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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            ENDGAME

          

        

      

    

    
      Some days, Grover Todd hated his job. On other days, there were small rewards among the hates. And on still others, it was a cesspool of politics or screwups.

      His slender fingers slowly sank through what, on the best day, could pass for a stylish haircut. This was right before he had to read a memorandum about one of his younger agents and the blood drawn at the baseball game the previous weekend.

      As he read the account, the right side of his face pulled back from his mouth. It was horrible to have one of his agents strike a congressional aide, but then again, the man had asked for it. And it was in the heat of a sporting game.

      After reading the last page of the report, he closed the file. He needed guidance.

      The only help he could think of was the button on his phone. The direct line to the deputy director.

      “Deputy Director Farragut’s office.”

      Grover let his deep breath out through his clenched teeth. “Hi, Judy. Is the deputy director in? And can I sneak a few minutes with him?”

      “Agent Todd, I know you two. Your few minutes are twenty to the real world. And he doesn’t have ten to spare. What clearance level is this?”

      “Zero. You can stay in the room and time us. And maybe you can even lend some insight into this matter.”

      He could imagine the stern look of the woman only months from a full career and retirement.

      Her voice was icy with a trim of sharp, well-honed steel. “I call bullshit. But I haven’t heard an exemplary case in years. Come up, and I’ll sneak you in. But I will time you.” “I’ll be right up.”

      He bounced on the balls of his feet beside her desk minutes later. The elevator at this hour would have been too slow. He had only paused long enough to check on another file. Slipping it onto the one he already had, he took two stairs at a time.

      The phone beside her hand buzzed. She glanced over and stood. She pulled an old-fashioned stopwatch from her desk and held it up. “Three minutes. One hundred eighty seconds.”

      He followed her into the innermost sanctum. As they cleared the door, he didn’t bother with closing it. “You’ve probably already heard about the clash at the game Saturday.”

      The thin man with hair even thinner leaned back in his chair. His shirtsleeves lay rolled up near his elbows. The tie was one hard pull away from his neck. The man looked like most at the end of a hard day, yet the day and week were fresh. “No. I didn’t have to. I was there. The agent was as close to me as you are now.”

      Agent Todd froze.

      The woman leaned in with a smirk and showed the agent her watch. “He was the umpire.”

      The agent swallowed and held up the files.

      The deputy director looked at his secretary. “How much time did he ask for?”

      She held up two fingers and her thumb.

      The man’s eyes closed as he gently shook his head. “Steal fifteen from somewhere. This is going to take some finessing.”

      She nodded at her longtime boss, spiked her right toe into the back of her left heel, and turned. The door slid quietly closed.

      Deputy Director Farragut held his hand toward the chair in front of his desk. “You have two files. I sincerely hope you’ve brought a solution to this issue. I’ve already heard from the congressman this morning.”

      The agent turned from watching the door close. He blinked as he sat. “You were the umpire?”

      The deputy director snorted as he cocked his head. “Forty-three years of umpiring baseball from Pee Wees to the minor leagues. I’d seen nothing like it.” He gently touched his lip. “When she hit him, I bit my lip so hard… it still hurts. The congressman’s aide had it coming.”

      The agent flipped open the file with a frown. “It says here…?”

      “Son. Close the file. I already told you I had a front-row seat.”

      “But…?”

      The deputy director held his hand out. The agent could see the slight tremors that validated the rumors the man was getting ready to retire because of health issues. “It was the top of the seventh. The score was tied. At three to three, it had been a tough game for everyone. And I enjoy infield banter the same as the next guy, but sexist slurs have no place anywhere.

      “There were two outs, and Agent Bear was up.” He held up his one palm. “I don’t know how much ball she has played in her past, but she’s damn near six feet tall and was a Marine. Only an idiot would piss her off. So when the catcher started calling her an easy out, it was to get under her skin. But when he said she was only a girl. He had crossed a line. But when he slid in something about being off the reservation… I knew it would be foul no matter what the pitcher threw until she walked. I wasn’t ready for the fastball high and to the right. She left the bat resting on her shoulder as she reached out and caught the ball with her bare hand. I think the outfield could hear the leather slap into her skin. But as it spun her around, her left hand let go of the bat as she reached out and grabbed the catcher’s face cage.”

      He chuckled. “The cage came up as her right hand brought in the ball. She hit his nose in a swing so the break would go sideways.” He smiled at the agent’s shock. “Dropped him like a bad habit. And because the ball had touched her… I called it. Told her to take her base.”

      The agent blinked as he gawped for air and understanding. “What did they do?” He turned to the file and flipped the few pages.

      The man behind the desk was waving his head. “I don’t think it’s in there. The hill wienies hustled out and dragged the man back to their dugout. They pulled the gear off him and sent the next fool out. God knows they have plenty of cannon fodder over there.”

      “What about Agent Bear?”

      The deputy director leaned back in his chair and swiveled sideways to put his stockinged feet on the corner of his desk. “That was the best part. With the next out, it was her turn to pitch. She strolled out to the mound, turned to face their dugout, held the ball in the air…” He raised his open hand above his head. “And yelled out a challenge ‘Anyone else want a piece of me?’” He touched his lip. “That’s when I bit my lip.”

      “Ho… ly…”

      “Yup. The whole place was silent. The hill dugout and the crowd in the stands. You could have heard a squeaky nickel drop. And then this one gal stood up and raised her hand. She’s one of those independent lobbyists. I’ve seen her before. She’s a tall Asian woman you do not want to see headed your way.”

      The agent skimmed the last page, closed the file, and tossed it over his shoulder. “Then what?”

      “That’s when someone in the hill dugout threw out a white towel. Nobody disputed it, so I called the game.”

      “No, I meant with the lobbyist and Agent Bear…”

      The deputy director shrugged his face. “Not my business, but they met at the fence and talked. I think there was a business card involved.”

      “So what do I do with the agent…”

      They both turned toward the door as the deputy director’s feet left the desk. He looked up and held his hand with spread fingers at his secretary. She closed the door.

      “You had a second file…”

      The agent held it up. “It’s a bank in Ohio. They have a shrinkage problem.”

      “How much?”

      “About half a million so far.”

      The deputy director hummed as he pulled gently at his lower lip. “Is she up for a single yet?”

      “Not really… but she’s better in the field than some of her partners. But a little on-the-job training wouldn’t hurt her. Normally, she’d only team for about two or three more cases, anyway. And her desk is as clear as anybody else…”

      The deputy director stood and rested his hands on the desk while he slipped his feet into his shoes. “Then send her out with Barney. Make it clear that she is being punished for her outburst on the field. We can’t have agents running around brawling with the hill wienies… er… staff. Go over what she’ll need in the field and turn her loose. If she’s lucky, he’ll sleep through the entire investigation, and she will prove she can do a single. After all, what could go wrong? It’s Ohio, for God’s sake.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            OH. HI. OH

          

        

      

    

    
      Row twenty was between row twenty-one’s kindergarten and row nineteen’s day care. Even Barney Walter’s snoring was better than the screaming and crying. As they had left the office, Nash spied the box of new earplugs for the shooting range. She stuffed a few packets in her pocket.

      Their rental car was even smaller. Barney had popped the trunk, thrown in his bag, and tossed her the keys, mumbling something about being tired from the flight. Nash drove in silence. One hand on the wheel and the map in the other. She marveled at how homogenized an entire city could look. Even the gas stations, when she saw one, were one of only two vendors. The only variety was the three fast-food establishments.

      The police department was a stone building with the look of Civil War utility written all over the reserved adornments. Her fist was larger than the dental blocks. Even the lampposts were shorter than Nash. Only the door was built to impress. By the sound of it closing, Nash guessed at tin wrapped over oak and then painted to look like aged bronze. The floor was granite spreading out to the high wainscotting of veined marble.

      “I’ve seen cheerier mausoleums.”

      Nash stopped and turned back to the agent. Standing with only a hand’s length between them. “Look Barney. I don’t know your deal, but you refused to review the case. You slept the entire time on the plane and the drive. Why did they even send you?”

      He smiled sadly. “If you haven’t figured it out, you haven’t learned your lesson. I’m your punishment. There are seven months left until retirement. I have more black marks in my two-oh-one file than gold stars. But just enough gold stars. If there is a case here, you’ll find it. But when it’s filed, my name is there as well. If you bomb it, it’s a big deal for your career, but no sweat on mine. So if you like this job, do it well and I’ll be at the hotel resting for the award ceremony. But I’ll be out of your way. The real question you should have asked was why you’re stuck with me as a team instead of a single.” His one eye drooped, and his head cocked in a question.

      She studied his face and eyes. Nash could see a couple of older Marine captains she had known who should have been put out to pasture but hadn’t been. She planted her toe and turned. “Keep up.”

      At the front desk, she flashed her ID. “FBI Agents Running Bear and Walters.”

      “I’ve got it Frank.”

      They turned to find a slender man in wet sweats. His hair was a wet mop of salt with some pepper. He stuck his hand out to Nash. “Victor Hewitt. I’m almost what passes for the chief around here… when I haven’t been trying to cheat with a shortcut on my run. The school sport field sprinklers came on when I was in the middle. Come in, and we can get you coffee while I change.”

      Nash ignored the slow, steady breathing as she sipped coffee and looked at all the photos on the man’s wall. Some were young kids in a jungle, others in deserts, and then a few shook hands with someone in a suit and held a plaque. Only one struck home. A reporter took the photo, but it was the kind of photo no magazine or newspaper would run. Four bodies lay heaped onto the floor of a Huey slick for a fast evacuation. The photo wasn’t grainy but extra sharp black-and-white.

      “Seven days after the fall of Saigon. My older brother was lucky to get out at all.”

      Nash laid her finger against the glass as she turned. “And they…?”

      Hewitt stepped closer, pointing out each body. “Stinky Springer didn’t make it. He got home, but only his body. We buried him two years later. He’s out on his family’s farm. Butch Butterworth still owns the John Deere store over in Middleville. Danny is retired now but can’t stay away from the high school. I think his headstone will read the one word everyone knows him by: Coach. And Mike Malevich became a lawyer and works in your neck of the woods. He’s a lobbyist for farmers and agriculture.”

      Nash snorted softly. “And they still talk on the phone every week.”

      “Nope. They have a conference call every morning at the crack of dawn. If any of the three don’t answer, the other two will be on his doorstep by nightfall. It saved my brother’s life the day he got out of bed and dropped from a heart attack. Butch walked through his door about fifteen minutes later while the paramedics wheeled Danny out. Butch had called them and said his car could do a hundred and fifty, and if he beat them there, he would make sure they never worked in the state again.”

      Nash snorted a soft “Oorah.”

      The man nodded and looked around her to her partner sprawled in the chair, snoring.

      “Don’t ask. Just ignore.”

      He rolled his eyes. “How about we take a walk and meet Will Wainwright?”

      She closed one eye and cocked her head. “Who would be…?”

      “You’re here about the bank. Right?”

      Nash nodded. “Coming up a little short or something.”

      The man coughed in his fist. “Little?” He flicked his head at the door.

      They walked out onto the street and turned right. At the corner, they turned right again. At the next corner, the police chief opened the heavy metal double doors with chicken wire glass filling the middle of each.

      Nash stepped back and looked down along the side of the building and the police station. They could be the same building but for the narrow pathway separating the two. Nash pointed at the bronze 1867 over the door.

      “It’s not the street address. It’s the year they built them. Same as the police station. It was part of the restoration after the Civil War. People think of rebuilding the South, but nobody remembers the growth or rebuilding of the North. This was always a bank, but the station was originally the Masonic Lodge for this part of the greater Columbus area. There are photos of the wagons and buggies lining the streets when the lodge met.”

      Nash suspected the bank lobby was what large banks used to look like. She looked up at the ceiling, two full stories above the wide-open space. The tall wainscotting rose to ten feet. The similar veining in the marble hinted at the quarry and the two buildings being built simultaneously. Only the floors were different.

      A man in a light gray suit stepped through the small door at the end of the teller line. His smile exuded warmth and familiarity. The head of orange hair could only be a poor attempt at a home dye job or a bad wig.

      “Say hey, Victor. Who did you bring me?” He stuck out his hand. “William Wainwright. Will to my friends. Everyone else refers to me as the banker with a bad toupee.”

      Nash snorted softly. “But at least they remember you. Nash. Special Agent Nash Running Bear.” She fanned her black sports jacket to expose the badge and
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