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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      My secretary—two words I never thought I’d string together—stared at me. “It’s been almost a month. I think I’ve done a good job.”

      “You have,” I agreed.

      “When you’ve actually let me do things.” T.J. crossed her arms. “I know you were a one-man show for a few years, but you don’t have to be anymore.”

      “I’m working on it. Old habits and all.” Integrating her into my spotty processes proved a challenge. T.J. was smart and a hard worker. She craved having important things to do in her first actual job—which doubled as the first successful placement for my friend Melinda’s Nightlight Foundation. I wanted things to work out almost as much as they did.

      “Then, you need to lean on me a little more,” she said. “I may not be a keyboard wizard like you, but I’m learning.”

      “I don’t need you to do what I do.” T.J.’s interest in education shouldn’t have surprised me. There were abundant resources available online for anyone who wanted to teach themselves how to be a hacker. “I need you to handle the rest.”

      She pushed a lock of blonde hair behind her left ear. “Maybe you should get some more clients.”

      “It’s been a slow few weeks since I opened this location,” I said with a nod. Thankfully, Melinda paid half of T.J.’s salary for the first six months. This job had been easier when I enjoyed the patronage of my parents’ foundation. Now, I needed to eke out a living like most people, and the jury remained out on how successful I’d been. At least I didn’t have any overdue bills. Yet.

      “I know you didn’t expect to have an employee all of a sudden,” T.J. said. “I’m sure it was a favor to Melinda.” She looked down at her mostly bare desktop. “Still, I appreciate the opportunity.”

      “It wasn’t just a favor.” She glanced up at me. “If Melinda brought some random girl in here, I probably would’ve told her no. You’d proven yourself before, though. I knew you were smart and tough. The issue was whether my job generated enough work to need someone else here. I’m still not sure it does, but I’m going to give you a shot.”

      She perked up, and a wide smile played on her pretty face. T.J. was nineteen and had already lived a rough life. She could’ve gone on to be yet another depressing Baltimore statistic. Instead, she turned things around with Melinda’s help, and her reward was a job in a detective agency which didn’t see a lot of foot traffic. I felt bad for her, which required me to feel bad for myself, too.

      I would need more coffee to get through this. As if sensing my imminent caffeine crisis, T.J. got up and brewed a half pot. As the sweet smell of java flooded my office, T.J. stared at me again. “Hit me with the scenarios. I’m ready.”

      “All right.” I kicked my feet up on my desk. “What if someone calls and wants me to look into a cheating spouse?”

      “Decline with extreme prejudice,” she said.

      “Excellent.” I gave her a thumbs up. “How about when an insurance executive wants me to poke around one of their customers?”

      “The same.”

      “Almost,” I said. “Is there something beyond extreme prejudice? If so, use it then.”

      “How’d I do, boss?” she asked as she poured coffee into a mug.

      “Very well.” T.J. added cream and sugar to the mug and then carried it to her own desk. “You still have some areas of improvement, though. Namely beverage delivery.”

      While she returned to the slow work of being my secretary, I fixed my own hot drink. Voices rose up from below. My office occupied the second floor above a car repair shop. Loud talking constituted the most tolerable of the noises I heard in a typical day. Still, I enjoyed my own entrance, and Manny gave me a break on the rent after I secured his website for him.

      Footsteps came up the metal stairs leading to my door. “Maybe we’re about to get a client,” I said. “You ready to earn your keep?”

      “I have a dose of extreme prejudice ready to go,” T.J. said.

      I smiled. “That’s my girl.”
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        * * *

      

      The door opened a few seconds later, and a man who filled most of the frame walked in. He looked to be about six-four, giving him two inches on me, and both his jeans and hoodie stretched across his large stomach. The newcomer’s eyes flicked back and forth between T.J. and me. They lingered on her a little, which I understood. She was pretty easy on the eyes. It soon became apparent, however, this fellow never let his gaze linger on anything for long. He took in me, the room, T.J., the desk, me again, and the room in fits and starts. T.J. frowned and inched closer to her desk phone. “You the detective?” the man asked in a gravelly voice.

      “I am. Want to sit at my desk?”

      “I’m all right here,” he said as if potential clients standing in the middle of the office were an everyday occurrence.

      I doubted I could drag him to a chair, so I went along for now. “All right. My name’s on the door, so you know who I am. Who are you?”

      Wide blue eyes kept scanning the room. “Call me Irish.” He ran a hand through short blond hair. “Call me Irish,” he repeated as if trying to rewrite the classic first line of Moby Dick. I’d read the book once and didn’t need to relive it.

      Normally, I might’ve answered with a request to call me English, but our visitor didn’t appear to be playing with a full deck, so I tried to keep it professional. “OK, Irish. What can I do for you?”

      “I think I saw a murder.”

      His comment made T.J. sit up straight in her chair. She grabbed a notebook and pen. “Quite an accusation,” I said. “Where was it?”

      “Not around here.” I tried focusing on Irish’s neck to avoid looking at his constantly-moving eyes. I wondered if he had some sort of disorder before his head turned back toward the entry in a panic. “Who’s there?”

      “No one. You’d hear them coming up the metal stairs. Maybe it’s one of the workers in the place below.”

      “Maybe,” he said without turning around. When he did, he marched to my guest chair and sat.

      T.J. mouthed, “Cops?” at me, but I shook my head and joined Irish at the desk. “Sure, help yourself to a seat,” I said.

      “Thanks. You been here long?”

      “In this space? No. I’m in my second month, I think. Came from Canton Square.”

      “I saw a murder,” Irish said, refocusing the conversation if not his gaze, which remained as elusive as ever.

      “Let’s talk about it. Do you mind if my assistant takes notes?” I’d never referred to T.J. this way before, but it struck me as a better word choice at the moment.

      Irish shook his head. “Someone should write it down. A man died.”

      T.J. wheeled her chair closer, crossed her very nice legs, and held the notebook and pen atop her left knee. “Ready when you are.”

      “I think he knew too much.” Irish didn’t elaborate. I didn’t much care for questioning people, but this would be the most maddening interview ever.

      “People get killed quite a bit for what they know,” I said. “Who was the victim?”

      “I don’t know his name. He was smart, though. Had access to a lot of data, and I think it’s what did him in. It’s fine to know a lot . . . but not too much.”

      Somehow, T.J. found something worth transcribing in our guest’s word salad. I tried to keep us on topic. “You told us it wasn’t around here. Where did you see it?”

      “Tech company,” he said. “But they’re not just a tech company. What would happen if a wolf dressed up like a sheep?”

      “It’d make for a short Halloween on the farm,” I said.

      T.J. glared at me. Irish didn’t seem to notice or mind. “They took him out the back. I’m pretty sure he was already dead. Looked frozen.”

      “Maybe we can narrow it down, then. Refrigerators and freezers are common in restaurants. Did you maybe see him there?”

      “No.” Irish shook his head so hard I thought it might unscrew from his neck. “No restaurant. Tech company.”

      “But not just a tech company?” I asked.

      “No,” he said. “Something else, too. Problem is I don’t know what.” His eyes focused on me for a few seconds. “You ever lose a job?”

      “Sort of. Let’s say my circumstances changed recently.”

      “It eats you up, man. You get used to going into the office. The work. The routine. The people.” He smiled for a moment before continuing. “Then, one day, you get told it’s all done. Sold. Years of work and effort . . . just gone because someone wanted to make a quick buck.”

      Downsizing had been a part of American business life for decades, but I didn’t think Irish would react well to a lecture on basic economics. Getting fired from his job could have been the incident which sent him over the edge. “I’m sure it was difficult to handle.”

      “I wanted to know more about them,” he said.

      “We have a common interest, then,” I said. “Where did you see all this happen?”

      “Miles away . . . behind the building.”

      “Whose building?”

      “It’s not as tall as I thought it would be,” he said. “They’re a smaller company than I figured. Gotta be careful, though. They’re wolves.”

      I glanced at T.J., who shrugged. Her paper was mostly empty. We didn’t have anywhere near enough to go on. I couldn’t even make a phone call or do a web search with the scattered non-story Irish conveyed to us so far. “I’ll be sure to take care,” I said. “Before I can, though, I need to know who I’m going to be looking into.”

      “They killed him.” Irish’s head wagged again. “I should’ve figured on it.” He slapped himself in the forehead, and it sounded like a hammer smashing into a tree. “I should’ve seen it coming.” Another whack. “Maybe I could’ve done something about it.” T.J. wheeled herself away, slipped out her cell phone, and took it into the corner. I didn’t want her calling the cops, but I also couldn’t let this man have a meltdown in my office.

      “There was probably nothing you could’ve done.” I put my hands up and tried to sound reassuring. “If people want someone dead, they don’t take too kindly when you interfere in their plans. Take it from me.” Across the room, T.J. hung up the phone and gave me a quick nod. She scooted her chair closer again but maintained a healthier distance from Irish.

      “Maybe,” he said. “Can you help?”

      “I need you to tell me some more first.” When it looked like he wanted to answer, I kept talking over him. “I don’t know where this happened. You’ve referred to the victim as a man, so there’s one piece of information. How long ago was this? Was more than one person involved? What kind of tech company has a freezer on site?”

      “Not just a tech company. I’ve told you. I figured out who they really were.”

      “My question stands,” I said.

      “You can’t help,” he muttered. “They couldn’t help me, either. Deputies are useless.”

      The presence of deputies put the crime in a county. This didn’t narrow the field much—Maryland has over twenty of them—but it was a tiny nugget of information. Before I could say anything else, footfalls rushed up the steps, and four uniformed officers threw the door open. T.J. pointed to Irish, who groaned in protest. She backed away as he stood and started moving toward the cops. One of them tased him, and he fell with a thud. The police assured us it would all be all right as they handcuffed Irish and checked his vitals.
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      “That guy was a nut.” T.J. set her notebook and pen down. She shuddered before looking at me. “I’ve seen my share.”

      “I believe you,” I said. I’d first met T.J. on a case when she worked as a hooker. Her former occupation probably exposed her to many questionable men. “I’m not convinced we needed the police, though. He didn’t seem like a threat.”

      “I’m not big on taking chances.” She crossed her arms. “You saw him smacking himself in the head. It could have escalated.”

      I shrugged. Irish may have flogged himself, but it didn’t make him a threat to T.J. or me. “My concern is the police aren’t always the best at handling mental illness.” My argument didn’t seem to dissuade my secretary whose posture didn’t change a whit. “Does he count as a client?”

      “I don’t know.” T.J. scanned her notebook. “I didn’t write much down, and what I did doesn’t really mean much. He didn’t exactly give us a ton of specifics.”

      “If he knew the whole story, he wouldn’t need us,” I said.

      “He’s crazy,” she said.

      “Maybe. It doesn’t make him wrong, though.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There’s a great deal to unpack in his story. We don’t know where or when it happened. He didn’t give us any information about the victim other than he was a man. Supposedly, the guy was frozen, but it may or may not be how he died. It’s not enough to go on yet.”

      “Because he’s a nut,” T.J. insisted. “Why are you taking what he said seriously?”

      “It might have happened,” I said. “Irish could have actually seen the murder he described. We don’t know, and we won’t until we look into it.”

      “Good luck.” T.J. held up her scant page of notes. “He didn’t tell us enough to get started.”

      “I know. He mentioned a deputy, which puts it somewhere in a county.”

      “You’re going to try and figure this out?” she asked.

      “No one else is beating down our door. Let’s give it a try. You can search counties for unsolved murders of men.”

      T.J. rolled her eyes but turned back to her laptop. “Sure. And I’ll just untangle Irish’s identity while I’m at it, too.”

      “Good thinking,” I said. “It’d be nice to get paid for all this work.”
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        * * *

      

      While T.J. conducted her research, my cell phone rang. Caller ID showed Rollins’ name. It was rare for him to call me out of the blue, so I picked up right away. “You know who might have a tail on me?” he asked once I answered.

      “Not a clue, but I’m sure you can lose him.”

      “Sure. Exactly like I did yesterday and the day before.”

      Rollins sometimes helped me with my cases. I originally hired him as a bodyguard when I went up against a band of international sex traffickers. He got paid well for his work then. Since our initial encounter, he generally worked pro bono like I used to. “I don’t have much going on here,” I said, “so it can’t be whatever I’m tangled up in. You must’ve pissed someone off all by yourself.”

      “Lucky me,” he said. “I’m in the same boat as you. Pretty quiet here, too. Hell, I only got back from vacation a few days ago.”

      “Wow,” I said. “I didn’t know you took time off. I figured you slept an hour a night and drank the blood of your enemies to keep looking young.”

      “I’m over forty now. I could probably use a new skin care routine.”

      “You get much of a look at the drivers?”

      “Yeah. Dark hair. If I had to guess, I’d peg them for Italian.”

      “Maybe they’re very aggressive pizza delivery guys,” I said.

      “I don’t eat pizza,” Rollins said.

      “Even more reason for them to follow you. You’re a philistine.”

      His pickup’s powerful engine revved over the connection. “I’m ditching this guy. They’re persistent, though.”

      “Do they know where you live?”

      “Probably,” he said. “The last two guys acquired me a couple blocks from home.”

      “I know this is a bit of role reversal,” I said, “but do you need a hand?”

      “Nah. I can deal with these amateurs.” He fell silent for a few seconds, and the sounds of screeching tires and a howling engine replaced his voice. “He’s gone. Three in a row. I don’t like them knowing where I live, though. Only a matter of time before some shit goes down.”

      “Maybe I should tail one of these guys. I don’t even know where you live.”

      Rollins snorted. “May be better you don’t right now. I don’t know who these guys are or what they want with me. Doesn’t seem like you do, either.”

      “Not a clue,” I said. “Sorry.”

      “No worries. I think I’m gonna lie low for a few days until whatever this is blows over. I got a burner phone. I’ll text you from it later in case we need to keep in touch.”

      “You sure there’s nothing else I can do? Maybe run a plate?”

      “They never followed me close enough for me to get one,” Rollins said. “These guys aren’t very good, but they’re not terrible, either. Just keep your phone handy.”

      “I will,” I said. Rollins hung up. I set my mobile down. Since he retired from the army a few years ago, Rollins worked for himself in private security. He tended to stay in the shadows when helping me, which is how he preferred it. If whatever mess he’d landed in stemmed from one of my cases, someone went to a lot of effort to ferret out his involvement. It suggested a dedicated and resourceful adversary.

      It also suggested I could find myself in the crosshairs next.
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        * * *

      

      After a not-very-hard day at the office, I drove to my home in Federal Hill. Mine is an end-unit rowhouse with a tiny yard and a parking pad in the rear. I left my Audi S4 beside the red rocketlike Mercedes coupe Gloria Reading drives. My girlfriend lounged on the couch with her laptop when I got home. She closed the computer, stood, and greeted me with a proper kiss. “How was work?”

      “Only had to shoot ten people today,” I said. “Kind of slow.”

      “I’m sure you’ll make up for it tomorrow.”

      I hung my jacket in the closet and removed the holster and gun from around my torso. “Where did you book us for dinner?”

      “Nowhere, actually,” Gloria said. “I guess I didn’t think about it. Sounds like you’re cooking tonight.”

      “Lucky me.” I kissed her again. “I’ll see what looks good in the kitchen.” Gloria returned to the couch, and I assessed the stock on hand. Thankfully, I’d been to the grocery store this week. If I had more time and inclination, I would’ve made a pasta sauce from scratch. Instead, I cracked open a jar of my favorite marinara and put the contents in a saucepan over low heat. I found some fresh Italian sausage in the fridge, chopped it, and added it to a skillet. A few minutes and some seasonings later, I drained the cooked sausage and stirred it into the sauce.

      About twenty minutes later, Gloria closed her laptop again and joined me at the table. I wondered if she would tell me what she worked on. Maybe over a nice meal. We sat down to a dinner of linguine and sauce with a large salad. Gloria cut her pasta into small bites. By contrast, I twisted it around my fork and ate it properly. “I think I got a new client today,” I said once we’d each eaten a little.

      “Good.” She smiled. “I know it’s been slow going recently.”

      “I’m not sure this is going to be much better. The guy’s insane.”

      “You mean . . . like, really crazy?”

      “I’m not qualified to make an official diagnosis,” I said, “but yes. He was so erratic T.J. called the cops, and they took him away.”

      “Wow.” Gloria frowned. “How are you going to work with him?”

      “I’m not really sure,” I admitted. “He told us he saw a man getting murdered, but he couldn’t say who the guy was, where it happened, or even how long ago. It’s not a lot to go on.”

      “But I’m sure you started anyway.”

      “We’re trying. He mentioned a deputy, which puts the crime in a county. Lot of those to sift through, though, and T.J.’s first search didn’t turn up any likely hits.”

      “What are you going to do?” Gloria asked.

      I used the salad utensils to add some to my bowl. I’d already tossed it with the dressing. “I’m not sure, really. Just because he’s probably crazy doesn’t mean he’s wrong.”

      “How do you know what he saw wasn’t some sort of delusion?”

      “I don’t,” I said. “We’re going to look into it and see if there’s a match. If not . . . I guess I’m looking for a new client again. Hopefully one the police don’t drag away.”

      “Even if you find something,” Gloria said, “it doesn’t sound like this guy is in a position to pay you.”

      “I know.” I sighed. “One good client a month can cover the bills. I simply need to find them a bit more often.”

      “Tomorrow is a new day. You never know who’s going to walk through your door.”

      I nodded. So long as the potential new arrival didn’t work for an insurance company or want me to look into an adulterous spouse, I was all set. My principles conflicting with my bank account made for some inconvenient times. “True.” I took another couple bites of pasta. Gloria indulged in a few nibbles. I always felt surprised it didn’t take her an hour to eat. “What were you working on earlier?”

      She shrugged. “Some fundraising stuff. I guess I’m trying to find a good match the same as you are.”

      It seemed like something more, especially when Gloria didn’t elaborate. She shared her work stories much like I did. It made me wonder if something bigger were going on. She would tell me in time, but I’d be curious until she dropped the news, whatever it was. I raised my glass of iced tea. “Here’s to good matches, then.”

      Gloria clinked hers to mine. “Hear, hear.”
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      The next morning, I woke up before Gloria, which was basically an everyday occurrence. This time, she didn’t even stir when I got out of bed. I put on a warm running suit and left the house for the mean streets of Federal Hill. A few laps around the eponymous park has always been a great way to get the blood moving and the brain working. After getting shot a few months ago, I didn’t run as fast as I used to, and I got tired a bit quicker, but I kept at it. My stamina improved a little every week, and I hoped to be back to a hundred percent—minus my spleen and one node of a lung—someday.

      About thirty minutes after I set out, I walked back into my house, showered, and got dressed. The smell of brewing coffee wafted upstairs, and Gloria’s feet soon hit the floor. She joined me in the kitchen as the pot finished and planted a minty kiss on me. I worked on breakfast while she poured us each a mug of java and carried them to the table. A little while later, I took in two plates of two waffles each, set them down, and joined Gloria.

      She added enough butter to concern a cardiologist, and the fumes from her syrup threatened to give me diabetes from across the table. It always mystified me how she could slather her pancakes and waffles like she did and still maintain her terrific body. The tennis must have made the difference. Gloria turned herself into a good player over the years, and she’d even won a couple local tournaments. She also handed me my behind whenever we got on the court together. “You going to keep looking into that murder?” she asked when she’d taken enough tiny bites to finally finish a waffle.

      I nodded. I was halfway through my second and debated whipping up more batter for a third. “Unless something else pressing comes up. Maybe T.J. will uncover something.”

      “You showing her how to do some of what you know?”

      “Some,” I said. “She’s a pretty quick study.” Before becoming a PI, I’d been quite a good hacker. Not good enough to avoid the notice and reach of the Chinese police almost four years ago, but few people have escaped their clutches. Unlike many of the people they arrested, I was lucky enough to get kicked back to the States nineteen days later. Since then, I’d focused on not getting detected, and I tried to pass on some of what I knew to my secretary, who was eager to learn.

      Gloria worked on her second waffle. She glanced at me a few times, and I again got the feeling she wanted to tell me something. I hoped her parents were OK. Her dad broke his hip a few months ago, but he’d been doing well last I heard. Might she be pregnant? I couldn’t imagine her being coy about telling me such big news. I finished my breakfast and poured us each another cup of coffee. She didn’t say anything else.

      I walked back upstairs to freshen up before work. When I emerged from the bathroom, Gloria grabbed me and shoved me onto the bed. “I know this is the time you normally go to work,” she said as she kissed my neck. “Does T.J. have a key?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” Gloria grinned. “I’m sure she can live without you for a while. I don’t think I can.”

      I pulled her down tight atop me. “I can show up whenever I want. I’m the boss.”

      Gloria nibbled my ear. “It sounds like you’re not in a hurry, then.” Her hot breath sent a shudder down my spine.

      “Definitely not.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      When I arrived at the office, T.J. was already there. Her car, a battered Honda Civic which probably came into the world the same year she did, sat in one of the two spots Manny tried to reserve for me. I parked beside her and hoofed it up the stairs. Inside, T.J. sipped from a mug of coffee. I used my vast sleuthing powers to detect a mostly full pot remaining. “You’re late again,” she said with a smirk.

      I poured myself a cup. “The good thing about being the boss is setting your own hours.”

      “Uh-huh. Let me guess . . . Gloria got frisky after breakfast, and you couldn’t resist her?”

      “Am I really so predictable?” I asked despite knowing the answer. The day I fended Gloria off would likely coincide with the heat death of the universe.

      “Most men are,” T.J. said.

      I couldn’t summon a counterargument, so I focused on work. “Any luck with the county searches yesterday?”

      T.J. shook her head. “I couldn’t find anything. Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. There may be nothing out there to uncover. I’ll take a look.”

      While my secretary was competent and smart, she lacked experience. Part of it stemmed from her lack of time on the job, and the rest came from the fact I’d only taken a few cases since she arrived on board. Those involved clients who walked in with credible stories, and the police didn’t need to storm the office and drag them away at the end. I maintained Irish might have been telling the truth, but with all the gaps in his story, finding matching details would be a challenge.

      Searching each individual county would take too long. Luckily, the state police maintained a database of crimes across Maryland. It didn’t update as often as the local versions, but what Irish described clearly happened at least a couple days ago if not longer. T.J. wheeled her chair beside mine to see what I did. I fought the urge to shudder at someone reading over my shoulder and kept going. “What are you looking in?” she asked.

      “The state police catalog crimes from all over Maryland,” I said. “If you don’t know where something happened, it’s a good place to start.”

      “Can you send me the link?”

      “Already did.”

      “Thanks,” she said with a nod.

      I entered the criteria I wanted to search under, pausing when it came to a date range for when the incident happened. We really didn’t know. Too short a window would leave it hidden, and too long may give us more cases to sift through. I settled on a hundred twenty days and submitted my search. “Anyone come in before I got here this morning?”

      “You mean before the workday officially began?” T.J. asked.

      I grinned and figured I would need to check the carpet for the sarcasm dripping from her tone. “Yes.”

      “No, but someone called . . . a man who thought his wife was cheating. I told him we don’t do domestic cases.”

      “Excellent.”

      “Why don’t we?”

      “I never told you?” I said. T.J. shook her head. “My first client was a woman who was sure her husband was cheating on her. Turns out he wasn’t. The whole thing was a mess. It didn’t end well for anyone.” Especially Alice’s husband Paul, who got beaten to death and thrown out of a window.

      My results popped up. I set pretty loose parameters to cover the gaps—or the craziness—in Irish’s story. My screen displayed a bunch of partial matches. Nothing matched all the details. I re-ran the query for a hundred eighty days and got the same result. “Now what?” T.J. said.

      “There’s not enough here.” I shrugged. “We can’t run all these down. Most of them are wrong at first blush, anyway.”

      “The great client search continues.”

      “Maybe Manny will let me fix a couple cars for a break on the rent.”

      T.J. scooted back to her own desk. “Would you know what you’re doing?”

      “I can change oil,” I said. “Not much else.”

      Before she could point out my mechanical limitations, her desk phone rang. She answered it, provided the usual caveats about what work we did, gave me a thumbs up, and told the caller we would be here in an hour. “We just might have a client.”

      “Great. Roll out the red carpet.”

      “Can we afford one?” she asked.

      “No,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      The door opened, and a woman walked in. She wore a smart brown leather jacket which matched her shoes. I liked her already. I guessed her to be a few years older than me. Her blonde hair hung past her shoulders. T.J. took her coat and hung it on the rack near the entrance. My latest potential client was pretty, though her red and puffy eyes told me she wasn’t happy—a common trait among people who came to my office. “Thanks for seeing me,” she said.

      T.J. smiled as she collected her notebook and pen. “We had a slot open up unexpectedly.”

      I gestured toward the guest chairs in front of my desk. The still-unnamed lady sat in one, and my secretary slid onto the other. “What can we do for you?”

      “I’m Amy Napier. I’m married . . .  well, I was . . . to Jason.” She paused, and I knew what would come next. “He’s dead. Murdered.”

      “I’m sorry,” T.J. and I said at the same time. She demurred, and I continued. “How long ago?”

      “About three weeks.” Amy Napier took a small pack of tissues from her purse and plucked one to wipe her eyes. “It seems so much more recent. Nothing from the police so far. I guess that’s why I’m coming to see you.”

      “I hear it a lot.” She sniffled again. “When you’re ready, tell us what happened.”

      Amy nodded and dabbed at her nose once more. “My husband is . . . was a DBA. Database administrator.” I knew what she meant without the clarification, but it probably helped T.J. “He worked for a company in Frederick. He’d been there a few years. Recently, he told me he thought something weird was going on.”

      “Weird how?” I asked.

      “He didn’t go into a lot of detail.” She showed a self-deprecating smile. “I don’t have much of a head for the tech stuff, so a lot of what he told me went in one ear and out the other.”

      “Which company did he work for?”

      “Research and Technology Partners,” she said. I’d never heard of the place, but I also didn’t get to Frederick very often. The city served as the seat of the county of the same name. I’d ventured there about a year ago for a case involving several dead girls. I didn’t come away with a positive impression of the sheriff’s office. “They don’t do much research these days, but the name has stuck. Now, they focus on IT services for other companies.”

      “Did your husband have access to information from those companies?” I asked.

      “I guess.” Amy frowned. “Like I said, I didn’t follow a lot of the tech talk. He mentioned things were locked down pretty well . . . service-level agreements, I think. If you’re wondering if he saw something he shouldn’t have in a database, I guess it’s possible, but I don’t think it’s likely.”

      “We’ve established you two didn’t talk shop. Did he mention any concerns he had? Maybe something of a non-technical nature?”

      “I don’t know.” She furrowed her brows. “A couple weeks before he died, he told me he thought some guys were double-dipping.”

      “I presume he didn’t mean with the chips and salsa . . . though it would still be bad.”

      “He didn’t go into a lot of detail,” Amy said while T.J. scribbled a bunch of notes. I wondered why she didn’t use her phone or a tablet. She texted at light speed. If this case paid off, I’d have to upgrade her transcription system. “I didn’t ask, honestly. He kept a lot of stuff like that close to the vest.”

      Irish’s words played in my head. Not just a tech company. It didn’t tell me anything else, however, and Amy Napier hadn’t exactly filled in the gaps. It occurred to me I expected a grieving widow to plug the holes in a crazy man’s story. I might as well fly to Vegas and play roulette. At least the payoff would be large if I hit. “Whatever the double-dipping was might’ve gotten him killed, then,” I said. “He could’ve been on to the wrong people.”

      “It’s something I’ve thought about.” Amy reached into her purse again, this time pulling out a business card and sliding it across my desk. “This is the CEO. He loved Jason. I told him I was hiring a PI, and he said the company would do whatever they could to help.

      “How big is RTP?”

      Amy shrugged. “I’m not sure, really. Maybe three hundred and fifty employees?”

      “Seems pretty small to have C-level executives,” T.J. said, echoing my thoughts.

      “Jason thought the same thing when he started. He said they wanted to convey they were professional. A CEO sounds more official than a president.”

      “I guess it depends

      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/widening-gyre-media-logo-01.jpg
WeEM

WIDENINGGYREMEDIA






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/dead-cat-bounce_final.jpg
A C.T. FERGUSON

NovE; o
= s






OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/hong-kong-dangerous_small.jpg
A C.T. FERGUSON PREQUEL NOVELLA

HONR VONE
Ha

‘£~= =
TOM EOQWLER






