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Pretending to be someone else is easy.

Pretending to be someone else to help get the guy’s slippery crime kingpin brother off the streets without getting yourself killed is a whole lot harder.

Detective Phillip “Dare” Darren had managed just that for more than two months. Today was the payoff, if he could survive just a couple more hours.

“Take me to the cemetery.” He climbed into the back of a polished black Lincoln and addressed the driver, undercover narcotics officer Ashton Grice.

“Got it.” A smile that was a mix of anticipation and relief creased Ash’s face. After having Dare’s back for the last couple months, his friend had a right to be relieved.

Dare smoothed Vincente Marconi’s tailored Armani suit, expertly masking his nervousness as he flicked a quick glance into the rear view mirror. Antonio wasn’t following yet. Good.

“This it?” Ash glanced back in the rear view mirror as he threw the luxury car into gear.

“As soon as I confirm the location of the diaries, Antonio’s going down.”

Antonio Marconi Sr. had been dead for years, leaving the family business to his oldest son. Dare’s department almost had the younger Antonio five years ago, but had been forced to settle for Vincente instead. Antonio let Vincente take the fall, publicly disowning his younger brother as the black sheep, even going so far as to deny him the family lawyer. Vincente returned the favor by offering the police to trade his freedom for his personal diaries.

He died of a brain aneurysm before the deal had been finalized.

The police had scrambled to brief Dare for the role. As former Army intelligence, it hadn’t seemed like one of his harder roles. Until he found the first diary.

At first he thought Vincente was paranoid. The Marconis were known for their family pride. There was no way Antonio Marconi had been trying to kill his own brother.

Being poisoned has a way of changing your mind. Dare’s stomach twisted at the memory of his first week in the Marconi mansion, and he pretended to focus on his smartphone to avoid another nervous look out the window. Landing in the middle of a crime family civil war had not been his plan for the month. Neither had evading death multiple times a week.

“Here you are, ‘Mr. Marconi’.” Ash smirked at Dare. “Just a few more minutes and I won’t have to worry about keeping you alive any more.”

“Just a few more minutes and I won’t have to worry about people trying to kill me anymore.” Dare looked up at the family mausoleum and nodded. “Watch my back. I won’t be long.”

Just long enough to pick up the rest of the diaries and get back before Antonio realized he was gone. He couldn’t afford his “brother” getting suspicious, not this close to the end.

He entered the mausoleum and trailed his hand along the vaults looking for Victorine Marconi, Vincente’s mother and the source of the civil war. Claiming your older brother is not the legitimate heir to the business is a pretty quick way to get a bullet in your back.

Dare fumbled with a thick ring of keys, selected a curious skeleton key, and stuck it into the otherwise inexplicable lock on the vault door.

Victorine had been cremated, leaving plenty of room for decades worth of Vincente’s condemning diaries. There had to be nearly fifty books in there.

His phone vibrated and he lifted it from his pocket just far enough to peek at the screen.

Marconi on his way.

With a soft curse, Dare pulled the three diaries he’d collected from the house out of his suit coat and added them to the pile, took a few pictures with his phone, sent it to both Ash and his Chief, and immediately deleted it. He locked the vault quickly and surveyed the area for signs of entry. Antonio was getting increasingly weary of Vincente’s existence. This op had to succeed even if something happened to Dare himself.

“Vincente?”

Antonio’s syrupy tone wasn’t a good sign. He sent one more quick text and turned as the crime king’s outline blocked the light from outside. “Tony.”

“Visiting father?” Antonio’s expression was shadowed by the sun behind him, but Dare could see his hand resting on his hip dangerously close to his Glock.

“Mother. May she rest in peace.” Dare traced the sign of the cross reverently. Neither he nor the Marconi brothers were religious, but Victorine had been a devout Catholic, and Vincente had respected that.

Antonio spat on the floor of the crypt. “I should have that slut disinterred and her ashes dumped in the sewers.”

“You will speak respectfully of Mother, especially here.” Dare took a threatening step forward. He couldn’t afford for Antonio to force the vault open, nor could he afford a violent confrontation in such tight quarters.

“I’ll speak as I please. Why should you complain? Your entire claim to the business is based on her infidelity.”

“Father was a brute, you and I both know that.” Dare eyed the entrance, watching for an opening. His last text had been a simple “X.” Ash would call backup, then make an excuse to help. He just had to keep Antonio from killing him until someone got there.

“Father owned this city.” Antonio stepped further into the narrow passage, his hand brushing aside his blazer to rest on the butt of his handgun. “I own this city. You and that whore will not take it from me.”

“Don’t be stupid. You fire in here and there’s no telling where that bullet ends up.” Dare flexed his hands to avoid going for his own gun and escalating the situation. Just a few more minutes...

“I don’t plan on it.” Antonio pulled the gun anyway and gestured at the bank of vaults behind Dare. “I got you a special gift, Vincente. Look next to Mother’s vault.”

Keeping one eye on Antonio, Dare glanced at the door to the vault next to hers.

VINCENTE MARCONI

BROTHER, SON, REBEL

1978–

“So this is how it ends, then.” Where is Ash? Gunfire outside indicated his partner was otherwise occupied. Dare’s own hand strayed to his gun. “I spent five years in prison for you, Tony.”

“Five wasn’t nearly enough. Open the vault.” Antonio jabbed Dare’s arm aside with his gun and lifted Dare’s gun from its holster.

“Open it yourself.” If Chief Beckley wants Antonio alive, they’d better show up soon. I can’t stall much longer.

Antonio backhanded Dare across the face. “I said, open the vault.”

Dare licked blood from his split lip and glared at Antonio, but opened the vault.

“Get in.”

“Not a chance.” Dare faced Antonio, feet spread and hands loose at his side.

“You should have spent the rest of your life in that prison for crossing me.” Antonio raised his hand to strike again. “I intend for you to finish that sentence right here.”

Dare deflected the blow with his arm, grabbed Antonio by the wrist, and twisted him around.

“Drop it.” Dare shoved Antonio’s face against the wall of vaults and leaned hard on his arm.

With a vulgar curse, Antonio fired his gun, the deafening noise echoing off the crypt walls.

The bullet pinged off the floor, spraying granite chips into Dare’s ankle. Dare winced and pushed harder forcing Antonio’s gun from his hand.

“Now, you get in.” Dare shoved him toward the open vault. The crime king couldn’t stay there long without suffocating, but he’d be safe there long enough for Dare to secure the area and wait for backup to finally arrive.

Screaming expletives, Antonio struggled as Dare forced him into the vault and closed the door.

Satisfied both Antonio and the diaries were safe, Dare scooped up both his own Sig and Antonio’s Glock, checked the ammo, and made his way to the door. Three silent squad cars with flashing lights pulled around Vincente’s Lincoln and Antonio’s Maserati.

Ash stood on cemetery green with his revolver pointing to three of Marconi’s thugs lying face down on the grass with their hands behind their heads. He smiled and gave Dare a thumbs up as uniformed officers flooded from the squad cars and swarmed over the thugs.

Nodding back with a tired smile, Dare slipped his gun back in the holster as he stepped into the sunlight. His injured ankle turned and he grabbed the door frame for support.

“Dare!” Chief Kevin Beckley jogged to the mausoleum steps, his eyes on Dare’s blood-stained ankle. “Travers, where are those medics?”

“I’m fine, Chief, just a bit of shrapnel.” All the same, Dare leaned against the door frame as the other officer radioed for the paramedics. “There’s more than twenty years of incriminating diaries in Victorine’s vault, enough to dismantle the Marconi Crime Syndicate.” A smirk pulled at Dare’s torn lip as he clapped his hand on his friend’s back. “And a very angry Antonio in Vincente’s.”

Chief Beckley motioned a pair of cops into the crypt. Screaming from inside quickly indicated they’d opened Antonio’s prison and grew louder as they hauled him out of the mausoleum.

The crime king froze, his face deepening from red to purple as he looked from Dare to Chief Beckley and realized he’d been conned.

“Get him out of here.” Chief Beckley waved the officers off and turned Dare. “So the diaries were real. I was beginning to wonder.”

“Contacts, finances, hits, lurid family scandals – it’s all there.” Dare pushed against the door frame and drew himself up to his full height, arching his back until his spine popped in several places. “Uggh.” He groaned. “The second thing I am going to do after I am debriefed is see a chiropractor. Two months of impersonating a man shorter than me has been murder on my back.”

“And the first?” Chief Beckley asked curiously.

“Kiss my wife,” Dare said with a mischievous grin. “It has been two months.”

* * * * *
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MAYBE HE COULDN’T REALLY fly, but right now, the six feet of space spent suspended eighteen stories from the ground between buildings felt pretty close. The Kane Terrace informant known only to the cops and the press as Crimebuster knew the crime-ridden south side neighborhood like the back of his hand, and free running across the rooftops made him really feel like the superhero he’d taken his name from.

This was one epic race against time he could have done without.

He landed on the next rooftop in a crouch and was on his way in a heartbeat, never letting his eyes off his target: a white Land Rover with a huge scratch on the roof. The scratch was his, to keep track of the SUV in rush hour traffic. The car was Detective Sanders’.

For the last year and a half, Crimebuster had cultivated an anonymous relationship with the officer, providing tips that had eventually lead to Detective Sander’s promotion. Today, he’d also collected a packet of evidence that would fast-track Detective Sanders to any job on the force.

Crap. Sanders was leaving the neighborhood, heading away from police headquarters. Crimebuster had given him a year’s worth of surveillance proving a decorated cop was in the pocket of the gangs and he was going the wrong way!

Crimebuster reached the end of the rooftop and dropped down to the nearest fire escape. Sanders was stopped at a light, too far back to make it through before it cycled back to red. Traffic was working in Crimebuster’s favor, like always. He scrambled down the fire escape, alternating between sliding down the ladders, and hanging from the railings and dropping to the landing below.

Why would Sanders go the wrong way?

Is he dirty, too? For a horrifying moment, Crimebuster froze, landing hard enough in the alley below to send a shock wave jarring through his calves. He’d never been that wrong about anyone before. Maybe he was going to see his boss at home instead of the station. It was late, after all.

He wove his way through the gridlock leaving the city and hopped onto the rear bumper of the furniture truck behind Sanders’ Land Rover to catch his breath. Sanders reported directly to Chief Beckley. Beckley lived in... Marsden Mills. Ugh. He’d been there once before. It’d taken nearly an hour of walking and hitching rides on unsuspecting vehicles over three interstate connections. It was amazing he hadn’t been caught.

The exit for Marsden Mills passed as the truck picked up speed. Frowning, Crimebuster cautiously leaned around the side of the truck to make sure they were still on the same path as Sanders.

Two cars ahead was the white Land Rover with a huge gash in the roof. Traffic slowed to a crawl again as they neared a major interchange. A battered green pickup passed slowly in the lane to his left. A carefully timed jump and he was in the back of the pickup, biting his lip and rubbing a kneecap torn by a pile of scattered lawn care equipment. He had to get on Sanders’ car before the detective decided to pick an exit. The luggage rack on the top of the Land Rover would give him plenty to hold onto and it wasn’t like Sanders was getting up to the speed limit at this time of day anyway.

The green pickup pulled alongside the Land Rover. Crimebuster narrowed his eyes as he gauged the jump. The luggage rack was high, but not too high. He could make the jump easily if they slowed down again. But the impact would probably make Sanders pull over. He looked ahead at the congested road. The next interchange was bottle necked by construction. Traffic ground to a halt and Crimebuster vaulted over the side of the truck bed, his feet hitting the pavement before the pickup stopped rolling.

The driver of the furniture truck eyed him for a moment and fixed his eyes on the road. Crimebuster ignored him. He only had a minute before traffic started moving again.

Maybe more than a minute. Sanders’ turn signal blinked, indicating he was getting on at the blocked interchange. He’d have plenty of time to get on the roof before Sanders could move again.

Lakedale. Crimebuster’s blood ran cold as he realized where Sanders was going, then flamed fiery hot. The corrupt cop lived in Lakedale. Sanders was going to confront the cop himself.

Moron! Crimebuster resisted the urge to punch the back of the Land Rover as he passed the SUV and kept running. He knew a shortcut. A maze of alleyways and nature preserves that would get him to the familiar home before Sanders could fight his way through construction traffic.

He reached the brick and vinyl siding two story home out of breath, his chest and legs aching from his race to the suburban subdivision.

Sanders’ SUV was nowhere to be seen.

Yes. Finally something was going right. Crimebuster hustled behind a loaded Dodge Charger in the driveway as the white SUV turned into the cul de sac.

He crouched down behind the gray Charger and weighed his options. If Sanders was stupid enough to confront the dirty cop without back up, that meant he already hadn’t taken him seriously. Walking up to the detective and saying, “I’m Crimebuster. What kind of idiot are you?” wasn’t going to change his mind about who to trust.

If Sanders was on the side of the gangs as well, those could well be Crimebuster’s last words.

Sanders strode up the cobbled walkway, his gait heavy, his jaw set, and the file Crimebuster had given him clutched in his hands.

A cry of dismay squeaked past Crimebuster’s tight lips. It’d taken him forever to collect that evidence. People didn’t just take the word of anonymous informants over the word of a three-time decorated police officer. He’d worked hard to make sure the clever traitor couldn’t weasel out of his accusations, not even with the help of a fancy gangland lawyer. Once Sanders passed through that front door, all his work was flushed down the toilet.

Sanders pushed the doorbell and stepped back from the door, his foot tapping the concrete step as he thumbed through the contents of the file with a wrinkled forehead.

What part of “owned by the gangs” was so hard for him to understand? Crimebuster wanted to tackle his unfaithful police contact, rip the file from his hands, and run like the wind, but even if Sanders might hesitate to shoot him in the back, he seriously doubted the corrupt cop would. And he couldn’t outrun bullets. Not in an open cul de sac with actual yards.

Crimebuster clenched his fists as the door opened and revealed a thirty-something man with an athletic build, stylish brown hair, and wary eyes that didn’t reflect the welcoming grin he gave Sanders. The pair shook hands warmly and the corrupt cop ushered Sanders inside.

Sanders was toast. If Crimebuster didn’t think of something fast, Sanders would be spending the night at the bottom of the harbor.

A light came on in one of the side windows. Hugging the side of the house, Crimebuster slipped up to the window and risked a peek inside. Sanders was spreading the entire file across the surface of a large wood desk, pointing to various pages as the corrupt cop answered his questions.

Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all. Crimebuster couldn’t see either man’s face, but the corrupt cop sat perched casually on the corner of his desk, relaxed. If they were lucky, he’d be satisfied Sanders swallowed his lies and let the detective leave alive.

Or not. The corrupt cop’s pant leg had slid up when he had lifted his leg half onto the desktop, partially revealing a leather holster at his ankle. As they talked, his posture didn’t change, but his free hand slid down his lap to his concealed weapon.

Crimebuster wasn’t going to just stand there and watch someone get killed. Not again. Not ever again. He reached down and picked up a softball-sized rock that had been part of the landscaping, never taking his eyes off the butt of the gun. The corrupt cop palmed the gun and stood, his face to the window at last. Crimebuster still couldn’t hear what was being said, but he had found lip-reading to be a useful skill to cultivate in his line of work.

“I guess there is nothing more I can say.” The dirty cop rounded the desk and swept the papers into a rough pile with his empty hand. “It seems this Crimebuster has you convinced.”

Taking a step back from the house, Crimebuster pitched the rock through the window. “Sanders! He has a gun.”

The corrupt cop’s first bullet sailed over Crimebuster’s head as he ducked down for another rock.

Detective Sanders pulled his own firearm and spun on the traitor, but the second and third shots slammed into his chest, dropping him to the rug.

No! Crimebuster swallowed the scream that bubbled up in his chest and threw another rock as hard as he could toward the dirty cop. The rock hit the traitor’s shoulder, knocking the gun from his hand.

Stunned, the traitor looked at him, his eyes wide in surprise. Surprise faded to rage as the dirty cop scooped up his gun with his opposite hand, stepped over Sanders’ body, and aimed at the only witness to the murder.

Crimebuster took a pair of quick steps back and stumbled. He landed on his butt in the lawn as another bullet ripped into the grass beside him. He scrambled to his feet and pulled himself up the privacy fence separating the yards and shielding them from any other witnesses. A final gunshot rang out as he dropped over the other side and kept running.

Jesus, what am I going to do? I can’t go home. The dirty cop had seen his face. No amount of running could protect him now.

* * * * *
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DARE REACHED UP INTO the cupboard and pulled down a pair of plates. He knew his wife’s routine and how much she hated being home alone any more than she had to when he was on an assignment. It was Friday, and she usually went to the gym after work. He turned back to the oven and bent to check the broiler. The hamburger patties were sizzling under the gas flame, but were still a little too pink. He was a pretty good cook, if he did say so himself, as long as he stayed with his few familiar recipes. Broiled hamburgers and fresh-cut French fries may not be the most romantic meal, but he knew that she would appreciate not having to make something herself when she did get home.

Two months was too long. He’d only had a handful of cases that long since they’d been married. At least he had an agreement with Chief Beckley, after two months undercover, he got a two week paid vacation.

He pulled a wrinkled photograph out of his pocket. A smiling woman with shoulder length brown hair and twinkling blue eyes looked back at him from the worn picture. It had been his only memento of his Anna during the last couple months, and even that had been a risky pleasure. He’d have been hard pressed to explain the picture to any of Vincente’s friends and family if he’d been caught with it. Stolen glances at the forbidden picture and late-night dreams of being together with his wife had been all he’d had. Now he found it hard to focus on the dinner he was making as he anticipated holding his wife in his arms again for the first time in many weeks.

The sound of a key turning in the lock of the front door made him pause. His heart quickened as he gave the burgers one last quick glance. Satisfied the patties were cooked through, Dare yanked them from the oven and closed the door.

The door opened and his wife caught her breath.

“Dare?”

Laying the pan on the stove, Dare crossed the kitchen and went to the foyer. Anna stood in the front doorway, her hair hanging in damp waves from showering at the gym and her gym bag slung over one shoulder. She was wearing a flattering polo shirt and a flared denim skirt that fell just below her knees.

She dropped the gym bag to the floor with a cry of delight, threw her arms around his neck, and embraced him tightly. Her soft lips brushed against his in a quick kiss of greeting.

Dare was in the mood for a bit more than a brief peck. He slipped his left arm around her narrow waist and placed his right hand behind her head as he leaned in for a kiss.

“Chief Beckley said you’d be home soon, I didn’t expect that to be tonight.” Anna pulled back a little and looked into Dare’s eyes.

“I was able to wrap things up a little quicker than I expected.” The warmth of her body pressed against his made everything else seem a little less than urgent. Dare pulled her toward him again and pressed another kiss on the soft curve of her neck. Her damp hair brushed against his face, smelling sweet and clean.

“What about dinner?” She laid her hands on his chest and toyed with the top button of his shirt with a teasing glint in her eyes and a blush on her cheeks. “It smells delicious.”

“I think dinner can wait.”
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Crimebuster was miserable. He sat huddled in a corner of a room in an abandoned row home on Repo Row wrapped in a tattered blanket left by a previous squatter. He was hungry, dirty, freezing, and soaked to the bone. A thunderstorm caught him on the long trek back to Kane Terrace and he’d been too scared to return home for clean, dry clothes. The dirty cop who had killed Detective Sanders had seen his face; he could track him through his friends, his church, anywhere in his old life.

A stream of moonlight glittered through the cracked window. The room stank of what he hoped was animal excrement and the colorless carpet was splotched with stains, including a fresh blood stain from a knife fight Crimebuster had witnessed between two homeless men over a half-eaten leg of fried chicken one had rescued from a dumpster. Crimebuster was hungry, but not hungry enough to stoop to dumpster diving. His stomach growled. At least not yet.

Frowning, Crimebuster clutched the threadbare blanket tighter around his shoulders. He’d never really thought about how lucky he was. He always had food and a clean, dry place to sleep. He couldn’t live like this for long. He’d either starve, or, worse, end up like the two guys fighting like a pair of dogs over the chicken leg. He shivered.

Dear Jesus, what am going to do? He scowled as a tugging in his heart told him that he already knew.

The things I know get people killed, just like Detective Sanders. I could be next. The dirty cop was the least of his worries. A simmering gang war threatened to tear both Kane Terrace and the nearby Devil’s Playground public housing complex apart in a matter of days.

The things I know could also save lives, innocent lives. Gang wars didn’t only kill gang members. Crimebuster knew that first hand. His mother had been killed in a gang-related drive-by when he was eight.

But I can’t trust anyone, Lord. One cop betrayed me, another wants to kill me.

Trust me. He felt the still, small voice of God answer.

I do. I just don’t trust anyone else.

Trust me and do right.

Crimebuster glared and picked at a loose thread in the ratty blanket. Right meant putting himself out where the dirty cop could track him down, making a new police contact, and trusting someone else. Right meant doing exactly what he did not want to do.

He looked around him again and rolled his eyes. Like he had much choice. Staying here wasn’t going to work. He sighed and stood. If he was going to go, he may as well go out like a hero.

But first he needed dry clothes.

* * * * *
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DARE WOKE UP TENSE, his eyes darting around the room as he fought to remember where he was. He let out as slow breath and relaxed as he recognized his own bedroom. He’d been home for two days now, but he still woke up prepared to enter another day as Vincente Marconi, not Detective Phillip Darren. The sunlight glowed around the mini blinds covering the bedroom window and the digital clock on his nightstand read 9:05.

Anna’s place beside him was empty and cold. He stared at the rumpled covers with confusion. It was Saturday and the first morning Anna had not had to get up early for work. He might have two weeks off, but she hadn’t had enough warning to clear her schedule until the beginning of the week. He was looking forward to having her all to himself today. 

When had she gotten up and where had she gone?

The tantalizing smells of frying bacon and sugary cinnamon rolls answered him. She’d gotten up to make him his favorite breakfast. He threw off the covers, got out of bed, and quickly pulled on a comfortable pair of blue jeans and a worn t-shirt. He looked at himself in the mirror as he ran a comb through his hair. The brown contacts and stage makeup he’d used to altar his facial features to transform himself into Vincente Marconi were gone, but the dyes he’s used to darken his skin and hair would take longer to fade.

He was a good undercover cop; some said the best on the force. He could effortlessly slip in and out of any one of the half dozen undercover personas he’d cultivated in the city in the years since he’d joined the force. This one had been harder than usual. He’d nearly forgotten how nice it was to be just Phillip Darren and not have to wake up every morning on alert against even the tiniest slip up that could cost him the operation and his life.

He turned his attention back to the delicious smells coming from the kitchen downstairs. He laid the comb back on the sink and headed downstairs. Anna was standing at the stove frying some eggs. A steaming pan of cinnamon rolls sat on the counter next to her. Dare slipped silently behind her and circled his arms around her waist.

“Good morning, sweetheart.” She turned her head and kissed him on the lips. “Did you sleep well?”

“Good morning, beautiful. Very well.” He squeezed her tighter. He was glad that he wouldn’t have to go out on another assignment for a while. He had missed her so much. “Breakfast smells delicious.”

“It’s nearly ready.” Anna flipped the eggs in the pan. She smiled up at him. “I thought, since it’s our first full day together, you might like something a little special for breakfast.”

“And I thought that you might like something special for dinner.” Dare rested his chin on her shoulder, enjoying the scent of her shampoo. “How’s dinner at DiAngelo’s? I made reservations for tonight.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful!” She turned in his arms and threw her arms around his neck. “Anything special planned for the rest of the day?”

“Nope.” Dare shook his head with a grin. “Just staying home and spending some time with my beautiful wife, nothing specific.”

Anna kissed him again. “I might have a few ideas,” she whispered in his ear.

The sound of the doorbell interrupted Dare’s reply.

“Hold that thought.” Dare pulled himself free reluctantly and went to answer the door. His grin faded as he faced his grim-faced superior. “Chief, what are you doing here?”

“I need your help, Dare.” Chief Beckley tried to push his way past Dare into the house.

Dare placed his hand on the doorjamb, cutting off Chief Beckley’s entrance. “I just got home, Chief,” he said firmly, his voice low. “Find someone else.”

“We did,” Chief Beckley said flatly. “Now unless you want to see the near south side turned into a war zone, let me in.”

Dare hesitated. The near south side, especially the Kane Terrace neighborhood of government subsidized high-rise apartments and homes, was nearly always on the brink of a gang war. Chief Beckley’s urgency and grim demeanor, however, told Dare that this was worse than normal.

“Come in.” He sighed as he stepped aside and opened the door wider. “We can talk in my office.”

“Sweetheart, who was at the door?” Anna stepped out of the kitchen. She looked at Chief Beckley with displeasure clear on her face. “Dare, you promised.”

Dare crossed the room and took both of her hands in his. “Chief Beckley and I will be in my office. I’ll explain later.”

Anna pressed her lips in a tight line as she pulled her hands from Dare’s grasp. “I’ll be in the kitchen,” she said coldly.

“She didn’t look real happy to see me,” Chief Beckley observed as he followed Dare into his office.

“Frankly, Chief, neither am I.” Dare closed the door behind him, gestured for Chief Beckley to have a seat, then sat in his chair behind his desk. “You promised me time off after the Marconi case.”

“I know. I am sorry,” Chief Beckley said, truly apologetic, “but the Kane Terrace neighborhood is a powder keg and I just lost one of my best officers out there.”

“What happened?” Dare was asking for trouble by even entertaining this conversation, but both he and Chief Beckley knew he couldn’t say no.

“You’ve heard of Crimebuster, right?”

Dare nodded. Crimebuster was the department’s Kane Terrace informant. For the last couple of years, Crimebuster had sent them astonishingly accurate tips on criminal activity in the volatile neighborhood. No amount of investigation had been able to uncover Crimebuster’s identity and it seemed that no one had ever actually seen him. Tips were always left anonymously or a drop was arranged with an officer working the area.

“Two weeks ago he gave us a tip that the Coffin Royales and the Death Panthers were getting set to clash over drug supply and distribution rights for the areas surrounding Kane Terrace.” Chief Beckley slumped in the plush armchair and ran his fingers through his thick gray hair. “He gave us the name of a restaurant where the leaders were supposed to meet to discuss terms. He suggested that we get a man in there to hear what was going on.”

“Doesn’t Sanders usually work that district?” Why me? Why does it always have to be me? “He’s a good detective, why don’t you send him?”

“We did. The meet was set for two nights ago and Sanders never showed. No one’s heard from him since,” Chief Beckley groaned. “This morning we received another contact from Crimebuster. It contained two words, ‘Dirty Cop.’”

“There’s no way Sanders is dirty.” Dare curled his lip at the idea. “He’s one of the best cops out there.”

“You and I know that, but the press is ready to have a field day.” Chief Beckley gestured at the curtained windows as if a team of reporters stood out on the lawn. “For all we know, Sanders’ cover was blown and he was killed to keep silent. Plus, we’re still no closer to knowing when the gangs are set to clash.”

“Could Crimebuster have betrayed him?” Dare was losing this argument, and they both knew it.

“Perhaps, but I’m not sure what he would gain from that.” Chief Beckley sat up and laid an open
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