eyes and dark hair pulled loosely back from her face. A few strands had escaped around her cheeks, and she wore a simple blouse beneath an apron that had seen better mornings. Her easy smile had become as familiar to Grayson as the coffee she served him.

"Most people don't spend forty-five minutes staring at a picture of a bowl," she observed, wiping down the counter.

"It's not a bowl."

Chelsea raised an eyebrow. "Does it hold soup?"

"Potentially."

"Then it's a bowl."

Grayson finally looked toward her. "Remind me why I come here."

"Because I let you occupy a table for six hours while buying approximately nine dollars' worth of coffee."

"Twelve dollars," he corrected.

"You haven't paid for the second cup."

"An administrative oversight."

Chelsea shook her head, smiling as she reached for a stack of clean cups. "Funny. That's what you called it yesterday."

Grayson conceded the point with a faint smile and returned his attention to the photograph.

Scholar's Brew had become his unofficial office since leaving the University of Texas at San Antonio. He preferred describing himself as an independent researcher, although the work currently paying his bills had considerably more in common with private investigation than archaeology.

Academic life had offered a steady paycheck, access to institutional resources, and the opportunity to spend an astonishing percentage of his working hours attending meetings about meetings.

He missed the first two.

Occasionally.

On the page, the vessel's decorative pattern continued to bother him. The proportions were unusual, the placement of the painted figures inconsistent with the regional attribution. It wasn't enough to establish anything definitively wrong, but he'd learned long ago that small inconsistencies were often worth examining.

He rotated the photograph, comparing one section of the design with another.

Above the counter, the television changed to the familiar graphics of KSAT 12 News.

"San Antonio police are investigating after a man's body was discovered early this morning on the University of Texas at San Antonio's Downtown Campus."

Grayson continued studying the image.

"According to authorities, the deceased was found inside a campus parking garage shortly after six this morning. University officials have confirmed that the man was a member of the faculty."

The broadcast cut to footage of a parking garage entrance cordoned off with yellow police tape. Several officers stood near the entrance while a reporter explained that the cause of death had not been released and the professor's identity was being withheld pending notification of family.

Grayson glanced toward the television.

A professor dead at UTSA, unfortunate.

He returned his attention to the vessel.

A minute later, the bell above the front door jingled.

"He hasn’t moved since yesterday." Chelsea said to the arriving patron

“Why doesn’t that surprise me in the least.” Came the quick reply.

Grayson recognized the voice immediately.

"Good morning to you too, Sunshine."

Sadie Wallace entered carrying an oversized canvas tote bag and an iced coffee from a competing establishment. She was in her mid-twenties, with bright, observant eyes and an expressive face that rarely concealed what she was thinking. Her blonde hair was pulled into a loose ponytail, and she wore denim shorts, sneakers, and a fitted band T-shirt suited for someone twice her age.

"Seriously, Grayson. Have you moved at all?"

"Went to the bathroom about twenty minutes ago."

"Congratulations. A remarkable achievement." Sadie pulled out the chair opposite him and dropped her tote bag onto the floor. "And is that still your breakfast?"

Grayson glanced at the taco. "It's become brunch."

"It's almost eleven. One day you're going to have to develop actual adult habits."

"I've managed this long without them."

"Have you though?" she replied, reaching toward a folder lying on the top of the pile.

Grayson placed a hand over it before she could open it.

"Can I help you?"

"I'm looking for the South Flores FIle."

"Why?"

"Because I found something I want to check against your notes."

Grayson regarded her looking up from his notebook. "Sadie, you don't work for me."

"I'm aware. You mention it every time I do something useful."

She gestured toward the collection of papers covering the table.

"Besides, you organize things like a raccoon without a filing cabinet."

"I know where everything is."

"Really?" Sadie pointed at the folder beneath his hand. "Then what's that?"

Grayson looked down.

She smiled triumphantly.

He removed his hand. "You're becoming a nuisance."

"Becoming?" she asked, already opening the folder.

"Fair point."

Sadie began examining the contents, apparently satisfied that the matter had been settled.

Above the counter, the television returned to the university story.

She glanced toward the screen, her expression changing as she listened.

"Oh, that's awful. They found that professor dead at UTSA. Downtown Campus."

"I heard," Grayson replied, following her gaze.

Sadie watched the footage of the parking garage. "Wonder if we know who it is."

"Big university."

"You worked there, Grayson. You know a lot of professors."

"So did several thousand other people," he pointed out. "And I know a lot of bartenders. Doesn't mean I know every one of them."

Sadie gave him a sideways look.

"You probably know more bartenders than professors."

"They're generally more interesting. Better listeners, too."

She shook her head but returned her attention to the television for another moment.

"Still. It's sad."

"Yeah," Grayson replied quietly. "It is."

Sadie took a sip of her iced coffee before reaching into her tote bag and producing several folded pages.

"Anyway, I found something."

Grayson regarded the paperwork with mild suspicion.

"That's usually how trouble starts."

Sadie unfolded the papers and arranged them between them. Several entries had been highlighted, with handwritten notes filling the margins.

"The building belongs to an LLC. That part's ordinary enough, except the company shares a mailing address and registered agent with two others. One dissolved four years ago. The other is still active."

Grayson examined the records.

"That happens."

"I know it happens," Sadie replied, leaning forward. "But the building's supposed to have been vacant for eighteen months, and the electricity account is still active."

"Also not necessarily unusual."

She narrowed her eyes.

"Would you stop doing that and let me finish?"

Grayson looked up from the paperwork. "Doing what?"

"Acting like everything I find is completely ordinary."

"Most things are completely ordinary. That's why the interesting ones stand out."

He turned one of the pages toward himself, examining the registered agent's information.

The prospective buyer who'd hired him wanted to know whether there was anything unusual in the property's history before proceeding with the purchase. An active utility account and several companies sharing an address weren't evidence of wrongdoing, but they were worth checking.

"Did you pull the county appraisal records?" he asked.

Sadie slid another sheet across the table.

"Page two. Registered agent is on three. Tax history is on four."

Grayson looked up.

She raised her eyebrows. "Anything else, boss?"

"Don't call me boss."

"Sure thing, boss."

He shook his head, though a reluctant smile tugged at his mouth.

The paperwork was thorough. Sadie had identified the relevant businesses, checked their registration information, and marked several dates worth examining more closely. For someone who had invited herself into his investigations, she was proving remarkably capable.

He wasn't about to tell her how impressed he was.

Not yet, anyway.

"This is useful," he admitted, setting the papers down.

Sadie's expression brightened. "Look at that. An actual compliment."

"Don't get accustomed to it."

"Too late."

Grayson returned the papers to her.

"Keep looking at the ownership records. See whether those companies have any other properties in common."

Sadie began gathering the sheets.

"An assignment?"

"A suggestion."

"Same thing," she replied, tucking the papers into her tote.

Her attention drifted to the Patterson folder.

"So," she began, settling into her chair, "how'd the cheating husband turn out?"

Grayson sighed.

"Which one?"

"The one whose wife hired you last week."

"Patterson."

"Yes, Patterson." Sadie folded her arms. "Did you catch him?"

"I caught him eating a remarkably unhealthy amount of fast food."

She leaned back, disappointed.

"That's it?"

"His cardiologist would be concerned."

"Grayson."

He smiled and set aside the property records.

For three evenings, he'd followed a middle-aged insurance salesman whose wife believed he was having an affair. Patterson had been leaving work at irregular hours and offering explanations that didn't quite match his movements.

Monday evening, he'd spent forty minutes sitting in a shopping-center parking lot off Bandera before buying a hamburger and going home. Tuesday had been similarly uneventful.

Wednesday was different.

"He drove to an apartment complex near the Medical Center," Grayson explained. "Stayed approximately ninety minutes."

Sadie straightened in her chair.

"There it is."

Grayson glanced at her. "There what is?"

"The girlfriend."

"Slow down, Sherlock."

"He tells his wife he's working and spends an hour and a half at an apartment?" Sadie asked incredulously.

"Which establishes that he spent an hour and a half at an apartment."

She gave him an impatient look.

"Did you find out who lives there?"

"Robert Ellison. Sixty-two. Retired electrician."

Sadie hesitated, considering the information.

"That's unexpected. Could still be meeting somebody else there."

"Certainly," Grayson agreed. "But I've seen Patterson bring groceries inside, and yesterday he helped Ellison load a wheelchair into the back of a pickup."

Her expression changed.

"Oh."

"Exactly."

Sadie studied him for a moment, her earlier certainty giving way to curiosity.

"So he might be helping somebody?"

"He might. We don't know enough yet."

Grayson gathered the surveillance notes and placed them inside the folder.

He had no intention of telling Mrs. Patterson that her husband was having an affair simply because that was the explanation she'd hired him to investigate. Whatever Patterson was doing, Ethan wanted to establish the facts before drawing conclusions.

"Have you spoken to Ellison?" Sadie asked.

"Not yet. I don't want to compromise the investigation by alerting Patterson before I understand what's happening."

She considered that, then nodded.

"Fair."

Grayson raised an eyebrow.

"Did you just agree with me?"

"Don't get used to it."

"Historic occasion. Somebody should write it down."

Sadie smiled and watched him put the Patterson file back into his messenger bag.

"So what are you going to tell Mrs. Patterson?"

"What I know. Her husband's been lying about where he spends his evenings, but I haven't found evidence that he's having an affair."

"She's not going to like that," Sadie observed.

"Probably not."

"She hired you to prove he's cheating."

Grayson looked at her.

"She hired me to find out whether he's cheating. Those aren't the same thing."

Sadie considered his answer, studying him with an expression that had become unexpectedly thoughtful.

"You really don't care whether the answer makes the client happy, do you?"

"I care whether it's true."

"Even if it means she doesn't hire you again?"

"Especially then."

He glanced at his watch.

"Speaking of Mrs. Patterson, she's supposed to be here shortly."

Sadie looked around the coffee shop, then slowly turned back toward him.

"You're meeting her here?"

"Where else?"

She closed her eyes for a moment.

"Oh, for God's sake. Grayson, you need an office."

"I have an office."

"This is a coffee shop."

"And yet here I am, conducting business."

Sadie surveyed the crowded tables, the students working on laptops, and the customers waiting at the counter.

"You meet clients in public, keep confidential files in that ancient leather bag, and conduct surveillance in a truck that sounds like it's about to explode every time you start it."

"The truck has character."

"The truck has mechanical problems."

"Character-building mechanical problems," Grayson corrected.

Sadie folded her arms, evidently determined not to be distracted.

"An actual office would give you privacy."

"Privacy costs money."

"So does coffee."

"Not nearly as much as commercial rent."

From behind the counter, Chelsea called across the room.

"Ethan, if you're meeting another client, you're going to have to buy something besides coffee!"

Sadie looked pointedly toward him, waiting for his response.

Grayson smiled.

"See? Excellent administrative support."

Sadie pressed her fingers against her forehead, fighting a smile.

"One day, Ethan Grayson, you're going to need a real office."

"And one day, Sadie Wallace, you're going to realize you don't work for me."

She picked up the Patterson folder and began arranging the contents into chronological order.

"Sure thing, boss."

Grayson watched her for a moment before returning his attention to his book.

The ceramic vessel stared back at him from the pages of the archaeological catalog, its intricate painted designs revealing the subtle irregularities that had first attracted his attention.

Sadie glanced over his shoulder.

"Is that the bowl again?"

"It's not a bowl."

"Right. Sorry. Ancient soup container."

"Pre-Columbian polychrome vessel."

Sadie leaned closer to the page, examining the photograph with exaggerated seriousness.

"Does it hold soup?"

Grayson slowly turned toward her.

She smiled.

He sighed and returned to the photograph.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The parking garage at the University of Texas at San Antonio's Downtown Campus had been designed for practicality rather than comfort. Its concrete walls retained the damp chill of the previous night, and fluorescent lights cast an uneven glow across the stairwell. Beyond the heavy metal door, engines started and tires rolled over pavement as the ordinary business of a university morning continued despite the police vehicles gathered near the western entrance.

Detective Rafelle Gonzales stood at the bottom of the stairwell, listening to a uniformed officer explain how a man had come to be lying dead on the landing above them.

At fifty-one, Gonzales had acquired the solid build of a man who enjoyed good food and had long since accepted that his metabolism no longer shared his enthusiasm. His dark hair was kept short, his mustache neatly trimmed, and his tie had been loosened before he'd arrived at the scene. Twenty-four years with the San Antonio Police Department had left him with a patient manner, a practiced skepticism, and a healthy appreciation for keeping supervisors at a comfortable distance.

He wasn't opposed to authority. He simply preferred it when authority was occupied elsewhere.

"Who found him?" Gonzales asked.

Officer Ramirez, a young patrolman whose notebook was already crowded with handwriting, gestured toward the garage entrance.

"University maintenance worker. Came through a little after six, found the body, and called campus police. They contacted us."

Near a concrete support column stood a man in a faded gray work shirt, his arms folded tightly across his chest. He looked thoroughly miserable.

"Anybody see what happened?"

"Not that we've found, Detective. We've spoken with the maintenance worker, a couple of university employees, and the overnight security patrol. Nobody's reported seeing anything."

Gonzales glanced toward the stairwell, where a crime scene photographer was working near the landing.

"What about cameras?"

"Campus P.D. says they've got coverage at the entrances and access points. They're checking whether anything covers the stairs."

"Have somebody pull the footage from last night, including the vehicle entrances," Gonzales instructed. "And make sure we've got a complete statement from the maintenance worker. Where he entered, what he saw, whether he touched anything."

Ramirez nodded, adding another notation to his increasingly crowded notebook.

"Lieutenant Bradley called, by the way. Wants an update."

"Of course he does," Gonzales replied, examining the coffee stain on his shirt cuff. "Tell him we've got an unattended death, the scene's secured, and we'll know more once the medical examiner has something useful to tell us."

"And if he wants anything else?"

Gonzales looked at the young officer with an expression of weary resignation.

"Ramirez, I've worked with Bradley for six years. He's going to want something else. Tell him I'll call when I've got something worth saying."

Ramirez smiled and returned to the waiting witnesses.

Gonzales watched him go, then turned toward the stairs.

Lieutenant Bradley wasn't a bad supervisor, but he possessed an extraordinary ability to turn a five-minute update into a forty-minute meeting. Gonzales had learned that the best way to avoid those meetings was to have something worth reporting before Bradley came looking for him.

He climbed toward the landing.

The body lay between two flights of concrete stairs, one arm extended toward the wall, the other bent beneath the torso. A dark leather briefcase rested several feet away, with a few loose papers scattered across the floor.

The deceased was an older man dressed in gray trousers, polished brown shoes, and a pale shirt beneath a dark blazer. A silver wristwatch remained fastened around his left wrist. His eyeglasses lay nearby, one lens cracked and the frames twisted.

There was no obvious blood.

That meant very little.

People died in inconvenient places every day. Heart attacks, strokes, aneurysms, falls. A man could be walking to his car one minute and lying dead on a concrete landing the next without anybody else having laid a finger on him.

Still, something about the position of the body bothered Gonzales.

Not enough to form an opinion.

Enough to keep looking.

A crime scene photographer was documenting the landing while a medical examiner's investigator, Denise Carter, knelt beside the body.

Denise glanced up as Gonzales approached.

"Morning, Rafe."

"Denise. What've we got?"

She was in her forties, with an expression that suggested she'd already answered more questions than she cared to entertain this morning.

"Male, probably late sixties. Minor abrasions on the hands and face, possible impact injury near the temple. Nothing obviously penetrating, and no significant external bleeding."

Gonzales crouched a few feet away, examining the man's face and the position of his arms.

"Anything suggesting a struggle?"

"Nothing obvious," Carter replied. "Could have fallen, could have suffered a medical event. Until we've done the autopsy, I wouldn't make any assumptions."

"Time of death?"

Denise slowly turned toward him.

"Rafe."

"Roughly?"

"You're not getting one."

He offered her an innocent smile.

"Never hurts to ask."

"It does when you keep asking me the same question every time we work a scene." She returned her attention to the body. "I'll call you when I have something reliable."

Gonzales stood, apparently satisfied that he'd extracted everything he was going to get from her. He examined the handrail and surrounding concrete, looking for signs of a fall or struggle.

There were scuff marks along the lower steps, but nothing immediately suggested a violent confrontation. No damaged fixtures, no obvious evidence of someone being dragged, and no indication that the man had been attacked on the landing.

A faint squeak of rubber soles sounded behind him.

"Tell me you haven't started without me."

Gonzales turned.

Detective Mia Perez stood just inside the doorway, carrying two coffees.

At thirty-two, Mia had the composed appearance of someone who took her profession seriously. Her dark hair was pulled into a low bun, and she wore charcoal trousers beneath a neatly tailored jacket. She was slender, observant, and possessed a reserved manner that sometimes led people to mistake her quietness for uncertainty.

Gonzales had seen enough of her work to know better.

She had been promoted to homicide recently, but she'd already demonstrated an ability to ask uncomfortable questions without raising her voice. Her attention to detail could be exhausting, particularly when she found an inconsistency in one of his reports, but he'd rather work with a detective who noticed too much than one who failed to notice anything at all.

"Morning," Mia said, approaching him.

"Only been here ten minutes," Gonzales observed, checking his watch.

"Traffic. And before you start, some of us live farther away." She extended one of the coffees. "I brought compensation."

He accepted the cup and took a cautious sip, considering the contents with an expression of professional seriousness.

"Not bad."

"You're welcome," Mia replied, smiling as she set her own coffee on a nearby ledge.

Gonzales gestured toward the landing.

"Older male, discovered around six by a maintenance employee. No witnesses, no obvious signs of a struggle. Denise hasn't found anything definitive."

Mia glanced toward the medical examiner's investigator.

"Any indication what killed him?"

"Nothing definitive yet," Carter replied, continuing her examination. "I'll know more once we've got him on the table."

Mia approached the body, pulling gloves from her jacket pocket.

Then she stopped.

It was barely noticeable, a hesitation in her stride and a slight tightening of the hand holding her notebook. Her eyes remained fixed on the man's face a fraction longer than Gonzales expected.

Rafe noticed.

He'd seen similar reactions before, particularly among detectives new to homicide. Photographs and reports were one thing. Standing over a dead person, close enough to see the details no camera seemed to capture, was another.

He moved beside her.

"You eventually get used to it," he said quietly.

Mia turned toward him, something unreadable passing across her expression.

"I've seen dead people before, Rafe."

"Didn't say you hadn't."

She looked back at the body, taking a moment before moving closer.

Gonzales allowed her the silence, then gestured toward the landing.

"All right, Perez. Tell me what you see."

Mia crouched a short distance from the deceased, careful not to obstruct the photographer. She examined the position of his feet, the scattered papers, and the briefcase.

"Looks like he collapsed near the stairs," she said. "If he'd fallen from higher up, I'd expect more injuries."

"Depends how he fell," Carter replied, shifting to give Mia a clearer view of the man's face. "He might not have fallen far at all."

Mia nodded, turning her attention to the abrasions on his right hand.

"Those marks on his knuckles. Could he have been trying to pull himself along the floor?"

"Possibly," Denise answered. "He could also have been trying to catch himself. There's nothing distinctive enough to tell us which."

Mia examined the outstretched fingers, then followed their direction toward the wall.

The handrail was just beyond the body's reach.

"Nothing about the scene suggests much of a struggle," she observed, rising to her feet. "But I'm not entirely comfortable calling it a straightforward collapse either."

Gonzales regarded her for a moment.

"What's bothering you?"

"I'm not sure yet. It's the position of everything. His briefcase, the glasses, the way his arm is extended."

She looked around the landing again, trying to identify precisely what had caught her attention.

"It might mean absolutely nothing."

"Then don't make it mean something," Rafe told her. "A hunch isn't evidence, but sometimes it's what gets you looking in the right place. Just don't fall in love with it."

Mia nodded, accepting the advice without argument.

They spent the next several minutes examining the surrounding area while the photographer finished his initial documentation.

Gonzales studied the railing and the steps above the landing, searching for anything that might indicate how the man had fallen. Mia worked around the briefcase and broken eyeglasses, considering the position of the scattered papers.

Neither found anything conclusive.

When Carter completed her preliminary examination, she removed her gloves and stood.

"That's about all I'm going to be able to tell you here. Once Mike's finished photographing everything, you can check his belongings before we move him."

Gonzales glanced toward her.

"Not even a little hint?"

Denise gave him a look of profound disappointment.

"You used to be more cooperative," he remarked.

"I used to have more patience."

"What happened?"

"I met you."

Mia laughed softly as Denise returned to her equipment.

Gonzales turned toward the photographer, a man named Mike who had been working quietly throughout the examination.

"You get the jacket?"

"Front and sides. Still need the pants pockets documented."

"Let's take care of that."

Mike repositioned his camera while Gonzales pulled on fresh gloves and knelt beside the body.

The first trouser pocket contained a key ring. The second held several coins and a convenience-store receipt. The rear pocket contained a worn brown leather wallet.

Each item was photographed before being examined.

"Car keys are still on him," Mia observed, watching as Rafe placed the key ring beside the other documented belongings.

"Along with his wallet and watch." He opened the wallet carefully, allowing Mike to photograph its contents. "If this was a robbery, somebody wasn't particularly thorough."

Several credit cards occupied the slots along one side. A driver's license sat behind a transparent window, and the cash compartment contained several hundred dollars.

Rafe removed the license and examined it.

"Jonathan Whitmore," he read aloud.

He compared the photograph with the man lying on the concrete.

"Looks like our guy."

Beside him, Mia went still.

It was only for an instant. Then she leaned forward, studying the license as though confirming the identification for herself.

Gonzales glanced toward the university buildings visible beyond the stairwell entrance.

"Probably a professor."

"Probably," Mia agreed.

Her voice was steady, but she stepped back while he returned the license to its place.

"San Antonio address," Gonzales continued, glancing at the information again. "We'll have somebody run it and see whether anyone else lives there."

Mia nodded without offering an opinion.

Gonzales examined the remaining contents of the wallet. There was a university parking permit, a library card, and several receipts, but nothing that immediately suggested why Whitmore might have been in trouble.

He passed the wallet to Mike for additional photographs.

"Nothing obvious missing. What do you think?"

Mia glanced toward the briefcase.

"If somebody was after something specific, they might not have cared about his money."

"True enough," Gonzales replied, following her gaze. "But we haven't established that anybody was after him."

He rose from beside the body and approached the briefcase.

The leather was worn at the corners, and its brass hardware had dulled from years of use. The handle bore the polished discoloration of something carried almost every day.

Mike confirmed that he'd photographed the bag, and Gonzales opened the flap.

Inside were several folders, a pen, a small notebook containing what appeared to be lecture notes, and a stack of printed documents held together with a binder clip. A university parking receipt lay beneath a sealed envelope addressed to an academic department.

He examined the materials without disturbing their arrangement.

"Research papers, course notes, department correspondence. Looks like he brought half his office with him."

Mia leaned closer, studying the arrangement.

"Doesn't look like anybody went through it."

"No, but that doesn't mean nobody did." Gonzales closed the flap and stood, looking once more toward the deceased. "Right now, we've got a dead professor, no apparent robbery, and nothing obvious to explain why he's here."

"Autopsy should help," Mia replied.

"It usually does."

She moved toward Whitmore's jacket, examining the way it had shifted during the fall.

The blazer was expensive but understated, its lining worn slightly near the seams. She checked the exterior pockets, finding a folded handkerchief, a parking validation ticket, and a small packet of breath mints.

Then she glanced toward Gonzales.

"Mind if I check the inside?"

"Go ahead. Just let Mike get the photographs first."

The photographer moved into position and documented the jacket before Mia carefully opened it, exposing an inner pocket partially concealed beneath the folded lining.

She reached inside.

Her fingers encountered paper.

"There's something here," she said, easing a folded sheet from the pocket.

Gonzales moved closer as she held it carefully between two gloved fingers. The paper was slightly creased, with an uneven edge along one side.

"Looks like he tore it from a notebook," Mia observed, examining the edge.

Mike photographed the folded page before she opened it.

The handwriting was compact and hurried. Several abbreviated references appeared beside rows of numbers, while a few words had been underlined and another line crossed out heavily enough to make it unreadable.

Mia read through the page.

Then she examined it again.

Gonzales watched her expression change.

"What've you got?"

"References, I think. Numbers, abbreviations, maybe catalog entries." She tilted the sheet toward the light. "There's a name here, too, but I don't recognize any of the other notation."

"Let me see."

She passed him the paper, and Gonzales adjusted his reading glasses before examining the entries.

Several references were followed by numbers, while others appeared to have been written in haste. He turned the page over, found the back blank, and returned his attention to the front.

"Could be research notes," he observed. "Could be his grocery list for all I know."

Mia leaned closer, examining a particularly dense collection of numbers near the bottom.

"That's a strange grocery list."

"Professors are strange people."

She gave him a questioning look, but he continued studying the writing.

"Whatever it is, he thought it was worth keeping."

Mia glanced toward Whitmore's body.

"You think it's important?"

"I think we should find out."

Gonzales motioned for Mike to document both sides of the paper.

"Let's get this bagged. We can take a closer look when we're not standing in a stairwell."

The photographer adjusted his camera.

Gonzales studied the handwriting one final time. The numbers meant nothing to him, and neither did the abbreviated references. Whatever Whitmore had been working on, it would take someone with considerably more knowledge of the subject to explain it.

But there was one detail he could make sense of.

He looked toward Mia.

"Well, at least we have a name..."
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“I suppose what bothers me most is that I don't know what to believe anymore.”

Caroline Patterson sat across from Ethan, both hands wrapped around a coffee cup she had barely touched. She'd been at Scholar's Brew for nearly forty minutes, and the sunlight coming through the front windows had shifted across the worn wooden floor, illuminating the lower shelves of a bookcase.

She was an attractive woman in her early forties, with blonde hair falling in soft waves past her shoulders and expressive blue eyes. Her pale-blue silk blouse was paired with a fitted charcoal skirt, understated gold jewelry, and expensive heels. Everything about her appearance suggested careful consideration, from the arrangement of her hair to the subtle makeup that probably required considerably more effort than it appeared to.

When she'd arrived, Caroline had been visibly anxious. She'd kept her handbag close, glanced toward the entrance several times, and spoken about her husband with the restrained embarrassment of someone unaccustomed to sharing her private troubles.

Now, much of that tension had disappeared.

Ethan sat opposite her with his notebook open and the Patterson folder resting beside his coffee. He listened without interrupting, occasionally making a notation in the margins or referring to information he'd collected during his surveillance.

“You've been married seventeen years,” he said. “I wouldn't presume to know your husband better than you do. But there's a difference between knowing something has changed and knowing why.”

Caroline considered that, tracing a fingertip along the handle of her cup.

“And you don't believe he's having an affair?”

“I haven't found evidence of one. That doesn't mean it isn't happening, but I'm not going to tell you something I can't substantiate.”

She studied him across the table, her expression gradually softening.

“You're a difficult man to read, Mr. Grayson. I suppose that's why I hired you. You don't seem particularly interested in telling me what I want to hear.”

“That would be a fairly expensive service,” Ethan replied. “I'm afraid I lack the necessary qualifications.”

Caroline laughed, and this time the sound seemed entirely genuine.

At a nearby table, Sadie glanced over the top of her book.

She'd been ostensibly reading for the better part of half an hour, although the novel hadn't held her attention nearly as effectively as Caroline Patterson. The woman had arrived looking as though she were preparing for a particularly unpleasant medical appointment. Now she was smiling at Ethan with an enthusiasm Sadie found difficult to attribute entirely to his investigative abilities.

Caroline rested one elbow on the table and leaned forward.

“Tell me something, Mr. Grayson. Do you always approach things so dispassionately? I can't decide whether it's reassuring or a little infuriating.”

“Depends on what you're hoping I'll tell you,” Ethan answered. “People generally appreciate a cautious investigator until caution gets in the way of the answer they expected.”

“Well, I appreciate it.” Her gaze lingered on him. “And I rather like your sense of humor.”

Ethan acknowledged the compliment with a small smile before returning to his notes.

“There's something I'd like to clarify. You mentioned that your husband has always worked irregular hours, but lately he's stopped telling you where he's going.”

Caroline straightened slightly, the reminder of her marriage bringing a trace of uncertainty back into her expression.

“Richard's an insurance salesman. Evening appointments aren't unusual, especially with clients who work during the day. But he used to tell me who he was meeting, or at least where he was going. Now everything is a business dinner or an appointment with someone whose name he never mentions.”

“And nothing unusual in your shared finances?”

“Not that I've noticed. We maintain separate accounts for most things, though. Do you think I should be looking for something?”

“Not without a reason,” Ethan replied. “Financial records can be useful, but an unfamiliar expense doesn't necessarily indicate an affair. I'm interested in establishing what we know before we start inventing explanations.”

Caroline shook her head with a faint smile.

“You really don't like jumping to conclusions. Is that something they teach you when you become a private investigator?”

“Actually, I learned it in archaeology. The dead are remarkably uncooperative witnesses, so you have to be careful about speaking on their behalf.”

That drew another laugh from Caroline.

“I understand you used to teach at the university. How does an archaeologist end up doing this?”

“Poor financial planning.”

She regarded him skeptically, clearly entertained.

“I doubt that's the entire story. Perhaps you could tell me the longer version sometime, somewhere a little less crowded.”

Ethan recognized the invitation beneath her question. He also recognized that Caroline was a married woman who had hired him to investigate her husband. Whatever personal interest she might be developing, he had no intention of encouraging it.

“The longer version involves considerably more paperwork,” he said. “I'm not sure it would improve the story.”

Caroline smiled, apparently undiscouraged.

Sadie lowered her eyes to her book before the woman could catch her watching. She had known Grayson long enough to recognize his particular brand of polite evasion. Caroline, unfortunately, seemed to interpret his restraint as an invitation to try harder.

Ethan turned a page in his notebook.

“Let's talk about Wednesday evening. Your husband left work early and drove to an apartment complex near the Medical Center. He stayed approximately ninety minutes.”

Caroline's smile vanished.

“So there is someone.”

“There is someone living in the apartment,” Ethan replied. “His name is Robert Ellison. He's sixty-two, a retired electrician, and I've observed your husband bringing groceries to the residence. Yesterday, Richard also helped him load a wheelchair into a pickup.”

Caroline stared at him.

“A wheelchair? Is Mr. Ellison disabled?”

“I don't know. I haven't established who uses it, or what his relationship to your husband might be.”

She leaned back, struggling to reconcile the information with her expectations.

“That's very strange. Richard isn't particularly charitable.” She hesitated, apparently uncomfortable with the description. “I don't mean he's cruel. He's simply never been someone who goes out of his way for strangers. If a neighbor needed help moving a refrigerator, Richard would probably have somewhere else to be.”

“Perhaps Mr. Ellison isn't a stranger. There may be a connection you don't know about?”

“Then why wouldn't he tell me?”

Ethan rested his pen across the notebook.

“That's what I intend to find out. But whatever your husband is doing, I haven't seen anything that establishes a romantic relationship with another woman.”

Caroline looked down at her untouched coffee. For a moment, the confidence she'd displayed earlier seemed to abandon her.

“I spent the entire morning preparing myself for you to tell me he'd found someone else. I actually rehearsed what I was going to say.” She gave an embarrassed laugh. “Now I don't know whether to feel relieved or foolish.”

“Neither is required,” Ethan told her. “You came here because you wanted answers. We haven't got all of them yet, and there's no reason you need to make a decision before we do.”

She raised her eyes to his.

“That's surprisingly kind.”

“Don't tell anyone. It'll ruin my reputation.”

Caroline laughed, and her hand crossed the table to rest lightly against his forearm.

“I appreciate your honesty, Mr. Grayson. Although I think we've been formal long enough. Please, call me Caroline.”

“Of course, Caroline.”

“And perhaps we could have our next meeting somewhere with a little more privacy? A nice restaurant, maybe. Somewhere quiet, with decent wine and considerably less noise from the espresso machine.”

Ethan glanced briefly toward the counter, where Chelsea was preparing an order.

“Chelsea might take exception to the criticism of her espresso machine.”

“Then perhaps we shouldn't tell her,” Caroline replied, smiling. “I was thinking somewhere with a little candlelight.”

Across the room, Sadie lowered her book just enough to conceal the expression spreading across her face.

Ethan, meanwhile, considered how best to redirect the conversation without embarrassing his client. He had encountered people who became flirtatious when they were nervous, lonely, or simply relieved to have someone listen to them. He wasn't inclined to assume that every personal remark required a personal response.

“I'd rather not discuss an active investigation over dinner,” he said. “Too many opportunities for someone to overhear something that ought to remain private.”

Caroline tilted her head, studying him.

“Well, perhaps dinner doesn't have to involve the investigation.”

There was little ambiguity left in that suggestion.

Ethan smiled politely.

“I think it would be best if we finished your case before considering anything unrelated to it.”

Caroline's eyebrows rose. For a moment, she appeared uncertain whether she'd been gently refused or merely asked to be patient.

Then she laughed.

“You're very conscientious, Ethan.”

“I try to be.”

She regarded him with renewed curiosity.

“Tell me, are you married?”

“No,” he replied, closing the Patterson folder.

“Seeing anyone?”

“Not at the moment.”

Caroline allowed her gaze to travel over him, taking in his weathered features, the gray beginning to appear in his beard, and his rolled-up sleeves.

“That surprises me. You're a handsome man, and you seem to have a rather interesting life.”

“I suspect the people who've had to tolerate my schedule would disagree with you about the interesting part.”

Caroline smiled.

“Perhaps they simply weren't the right people.”

Ethan let the remark pass.

At the neighboring table, Sadie had abandoned any serious attempt at reading. She was beginning to suspect Caroline could announce her intentions over the coffee shop's public-address system and still receive a courteous observation about the acoustics.

The thought made her smile.

Unfortunately, Caroline noticed.

“Your friend seems to find something amusing,” she observed.

Ethan glanced toward Sadie, who immediately raised her book a little higher.

“Sadie's been entertaining herself at my expense for quite some time,” he replied. “I wouldn't take it personally.”

“Only because you make it so easy, Grayson,” Sadie called from behind the book.

Caroline laughed.

“I like her.”

“She's very difficult to discourage,” Ethan said, which earned him an indignant look from the nearby table.

Caroline glanced at her watch and reluctantly reached for her handbag.

“I suppose I should let you get back to work. You've already given me considerably more of your afternoon than I expected.”

Ethan stood as she rose.

“Not at all. I'll continue looking into Mr. Ellison and his connection to Richard. Once I have something useful, I'll contact you and we can decide whether further surveillance is necessary.”

Caroline stepped around the table, moving closer than the arrangement of the chairs required. Her hand settled against his arm, and she looked up at him with a smile that had become openly suggestive.

“Thank you, Ethan. You've made me feel considerably better about all this. And I meant what I said about dinner.”

“I know.”

She looked surprised.

“Do you?”

Ethan returned her smile.

“I do. But you're married, Caroline, and you're my client. I think we'd both be better served by keeping things professional.”

For a moment, she appeared genuinely taken aback. A faint flush rose in her cheeks before she recovered her composure.

“Well,” she said, laughing softly, “I suppose I can't fault you for being a gentleman.”

“I wouldn't go that far. I simply try not to make my life unnecessarily complicated.”

Caroline gave his arm a final squeeze, then collected her handbag.

“I'll look forward to your call.”

Ethan thanked her for coming and watched her make her way toward the entrance. She paused once to look back before stepping outside into the afternoon sunlight.

When he returned to his table, he sat down and reopened his notebook.

Sadie gave him approximately ten seconds.

Then she closed her book, and moved into the chair Caroline had just vacated.

Ethan glanced up as she settled opposite him.

“I take it you enjoyed your book.”

“Immensely,” Sadie replied. “Although I have to admit, the conversation happening over here was considerably more entertaining.”

“I wasn't aware you were listening.”

“Of course not. I was being very discreet.”

“You were holding the book upside down at one point.”

Sadie glanced at the paperback she had been holding.

“It's a complicated book.”

Ethan shook his head and returned to his notes, but she wasn't finished.

“Grayson, that woman practically asked you to dinner three different ways. I was beginning to wonder whether she needed to draw you a map.”

“Twice,” Ethan corrected without looking up. “And I understood her perfectly well.”

Sadie stared at him.

“You were counting?”

“It was difficult not to notice.”

She laughed, leaning back in her chair.

“And here I thought you were completely oblivious. You certainly gave her a difficult time.”

Ethan set down his pen.

“She's married, Sadie. She's also my client. I wasn't interested in embarrassing her, but I certainly wasn't going to encourage anything.”

The amusement in Sadie's expression softened.

She knew plenty of men who would have responded very differently to Caroline's attention. Ethan had neither humiliated the woman nor taken advantage of her uncertainty. He'd treated her with the same consideration he'd shown throughout the investigation, even when her intentions had become unmistakable.

Sadie could appreciate that.

It didn't make the afternoon any less entertaining.

“You know,” she said, “one of these days a woman is going to throw herself at you, and you're going to ask whether she needs medical attention.”

“Depends on how hard she lands.”

Sadie burst out laughing, drawing a few curious glances from the neighboring tables.

Ethan waited until she'd recovered before picking up his pen again.

“Was there something else, or have you finished evaluating my social life?”

“Actually, there is something else.” Sadie's expression grew more thoughtful as she turned her coffee cup between her hands. “What if we're looking at the Patterson case backward?”

Ethan set the pen aside.

“I'm listening.”

“We've spent all this time trying to determine whether Richard Patterson is having an affair because his wife believes he is. But Caroline seemed awfully comfortable flirting with another man while discussing her husband's supposed infidelity.”

Ethan considered her observation.

“Flirting with me doesn't establish that she's having an affair.”

“I know that. But what if she's already involved with somebody else? Maybe she's looking for an excuse to leave him, or wants proof that he's cheating so she doesn't have to feel guilty about something she's doing.”

Sadie paused, watching his expression.

“I'm not saying that's what happened. I'm saying we haven't considered whether Caroline might have a reason for wanting her husband to be unfaithful.”

Ethan leaned back, examining the possibility without immediately dismissing it.

Around them, Scholar's Brew continued its afternoon bustle. Chelsea called an order from behind the counter, and a student carrying an overfilled coffee cup squeezed between two tables, narrowly avoiding Sadie's chair.

When the student had passed, Ethan returned his attention to her.

“There's another explanation,” he said. “Caroline's unhappy in her marriage, or at least believes she has reason to be. Someone in that position might enjoy being reminded that they're still attractive. It doesn't necessarily mean they're having an affair or planning one.”

Sadie tilted her head.

“That's surprisingly perceptive for a man who just spent half an hour avoiding a dinner invitation.”

“I've always been better at identifying other people's problems than volunteering to become one.”

She smiled at that, but her underlying concern remained.

“Fair enough. Still, how did she react when you told her about Ellison? She didn't seem particularly relieved.”

Ethan opened the Patterson folder and glanced at the notes he'd made during the meeting.

Caroline had certainly seemed confused by the information. She'd expected confirmation of an affair and instead learned that her husband was visiting an older man who might need assistance. What interested Ethan now was how quickly she'd dismissed the possibility that Richard might simply be helping someone.

“She said he wasn't charitable,” he recalled.

“Which might be true,” Sadie acknowledged. “But it was almost like she didn't want there to be an innocent explanation.”

Ethan considered that carefully.

Caroline might know her husband well enough to recognize that his behavior was unusual. Equally, she might have become so convinced he was cheating that any alternative explanation seemed impossible to accept.

Neither possibility meant she was dishonest.

But Sadie had raised a question worth remembering.

“People become attached to explanations,” Ethan said. “Once they believe something strongly enough, they can start interpreting everything through that belief. Caroline may be doing exactly that. Or she may have information she hasn't shared with us.”

Sadie leaned forward.

“So you think she might be hiding something?”

“I think we need to find out what Richard is doing before deciding what Caroline knows about it.” Ethan picked up his pen. “But you're right that we shouldn't assume the person who hired us is telling us everything.”

A pleased smile spread across Sadie's face.

“You know, Grayson, that sounded remarkably like an admission that I had a good idea.”

“Don't make me regret it.”

He added a brief notation beneath Caroline Patterson's name before closing the folder.

Sadie watched him, satisfied that he'd taken her observation seriously.

“And Sadie?” Ethan added, glancing toward the paperback she'd abandoned on the table.

“Yes, Grayson?”

“Next time you're going to eavesdrop on one of my client meetings, at least turn the book right side up.”

She smiled and lifted her coffee.

“No promises.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The afternoon crowd at Scholar's Brew had begun to thin, leaving behind a scattering of students, a few regulars, and a remarkable number of abandoned coffee cups.

At the table near the back, Ethan Grayson had cleared enough space to spread out several documents relating to a commercial property on South Flores Street. His battered leather messenger bag rested against the leg of his chair, and a notebook lay open beside a collection of property records, company filings, and handwritten observations.

Sadie sat opposite him, watching as he arranged the pages into a sequence that appeared to make sense only to him.

“You know,” she said, turning one of the documents right side up, “there are considerably easier ways to organize information. Computers, for example. Remarkable inventions. You can put information into them, arrange it however you like, and find something without spending half an hour moving paper around a table.”

Ethan glanced up from a property record. “I've heard promising things about them. I may have to look into it.”

Sadie smiled as he returned to his work. She'd once watched him spend an entire afternoon comparing excavation records by hand, arranging photographs and field notes across three laboratory tables while a perfectly functional computer sat untouched in the corner. He'd eventually identified a discrepancy that had escaped two other researchers, which made arguing with his methods considerably more difficult.

Still, she enjoyed trying.

“Do you at least have a system, Grayson, or are we just moving things around until something interesting happens?”

“Of course I have a system.” Ethan turned his notebook toward her, revealing three handwritten headings.

What we know.

What we suspect.

What we need to establish.

Sadie studied the page, then looked at him with an expression of exaggerated admiration.

“Very sophisticated. Did they teach you that at the university?”

“Years of expensive education,” he replied, tapping the notebook with his pen. “I'd hate to think it was all wasted.”

She laughed and pulled the South Flores records closer.

The building was an older commercial property whose owner claimed it had been vacant for eighteen months. A prospective buyer had approached Ethan for a discreet background investigation before committing to the purchase, and Sadie's preliminary research had uncovered several details worth examining.

The electricity service remained active, and the limited liability company holding the property shared a mailing address and registered agent with two other businesses. One of those companies had dissolved four years earlier, while the other remained active.

None of those details necessarily indicated anything improper. Landlords often maintained utility service between tenants, and registered agents routinely represented dozens of companies. What interested Ethan was whether the apparent connections went beyond administrative convenience.

Sadie placed two highlighted filings beside the property record.

“I went back through the Secretary of State information,” she explained. “The registered agent represents quite a few businesses, and most of them don't appear to have anything to do with our building. But I started comparing the addresses, and two companies caught my attention. Both have been associated with commercial properties on the South Side. Different names, different owners on paper, but some of the mailing addresses overlap. One company was formed shortly before our building supposedly became vacant.”

He moved the filings closer together, comparing the dates and addresses.

“Overlapping how?”

“An address associated with one company turns up in the records of another. Not every time, and not always during the same period, but often enough that I thought it was worth following.”

Ethan studied the highlighted entries before turning to the second page.

“Have you established whether any of the same people are involved, or are we looking at businesses that happen to use the same registered agent?”

“That's what I'm still trying to figure out,” Sadie admitted. “Some names are different, and I haven't finished checking whether the owners have other businesses together. I didn't want to spend the entire afternoon chasing connections that might not mean anything.”

“A reasonable concern,” Ethan said. “An address gives us somewhere to begin, but ownership will tell us considerably more. Particularly if these companies have been buying and selling property among themselves.”

Sadie leaned back, pleased that he'd taken the information seriously.

“I was hoping you'd say that, because I found something else.”

She reached into her oversized canvas tote and produced another sheet, placing it directly in front of him.

“County deed records. There was a transfer several years ago, and I thought you might want to see
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