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PART I


CHAPTER 1

Denver, April 26, 2022

The images screamed off the screen in a full-fledged assault on Vince Marcotte. As he watched the Afghans rush the tarmac, struggling to board aircraft, a flood of memories immersed him. He watched in horror as the C-130 took off with civilians clinging to the exterior, grasping in desperation as their only hope broke the bonds of gravity and climbed into the air. He closed his eyes, but he could still see the man lose his grip on the landing gear and fall a hundred feet to the ground below.

The voice brought back more memories. Vince opened his eyes and peered back at the television screen.

“Washington has lost its way,” the man said, “and now, more than ever, amid failures abroad and failures at home, we need real leaders who can solve real problems.” A montage of video clips and still photos of the man accompanied the voiceover, showing him in uniform and in a business suit. Vince knew this man and knew the calculated coldness in his eyes.

“I’ve led men and women in combat, succeeding under some of the most difficult circumstances faced in modern warfare. I’ve led in the boardroom, using the principles of integrity, accountability, and excellence I learned in the military to make unsuccessful businesses thrive. I’m ready to represent the people of Colorado and solve the issues of today and tomorrow. I’d be honored if you’d choose me to be your next senator this November. I’m Nick Batson, and I approve this message.”

The broadcast returned to the baseball game, but Vince couldn’t remember the inning or who the Rockies were playing. He couldn’t get his mind off Nick Batson and the ghosts from 15 years ago. Yes, there were questions about how successful the war in Afghanistan had been and what it all meant, and Vince asked himself those questions often. Batson, though, brought a whole new set of questions—questions Vince thought about every day, despite his best efforts to put them behind him. These questions were much more personal—questions about justice, about integrity, and about whether Vince had done all he should or all he could.

He picked up his phone and swiped to the contacts. Lisa wasn’t there anymore. Of course she wasn’t. After his last call, she had demanded that he delete her information. He complied, sort of. He went to his bedroom and rummaged through the nightstand drawer. He fished out a tiny spiral memo book and flipped through it until he found her number. He hadn’t even labeled it with her name, as if that somehow made it okay.

He took the notebook back to his phone, moving his stare from page to screen. At last he closed the notebook and chucked it down the hall toward his room. He couldn’t break his promise. He’d get through this alone.

.   .   .

Vince awoke bleary eyed and exhausted. He doubted he’d slept more than two hours total the night before. He showered and shaved in a fog, threw on some work clothes and stumbled out to his car. At one time, Vince had been a “car guy,” driving shiny Mustangs and Camaros, but since moving to Denver, he had given into the collective peer pressure and bought a Subaru. Driving west toward his Lakewood office, he watched the mountains in their morning glow, snow-capped and surrounded by a sky still tinged with pink.

The mountains brought back memories of the Hindu Kush mountains, Bagram’s snow-covered backdrop. His chest tightened. He gritted his teeth, determined not to let the memories ruin his day. He counted slowly and was grateful when he turned into the parking lot of Cassady, Ginsberg, Phillips, and Associates.

He saw his boss’s yellow Porsche in the lot and headed into the building.

“Who’s there?” he heard Mason call as he walked in. Mason was the Phillips in the law firm’s name and the sole proprietor. He thought clients would be more willing to seek help from a law firm with three named partners, so he added two of his favorite beat poets to the shingle.

The associates were Vince, who served as the firm’s paralegal, Kate Sampson, a junior attorney, and Naomi Eckler, the legal secretary.

“It’s just me,” Vince called out.

“Cool. I was worried you were Naomi. Not quite ready to deal with her this morning.”

Vince smirked. Naomi brought the firm a rare combination of questionable talent, caustic personality, and ever-changing neon hair color. Other lawyers may have considered her too much to put up with and let her go, but when it came to running his business, Mason took the path of least resistance. He loved practicing law and getting himself lost in his cases and couldn’t be bothered with little things like hiring and firing.

The law firm occupied a quaint building in Lakewood, a suburb to Denver’s west. The entry led into the lobby, which featured Naomi’s desk and a small waiting area. To the left, a hallway led to the lawyers’ offices, first Kate’s and then Mason’s, which at one time had been two offices, but Mason decided he was done bringing on associates and knocked down a wall. To the right, a second hall led to the restrooms, a small law library with an adjoining nook that served as Vince’s office, and a file room at the end of the hall.

Mason emerged from the office hallway, his tie already loosened and his sleeves rolled up. “How long have you been here?” Vince asked him, looking at his watch. It wasn’t quite 8:30, and their day officially started at 9.

“I don’t know. Couple hours. Thought I was having a breakfast meeting, but it got canceled. I still picked up the case. Need you to pull a file. Hollingsworth. Please and thank you.” He fired the sentences out staccato, like a machine gun.

“How much coffee have you had?” Vince asked, as he turned toward his hallway.

“I don’t know, five or six cups. Hey!”

Vince turned back toward him.

“I saw this guy in the paper. Nick Batson. Started a senate campaign. I read up on him, and he was over there around the same time you were. You didn’t know him did you?”

“We met a couple times,” Vince said. “He was in the field, and I was based at Bagram.”

“Should I vote for him?”

Vince inhaled for a count of three, debating how much to say. He settled for as little as possible. He wasn’t ready to invite the memories back. “I’m not going to.”

“I’m not either, then. Hate the guy. Hate that he’s running.” Mason slapped Vince on the shoulder. “Hollingsworth, please!”

Vince started down the hall and called out, “This is Junior, right? From last fall?”

“One and the same. He’s got himself caught up with an investment group, and he sent me some documents to look over. They’re trying to incorporate, that’s what they say, but what it’ll really do is cut Junior out of all the decisions. Basically, cash in on his capital without giving him a voice in what happens with their development.”

“Sounds like a good idea to me,” Vince said, opening a file drawer.

“Sounds like a great idea,” Mason said, emerging in the doorway. “Except that he’s my client, and I won’t let him be done that way. He gets the benefit of the bargain, you know, shouldn’t be treated unfairly just because he’s a jerk.”

“And not so bright.”

“And not so bright. But, rich. And rich trumps intelligence any day, you know. So, our rich friend can be an annoying turnip, but if they want his money, they have to put up with him.”

“So, what’s the file for?” Vince asked as he handed Mason a Manila folder. “Sounds open and shut to me.”

“Just want to see if any of these players were involved in the case last fall. See if there’s anything behind their intentions and how hard they’re going to push this.”

“And reviewing the file adds a billable hour, right?”

“You insult me. You know that’s not how I treat my clients.”

“So, you’re not billing him?”

“Oh, I’m billing him. Dude’s loaded.”

The rest of the day passed uneventfully. Vince argued with Naomi about when a closing date was supposed to be set, reviewed contracts for Mason, and researched case law on easements for an upcoming subdivision. Real estate law did not have the variety that military law did and could be downright boring. Boring was fine with Vince. It’s what drew him to the firm. But now he needed a distraction to keep his mind off Nick Batson and Afghanistan.

As he drove home, the mountains behind him and the Denver skyline in front of him, Vince resumed his debate about calling Lisa Dillon. She’d been there; she’d seen what he’d seen, lived through the same trauma, and had the same suspicions about Batson. She was the one person he could talk to about this who would completely understand.

She was also the one person who would refuse to talk to him about it. Lisa had moved on. She had a family. She had advanced in her career. She didn’t even live in Colorado, so why should she care who ran for Senate? And, her last words to him had been, “I want you to get the help that you need, but I can’t provide it. Don’t contact me again unless there is an emergency. An actual, real life emergency and not just something you’ve made up.”

Vince blew out a big breath and turned on the radio just in time to hear, “I’m Nick Batson, and I approve this message.”

She would want to know, he reasoned. A killer they had let get away was moving up in the world. He had to call her.


CHAPTER 2

Fort Dix, New Jersey, November 6, 2006

“You’re here today because sometime in the next two months you’ll be deploying into a combat theater,” the commandant, a full colonel, said from the edge of the stage. He wore dress blues instead of the BDUs the rest of the training staff and students wore. He was short and stocky, with dark hair that had grayed at the temples and deep lines around his eyes. He overflowed with energy and bounced around the stage as he spoke to his new class. “Our job over the next two weeks is to give you the skills you need to survive an actual combat situation. Let’s face it—you all have desk jobs in legal, public affairs, finance, the chapel. But, this war isn’t like other wars. There’s a component to this war that requires us to win hearts and minds, and that means getting out among the people. We’ve found that the career fields you’re in lend themselves to doing just that.

“Suppose you’re a public affairs officer, and you’re with news media who are covering the dedication of a new girls’ school outside Kabul and your convoy gets ambushed along the way. Suppose you’re a finance officer, and you’re sent to a market to work out a deal with a local vendor and gunmen storm the village while you’re there. We’ve seen it happen, and we want to make sure you’re ready.

“You won’t learn how to be a super-soldier in this course. We don’t have time for that. Our goal is to make sure you make it home alive.”

After the commandant’s speech, they divided into groups according to career fields. Of the 60 students in the class, there were 15 in the law group, seven attorneys and eight paralegals. They introduced themselves, telling where they were from, where they were going. Major Lisa Dillon kicked things off. “I’m currently the chief of civil law for the 55th Wing at Offutt Air Force Base, Nebraska, and I’ll be deploying to Bagram Air Field, Afghanistan.” She smiled and made eye contact with everyone in the group.

Vince had heard stories about her—how good of an attorney she was, how she was destined for silver stars one day—and he couldn’t help but be impressed with her in person. Her uniform was starched and creased, her boots shined to a mirrored gloss, and she carried herself with supreme confidence. A lot of Air Force lawyers were lawyers first and military officers second, but she fit the part of both to a T. When Vince found out he would be deploying with her, he had done some research and found that she had graduated first in her class at the Air Force Academy with a near-perfect GPA. She had started her career as a maintenance officer, so she had operational experience. She had been accepted into the Air Force’s legal education program, and got her J.D. from the University of Michigan, where she graduated first in her class again. She’d been named officer of the quarter and officer of the year at each base she’d been at and had been on the cover of Airman Magazine. Accomplishing all she had as a black woman in a military dominated by men made it all the more impressive.

Three days into training, Staff Sergeant Taylor Johnstone introduced them to firearms training. Tall and lanky with a Southern drawl, Sergeant Johnstone seemed like the type who had learned to shoot around the time he learned to walk. They would soon learn that was pretty close to the truth.

“When I was younger,” he said, “I would always pick on my little sister. She was a couple years younger than me, and I’d do all sorts of mean things to her. Then she figured out a concept I’m going to teach you. It’s something I like to call hit first and hit hard. Your goal in a fight is to be as violent as you can as quickly as you can. You do that, and you win. If your convoy gets ambushed and you get in a shootout, the winner will be decided in about the first five seconds. Here’s what I mean:

“One day, my sister and I had just gotten off the school bus and were walking to our house, and I shoved her a couple of times and kicked the notebook she was carrying right out of her hands. Paper went flying everywhere. I thought it was hilarious and I expected her to cry. Well, there was a construction site near the bus stop where there was always crap lying around. When I kicked her notebook, she picked up a piece of PVC pipe, turned around and went crazy on me. She swung that thing like she was Barry Bonds, smacking me in the arms and legs and head. I tried to get away and tripped. When I looked back, she whacked my face. Busted up both my lips. I was swollen and bruised for days.

“That’s ‘hit first and hit hard.’ There’s no way I should have lost that fight, but I did because she took decisive, violent action from the start. That’s what I’m going to teach you guys to do now.”

For the next three hours, Sergeant Johnstone taught them about interlocking fields of fire, how best to take cover and shoot, and what to do when shooters were in different positions. They spent the afternoon practicing, which meant a lot of rolling around in the dirt with their guns. Vince enjoyed the break from the office routine, but he didn’t foresee any situation where he would actually use that training. He was going to be sitting at a desk at Bagram for six months, helping airmen update their wills and life insurance.

.   .   .

The two weeks of training culminated in the FPX, or final practical exercise. They were to put all their newly learned skills in shooting, driving, and first aid to the test. The class was divided into squadrons and assigned to run a convoy operation to deliver water to a village. Their combat instructors would act as OPFOR, opposing forces, and create ambushes along the route and in the village.

Vince and Lisa were assigned to the Falcon squadron and rode together in the same Humvee, which was given the call sign Falcon 4. Chaplain Gary Reeser, a Southern Baptist minister who felt called to join the Air Force after 9/11, joined them. The chaplain’s assistant, Senior Airman Hailey Dawes, was their driver. Because the Geneva Convention prevents chaplains from carrying weapons, Falcon 4 would be down a gun when the firefight eventually came.

“Just remember, hit first and hit hard,” Sergeant Johnstone told them just before he joined the rest of the OPFOR, his face painted camouflage. “Hit first. Hit hard.”

Most of the class members accepted they had desk jobs, putting them in a class of people commonly referred to as the Chair Force, and that the FPX would likely be the most “combat” action they would see in their careers. They would take it seriously but still have fun. No one was going to actually get hurt, after all.

Lieutenant Colonel James “Gladiator” Woodson, on the other hand, clearly should have joined the Army or the Marines. He had a square head with a crew cut and a prominent jaw. Vince was pretty sure he had given himself his call sign.

Gladiator paraded in front of the Hummers before the convoy began, like Patton reviewing his troops. “Some of you think this is just an exercise,” he said, “but we’re practicing for the real thing. So treat it like the real thing. Do everything exactly like you would on deployment. The more you sweat in peace, the less you bleed in war.” Vince and Lisa exchanged an eye roll. “I’ll be on the radio as Falcon 1 and we’ll be in constant contact. Huah!”

They made it less than a mile across Fort Dix’s sprawling campus before the first shots rang out. The Hummers in front of them came to a stop, and Airman Dawes slammed on her brakes.

“Bail out,” Lisa ordered, and they slid out the driver’s side doors, using the vehicle as cover. The chaplain lay flat behind them, and the other three got on their stomachs. Dawes took the left position and pointed her gun at a 45-degree angle to the right. Lisa got on the far right and angled her gun left. Vince lay between them, prepared to sweep his gun from side to side.

“Where are they?” Vince asked.

“I don’t see anyone yet.”

“Remember,” Lisa said, “Don’t shoot our own tires; we have to drive out of here.”

The M4s they carried were outfitted as paintball guns. Military grade paintballs that could break the skin at close range but would be harmless against a Humvee’s tires.

“Movement! 11 o’clock!” Dawes called out.

Lisa fired, and Vince swept his gun left and joined her. Seconds later, Lisa’s radio crackled. “This is Falcon 1, enemy is neutralized, back in your vehicles.”

They jumped up and heard another gunshot. A splatter of pink paint covered the Chaplain’s face shield. He smiled and slumped against the Humvee.

“Back down!” Lisa shouted. The other two obeyed, set up their firing positions and looked for where the shot came from.

“This is Falcon 1,” the radio roared. “Who took fire?”

“Falcon 4,” Lisa answered. “Chappy’s dead.”

“Repeat.”

“They got the chaplain. Killed in action.”

Two more shots echoed behind them. “Falcon 6,” the radio said, “enemy neutralized.”

“I’ve heard that before,” the chaplain muttered.

“Pipe down…you’re dead,” Vince reminded him.

“Falcon 1, back on the road,” came their order. They pulled the chaplain into the back seat and the other three resumed their positions.

“Sorry about that, Chappy,” Dawes said.

“Not your fault,” the chaplain answered. “Besides, getting shot beats being beheaded on the internet, right?”

They traveled another mile and saw the plywood village that had been constructed for these exercises. Vince still had paintball bruises from their last excursion in the village. The radio crackled again.

“This is Falcon 1. Falcon 4, I need a status on the KIA.”

“Does he know KIA means dead?” Vince asked. “Do dead people’s statuses change?”

“Remember, this is a holy man we’re talking about,” Lisa said. “Chaplain, did you pull a Lazarus?”

The chaplain laughed, as did Vince. “No ma’am. No miracles back here.”

“Repeat. Falcon 4, I need a status update on your KIA.”

“He’s dead, sir,” Lisa answered in a courtroom-serious tone. “I don’t expect any further updates.” Vince wailed with laughter, shoulders shaking and tears running down his cheeks. They could hear hoots and howls coming from Falcon 5 behind them.

“I had no idea combat could be so entertaining,” the chaplain said, still laughing.

“Yeah,” Vince said. “I think the real thing is going to be a lot less interesting, though.”

“I hope you’re right, Sergeant Marcotte,” Lisa answered.


CHAPTER 3

Denver, April 27, 2022

His finger trembled as he punched in her number. He had played the conversation out in his head a dozen times, and each time it ended poorly. Sometimes worse than poorly. He hit the dial key anyway.

“Hello?” Her voice still had the no-nonsense tone. One hundred percent military, 100 percent lawyer.

“Colonel Dillon, it’s me, Sergeant Marcotte.” He paused. “It’s Vince.” He thought he heard a sigh on the other end of the line. “Is it still Colonel? Or have they come to their senses and promoted you?”

“I was just nominated for brigadier,” she said.

“Congratulations.”

“Thanks. It’s an honor, and I know I’ll enjoy the work, but as you move up the ranks, there’s less and less law to practice and more directing all these young, smart-mouthed lawyers. And paralegals.” She paused, and Vince smiled, knowing that was her good-natured dig at him. Maybe she’d hear him out after all. “And, how about you? I’m sure you’re still smart-mouthed, but are you still a paralegal?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You don’t have to call me that.”

“I know, ma’am.” They both laughed. “I thought about going back to school, maybe becoming a teacher or something like that, but I don’t mind being a paralegal. I’ve been at a pretty low-key firm for the past couple of years, and the lawyer I work for is great. And, nobody’s shooting at us.”

He winced as soon as the words came out of his mouth.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean…”

“It’s okay, Vince. How are you doing with everything?”

“I’m good. I see a PTSD counselor at the VA sometimes, and he’s given me some tips. How about you?”

“I’m fine. I remember…every day, I remember, and that’s tough because sometimes my husband and boys don’t know where I’ve checked out to. But, overall, I’m fine.”

Vince didn’t know how to transition to the next subject, so he sat in an awkward silence. Finally, Lisa helped him. “I don’t think you called to talk about our jobs. So, what’s up?”

“He’s back,” Vince. “Batson.”

“I didn’t think he ever went anywhere.”

This was more like how he thought the call would go: no open hostility but certainly no easy offers to help. He was going to have to spell it all out for her.

“He’s running for office. For Senate.”

“State or U.S.?”

Vince rolled his eyes and tried not to sigh out loud. “U.S. He’d be one of a hundred. All kinds of power; people’s lives in his hands. We can’t let that happen.”

“How do you propose we stop him, Vince? Run against him? I’m not a Colorado resident, so I can’t. It’ll have to be you.”

Vince ground his teeth, took a deep breath, and said, “We need to get to the truth of what happened. Find the truth and expose him.”

“Vince, I’m not trying to be difficult. We both know that we have a lot of emotion attached to the trip to Gardez and meeting Batson. But, what makes you think we didn’t get to the truth already? An airman died, and it was tragic. I wish to God it hadn’t happened. Everything would be different if it hadn’t.”

He could hear her breathe in and breathe out, and she started speaking at a faster clip, going into courtroom mode. “There was no evidence to support a murder, and certainly nothing to connect it to Batson. What could his motive have been? If anything, that death made his time in Gardez more difficult, so who benefited? We have no evidence and no motive. He had opportunity, but so did the other 30 airmen assigned to that unit. You know what that means? It means we had no case.”

Vince half expected her to say, “Case closed,” and hang up the phone. But, she continued.

“I might be the only one who knows how hard this is for you, but I don’t know how to help you. Even if I did, I don’t think I would. It would be irresponsible to keep feeding the delusions. You need to learn to let go, and I’m not the right person to help with that either. Maybe you should make an appointment with your therapist.”

“Lisa, this isn’t me trying to hold Batson accountable for what happened on the road to Gardez. He had nothing to do with that. I mean, if Airman Abdallah hadn’t died, we wouldn’t have been on the road, but that’s not what this is. I’ve always believed that Batson was dirty, that there’s more to the story than what he let us learn. You told me you thought so, too. Remember? When we were back at Bagram? I said I didn’t think we should close the case because Batson was holding out on us. You said you thought he knew more than he let on, but keeping the case open was a police matter, and from a legal standpoint there was nothing left to do. Remember?”

A long pause. Vince switched hands with his phone. Finally, “Yes, I remember.”

“If he held out on us, there’s a chance justice wasn’t done for Airman Abdallah, and that’s hard for me to live with.”

She didn’t respond. They’d had this part of the conversation before, and it usually ended there with Lisa saying that there was no proof and he should drop the whole thing. Vince pressed his luck.

“I kept a case file from Gardez.”

“What?”

“I kept my notes and some of the documents from our visit there. I put a file together. It’s in a storage unit near my place.”

“You know that’s illegal, right?”

“Relax. There’s nothing classified, and it’s a personal copy. The Air Force has all the official stuff.”

“Still, you can’t take military records into your private life.”

“Forget I said it, then. Hypothetically, if I were able to review some notes again and figure out something I haven’t noticed before, something that would support my position and provide some evidence against Batson, would you help me out?”

“I still don’t know how I could.”

“I’m a paralegal at a real estate law firm. There are as many names in the firm’s title as there are employees. You’re the judge advocate general for Air Combat Command and a soon-to-be one-star general. You have more resources than me. We’ll find a way for you to help.”

“Vince, we’re talking about ancient history. I don’t know what kind of file you’ve prepared, but I seriously doubt you’re going to find a clue that says Batson was a murderer. You’re wasting your time.”

“I have plenty of time to waste. It’s a perk of being middle-aged and unattached. And, I don’t have to prove Batson killed anyone. I just want to prove he knew more, that it’s not as cut and dried as he wants us to believe. If I find something that opens that door and I can think of a concrete way for you to help, will you?”

Another awkward pause. He heard a muffled voice on the other end of the line, and then heard Lisa reply, “I’m wrapping up a work call—be right there.” More silence.

“Lisa, you owe me,” he said, pushing the bounds of their friendship as far as he dared.

He heard her inhale sharply. “That’s not fair.”

“You’re right,” he said. “I apologize. I really do. I don’t want you to help me because of that. I want you to help me because it’s the right thing to do for Airman Abdallah. Can I count on you?”

“If you can find something that supports your story—and that’s a huge if—and if you can find a way that I can actually help with something you can’t do for yourself—another biggie—then, yes, I’ll help.”

“Thanks, Lisa,” he said. “I really am sorry.”

A long silence. Then two beeps. He looked at his phone screen. “Call Ended.”


CHAPTER 4

Afghanistan, May 3, 2007

The potholes on the road, if it could be called a road, from Bagram to Gardez could swallow a civilian vehicle. Even in the military grade Hummer, the driver swerved to avoid them. The potholes were the least dangerous hazard, Vince thought, as he scanned their surroundings.

His eyes settled on the mud huts looming in the distance. To the American mind, they looked abandoned for centuries, the type of thing one might expect the Anasazi to have constructed in the Southwest. But, in Afghanistan, that type of village was a common sight. The intelligence officers had told the convoy they believed the villages they’d pass were family homes and assessed them as low-threat. Low-threat was not the same as no-threat and did not eliminate the chance that a Taliban soldier would see the vehicles kick up dust from a mile away while crouching with a rocket launcher in the room closest to the road.

Vince kept his eyes trained on the village, ready to alert the others in the vehicle at the slightest sign of movement. The damage a pothole would do to the Hummer paled compared to what they could expect from an RPG.Vince had seen the photos, the smoking remains of the fierce-looking military transports, and wondered how anyone had been pulled alive from the wreckage.

Tech Sergeant Jimmy Bates occupied the seat in front of him. Vince knew Jimmy, a military policeman with a wife and two kids back in Missouri, had his eyes on the road, looking for the telltale sign of an improvised explosive device, or IED. Roadside bombs were the real danger, much more likely than a shootout with the Taliban.

Vince was glad Jimmy was in the convoy of four Hummers on the way to investigate allegations of misconduct against an airman in a provincial reconstruction team, or PRT. Many of the Security Forces members Vince knew liked to talk tough but lacked any real combat experience, and Vince always wondered how tough they’d be if the bullets started flying. Jimmy had been in actual gun battles in Iraq and in a previous tour in Afghanistan. And, he was smart. Not just book smart, though he dominated a recent trivia night. He understood the way the world worked and what they needed to do to be successful in this war.

Senior Airman Dustin Harris, everyone called him Dusty, drove. They were the third vehicle. The first and fourth Hummers were filled with Security Forces personnel. The second one carried a Security Forces captain—Jimmy’s boss—as well as Chaplain Rory Davidson, who insisted he come along in case any of the PRT airmen needed spiritual or mental health counseling. Vince thought he just wanted to go “outside the wire” for a change and see what Afghanistan was really like.

Vince hated the idea of leaving the relatively safe cocoon of Bagram Air Field and missed his comfortable office right across the dusty road from the Soviet-era control tower that leaned and swayed in the wind. He had argued with Major Dillon that this wasn’t a matter for the judge advocate general team, but Lisa said it would be easier if a JAG were there to provide legal advice during the investigation and could help the PRT commander decide what to do with the allegations. She occupied the rear seat behind Dusty and didn’t seem to be bothered by the job at all.

“Sergeant Marcotte,” she said, “If we had the chaplain in this Hummer, it would be just like Falcon 4, right? What’s the status of the KIA?”

Vince’s lips turned up at the corners, almost a smile, but he didn’t break his concentration and continued staring at the village in the distance.

The radio came to life as the lead vehicle spoke to the rest of the convoy. “Small mound ahead, right side of the road. Looks fishy.”

Dusty steered to the far left side of the path. Vince allowed himself a brief look at the road as they rounded a curve and saw the mound. Could have been home to an IED. There could be an enemy watching somewhere, ready to trigger it with a cell phone, so even though they didn’t detonate it with the vehicle, they weren’t out of danger until the last Hummer cleared the potential blast radius.

Vince breathed more easily as they put distance between their vehicles and the mound, and he watched the village recede in the distance. Sighing, he checked his watch. Another hour to Gardez.

They reached the PRT without incident. Taking in the compound, Vince was thankful that his combat time was spent in an Air Force encampment inside a heavily fortified base. The Gardez team lived out in the open. Tall concrete barricades, covered on the sides and tops with sandbags and topped with concertina wire, served as the walls of their outpost. Two airmen with M-16s stood guard outside a break in the barricades. They spoke with the driver in the first Hummer. They moved the wooden rail that served as a gate, and the convoy rolled through.

Inside the compound, Vince saw a couple of one-story buildings that looked to be left over from the Soviet days. Low and far-flung, they formed an L at one corner of the compound. Plywood shacks, called “B Huts,” dotted the open spaces on either side of the gravel path they rolled down.

All eyes watched the outsiders as they parked outside the building that made the long part of the L. An airman came out of a smoking shelter nearby, stubbing out his cigarette butt and giving them a long appraisal.

Captain Eric Peterson, the security forces commanding officer, got out of his Hummer and motioned for Major Dillon and Vince to follow him. Jimmy fell in line behind them. The chaplain, always eager for company, approached the smoking shelter and struck up a conversation with the airman who was staring them down.

“Hope you all enjoyed the drive,” the captain said. Vince couldn’t help but feel like Peterson was smirking at him, and Vince knew he must look like a seasick fisherman going out on the open water for the first time. “I take it you don’t get to see much of the country.”

“First time outside the wire,” Major Dillon said. Vince was impressed, as always, with her confidence and how her tone and poise indicated that the statement was a mere fact and could not be used to diminish her presence on the team.

The wooden door creaked open. Vince looked up to see a lieutenant colonel standing in front of the group. He looked like he had stepped off a recruiting poster; sculpted biceps strained the rolled-up sleeves of his desert camouflage uniform; he had a granite jaw, steely blue eyes, and close cropped dark hair going gray just at the temples. Vince snapped to attention and saluted.

The officer didn’t try to hide his amusement and certainly didn’t return the greeting. “Relax, sergeant,” he said. “You’re in a real, live combat zone now. We don’t salute here.”

Embarrassed, Vince dropped his arm and looked down at his brown boots.

“Welcome to the Gardez Provincial Reconstruction Team,” he said, bowing slightly. “I’m Lieutenant Colonel Nick Batson.”


CHAPTER 5

Denver, April 28, 2022

“You’re late,” Naomi said, her voice flat, as Vince walked in the door. She had changed her hair to a neon green and had matching earrings and nail polish. At one time, she would have had matching lipstick, but Mason had convinced her to tone her appearance down, even slightly, for the sake of professionalism.

“Nice hair,” Vince said.

“You’re late,” she repeated.

Vince looked at his watch. “I’m 10 minutes early.”

Still not looking up, Naomi responded, “Maybe it just feels like you’re late because Mason has been looking for you. He wants to meet with you and Kate as soon as you get here.”

“Why didn’t you just say so?” No response. “Any chance you made coffee?”

That got her attention.

“I don’t make coffee,” she hissed, glaring at him through squinted eyes. “My job description doesn’t say ‘makes coffee.’”

Vince wanted to ask, “Are you sure about that?” but thought better of it. At the last Christmas party, he had printed her job description, written, “makes coffee” across it in Sharpie, and had it professionally framed. It had cost him a small fortune. He and Mason thought it was hilarious, but Naomi hadn’t spoken to either of them until Groundhog Day.

“Vince!” Mason called from his office. “Meeting time!”

Mason met clients in the small conference room between his and Kate’s offices, never allowing them into his office. Consequently, he filled his inner sanctum with tacky decorations. A velvet Elvis, a print of Dogs Playing Poker, a bust of Rodney Dangerfield, the skeletons of chia pets long deceased, and a boxing nuns calendar from four years earlier adorned the wall space and bookshelves. “All the things the former Mrs. Phillips wouldn’t let me keep at home,” Mason had once told him.

Mason sat behind the desk, and Kate occupied one of the two chairs facing him. Vince moved a stack of newspapers and magazines from the other and made himself comfortable.

“Good morning, associates,” Mason said with a smile. He never grew tired of this routine.

“Good morning, Mr. Phillips,” Kate and Vince answered in a tone of mock respect.

“I won’t keep you long,” he said. “But, today’s going to be a busy day for our little firm. Junior is coming in later to talk about his case.” He spread his palms upward and looked at the ceiling. “Lord knows why. I have explained to him that there are no new developments. The strategy is the same. I will research this investment group he’s allied himself with, make sure there are no additional red flags, and if it looks like they are just trying to bully him into being silent capital, I’ll send them a cease and desist letter and threaten legal action.”

He looked at the other two, his face showing his exasperation. “I should tell him they’re doing him a favor. He doesn’t exactly have what it takes to make big business decisions.” He tapped his temple, as if to demonstrate exactly where Joe Hollingsworth Jr. was lacking. “But, hey, it’s his money and he wants to play corporate big shot, and I’m going to help make that dream come true for him.”

“You’re a saint, Mason,” Kate said with a smirk.

“So, anyway, I’m tied up with him for a while. I’ve tried to get him to reschedule but he insists. In the meantime, we have a new client coming in. I’ll need the two of you to do the meet, unless you want Junior instead.”

“I’ll take the new client,” Kate answered.

“Me, too.”

“You don’t even know about the new client yet. They could be awful.” Mason looked from Kate to Vince and back. “Okay, you can take the new one. And, she’s not awful. Lucky you. Here,” he shoved a file across the desk to them. It was labeled Stevenson v. Dartmouth Homes.

“Dartmouth…they’re the builder doing the big development in Brighton, right?” Vince asked.

“One of them,” Mason said. “They specialize in multi-family units, condos, and row homes. Judy Stevenson is president of the HOA there, and there’s a bunch of row homes that are only about two years old and the kitchens are growing mildew.”

“Mildew?” Kate asked. “Isn’t it a little dry here for that?”

“Exactly. Looks like they put in some bad drywall or didn’t do a moisture barrier correctly, or something. It’s a shoddy product that the residents shelled out good money for, but Dartmouth says it’s a design flaw and the homeowners need to go after the architect instead. Stevenson’s done a bunch of research, brought in some experts, and she’s convinced it’s a labor and materials problem and Dartmouth is liable. So, now we’re involved.

“Right now, it’s just Judy looking to file suit, but dollars to donuts, the HOA ends up as the plaintiff. So, I need you two to do the intake while I’m impressing Junior with my vast legal knowledge. Kate, you work with her on putting together a strategy, outline the path to litigation and the ways we can get off that path and still get her what she wants. Vince, I want you to call Eddie and get his assistance.” He slid a business card across the Formica desktop. The conference room next door had a highly polished mahogany table.

The card was green with “Eddie Fleck, Private Investigator,” a phone number, and email address embossed in gold.

“You have an investigator for real estate cases?”

“Occasionally. You never know what will pop up. Eddie’s good. Does some criminal work for families who don’t get anywhere with the system. Freelances for Denver PD once in a while. I want him to find out what Dartmouth knew about the materials and if they have any history with other builds going bad. Everyone good?”

“I’m good,” Kate said.

“Me, too.”

Kate and Vince stopped in her office. Kate was the opposite of Mason in every way. She was tall, thin, and blond, spent a significant amount of money on clothing, and the only things on the walls of her office were her diplomas, a bachelor’s degree from the University of Colorado and a law degree from UCLA.

“You don’t have to stay for the meeting with Ms. Stevenson if you have other things to work on,” Kate said.

“I don’t mind,” Vince said, bending the business card back and forth. “But, first I should probably give this Eddie guy a call.”

.   .   .

Judy Stevenson looked old enough to have retired from three different careers—and from the look of her, probably careers that required permanent sternness. As Vince shook her leathery hand, he tried not to look too closely at the many wrinkles on her face and imagined what those jobs might have been. Probably started as a nun, then an art museum docent, and then an elementary school librarian.

“Vince,” Kate hissed at him, bringing him out of his amusement. “Let Ms. Stevenson sit down, and we’ll get started.”

Vince never enjoyed client meetings with Kate; Mason made them much more fun. They were only a few minutes into Judy telling her side of the case (with a lot of details, Vince noted, the kind of details one might learn to home in on from years in an art museum) when his phone mercifully buzzed.

“Sorry,” Vince said, rising. “It’s the investigator, I have to take this.”

Eddie talked faster than Mason and wheezed a bit as he spoke. Vince wondered if he were jogging during the call. “Okay, okay, I got the gist of it,” Eddie said. “I can do some digging on Dartmouth. Know of any prior suits on them?”

“Nothing popped up on Google or Lexis Nexis,” Vince answered. “They seem pretty clean.”

“Yeah,” Eddie said. “They all do, or they don’t get these new development gigs. The CEO or someone like that probably got involved in something messy somewhere else. Probably the Northeast or maybe Florida. They change the name, show up with their fancy drawings, get in on a middle class neighborhood deal, and try to pad the profit margin by cutting corners. It’s an old story.”

“You do a lot of real estate cases?”

“Not really. Just ones for Mason. These days, I’m mostly in on insurance scams. I mean not in on the scams, but that’s where I make my money. That doesn’t sound any better. You know what I mean. Right, kid?”

Kid? Vince bet it had been at least 20 years since anyone called him that. “You ever do any cold case work? Like old murders, that sort of thing?”

“Naw, not really. I try to stay current. Why? You got one?”

“No,” Vince said too quickly. “I was just curious. You see all these TV shows about it. I wondered how much was true.”

“Guess I never thought about it. Anyway, gotta run. Gimme two, three days to do some poking around on Dartmouth, and I’ll follow up with you. Tell Mason standard fees apply and not to stiff me this time.” He barked out a sharp laugh. “He’ll know what that means.” He clicked off and was gone.

Probably good to have a private eye contact, Vince thought, but he wondered if Eddie Fleck was the right guy for the job.

.   .   .

Vince drove past his apartment complex that afternoon when work mercifully ended. He caught every red light and then the road closed down to one lane because of an accident. He grew more impatient by the minute. Finally, he saw the sign for his destination, Handy Storage.

He had chosen it for the pricing, even though it was a good 30 minutes, or 50 in traffic like this, from his place. It was clean and secure, though, and the husband and wife management team were always friendly.

He punched in his code and watched the gate open; Vince left the pavement and pulled into the gravel paths of the storage yard. He stopped in a spot at the end of a lane and crunched over the gravel on foot to reach his bay.

It had been a while since he had opened the storage unit. It smelled musty, like pulling a jacket out of the back of the closet for the first time in the fall. He flipped on the light and looked around. He wasn’t sure why he kept most of the stuff. He had a plastic tote with little league trophies and schoolwork dating back to kindergarten. Some paintings he’d inherited from his grandmother. They weren’t worth anything, Vince had checked, and he wasn’t a big art guy to begin with, so they ended up in storage. Another tote with all his Air Force uniforms, and on top of that, the shadow box they gave him when he retired. It was shaped like a pentagon—square base, with a triangle on top. Inside the triangle was a tightly folded American flag that supposedly had flown inside an A-10 over Afghanistan. That’s probably why the box was here, and not at his place. Down the left side of the square, replicas of his rank insignia were neatly pinned, from Airman First Class all the way to Master Sergeant. On the right side was a rack of ribbons he’d earned during his career. A small brass plate in the middle read:

Master Sergeant Vince Marcotte

United States Air Force

1995-2017

There were other boxes in the storage unit—old baseball cards, books he had read but never gotten around to donating, a set of law school textbooks his last boss had given him. None of that was the reason he was there, though.

He found the box he wanted, neatly labeled “Air Force paperwork,” on the outside. Inside, he found a copy of his complete personnel file in a six-part Manila folder with two-prong brads at the top, his medical and dental records, orders for his combat missions, a copy of his Purple Heart citation, and the mountain of paperwork required by the VA to file a claim. Under all of that, he found the folder he wanted, labeled “Bagram, 2007.”

He took a deep breath and prepared for the memories to assault him. He opened the folder and found a photo of him and Lisa Dillon. They stood in their DCUs in front of the control tower at Camp Cunningham in the center of Bagram. The tower’s concrete facade was crumbling and it listed to the right. He quickly flipped it over and moved on. Copies of his post-deployment physical, his itinerary for the flight back home, and a single sheet that explained the loudspeaker announcements and what to do:

Code Black - attack in another sector; put on body armor and shelter in place

Code Red - attack nearby; put on body armor and report to nearest bunker

Code Purple - mass casualty event; medevac personnel deploy to aircraft

Fallen Comrade Ceremony - report to main road leading to the flight line to honor a deceased coalition member

During his deployment, they had no Code Blacks, five Code Reds, three Code Purples, and too many Fallen Comrade Ceremonies. He wiped his eyes, flipped the page, and found what he had come for. He had several pages of notes from their interviews at Gardez. The first page was labeled “Trip One.” He flipped through and saw another labeled “Trip Two.” At the end, he found another half-sheet of paper, ripped from a government-issued steno pad.

Vince recognized his own handwriting: “Senior Airman Clint Vassel, outprocessing early. Had SrA Abdallah’s drawing portfolio. Sending to Abdallah’s sister.”

Vince remembered Vassel. He was pudgy, had barely made weight to get in the service and struggled to stay in. Had a couple instances of facial swelling accompanied by high blood pressure while he was at Gardez, Vassel had told him, so they were sending him home. Batson was furious that they would be down another man. Vince had run into Vassel outside the legal office in an old Soviet building on the outskirts of Camp Cunningham. Vassel told him how Batson had demeaned him in front of other members of the PRT, said he should shoot Vassel’s fat butt himself, since the Taliban hadn’t been able to do it.

Vince remembered the drawing portfolio, too. Hassan Abdallah had been a good artist, and he had a big sketch pad filled with drawings he’d done at Gardez. Images of local kids, the village tribal chief, the mountains, aircraft. It had seemed odd that Vassel was hand-carrying it back to the States and then mailing it to Abdallah’s family. The rest of his stuff would have been packed and shipped. Vince hadn’t asked about it, but he assumed Abdallah had asked Vassel to do it. Maybe a sign that Abdallah believed he was in danger? That would support Vince’s position on Batson.

Vince’s stomach rumbled, reminding him that he hadn’t gone straight home to dinner like usual. He closed the folder and made a mental note to look closely at what Vassel had said during interviews when he reviewed the rest of the material later.


CHAPTER 6

Afghanistan, May 3, 2007

“I’d give you the grand tour,” Batson said, “but there’s not much to see. We have 32 airmen stationed here, mostly civil engineers, but we’ve borrowed from other career fields. I actually have a dental hygienist in camp, and it turns out he’s the best brick layer of any of us. This building is our headquarters, which means my office is here, along with a conference room we use for senior staff meetings, and a couple other offices where the officers and senior NCOs do their planning. At the far end, we have the showers. That next building,” he jutted his chin toward the short part of the L, “is where the chow hall is. My office isn’t real big, and the troops won’t come in for dinner for a few more hours, so let’s settle into the chow hall, and I can tell you why you’re here.”

They fell in line behind him and followed him into the next building, their boots echoing against the stone walkway. The building was old, the door creaked loudly announcing their arrival, and inside it looked just like any other military cafeteria. Long tables with benches occupied most of the space. There was a salad bar set up and entry into a separate room where the hot food was served from the kitchen. Batson motioned for the group to take their seats at the nearest table, and he went into the kitchen area. Like everything else in the combat zone, a layer of fine dust coated the table and chairs.

A few minutes later, Batson emerged with a tray of coffee. Jimmy took it from him and distributed cups as the commander settled into his seat. Vince thought it was much too hot outside to drink coffee. The bitter aroma alone was enough to make him sweat, but Batson took a big swig from the steaming mug Jimmy put in front of him.

“I appreciate you all making the trip out here,” he said. “I think I have an Article 15 action, and I’m hoping we can get a quick investigation,” he paused and looked at Captain Peterson, “and then some assistance getting the punishment written up and issued.” He turned his gaze toward Major Dillon.

Vince pulled a pen and notepad from his cargo pocket and scribbled notes as Batson told them the story. Senior Airman Hassan Abdallah, one of the civil engineers on the team, did not get along with many of his peers. Airman Abdallah was a Muslim and spoke Dari and Pashto. He had become friendly with some of the Afghan National Police members the team interacted with in the village. Many of the villagers spread rumors of corruption among the ANP, and most of the team members did not trust them. By extension, they were suspicious of Airman Abdallah’s close relationship with the local police.

“How often does your team engage with the ANP?” Peterson asked.

“Every day,” Batson answered. “Our job is to win the hearts and minds of the locals. We do that by creating infrastructure for them—building schools, digging wells, getting internet service in place. So, we’re out and about. We’re talking to the townspeople, and that includes the ANP who are assigned here.”

“What are the corruption rumors all about?” Major Dillon asked.

“There’s a lot of money in the reconstruction business. We buy as many supplies and materials locally as we can. So, we’re helping the locals by building things for them and at the same time, we’re building the economy. Good deal, right? Well, it’s a better deal if they get to keep all that money. But, the rumor is the ANP have a ‘tax’ in place, where they take a percentage of whatever we’re paying. The locals don’t like it, and there’s probably some resentment toward us because of it, especially if they see us getting cozy with the ANP.”

He looked around to see if anyone else had questions, casting those piercing eyes on each of them. When no one else spoke up, he went on.

According to Batson, Airman Abdallah had been assigned a night shift as the gate sentry, along with Staff Sergeant Gary Fisk. Fisk had been needling Abdallah earlier about his relationship with the ANP, asking if he was giving them tips on who the PRT was paying next or getting kickbacks from them.

“My theory is that Fisk kept on him during their shift. Fisk’s a loud mouth, brash. Abdallah is quiet and reserved, but everyone has a breaking point. They got relieved from their shift and came in here to get some water before heading to their B-Huts. Fisk probably said something, and Abdallah finally stood up for himself. Fisk says Abdallah shoved him and cocked his arm back like he was going to throw a punch. That prompted Fisk to take a swing at him.”

“How big of a swing?” Peterson asked.

“Cut him open, just above the eyebrow. Four stitches. He’s got a pretty good shiner. Fisk has bruised knuckles, so the two go together. No other witnesses. Abdallah isn’t saying what happened, won’t give any other details. Fisk says Abdallah started it.”

Vince looked at Major Dillon, who had sat back in her chair with her arms crossed for most of the story. She leaned forward, forehead creased in thought. “Colonel,” she began, “if this is a hate crime, we’re looking at an actual court martial, not an Article 15.”

Batson scoffed. “Major, I appreciate your insight, but I certainly didn’t intend to say anything to imply this is anything other than two airmen letting a beef get the best of them.”

“But, that ‘beef’ may have been caused by one of the airmen being Muslim,” she answered, slipping into prosecutor mode.

“That’s incidental to the whole thing. The only reason it’s relevant is because he speaks the local language, and that’s given some of the troops the impression that he’s closer to the ANP than he should be. He chats with them frequently, and when we can’t understand the conversation, assumptions are sometimes made.”

“Sounds like you’re defending Fisk’s actions.”

“I’m not defending anyone, Major,” Batson said. “Fisk was wrong, and I’m dealing with him. I could sweep the whole thing under the rug, but I need good order and discipline in the unit. Fisk is pulling extra sentry shifts for the next two weeks. I’m making an example out of him.”

“Colonel,” Captain Peterson said. “I’m confused. You’re already handing out discipline outside of the Article 15 process. That’s your prerogative as the commander. But, what are we doing here?”

“I told you,” Batson answered, narrowing his eyes on Peterson. “I’d like an outsider to conduct the Article 15 investigation.”

“What investigation?” Lisa asked. She looked up at the ceiling, collecting her thoughts. Vince could tell she was frustrated. “As Eric said, you’ve already handed down discipline.”

“I’ve disciplined Sergeant Fisk,” Batson answered. “I want you to investigate Airman Abdallah.”

A silence fell over the group, broken only by the scratching of Vince’s ballpoint pen against paper as he caught up with his notes. Lisa spoke next.

“Sir, that makes no sense. Airman Abdallah is the victim here.”

“He took a punch, and that’s being dealt with. But, he’s not innocent. I need to know if he instigated the fight. I need to know if he’s really got some kind of side deal going with the ANP. And, he’s refusing to answer my questions. I’m his commanding officer, and he has to do as he’s told. Good order and discipline, right?”

Captain Peterson opened his mouth, didn’t say anything, then closed it abruptly. He turned to Major Dillon. “Sir,” she said to Batson. “We’re here to support you, and I think we can provide some counseling to the unit that will ensure you don’t have a repeat of the incident between Fisk and Abdallah. But, Abdallah got beat up. Investigating him now will send the wrong message. It will further justify Fisk’s actions by demonizing Abdallah and could actually make the situation worse. My legal advice is to let us address the troops outside of an investigation and see if we can get them all back on track.”

“Is it illegal?” Batson asked. When she didn’t answer, he repeated, “Will investigating Airman Abdallah’s behavior violate any laws?”

“No, but…”

“Good. Captain Peterson, I trust you to conduct this investigation. Gather as many facts as you can this afternoon. We’ll meet this evening after dinner to review the facts, and then I’ll ask Major Dillon for her legal advice on proceeding with an Article 15. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” Peterson answered.

Batson looked Lisa directly in the eyes, unblinking. Vince could see his face drawing further into a frown, but he was otherwise motionless. “Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” she answered.


CHAPTER 7

Denver, April 28, 2022

The paper had yellowed and crinkled with age. The ink had not smeared, though, and Captain Peterson’s penmanship was excellent, so Vince had no problem reading his notes. He tossed a Lean Cuisine in the microwave and read through the notes from that first trip to Gardez. As Lisa had observed, his copy of the notes was not, strictly speaking, legal. Peterson had asked him to help put together the case file when they returned to Bagram, and Vince made a copy of the interview notes for himself. He still wasn’t sure why; some instinct had told him to do it.

He read as he ate his fettuccini, careful not to drip any Alfredo on the papers. The interviews were mostly unremarkable, except when they were downright boring. Peterson had neatly listed the name, rank, and position of each person he’d interviewed. None of them had witnessed the encounter between Abdallah and Fisk. No one said they had a beef with Abdallah, and no one offered any hints that they thought the airman was up to something with the ANP.

He scoured them a second time, looking for Airman Vassel’s name but didn’t see it anywhere. He put the file away for the night and turned to his laptop.

He bought almost all the furniture in his apartment used. The pieces were in decent shape; the couch could use reupholstering, and the two chairs across from it certainly didn’t match. Vince never had people over, and he didn’t see any sense in spending money on furniture. Some people would call him cheap; he would say he preferred to save his money for what mattered.

Like his laptop. The less he spent on furniture, the more he could spend on electronic toys. The laptop was top of the line, plenty of RAM, lots of storage, and the fastest processor on the market. Just before purchasing the computer, he’d read a news story about identity thieves stealing computers and accessing bank accounts, social media, and all kinds of other personal information. He had purchased an industry-best suite of antivirus and encryption software. He had secured his personal computer more than any that had ever been issued to him in the military. It was probably overkill, but he decided to be one less victim.

He powered on the laptop, typed in the 12-digit password, and waited as it moved into Stage 2, which required his thumb print on a built-in reader that doubled as a trackpad. He scanned the thumb, the encryption completed, and then the operating system booted in seconds. The old machine Mason had him working from would have taken five minutes to get to the same point.

He opened the web browser and searched for Clint Vassel. The third hit gave bad news. Clint died in a car accident in 2016. He had pulled onto the shoulder of the interstate outside Oklahoma City to help an older couple change a tire. A 17 year old driving a Chevy Suburban looked up from his texting to see he was about to hit the car in front of him; he swerved violently onto the right shoulder, not seeing the disabled vehicle. Vassel was killed instantly. The old couple survived, as did the texting driver.

Vince scrolled through the hits, finding that the case had generated controversy. There had been momentum to try the driver as an adult and charge him with vehicular homicide. He ended up with a manslaughter charge instead, and as a minor, did not serve any time. Probation and community service.

“You deserved better than that, Clint,” Vince said aloud. He tried not to talk to himself, even though he spent so much time alone in his apartment. Talking to a dead acquaintance through his computer screen seemed somewhat more acceptable.

Vince tried Googling Hassan Abdallah and came up with a lot of irrelevant results. Senior Airman Hassan Abdallah narrowed it, and adding obituary to the search got him what he was looking for. Unfortunately, none of the obituaries reported much detail. Most just said that he died while serving his country in Afghanistan. Some said that he was survived by both parents and his sister. One of them named his parents, but none named his sister.

He tried looking for Abdallah’s parents but couldn’t find any-thing that gave current contact information and found nothing that listed the sister’s name.

With a sigh, Vince closed the laptop and looked back at his Afghanistan file. He wasn’t ready to read through the second set of notes from Gardez. Given the circumstances of that trip, the notes were much briefer. And, he couldn’t imagine anyone mentioning Abdallah’s sister by name then anyway.

He’d approach it with fresh eyes the next day.

.   .   .

“Know something interesting?” Mason asked from the doorway to Vince’s office. There were no clients scheduled that day, so Mason had foregone his suit for faded jeans and an AC/DC T-shirt that probably fit him in a previous decade but now spread across his belly, nearly bursting at the effort. Vince imagined the shirt breathing a sigh of relief when Mason took it off.

“You have impeccable taste in clothes?” Vince guessed.

“That goes without saying, Bud. No, this is for real. I started looking at Junior’s investment group, trying to figure out who to scare, and one of the guys is Dave Grogan. Name mean anything to you?”

“No.”

“Me, either. But, I did a little research, and he’s loaded. Trust fund kid; his dad patented some kind of microchip gizmo, struck it rich, and now the kid’s rich, too. Know what my dad patented? Diddly. Anyway, he’s a real estate investor—Grogan, not my dad—but he’s also a political donor. Attends lots of fancy fundraisers, black tie events, gives to PACs, that kind of thing. But here’s the interesting part. He’s on the committee to elect Nick Batson, your old buddy. Crazy coincidence, huh?”

“Yeah. That’s wild.”

“Thought you’d get a kick out of that. You hear anything back from Fleck yet about the Dartmouth case?”

“No. Just that he’ll dig into it and charge you the regular fees.”

“Keep me posted.” Mason rapped on the door frame twice with his meaty knuckles and headed down the hallway. Vince started to ask what Eddie’s usual fees were, but then he’d have to explain why he wanted to know, and he didn’t want to do that. At least not yet.

He opened his desk drawer and found Eddie’s business card. He looked at his watch. 10:30. Not too early to call. He picked up the handset from the ancient, avocado-green phone on his desk. It looked like something he’d find in his grandparents’ basement. At least it wasn’t a rotary dial.

“Fleck here,” grunted the voice on the other end.

“Hey, this is Vince Marcotte. We met yesterday. I work for Mason Phillips.”

“Yeah, I remember you. What’s up?”

“Just checking to see if there are any updates yet.”

“Dude,” Fleck said. “It hasn’t even been 24 hours. I’m good but I’m not a miracle worker. Probably be tomorrow, more likely the next day before I got anything. You anxious for a court filing or something?”

“No, nothing like that. I was just curious.”

“Tell Mason I’m not billing him for this call, but I should.”

“Wait,” Vince said, not liking the tone of desperation in his voice, but not wanting Eddie to hang up on him. “I might have another job for you. It’s personal. You know, for me, not for the law firm.”

The seconds ticked by. Eddie finally spoke. “Is figuring out what you want part of the job? Or are you actually going to tell me what you want me to do?”

“It’s locating a person. I don’t have her name, age, location. Nothing. All I know is she’s the sister of someone I used to know who passed away. Do you do that kind of thing?”

“Yeah, I can do that. Someone owe you money?”

“I’d rather not go into the details.”

“Suit yourself. The less you tell me, the longer it could take. I charge by the hour.”

“About that,” Vince said. “What are your fees?”

“Hundred fifty an hour.”

“That’s a little steep.”

“There’s cheaper out there, but they’re not as good as me. Tell me about the job, and I’ll tell you how long I’ll need.”

“It’s a guy I served with in the Air Force. Hassan Abdallah. He died in 2007, but he had a sister. I need contact information for her. Phone number and address.”

“I can probably track her down in two hours. You’d be looking at three hundred, but since you’re with Mason, I’ll do it for two. Deal?”

“Deal,” Vince said.

“Listen. I got other jobs I’m working. Or, not working right now because I’m on the phone with you. It’ll be a couple days before I get to this. Can you wait?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. You’ll hear from me about Dartmouth first. I’ll get to this one as soon as I can.”

He clicked off the line and Vince hung up the green receiver. Two hundred dollars was a decent chunk of change for something he wasn’t completely sure about. He doubted Abdallah’s sister would have any information that would help with the case. But, he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a reason Abdallah sent his pictures to her instead of leaving them for the Air Force to pack up.


CHAPTER 8

Afghanistan, May 3, 2007

If Lieutenant Colonel Batson looked like he came straight from central casting for a military officer, Captain Eric Peterson looked like he had been miscast from a mobster movie. He would have played a street thug, brought in to break guys’ legs for not paying debts. Peterson was stocky, five-foot-seven and around 180 pounds of muscle. He had a barrel chest and a large, crooked nose. A scar ran from his lip across his right cheek to just below his ear.

He commandeered the NCO day room and had Vince sit outside in a wooden chair. He instructed Vince to log each airman as they reported for their interview and to keep anyone from entering the room until Peterson called for them.

Peterson spent about thirty minutes each with Fisk and Abdallah, and then began calling for various other airmen who may have witnessed the incident between them, who could have knowledge of Abdallah’s relationship with the ANP, or who Peterson thought could add any context to help him understand the environment of the PRT. They worked through dinner. Vince ate a sandwich in his uncomfortable chair; Peterson declined any food.

Around 9:00, Peterson emerged. He’d taken off his DCU top, and the sand-colored T-shirt he wore underneath stretched taut over his chest and biceps.

“Vince, can you let Colonel Batson and Major Dillon know I’ll be ready for them in about half an hour? And, can you see if there are any sandwiches left?”

Thirty minutes later, Vince joined the three officers in the dining hall. They settled into the same chairs they’d occupied that morning. The aroma from dinner lingered in the air. It smelled like grilled meat, maybe burgers, and Vince’s stomach reminded him how inadequate his sandwich had been.

“I appreciate you all coming in and working so quickly,” Batson said. “We have a project to start tomorrow. We’re trying to clear a site, so we can install a cell phone tower. I’ll need all hands on deck, so it’s good that you’re able to get this wrapped up tonight. What are we looking at?”

Peterson cleared his throat. “Sir, I’ve talked to almost everyone in the camp. No one witnessed the altercation between Fisk and Abdallah, so we only have what they say.”

“Abdallah talked then?”

“A little. He said there was another person in the kitchen when he and Fisk came in.”

“Who?”

“He didn’t know. He didn’t realize there was anyone else there. Fisk kept razzing him about being a wannabe ANP. Fisk says Abdallah shoved him and he just reacted by throwing the punch. Abdallah says someone shoved him from behind into Fisk, and then Fisk nailed him. On the whole, I find Abdallah’s story hard to believe, but regardless of why or how he made contact with Fisk, Fisk’s retaliation was over the top.”

Lisa leaned forward and started to speak, but Batson cut her off. “Not yet, Major, I want to hear the rest. Captain, tell me what you learned about Abdallah and the ANP.”

“Sir, there’s not much there. No one has ever witnessed anything that would hint at impropriety between Airman Abdallah and the ANP. Or anyone else for that matter. Abdallah seems to be well liked, or at least considered average. No one seemed to have any kind of beef with him. Several airmen noted he jokes around with the ANP and will have conversations in Pashto, but no one made a big deal out of it, and no one saw anything that would lead them to believe there’s corruption. I tend to believe them. They give him some good-natured ribbing, which is to be expected in a unit like this. Fisk’s ribbing wasn’t so good natured, and it’s to be expected that you’ll have a guy who takes things too far or makes something unfunny.”

“I see.” Batson pushed back from the table, his arms folded across his chest. A scowl crossed his face as he thought about what Peterson had just told him. “And, did Abdallah say why he was insubordinate with me?”

“He said he didn’t want to get anyone in trouble, and he was hoping the whole thing would just pass off as some kind of accident.”

The scowl deepened. “I find that hard to believe.” They sat in silence. Vince stopped scribbling notes and could hear the ticking of a wall clock across the room. Batson turned and looked Major Dillon in the eye. “Okay, we’ve heard the facts as gathered by Security Forces. Now, what’s the legal opinion?”

Lisa glanced at the notepad in front of her where she had jotted thoughts while Peterson briefed. “Sir, I think the punishment of extra duty for Sergeant Fisk is appropriate. There’s testimony to suggest that Airman Abdallah instigated the incident, and we can’t overlook that. His offense is far less than Fisk’s, though, and remember that Abdallah is junior to Fisk. As far as the allegation that Abdallah may have some kind of improper relationship with the ANP, there’s nothing to substantiate it, and any disciplinary action related to that charge is not legally supportable.” She looked down at her notepad and then back at Batson.

“And what about his insubordination?”

Lisa touched a finger to her lips before speaking. “By the book, he was insubordinate by not answering your direct questions after the incident. Remember, though, that he had just been punched by an NCO and hit hard enough to require stitches. He was probably scared and it’s plausible that he was trying to keep Fisk from getting into trouble when he refused to speak.”

“Tomorrow, we’re going to be working a construction site,” Batson said, “and I’m going to have the troops taking rotations as security for the work detail. We’re out here in a combat zone putting our lives on the line daily, and this is not the place to be scared.”

“Be that as it may, sir,” Lisa said, “I don’t think there’s much, if any, action to be taken against Airman Abdallah. Everything points to him being a victim here.”

“A victim who instigated a fight and then refused a direct order from his commander. What’s the most stringent action I can take?”

Lisa chewed her lower lip, an action Vince had seen her take during other stressful conversations. “I don’t recommend anything more severe that what you’ve given Fisk. It would send the wrong message and, frankly, would require a formal Article 15 process. From a legal perspective, I don’t see how that Article 15 would stand up on appeal. My recommendation is to take no action. If you feel that action is necessary, I recommend a few days additional duty to match the punishment you’ve given Fisk.”

A slow smile replaced Batson’s scowl. “Thank you, Major, that’s exactly what I’m going to do. Now, let’s see about some sleeping quarters for you all. We serve breakfast early, 0500 to 0600, and then you’ll be able to convoy back to Bagram.”

With only five females assigned to the PRT, there was an extra bunk available for Lisa in the women’s B-Hut. The male Security Forces members of the convoy had already settled into an extra B-Hut that had been set up for PRT guests, so Vince, Peterson, the chaplain, and Staff Sergeant Ruben Watson, the chaplain’s assistant, set up cots in the day room.

“How’d you like being outside the wire, Chaplain?” Peterson asked.

“It was good,” the chaplain drawled. “You know, it’s a beautiful country here. And, it was fun talking to the airmen. So many of the troops I visit with at Bagram act like they’re back in the States, except they miss their friends and family. But, the troops out here really feel connected to the mission.”

“Everyone ready for lights out?” Ruben asked. “I’m exhausted. Sitting in that Humvee seat and staring at the road can really wear you out.”

“You better get some sleep, then,” Vince said, “Because I want you staring at the road even harder tomorrow.”

“Relax,” Ruben said. “This is a pretty peaceful part of the country.”

“Yeah,” Peterson said, his cot groaning as he rolled over. “But, remember, there’s no such thing as peaceful in a war zone.”

Vince listened to the sounds of the other men getting comfortable in their cots, preparing for sleep, and was just about to drift off when the chaplain said, “You know something funny?” No one else answered, and Peterson snored, so Vince whispered, “What’s that?”

“He’s not Muslim.”

“Who?”

“Airman Abdallah. I mean, he is by birth. His parents are devout. And, I know Colonel Batson thinks he might have split loyalties because of his name and religion. But, Airman Abdallah said both he and his sister have given up the faith. He said they’re agnostic, if not atheist.”

“Isn’t there an old saying about that?” Vince asked. “There are no atheists in a foxhole?”

“Maybe we found one,” the chaplain said. “I told him he should tell the colonel, see if that would make things a little easier on him here, and he said he just wanted to avoid the colonel. I wish I could help him; it seems like he’s in for a long deployment.”

“They’re all long,” Ruben whispered from his cot. “Now, let me sleep. You don’t want me missing any IEDs tomorrow.”


CHAPTER 9

Denver, April 29, 2022

Vince sat across the desk from Mason, watching as his boss read the cease and desist letter. A John Elway bobblehead, the newest addition to the office clutter, looked on from a spot next to Mason’s monitor. “I’m seeing someone new,” Mason had told Vince, “and, apparently, she wants an ‘adult relationship.’ Whatever that means. But, I thought having old Number 7 on the dashboard might not make the best first impression.” Vince had agreed and he wondered how many boxes it would take to clear the place out if Mason ever decided to move.

“Brilliant!” Mason exclaimed, shoving the letter across the desk at Vince. “Strikes the perfect balance between professional and threatening. Have Naomi send a copy to each of the four members of Junior’s investment group. Certified. Send one to Junior, too, so he knows we’re busting our humps for him.”

Naomi was sitting at her desk as Vince crossed through the building. “Good morning, Sunshine!” he called.

Naomi looked at him, rolled her eyes dramatically, and went back to examining her fingernails.

“Relax, I’m not asking for coffee,” Vince said with a grin. “Here’s the Hollingsworth file; Mason needs a copy of this letter sent to each member of the investment group, including Hollingsworth. Certified, please. Let me know when we get delivery confirmation for everyone.”

“Will do,” Naomi said, still not looking up. Vince waited, but she became even more engrossed in her manicure. He left the file on her desk and headed toward his office.

The green phone started ringing as he walked through the door. “Vince Marcotte speaking,” he said.

“Vince, Eddie Fleck here. Got some news. On Dartmouth.”

Vince’s heart sank. He knew Fleck was working the real estate case first, but he was anxious to learn something about Abdallah’s sister.

“What’s up with Dartmouth?” He tried not to sound disappointed.

“President and CEO is Lewis Calhoun. Isn’t that pretentious? Anyway, he went to school at Dartmouth. Go figure. Company used to be called Prestige Homes and they were big in Texas and Florida. Doing retirement neighborhoods. Garden homes, 55-plus communities. That sort of thing. Making money hand over fist. Everything’s going great, and then this one neighborhood in San Antonio gets threatened by a sinkhole.”

“What do you mean by threatened?”

“Craziest thing. Ground just opened up and started swallowing things on this one block. There’s video of it on YouTube. Looks like a low-budget horror movie. Turns out, Calhoun knew there was a risk of that happening. There was a court filing alleging that he ignored the advice of scientists and engineers to put a soil mitigation plan in place. It would have set the clock back on the development by about six months. The court file is sealed, which is weird, but when you have money, you can make things happen. I saw an affidavit from a hydrologist who said that Calhoun dismissed him when he wouldn’t change his report on the risk of a sinkhole. Ended up hiring a new hydrologist who said it wasn’t a big deal and there was no problem proceeding with the build.

“So, Calhoun defends himself, saying he followed expert advice, but that’s not a great defense, since it looks like he only listened to the guys who would take his money to say what he wanted them to say.”

“What happened?”

“Settled out of court. And, Prestige Homes stopped building. So, Calhoun’s got a history. I need to do some more digging, see what I can find out about Dartmouth’s build in Brighton. Could be a similar thing, where the experts told Calhoun about a risk but he cut corners to get the cash flowing.”

“How long do you think you need?”

“Couple more days. I have a few stones to turn over yet. I’ll let you know.”

“Any updates on that other thing?”

“Nothing yet. Don’t be a nudge, Vince. No one likes a nudge. I’m a busy man.”

With that, he hung up. Vince sat with the receiver pressed to his ear for a moment until the slow buzz told him he needed to put it down. Why couldn’t Mason find a detective with a less abrasive personality?

.   .   .

The next day was Saturday. Vince allowed himself the luxury of sleeping in. He poured himself a bowl of Frosted Flakes and opened his Bagram file. He reread Captain Peterson’s interviews from their first trip to Gardez. He still found them unremarkable, with one exception. Batson had told them Abdallah was not well liked and the other airmen distrusted him. The interviews didn’t bear that out. Most of the troops had positive things to say about Airman Abdallah or seemed indifferent. The only one who had a problem with him was Fisk. He read from Fisk’s interview:

“It’s not that I didn’t like him. I mean, I don’t think he’s very likeable, but I don’t trust him. Trust is a big thing out here, and with him, I always have to keep an extra eye on him.”

Peterson must have asked why; he had skipped a line in the notes and Fisk’s narrative continued:

“He pals around with the ANP, and we all know the A doesn’t stand for angels. A lot of those guys are dirty, and there are rumors he has some kind of side deal going with them. Maybe he’s telling them where we’re spending our money, so they know who to shake down.”

Vince grabbed his personal notes and flipped to Batson’s introduction. Fisk’s statement sounded very similar to what Batson had told them. Had he told that story to Batson before they got there, and Batson repeated it? Or, had Batson coached him?

A low buzzing brought him out of his thoughts, and it took him a moment to realize it was his cell phone. He hoped it wasn’t Mason asking him to do something over the weekend. The number showed as “Unknown.” He ignored it, and the buzzing stopped. A moment later, it started up again. Reluctantly, he picked up.

“Vince. Fleck here. Got an update for you.”

“How did you get this number?”

“I’m the best, remember? I had some time last night, so I dug into that identification case you gave me. I haven’t written up a report yet, but I know you’re antsy about this. I figure the dude owed you money, and you’re trying to find his sister to see if she’ll pay up. It’s usually something like that.”

Vince decided it wasn’t worth arguing. “What did you find?”

“Given name is Amira Abdallah; she was two years older than her brother, Hassan. Apparently, Hassan and Amira had some kind of joint falling out with their parents around the time that Hassan graduated from high school. That’s conjecture, but the parents stopped sending money to Amira, and Hassan had enrolled at Ohio State but withdrew right before classes started and enlisted instead. Usually, that kind of thing happens when money is a problem. So, I figure they had some kind of fight that resulted in the parents stopping their support. Probably involved their religion because Amira changed her name. Went from Amira Abdallah to Amy Jones.”

“So, I’m looking for an Amy Jones now?” Vince asked. “That doesn’t exactly narrow down the possibilities.”

“I hear ya,” Eddie said. “But, you’re not doing the narrowing. I am. Or I have. Since I had her original name, I could get a social security number on her—don’t ask how, it’s better that you don’t know. And, you’re no longer looking for an Amy Jones. Her married name is Amy D’Spain. Married a Roman Catholic guy. Probably just to drive her parents crazy. I’ve got a phone number, email, and home address for you. I’ll text them to you. You can Venmo me the two hundo, but don’t tell Mason I finished this before I finished the Dartmouth thing. And, I’ll call you Monday with some results there.”

“Thanks,” Vince said. “I really appreciate it. I didn’t think you’d get all this wrapped up so quickly.”

“Yeah, I told you I’m the best. And, I’m a busy man.” He clicked off. A few minutes later Vince’s phone buzzed with a text message. Vince opened it and saw Amy D’Spain’s name and contact information as promised. She had a Cleveland, Ohio, address and area code. Vince Googled her name and Cleveland and found a Facebook profile. Assuming he’d found the right Amy, she appeared to be married with two daughters who looked to be around eight and 10 years old. Lots of pictures of the family on trips—skiing, at the beach, the Grand Canyon. In the photos that featured Amy by herself, she wore expensive clothing and jewelry.

One older profile picture was a close up of Amy’s face, framed by her dark hair. Vince stared at her brown eyes that had a glint of mischief about them. They were happier than Hassan’s eyes had been, but they were the same eyes. Eddie did good work.

.   .   .

Vince took Monday off work and flew to Cleveland. He took a 5 a.m. non-stop, but with the time difference and traffic, it was still nearly noon before his Uber pulled up to the gate of the D’Spains’ neighborhood. The driver punched the buttons to notify Amy D’Spain of their arrival and the gate swung open on slow hinges. Three minutes later, Vince stepped out of the car into a circular driveway. He thanked the driver and waved him off, then turned to face the house.

It was a large house in a colonial style. The front yard was lush, green, and well maintained. The house had been painted a light blue with bright white trim. A large collection of potted plants took up most of the front porch.

Vince ascended the three steps to get to the door, and the automated doorbell chimed, alerting Amy of his presence. No doubt, she’d get an alert on her phone, too. Maybe her husband would, also, and Vince wondered how she’d explain his visit. Probably tell the truth; she had nothing to hide, after all.

The door swung open, and a beautiful woman with dark hair, dark eyes, and brown skin appeared. Amy D’Spain was about five-foot-five, shorter than Hassan by a good half foot. She wore a crisp white blouse and designer jeans that probably cost more than Vince’s entire outfit of khakis and a polo.

“Hi,” he said awkwardly. “I’m Vince Marcotte.”

“I figured,” she answered with a smile. “Amy D’Spain. Nice to meet you.”

They shook hands, and she invited him in. She showed him past a sitting area at the front of the house and a formal living area and finally into the kitchen where he had a seat at a wide granite bar.

“Did you have a chance to eat anything?” she asked. “I just had a salad, but I could put something together for you.”

“I’m fine,” Vince lied. He’d skipped breakfast to make the flight, and even though his stomach was still in the Mountain time zone, he was starving. Amy seemed to sense that; she went to the pantry and refrigerator as she talked.

“How was the flight in? Did you have any connections?”

“It was fine. A little bumpy leaving Denver, but that’s normal because of the mountains. I got a non-stop, so it’s been a pretty quick morning. Thanks again for doing this.”

She returned with a tray of cheese and crackers and a bottle of sparkling water. “Anything for Hassan,” she said. “Is this your first time in Cleveland?”

Vince instantly regretted his mouthful of cracker and nodded vigorously while he tried to swallow. The cracker turned to a dry mush in his mouth and it took him another awkward moment to get it down.

Amy didn’t ask any other questions. Vince figured she was ready for him to lead the conversation, so he started in with the speech he’d rehearsed on the airplane. “I told you on the phone that I didn’t know your brother well, but his death really affected me. I was there in Gardez the morning after it happened. I wasn’t sure we got to the right conclusion about what happened.”

“I’m certain the military did not reach the right conclusion,” Amy said. “I don’t know what the right answer is, but there is some other explanation for Hassan’s death. I’m glad you’re looking. I really am. But, I wonder why it’s taken you 15 years to come around and start asking questions.”

“That’s fair,” Vince said. “I wish I had a better answer. There was a lot about Afghanistan, about Gardez in particular, that I just wanted to put behind me. But, I’ve never been able to. And, some recent events have got me thinking about that time again, and I decided it’s time to get to the truth and make sure that justice is done, if we didn’t get it right the first time.”

Amy nodded her head, seeming to accept that answer. “You asked about the drawings on the phone. I still have them in the package that the other airman sent.”

“Do you know why he sent them to you? Had you ever talked to him before? Or after?”

“I’ve never spoken to him,” Amy said. “He enclosed a short note with the drawings. It just said that Hassan wanted to make sure I got his portfolio, that he didn’t trust the Air Force to get it to me without it getting too beat up. So, Hassan asked this other airman, what was his name again? Cliff?”

“Clint. Clint Vassel.”

“That’s right. Hassan asked Clint to make sure the portfolio got to me. He hand-carried it back to the U.S. and then FedExed it to me.”

Vince clasped his fingers and rubbed one thumb against a palm. “Can I see the drawings?’

Amy smiled, the mischief back in her eyes. “You’ve made a long trip for nothing if I say no. Let me get them for you.”

She disappeared out a second exit from the kitchen, and Vince scarfed down some crackers and a couple pieces of cheese. He took a gulp of the sparkling water, nearly draining it as Amy walked back into the room carrying a large spiral-bound sketch pad.

“Hassan wasn’t really into art that much when we were kids,” she said. “I think it had something to do with our parents. They were rigid. My mother didn’t have time for anything creative. She wanted Hassan to become a doctor. I guess he started drawing after I left home. He was very good.”

Vince cleared the cheese tray out of the way, and she slid the pad across the bar to him. Vince began flipping through the book and saw the sketches that Vassel had shown him at Bagram all those years ago. Looking at them with fresh eyes, Vince saw what Amy had seen. Hassan had developed into a skilled artist.

“The ones in the spiral are good,” Amy said, “but they’re mostly mountains, trees, airplanes. Not many people. I like his people sketches the best. The envelope in the back has my favorite drawings in them.”

Vince flipped the pages. A Manila folder was taped to the inside of the back cardboard cover. This was new to Vince; he wasn’t aware that had been in there before.

“The folder was in there like that when Vassel sent it to you?”

“Yes. The first few years, I looked at the book and the loose drawings in the envelope regularly—several times a week. But, I can’t remember now when I last looked at it. It’s usually down in the basement with other things I don’t need but can’t bear to get rid of. My wedding dress. My mother-in-law’s china dishes. Stuff like that. I’ve kept all of Hassan’s drawings. That portfolio is exactly as he sent it to me.”

Vince lifted the flap on the envelope, then looked up at Amy. “May I?” She nodded, and he opened it and removed the contents.

Hassan had dozens more drawings on paper of various shapes and sizes. “I figure he ran out of room in the sketch pad,” Amy said, “and he probably couldn’t get another one over there, so he just started drawing on whatever he could find and stuck them in the envelope.”

Vince looked through the drawings. They were mostly people. A few self portraits, some of his sister, a couple that Vince assumed were his parents. Several local Afghans. Even one of Colonel Batson, and Vince smiled when he saw that Hassan had focused on those steely eyes, making them pointed and angry. Amy was right; the people drawings outshined all the others. He had a way of capturing people’s essence and making them spring to life on the page.

He flipped one drawing over, and the reverse side caught his eye. It looked like an invoice, with a couple of numbers circled. He picked it up and looked more closely. It was a record of a concrete purchase totaling $6,000, U.S. currency.

He flipped over another. Another purchase record, this one for groceries, probably for the chow hall. He kept flipping the drawings. Each one had dollar figures on it. Some had dates. Many had amounts circled.

Vince found the drawing of Batson and flipped it over. Unlike the others, it had a hand-written note on it:

“Total reported expenses for March 2007: $212,000. Total receipts for March 2007: $187,000.”

Vince dropped the paper and propped both elbows on the counter. He leaned forward with his head in his hands and stared at the pile in front of him.

“It looks like he was using scrap papers and old documents for his drawings. Recycling, I guess,” Amy said.

“I don’t think so,” Vince said. “I need copies of these. I don’t think Hassan wanted you to have the drawings. He wanted you to get the numbers.”

.   .   .

Vince left a half dozen messages for Lisa Dillon as he waited in the Cleveland airport. At first he tried to be casual: “This is Vince; please call me when you have a second.” By the time his flight was boarding he had grown desperate. “I’ll be in the air for the next three hours, but please call me back. I have urgent news.”

He spent the flight flipping through the photos he had taken of the documents back at Amy’s house. He had explained to Amy that the records might hold a clue about her brother’s death. She offered to let him take the envelope with the loose sketches, but he could tell she didn’t like the idea of parting with them. He’d spent 40 minutes carefully photographing each one.

Nestled into his window seat, wearing earbuds to dissuade his neighbor from trying to make small talk, Vince reviewed each image until a message popped up warning him that his battery had dropped below 20 percent. Reluctantly, Vince put the device away, making sure he saved some power in case Lisa called him back before he could reach a charger.

The descent into Denver was much bumpier than the departure, and Vince gripped the armrest, white knuckled, during the final descent, allowing himself to breathe normally as the aircraft touched down. A flight attendant welcomed them to the mile high city and said they could use any devices that weren’t stored in their carry-on.

Vince switched his phone off airplane mode and watched as it connected to the cell service and updated itself to mountain time. He waited for the voicemail notification. It never came. Not even a missed call. With jaw clenched, he started to put the phone away when it buzzed with a text message.

His face fell when he saw it was just Mason. “Vince! Hope you’re feeling better and can make it back to the office tomorrow. Take care!”

He debated calling Lisa again but thought better of it. If she hadn’t responded to his previous messages, continued calls would just be harassment and would probably blow any chance he had of getting her help.

Two hours later, Vince sat at the folding table in his apartment’s dining nook with a bag of fast food burgers, his phone, and his computer. He transferred the images to his laptop and started examining each one again, trying to put them in some kind of order. If a document had a date on it, he changed the file name, so he could put them in chronological order. A grocery invoice from February 11th, for example, became “20070211a.” If he found another document from the same date, it would become “20070211b.”

He ate while he worked, carefully wiping his fingers after each bite to keep the grease from his keyboard. He made it halfway through when a text alert appeared on his phone. It was Lisa’s number, and his heart beat faster. “I can talk now. I don’t have much time, so this better be good.”

Vince shoved the last bite of the second cheeseburger into his mouth and texted back. “I have something you need to see. Can you do a Zoom meeting?” He put his phone down, opened Zoom on the laptop and was already preparing the meeting when she responded “Yes.”

“E-mail address?”

“LisaDillonLaw@gmail.com.”

Vince sent the invitation and logged into the meeting. He had just started working for Mason two years earlier when the coronavirus shut down the world. Mason wanted nothing to do with technology but had to start using video conferences to keep the firm open, so he designated Vince as the firm’s chief technology officer and made him learn how to use a variety of meeting platforms: WebEx, Teams, Zoom, Google Hangouts, Gotomeeting. If it offered a videoconferencing capability, Vince tried it out and had become pretty good at using them all.

Lisa’s face popped onto the screen. She wasn’t smiling, and she looked tired. Vince checked the clock in the lower right corner of his laptop. It was 9:00 in Denver, which meant it was 11 on the East Coast.

“Good evening, Lisa,” he said. “It’s good to see you again.”

She sighed and gave a slight smile in return. “It’s good to see you again, too,” she said. “It really is.” She kept her voice low, probably to keep from waking the other people in her house. “As I said, I need to keep this quick. I have a conference with the four-star first thing in the morning.”

Vince nodded and quickly filled her in on locating Hassan’s sister. “You wanted something new, right? You wanted some kind of supporting evidence that had been missed 15 years ago. No one talked to his sister.”

Lisa seemed interested but skeptical. “Vince, his sister wasn’t there. She wouldn’t have any evidence about what happened to him, other than her own impressions and assumptions.”

“He called her two days before he died. He was making plans to get out of the service when the deployment ended. He wanted her to help him start a graphic design business. That doesn’t sound like someone who would kill himself.”

Lisa’s half smile vanished. “That might be true, but I hope you didn’t blow up my phone to tell me that. That’s still an impression and assumption, and it’s not actionable.”

“I have actionable,” Vince replied. His eyes danced as he clicked the icon to share his screen. “Can you see that?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Hassan sent Amy a big sketchbook filled with drawings he’d made. At the back of the book was a Manila envelope stuffed with loose sketches. Turns out he was pretty good.” Vince displayed a couple photos of Hassan’s handiwork. “The envelope had a couple dozen drawings like this one, but they were all on the back of what Amy thought was scrap paper. I think it’s something else.” He moved his mouse and brought the invoice for concrete onto the screen. “Every drawing was on the back of a financial document of some sort. An invoice for supplies and materials. A receipt. A ledger. Every one of these documents has dollar figures on it.”

He sat back in his chair, triumphant. He watched Lisa, her brow furrowed, as she skimmed the most recent document he had pulled onto the screen. She chewed her bottom lip, then looked back into the camera. “Vince, this doesn’t prove anything. Maybe this was the only paper he could find. Maybe there was a whole batch of finance documents they were about to take to the burn pit, and he grabbed them and it really is scrap paper.”

“I thought you might say that,” Vince answered, trying not to sound smug. “Check this out. One side of this paper is a drawing of our friend Nick Batson. Pretty good likeness, and interesting artistic interpretation. Check out his eyes. On the other side was this.” Vince clicked and brought up the handwritten note. “Amy said this looked like her brother’s handwriting. He noticed a discrepancy between what the PRT was spending and what the books added up to.”

Lisa’s expression changed slightly. Less skepticism and more uncertainty, Vince thought. “What’s your theory?” she asked.

“I think Hassan was digging into the PRT records. You remember what the place was like; it wasn’t exactly a secure facility. He could have gotten into the financial records at any point. They were working 12-hour days, and that leaves 12 hours of downtime. He could only sleep so much. I think he found out that their financial position was misstated. They were spending less than what was coming in, but it kept coming in. Why would that be? My theory is that someone, probably Batson, was skimming. Reporting one set of expenses to CENTCOM, but not all that money was going into the PRT. Batson would have been the one guy in a position to manipulate that. So, he’s running his own private business. Hassan found out, and Batson found out that Hassan had suspicions, so he got Hassan out of the way.”

Lisa tented her fingers and leaned back in her chair. “That’s actually not crazy,” she said. “We were in the middle of a war and money was no object. I mean, we spent billions, maybe even trillions, who’s going to notice thousands missing, especially if they’re being told that it was spent supporting the war? You have a problem, though. You can’t prove anything.”

Vince nodded. “Not yet. And, that’s where you come in. You said you’d help if I brought you a legitimate need. I need to get copies of the official financial records from the Gardez PRT. From early 2007, like January through April, so I have something to compare to Hassan’s notes.”

Lisa shook her head. “I can’t do that.” Vince started to object but she waved him off. “No, I mean I have no idea how to go about that. You’re talking about pulling 15-year-old records from a tiny unit that only existed during the war. I have no idea how to go about that. There might not have even been an official record.”

Vince smirked. “This is the Chair Force we’re talking about. We had official records for everything.”

“True.”

“So, give it a try. You know people. Ask around and see who can help you. It’s important.”

“I’ll see what I can do. Now, I need to get some sleep.”

“Thank you, Lisa,” Vince said and watched her video disappear from the meeting. He shut the computer down and thought about his next steps. While Lisa worked on the official records, he needed to look at Batson, see what his personal bank accounts reflected during that time. He had no idea how to go about doing that, but he bet Eddie Fleck did.


CHAPTER 10

Denver, May 3, 2022

The talk radio station buzzed with Batson fever as Vince drove to the office Tuesday morning. The new politician had completed a big kick-off weekend for his campaign, making the rounds to neighborhood associations, trade meetings, and community events throughout the state. The appearances drew rave reviews.

“I like that he’s a veteran,” one male interviewee said, “and he’s been a leader in a lot of different settings. It’s a long way until the election, but I’m glad we have some fresh choices this time.”

The talk show hosts agreed with his assessment, saying that what Batson lacked in political experience at the state or local level, he more than made up for as a combat veteran and successful business executive. It sounded like they were reading from talking points Batson had prepared for them.

“And, he’s so handsome,” giggled one of the female hosts. “He has those beautiful eyes.”

Yeah, Vince thought, until they’re trying to stare through you. He switched to classic rock for the rest of his commute.

Mason called a staff meeting for first thing that morning. They met in the conference room next to his office. Kate was due in court later that day and wore a smart business suit. Mason had no scheduled client contact for the day, so he wore jeans and a Princess Bride T-shirt with the words “You killed my father, prepare to die” stretched across his stomach. Vince wondered if he had bought all of his casual clothes 20 years earlier.

Vince dressed in his standard khakis and polo, not looking all that different than he had for his meeting with Amy D’Spain the day before. Naomi trudged into the meeting dressed in all black. They sat at the conference table, and Mason plopped a plastic bag in the middle.

“Glad to see you’re back among the living,” he said to Vince. “I hope it wasn’t a stomach bug. I brought burritos.” He reached into the bag and slid foil-wrapped packets around the table.

“Vegan for me, please,” Naomi said.

“Got you covered.” With everyone served, Mason settled into his chair and looked around at the group. “Thought it would be good to get some updates on our major cases. We’re picking up more and more business. I’m actually thinking about bringing on a new associate, but I’m not sure where I’d put him.”

“Or her,” Kate added.

“You could clean up your office and turn this room back into an office,” Vince said.

“That’s not really practical, Vince, and you know it. I think we’re each just going to have to work harder until I figure out the logistics. Besides, we have chemistry on the team, and I don’t want to upset our delicate balance.” He eyed Naomi as he said that. Oblivious, she inspected her burrito to make sure it was truly vegan before starting her breakfast.

“I have several little cases brewing. Zoning changes, approvals for additions, that kind of thing. Nothing too exciting, and nothing too time-consuming. The one I’ve been spending some time on is Joe Hollingsworth Junior and making sure his interests are looked out for in his investment group. Thanks to Vince, we got a Cracker Jack letter off to the group last week. Naomi, has that been delivered yet?”

Naomi rolled her eyes and made a big show of moving her breakfast aside to check her notepad. “We sent five certified letters with delivery confirmation. Four of them have confirmed delivery.”

“Who hasn’t gotten a letter yet?” Mason asked.

“Dave Grogan.”

“Interesting. Keep an eye on that for me and let me know when the confirmation comes in. Kate, what has you so dressed up this morning?”

“We have a hearing in the North Central Mall case this afternoon,” she said. “Judge Watson will rule on whether the original agreement to sell constituted a verbal contract. Our client is hoping he does, as that significantly improves their financial position in the current sale. If he rules there was a verbal contract, we’ll motion for inclusion of our client in the current agreement and immediately withdraw the lawsuit. If he rules that there was no verbal contract, we’re headed for a full trial in about a month.”

Mason drummed his fingers on the table as he chewed. A bit of green chili dripped down his chin. “And, what’s going on with Judy Stevenson and Dartmouth?”

“As we predicted, Judy is looking to have the HOA take over the suit on behalf of her and several other residents. Dartmouth continues to assert no fault in materials or workmanship.”

“Fleck dig up anything on them yet?”

Vince spoke up. “The president of Dartmouth has an interesting history in a couple other locations. Eddie is looking for something definitive that would show he cut corners on this build or had knowledge of a problem with materials. I hope to hear from him today.”

“Sounds good. Any other cases keeping you up at night?” Mason asked Kate.

“No. Everything else is pretty straightforward. I can take on one or two other small cases right now. If Judge Watson rules in our favor today, I can put the mall to bed, and that will free up time. If he rules against us, I may have to ask Vince to babysit a couple of the routine ones while I get ready for trial.”

“Gotcha,” Mason said. “Well, on behalf of Ginsberg and Cassady, I’ll adjourn this meeting. Have a great day.”

They filed out of the conference room. Vince tossed his foil and napkins in a garbage can and stopped in the wash room to make sure he didn’t have any burrito remnants stuck in his teeth. He paused at Naomi’s desk on his way back to his desk.

“Let me know if you hear anything back on Grogan today,” he said. “Maybe he took a long weekend or something, but I find it a little strange that he didn’t get the letter yet when everyone else did.”

Naomi looked at him blankly. No monotone response. No sarcastic remarks. “Hey, Naomi, are you okay? You look a little green.” She did, and it wasn’t just her hair; he thought she might be sick.

She glanced down at the Denver Post newspaper she had just opened. “Grogan won’t be getting that letter,” she said.

Vince picked up the paper and read the headline on the front page of the metro section. “Political Backer Grogan Found Dead; Apparent Suicide.” He read on, “David Grogan, a noted political financier and key supporter of the recently formed committee over Nick Batson’s senate campaign was found dead in his Lakewood home Monday night. Police declined to comment on the cause of death, but a source close to the investigation spoke to the Post on the condition of anonymity. The source said Grogan took his own life and died by gunshot to the head.” Vince felt his stomach knot. He returned the newspaper to Naomi’s desk.

“It’s crazy, isn’t it?” Naomi said. “We were just talking about the guy, and now we find out he’s dead.”

Vince couldn’t speak, so he just nodded his head.

“Hey, you didn’t know the guy, did you? You seem really affected.”

“No,” Vince said, his voice a strangled whisper. “I didn’t know him directly. I knew someone who knew him. We had another mutual acquaintance who died in a similar way.”

“Yikes. That’s a really unlucky coincidence.”

Vince turned and walked back toward his office, thinking about how much he didn’t believe in coincidences. He sat at his desk and blindly shuffled some files before jumping up and trotting down the hall to Mason’s door. Mason was redistributing clutter to give himself a small work space on top of his desk.

“Mason, we have a problem,” Vince said. He explained about Grogan. “Since he was close to one of our clients, I think it would be a good idea if I went to the scene and see if any of the other investors are there for some reason. Try to get some early information on how this impacts Junior’s investment.”

Mason nodded, then shook his head. “I think you’re wasting your time. I mean, it’s a long shot that anyone will be there, that they’d talk to you, or that what they’d say is worthwhile.” He paused and looked Vince in the eye. “Suit yourself. Might make the day more lively for you. I’m not paying mileage, so this field trip is on your own dime.”

.   .   .

In another part of the city, a man dialed a private cell phone number. Only two people knew the number, and he only called it from his own secret phone. It rang until the voicemail picked up. He hung up and waited for his phone to ring.

“What’s up?” said the voice on the other end.

“I got a call from an old friend at the Pentagon this morning. Lisa Dillon is asking questions about Gardez.”

“What’s got her interested in Gardez? That’s ancient history.”

“I have a hunch. I had my friend pull the deployment records from Bagram to get me the name of her paralegal. Turns out, he’s settled here in town.”

“Think he’s involved?”

“I’m texting you their cell numbers. See if they’ve had contact the past couple of days. We may need to keep an eye on him.”

“Maybe more than that.”

“Use your discretion. And, keep it clean.”


CHAPTER 11

Afghanistan, May 19, 2007

Vince sat at his desk reading email. He had one from Staff Sergeant Vanessa Hicks, his replacement at Bagram. Her rotation would take her into November, maybe December, and she had questions about what to pack for the colder months. He walked over to the mini-fridge they kept in the office and took out a Diet Pepsi. The cans were smaller than in the U.S., only eight or nine ounces, and opened with a pull tab rather than the familiar pop top. Vince pulled the can open, tossed the tab onto the desk and started his reply to Sergeant Hicks.

Lisa burst through the door, breathing hard, as if she’d just sprinted. “Get ready. We have to go back to Gardez,” she said. “The convoy is forming up and we need to have wheels rolling in 30 minutes. Go pack an overnight bag; we’ll be back by tomorrow.”

Vince stared at her, can halfway to his lips. “Why? What happened?”

“I’ll fill you in on the way. Short version is, Senior Airman Abdallah is dead. Go pack your bag; we need to get moving.”

Vince’s head swam as he popped out of his chair and fled the building. He jogged to his assigned B-Hut, his tan boots kicking up dust as he ran, like making puddles in a dry stream.

The B-Hut was a nondescript plywood building in a row of others like it. It had green sandbags stacked in twos and piled two-deep around its base to keep the water out when it rained. Right next to the entrance was a heat pump that tried in vain to keep the hut warm in the winter. Now that spring had fully arrived, the heat pump sat dormant.

Vince opened the door slowly, trying not to make too much noise. Although the airmen had been instructed not to, someone had used 550 cord and blankets and sheets to create walled off spaces within the hut, affording them a measure of privacy. They kept the overhead lights in the B-Hut off. A couple night shift workers shared the hut with them, and Vince could hear one of them snoring. Vince pulled a flashlight from his cargo pocket and found his way to his space. He slid aside the beach towel that served as a door, went into his “room,” slid the towel back and flipped on the dim lamp that sat next to his bed.

It only took a couple of minutes to gather the essentials for the trip and toss them into his desert camo backpack—socks, underwear, T-shirt. He could re-wear the DCUs he had on, but he neatly folded a set from a hanger and put them in the pack, too. He added his toiletry kit of deodorant, toothbrush, toothpaste, shampoo, and shaving gear. Finally, he grabbed the novel he’d been reading and shoved it into the bag.

He hoisted the pack onto his shoulders, followed the flashlight beam back to the door, and started jogging back to the office. Lisa was there in full “battle rattle”—Kevlar vest, helmet, and a web belt with holster for her nine millimeter.

Vince did the same, minus the holster. As an enlisted airman, he would travel with an M-16 rifle. He never understood why officers were ordered to use the handgun. It wouldn’t be as effective in a firefight, and it would be one more thing singling them out as a person of higher rank, and therefore a higher value target.

They were assigned to the third Humvee in the convoy. Dustin Harris, Dusty, was their driver once again, and Jimmy Bates took the front passenger seat, leaving Major Dillon and Vince in the backseat. Chaplain Davidson and his assistant were in the Humvee behind them, and a Mortuary Affairs officer joined them. An extra vehicle was included this time, a Hummer without a backseat, a coffin occupying the additional cargo space. The rest of the convoy was filled out with Security Forces troops, including Captain Peterson in the lead vehicle.

They took off, and once through the Bagram gate, they picked up speed, going as fast as they could safely handle the boxy vehicles on the narrow, winding roads. The scenery flew past them, and they heard chatter on the radio among the drivers. Their convoy was call-signed Beacon this time, and most of the radio calls came from the lead vehicle.

“Beacon 1, approaching village. Repeat, approaching village. Over.”

Over the road and radio noise, Lisa explained what she knew. “Airman Abdallah was supposed to be on kitchen duty this morning, but he didn’t report. No one saw him at breakfast, and he wasn’t in his hut. They started looking for him. It didn’t take long because the compound is tiny. They found him in the NCO day room. He was dead; self-inflicted gunshot wound to the head.”

“He killed himself?”

“Yes. It’s terrible.”

“When do they think it happened?”

“I don’t have all the details yet, but they think it was sometime late last night, after midnight.”

“No one heard a gun go off in a tiny compound in the middle of the night? Aren’t they supposed to have people on guard, so they can hear gunshots?”

“Those are good questions, Vince,” Lisa said. “Hopefully, we’ll get some answers when we get there.”

Vince thought back to the first trip to Gardez two weeks before. He’d barely met Airman Abdallah, but he hadn’t seemed suicidal. You never know what people are hiding, Vince reminded himself, and the combat zone affects everyone differently.

“So, why do they need the JAG team on this one?” he asked.

“Captain Peterson asked if we’d come. Since there had just been an incident involving the airman, he thought it might be helpful for legal counsel to be there in case the commander has questions or in case any other issues arise.”

Vince smirked. “Legal counsel. That’s you. So, why am I here?”

“Because you go where I go. And, you’d be bored back at the base. You wouldn’t want to miss out.”

The radio crackled to life. “Beacon 1 here; we’re approaching the next road. Slow down and prepare to turn. Over.”

They turned left onto another road even more narrow than the one they were on. Vince remembered this one having the suspicious mound from before. A flat, rock-filled expanse stretched between the road and a village in the distance. Vince estimated they’d have less than an hour before they reached the PRT compound.

“Beacon 6; we’ve made the turn. Over.”

“Beacon 1; all clear here; let’s speed this up. Over.”

The Humvees kicked into high gear again and began spewing dust clouds all around them. Vince checked his watch again, then looked out the window, scanning for signs of trouble.

The deafening roar of an explosion sounded ahead of them, and smoke filled the air.

The convoy screeched to a halt. A voice came over the radio—Vince thought it belonged to Captain Peterson. “Beacon 1. We’re hit. IED. Repeat, we’re hit. One injury.”

Vince looked through the windshield and saw the occupants of the second vehicle rushing to the wreckage of the first one. He could see the troops rolling out of the smoking vehicle, and someone—again, probably Peterson—at the rear passenger door, trying to extract a passenger.

“Get out on the driver’s side,” Jimmy told the group. “Use the vehicle for cover. I’m going to go help.”

Dusty, Lisa, and Vince piled out and readied their weapons. Vince could smell the acrid smoke and burning rubber of a Humvee tire. He could hear the screams of the injured airman, and heard voices shouting commands and radio chatter as the incident was reported back to base.

The next thing he heard was gunfire.


CHAPTER 12

Denver, May 3, 2022

Vince guessed the address they had for the certified letter to David Grogan was a home address. He was a younger guy and would have started working from home full time when the pandemic hit in 2020, if he hadn’t been doing so already. Most millennials found out an office was an unwanted luxury and stayed home, even as the pandemic slowed down. He tapped the address into his phone and followed the directions.

Vince’s hunch was right. The GPS took him to a trendy new neighborhood featuring a mix of row homes, duplexes, and single-family units. Even though it was a new build, the design made it look like an old East Coast neighborhood. Grogan’s address was the corner unit of a set of brownstones. Each home had six concrete steps leading up to a stoop that led to a brightly colored door. The townhouses stretched across a wide street separated by a median planted with green grass and aspen and pine trees. The aspens were leafing out with the late spring weather, the bright greens contrasting with the white bark of the tree trunks. The brownstones had a small strip of grass between the curb and sidewalk, and the strip was planted with more aspens.

Vince saw a police cruiser parked in front of Grogan’s house, so he turned the corner and parked a block down the street. As he walked toward the house, the police officer bounded down the steps, got in the cruiser, and drove off. Vince waited until he was out of sight and then climbed the steps.

The police had taped off the door with crime scene tape and a notice on the yellow door advised that there was to be no entry into the home by order of the Lakewood Police Department. Vince looked around, unsure of what his next move should be and wondering what he really thought he could accomplish coming out here.

He started down the steps when he heard a door open. A gray-haired woman in a pink bathrobe had come out onto the stoop two doors down. She waved at him, and he returned the gesture.

“Have you heard?” she asked. “About David?”

Vince walked to the bottom of her steps and put his right foot on the bottom step. Unsure if he would get an invitation to come further, he stopped and answered. “I heard he died, but I wasn’t expecting police tape on the door.”

“Were you a friend of his?”

“No, not really. We, uh, had a work project that was just starting up.”

The woman motioned him up the stairs, and when he reached the top, she whispered, “It was suicide. I didn’t want to be the one to tell you if you were his friend, but it doesn’t seem like you were close.”

“We weren’t,” Vince answered. “I wonder if the police always tape off a house when there’s a suicide. That seems unusual to me.”

“I asked the officer about it,” the woman answered. “Since the suicide was by gunshot, the medical examiner has to rule a cause of death. He said they treat the location like a crime scene until they get the official ruling. I’m Irene, by the way. David used to water my houseplants when I was out of town. I go visit my grandkids in California every couple of months, and he was very reliable. Nice guy; I can’t believe he killed himself.”

Vince nodded and took a step down, but Irene kept talking.

“You say you worked together. What kind of work do you do?”

“I’m in real estate,” Vince answered. “We had mutual interest in an investment, and I was doing some research on it for us. I heard he’d passed away, and I thought I should come by in case there was anything I could do.” He kicked himself as soon as he said it; it was perhaps the lamest thing he could have said.

Irene nodded, though, as if it made perfect sense, and Vince seized his opportunity before she could start talking again. “I need to get going. I appreciate the information about the police tape, though.”

“Wait,” she said, leaning forward and putting a hand on the handrail. “I didn’t tell you the most interesting part yet.”

Vince took a step back up toward the stoop. “What’s that?”

“Early this morning, before the police came, two men came to the house. But, they didn’t go through the front door. I was out back watering the flowers on my balcony. My balcony extends a little further than the unit next door, so I can see David’s back door. I saw the men arrive, but I don’t think they saw me. They had a key, and they went in. I finished watering and got my cup of coffee. It was such a nice morning, I thought I’d drink it on the balcony. As I was coming out, the men left. They didn’t seem to be in a hurry or upset or anything. They must not have found David. The officer told me he was in his bedroom. Maybe they called for him, he didn’t answer, and they decided he wasn’t there.”

Vince looked back at Grogan’s town house and the police tape on the door. “Did you share that with the police?”

“No. Do you think I should have? The officer told me David shot himself sometime last night, so those men wouldn’t have had anything to do with it. I didn’t want to confuse the police with useless information.”

Vince nodded. “That was probably wise. It’s really nice to meet you, Irene. Sorry it was under these circumstances.”

Vince went down the steps and walked back around the corner. He turned into the alley where the garages were. He stood on his toes and looked over the fence around Grogan’s property. The brownstones had detached garages that formed private courtyards between the garages and the back doors. He looked up and saw Irene’s balcony and that it indeed extended past her neighbor’s. There were several others like that. He wondered who she had seen leaving and why they had been there.

He heard a sliding door and ducked down below the fence line. He didn’t need Irene spying on him. She was a talker, and he wasn’t sure he could rely on her to keep all the “useless information” from the police.

.   .   .

His cell phone rang on his way back to the office. He glanced at the screen and saw that it was Eddie Fleck, so he picked up.

“Vince. Long time, no talk, right? I got an update for you. On the Dartmouth thing.”

“Sounds good, Eddie. I’m driving right now, so I can’t write anything down.”

“No problem. I’ll email you a final report. Just wanted to get you the details right away. I know how impatient you are.”

“Thanks,” Vince said. “So, what’s up with Dartmouth?”

“Remember Calhoun, the company president? I’m not finding hard evidence that he cut corners this time or ignored any scientists, but there is one interesting detail. Calhoun bought the siding for the development exclusively from a company called Rocky Mountain Siding. Clever name, right? Well, I looked into RMS and found that its owner and president is a woman named Wanda Piatkowski.”

Vince had to swerve to avoid a car that slammed on its brakes suddenly. He honked and muttered under his breath.

“You still there?”

“Yeah. Sorry; crazy drivers out this morning.”

“Anyway, Wanda Piatkowski owns this company, and they haven’t done very well. Posted losses every quarter last year until they got the big contract with Dartmouth. Seems like none of the other builders will touch them. Any idea who Wanda Piatkowski is?”

“No idea, Eddie,” Vince said. “That’s why I hired you.”

“Good thing you did. I’m the best. Have I mentioned that?”

“Only a hundred times. So, who is this Wanda Pie woman?”

“Piatkowski. Wanda Piatkowski married Simon Piatkowski when she was Wanda Calhoun.”

“Calhoun as in Lewis Calhoun?”

“Bingo. She’s his sister. And, he’s the only builder that will do business with her. Sound like something you can work with?”


CHAPTER 13

Afghanistan, May 19, 2007

The bullets came from the mud huts to their west, a steady barrage of gunfire. Vince heard the shots pepper the side of their Humvee. The training from Fort Dix kicked in and he immediately moved from his crouch to flatten himself on his belly. He flicked the safety off his M-16 and tried to figure out which building the shots were coming from. Then he remembered the instructor’s words—hit hard and hit first—and started firing at the buildings, sweeping his gun from a 45-degree angle to his left to the same position on his right.

Dusty had a similar position to Vince’s left, and he mirrored Vince’s action, sweeping from right to left. It was perfect execution of interlocking fields of fire. Lisa lay between the two, her Beretta cocked and ready.

The gunfire from the buildings stopped. The radio in the Humvee crackled to life with static. “This is Beacon 2. Check in. Over.”

Vince and Lisa looked at each other. Checking in would require getting into the front seat of the Hummer. Behind them Beacon 4 checked in. “All present. No injuries.” Beacon 5 and Beacon 6 checked in likewise.

“Beacon 3, check in. Over.”

“I’ve got it,” Lisa said. She stood and leaned toward the front door. Something inside Vince screamed that it was a bad idea. He leaped to his feet and shoved Lisa to the ground right as the next volley of gunfire began. A chunk of metal flew off the top of the vehicle and sliced across Vince’s arm. The arm burned with pain unlike anything he’d felt before. While his brain focused on the injury, his body acted on its own. He dropped to his knees, then lunged forward to pull the radio from the Hummer.

He fell to the ground, next to Dusty and looked at his arm. His DCU sleeve was torn open and a piece of metal protruded from his arm halfway between his elbow and biceps. There was a trickle of blood, but it didn’t seem too serious. Survival took priority above everything else. He pulled a second magazine from his cargo pocket and reloaded the M-16.

The assault continued. The dirt in front of them kicked up clouds of dust and gravel as bullets rained down.

“They’re trying to shoot under the Hummer,” Lisa said. “Get behind the wheels.” She rolled and crouched behind a rear wheel, making herself into as small a target as possible. Dusty and Vince lay behind the front wheel, positioning themselves to return fire.

More gunshots came, and Dusty fired back.

“Beacon 3 checking in,” Vince said over the radio. “We had one report to Beacon 1 and we have one minor injury. Over.”

“Keep shooting, Beacon 3,” came the response. “We have air support on the way.”

Vince emptied his second magazine and reloaded with his final one. He could see chunks of the mud hut flying off as they shot, but the return fire continued, so they weren’t deterring their assailants. He continued firing, sweeping the weapon left to right and back until he heard a click.

“I’m out,” he said.

“Me too,” Dusty answered.

Lisa continued to crouch, holding her weapon at the ready. Vince had seen her take a couple of shots and then stop. She probably realized the handgun wouldn’t have the range, accuracy, or stopping power needed.

A familiar roar filled the air. Vince looked up and saw two A-10s coming from the direction of Bagram. The aircraft was basically a flying machine gun. It had been slated for retirement prior to the start of Desert Storm in the 90s but proved its worth in modern combat. It could fly low and slow over a firefight and linger in the area while the battle continued.

That’s exactly what happened, although the rest of the battle didn’t last long. The A-10s, with their enormous Gatling guns, chewed through the mud huts, reducing them to rubble in a matter of minutes.

The shooting stopped, but the aircraft continued to circle. “Beacon 1 here,” the radio called. “The hostiles have been neutralized. Everyone report to Beacon 2.”

A new sound entered the fray, as a pair of F-15s screamed onto the scene, flying low over what was left of the village while the A-10s lingered. The F-15s circled and passed by again, leaving plumes of jet trail in their wake as they returned to base.

Vince reluctantly stood, casting a wary glance at the mud huts. He felt more confident with the aircraft around. He crouched behind the vehicle, and when no gunfire came his way, he said, “All clear. Let’s go.”

They reached the second Humvee as they heard the rotors of a helicopter in the distance. Captain Peterson, the convoy commander, looked at them through reddened eyes; soot and flecks of blood covered his face. He wore a determined expression. “We lost Hugo,” he said, referring to Airman First Class Hugo Gonzalez, who had been in his vehicle. “The Blackhawks are coming for recovery.” He looked down and collected himself. “I heard one injury over the radio. Where are you?”

Vince raised his hand, and Peterson nodded at him. “Anyone else?” No one said anything. “Drivers, is everyone accounted for?” Each driver reported they had all their personnel.

“Jimmy,” Peterson said, “help Sergeant Marcotte dress that wound. Once we get Hugo headed back to Bagram, the rest of us continue on with our mission.”

Two Blackhawks touched down in the field between the road and what was left of the mud huts. Peterson ran toward them to give them the situation report. Jimmy Bates called Vince over and examined his arm.

“Man, that got you pretty good,” he said. “It’s deep, but it didn’t hit an artery. It’s gonna bleed when I get the shrapnel out, but we’ll get it bandaged. You’ll probably get a Purple Heart. And, a cool scar.”

Vince didn’t answer. As Jimmy worked on his arm, he looked over his shoulder at the twisted wreckage of the Humvee that hit the IED. He could hear muffled conversations around him, and saw a pair of soldiers running with a body on a stretcher from the Hummer to the Blackhawk.

“How are you not in pain right now?” Jimmy’s question brought Vince back to the moment.

“Must be adrenaline,” Vince said. “I’ve read that it can be a pain suppressor.”

“Well, we’ve got you patched up for now. The medic at Gardez will probably want to give you stitches.”

Vince thanked him and they made their way back to Beacon 3. Lisa paced in front of the vehicle. Her usually immaculate uniform was covered in dirt, her hair was a mess, and Vince thought he saw lines where tears had streaked down her face.

“How’s your arm?” she asked.

“It’s fine now,” Vince said. “I think I’m in for a lot of pain once the shock wears off.”

“That should’ve been me,” Lisa said. “When I think about what position I was in, the way I was facing, that metal probably would have gone straight into my neck, if the bullet didn’t kill me first. I,” she stopped and took a deep breath. Vince looked down and saw her wringing her hands together. “I didn’t see anyone over there, and we were supposed to check in. I thought the shooters had run off or something. What made you push me out of the way? Did you see something?”

“Just a feeling. And, remembering the way they’d yell at us at Fort Dix to stay out of the line of fire. I was worried you were too easy of a target, so I thought I’d move you out of the way and get into a more defensive position and go for the radio.”

“I’m so sorry,” Lisa said, and he could see the tears forming again. “I’m glad you did what you did, but I’m sorry it went the way it did.”

“It’s just a flesh wound,” Vince said, trying his best British accent. Lisa looked at him like he had just landed from another planet. “Not a big Monty Python fan, I take it.”

She shook her head. They saw dust coming up the road, and Vince felt a knot in the pit of his stomach. Captain Peterson called out, “We have two more vehicles joining us for the trip to Gardez. Give us a little more fire power if we need it. Form up in your vehicles, and as soon as our new friends are in position, we’re taking off.”

Just before Lisa stepped into the vehicle, Vince said to her, “Want to know something funny? When the bullets started flying, I did something I haven’t done since I was a kid. I prayed. I asked God for protection.”

Lisa gently touched his injured arm. “I don’t think it’s funny,” she said. “Probably a good thing that you did.”

“I guess the funny part is we were just talking about that last time we went to Gardez. How there are no atheists in foxholes.”

.   .   .

Peterson radioed ahead that the convoy was coming in hot. As soon as the sentries on duty confirmed their identity over the radio, they moved the barricades, and the convoy rolled into the compound, barely slowing down.

Captain Peterson immediately went to the showers, and Vince was brought to the PRT medic, a Tech Sergeant named Dario Martinez. Dario wore thick glasses, and he clearly knew a lot about first aid and taking care of combat injuries.

He had Vince take off his DCU top. He cut through the bandage that Jimmy had applied. “Sergeant Bates did this? He paid attention to his training.” Dario had an iPod docked to a small speaker in the corner of the medical tent playing show tunes as he worked. He hummed along when he wasn’t talking.

“What ended up hitting you?” he asked Vince as he started stitching.

“I’m not sure. A strip of metal sheared off the Humvee when a bullet hit it.”

“I’d say today is your lucky day. That shrapnel missed all the good stuff. An inch here or there and it might have hit an artery or severed a tendon, even hit bone. But, it basically just got lodged in muscle tissue. It’ll hurt for the next few days, maybe even a week, and it’ll leave a scar, but I’m not worried about any nerve loss or internal bleeding. You’ll make a full recovery.”

Vince thanked him and left him to his Broadway music. He walked past a crowd of the Security Forces members who had accompanied them. They returned his nod, but stayed silent, somber. Most of them avoided eye contact and kicked at the dirt with their combat boots. He went into the L-shaped building to find Lisa.

Captain Peterson had met up with her, and when she saw Vince, she motioned him over. “We’re about to meet with Batson,” she said. “You haven’t missed anything.”

Peterson nodded at his arm. “Looks like you have a better war story to tell now than most of the other JAG corps.”

“I’d rather have a boring story,” Vince said.

“I hear that.”

“Sorry about Hugo,” Vince said. “Did you know him well?”

“Not really,” Peterson answered. “He’d just transferred into our unit, and this was my first operational mission with him. Doesn’t make it any easier, though. Before I hit the rack tonight, I’m going to write a letter to his parents to let them know how much I appreciate his service. This is the worst part of my job.” His face was ashen, and Vince wondered how often he had to write letters to parents.

The echo of heavy footfalls on the stone floor announced Batson’s entrance. He still looked like a recruiting poster boy, Vince thought, although at that moment, he looked exhausted. Something seemed off with his piercing eyes, too, though Vince couldn’t put his finger on it.

“Thanks for coming out,” Batson said. “I think this is straightforward, but I’ll let Security Forces make the final call on that. Airman Abdallah didn’t report for kitchen duty this morning. He wasn’t in his B-Hut, and he hadn’t reported to medical. We searched the compound. To tell you the truth, I was worried that he had left the post, snuck off in the middle of the night. But, this was much worse. He had gone into the day room at some point last night and shot himself with a nine-millimeter handgun.”

“Wasn’t he issued an M-16?” Peterson asked.

“We issue rifles and handguns to all PRT members,” Batson answered. “When we’re out winning the hearts and minds of the villagers, we can’t always have rifles with us, so we carry the nine mils. Makes us a little less threatening, a little more approachable.”

“And, he shot himself with the nine mil he had been issued?” Peterson asked.

“That’s correct.”

“Did anyone hear a gunshot? I mean, I’d think the PRT is relatively quiet at night and someone would have heard something.”

“You can ask around,” Batson said. “But, I haven’t run into anyone yet who says they did.”

“Any note?”

“A short one. ‘Tell my family I’m sorry.’ That was the whole thing.”

“Any idea why he would kill himself? Did you notice anything off about his behavior in the days leading up to this?”

“Nothing specific,” Batson answered, stroking his chin thoughtfully. “But, and let’s keep this off the record, no need to speak ill of the dead. Airman Abdallah was not having a good deployment. You know from your own visit here a few weeks ago that he didn’t get along with the other troops. He struggled with the work that was assigned to him. PRT work is not light duty. It can be very tiring and very stressful. Most of my troops come to terms with that and use the long hours and the stressful environment to be more productive. Airman Abdallah had a hard time doing that, and I think he was ashamed to be perceived as a failure.”

“Is the body still where they found it? And, who found it, by the way?” Captain Peterson asked.

“Body is still there, and I’m the one who found him.”

Peterson scratched a few notes on his pad. “I’ll need to see the body,” he said.

Batson nodded and gestured toward the door. “Major, staff sergeant, you coming, too?”

“No,” Lisa answered. “We need to double check the chain of custody on his belongings and see if he had a will in place. We’ll have to coordinate with Mortuary Affairs on notifying next of kin, and we’ll have to read Public Affairs into the situation.”

Batson nodded. “Have at it, major. Whatever you need, it’s yours. Chief Alexander can help you with the belongings and the will.”

Batson turned and strode out of the room, Peterson following behind him. Two minutes later, a gray-haired chief master sergeant with five o’clock stubble on his chin filled the doorway. He was immense—not fat, just a Goliath of a man.

“Afternoon,” he said. “I’m Chief D.J. Alexander. As the colonel said, anything you need, it’s yours.”


CHAPTER 14

Denver, May 3, 2022

“You were right,” Vince said as Mason dropped into the chair opposite his in Vince’s tiny office. “The trip to Grogan’s was a bust.”

“No news that would impact our case, huh?”

“No. The police have the place taped off; they have to treat it as a crime scene until the M.E. officially rules it a suicide. At least, that’s what a nosy neighbor told me.”

“You didn’t miss much here. Junior called; he said that Grogan was the ringleader of the investment group. With him gone, he thinks the other guys will pull their money. He was wondering about trying to buy them out and going it alone, if it would make sense to his financial strategy.”

“What’d you tell him?”

“I told him I don’t do financial advice. If he wants to pursue the buyout, we can help him draw it up and make sure it’s legal and that the agreement protects his interests to the greatest degree possible. I think that satisfied him. He mentioned that Grogan had lost interest in the project and was thinking about moving on anyway.”

The two men sat in silence for a moment. Mason started to get up, and Vince said, “Oh yeah. I have some news. I talked to Eddie, and he told me about a connection between Dartmouth Builders and their siding supplier.” He filled Mason in on the details. Mason’s grin grew wider as he listened.

“This is gold,” he said. “You need to tell Kate right now. I have some other calls to make, but this swings the case in our favor.”

Vince followed Mason down the hall and stopped at Kate’s office. He repeated what Eddie had told her. She reacted more cautiously than Mason, but Vince could tell she thought it was a good development.

“Get me the contact information for Dartmouth’s lawyer,” she said to Vince. “I think it’s about time for legal counsel to have a talk.”

.   .   .

That evening, Vince resisted the temptation to text Lisa Dillon for updates. He remembered Eddie’s words, “Nobody likes a nudge.” And, it would probably take a few days for her to track down the information he needed.

Instead, he searched the internet for information on Nick Batson. He read through his campaign website. It was light on details about Batson, mostly summary information saying he was a war hero and a corporate genius.

He saw a link to Whiteman Air Force Base’s newspaper archive about Batson’s change of command ceremony in 2010. Batson had been the Comptroller Squadron commander and was in charge of the base’s funds. According to the article, Batson was leaving the service and had spent most of his career in finance-related positions.

He also found a link to the Congressional Record from February 2010. It listed Batson among the Air Force’s selectees for promotion to colonel. Vince looked back at the Whiteman article and saw it was dated in August. He looked at the accompanying photo. Batson, in his dress blues, passed the flag signifying command to the wing commander, a one-star general. He looked much like the Batson Vince had met in 2007–sharp, serious, intelligent. He looked a little older now, but Batson really hadn’t changed all that much in 15 years.

Vince closed the laptop and propped his chin on folded hands. Batson had been a military man through and through and was having a very successful career. Why did he quit just a few months after being selected for promotion? And, the Whiteman article said he had 18 years of service. That meant he was only two years away from a full retirement. Who gives up a full-bird colonel’s retirement when they could just gut it out for two more years?

He supposed there were explanations. He could have a medical retirement, but Vince thought Batson’s campaign site would have played him up as “retired Air Force.” He could have had a sick relative that he needed to go take care of, but the military was very good about offering humanitarian reassignments to accommodate that sort of thing. Maybe Batson just tired of being in the Air Force. That happened, but it was rare among senior officers, particularly those whose careers were advancing and who were approaching retirement eligibility.

The ring of his home phone interrupted his thoughts.

“Hello.”

Silence. Followed by breathing on the other end.

“Hello,” he repeated.

Still no answer. Just the same rhythmic breathing.

“I think you have the wrong number,” Vince said and hung up.

He heard a thud against his door. He started toward it and leaned toward the peep hole with a hand on the doorknob. He remembered reading a spy novel once where the spy said to never use the peep hole; the guy on the other side could see it darken and then put a bullet through it.

Vince dismissed that as highly unlikely and peeped anyway. He didn’t see anyone. He cautiously opened the door and saw no one. He heard the front door to the building slam, followed seconds later by a car door and tires squealing in the distance.

Vince rushed back to the kitchen window to see if he could glimpse the vehicle, but he was either too late or it went a different direction.

Vince went back to the door and looked out again. Nothing unusual in the hallway, but there was a single sheet of paper folded horizontally and taped to his door. The outside of the sheet had his name printed on it in neat handwriting, all caps.

He pulled it off the door and opened it. More of the same handwriting, all capital letters.

YOU NEVER GET HURT MINDING YOUR OWN BUSINESS.

Vince took the note inside, locking the door behind him. He sat down on the couch and stared at it.

As far as threats went, it was pretty passive. He wasn’t being told to mind his own business or that he’d be hurt if he didn’t. He wasn’t even told whose business he was nosing into that would have led to the note. The sentence was benign enough to be found inside a fortune cookie.

Those eight words carried a clear implication, though; someone didn’t like something he was doing. Whoever it was knew who he was, where he lived, and even what his home phone number was.

There wasn’t a shortage of people who might want him to mind his own business. Lewis Calhoun and his sister, maybe someone connected to Dave Grogan, and, of course, Nick Batson. Grogan made the least sense, unless his death wasn’t a suicide and someone knew that Vince had snooped around. Calhoun’s deal didn’t seem to be one that would prompt threats, even passive aggressive ones, but there was a ton of money tied up in that development, and money made people do crazy things.

Batson made the most sense to him, if for no other reason than that Vince had done the most snooping on him. He’d flown to Cleveland to get information related to him. He’d asked a senior Air Force JAG official to procure financial records that involved one of Batson’s former units.

But how would Batson know what he had been up to? How would any of them know what he’d been doing? That disturbed him the most. Who he was, where he lived, his phone number…these were all easy pieces of information. But, the note included a subtler warning.

We know what you’re doing.

Vince turned the paper over in his hands, inspecting it for some kind of clue, any additional information.

It was just plain, white computer paper. Could have come from any printer, even the one he had at home. The handwriting was neat, but the all caps would make it difficult to distinguish. Anyone could write that way and make it look the same. And, who even hand writes anymore? It’s not like he would have some kind of sample to compare it to.

He replayed the scene in his mind. Heavy breather on the phone, then a thud on the door. Front door slams, followed by a car door, followed by squealing wheels.

He was probably dealing with two guys, not one. One on the phone and one at the door. One running out of the apartment complex, and one in the vehicle, ready to drive away.

Any of the people he was getting involved with would have the resources to hire a pair of guys to scare him. He remembered a lawyer he worked for in the Air Force once telling him that when approaching a case, it was always good to understand who benefited from an action and who had the most to lose.

Batson had just begun a highly visible campaign for the U.S. Senate and had a lot of prestige and reputation on the line. Calhoun could lose a lot of money. And, Grogan. Well, Grogan no longer stood to lose anything, but if his death were something other than a suicide, someone else would be looking at prison time. Call them all equal.

Vince took pictures of each side of the note and filed the hard copy away with his Afghanistan notes. Calhoun wasn’t his problem; that was a work case, and Mason and Kate were driving the train. He couldn’t back down on Calhoun even if he wanted to. Grogan wasn’t really his problem, either; he did an initial look, but he didn’t have the time or resources to continue digging into it.

Batson was another matter altogether. Batson was personal, and he wasn’t letting an anonymous, passive-aggressive threat keep him from finishing the job.


CHAPTER 15

Denver, May 5, 2022

Multiple media outlets reported the medical examiner ruled Grogan’s death a suicide. That didn’t surprise Vince; they had a note, the gun was registered to Grogan, and there was no sign of forced entry. That didn’t convince Vince, but he had nothing to base his feelings on, other than the fact that Grogan was close to Batson—and Batson’s money. Given his working hypothesis that Batson had killed Abdallah because the airman got too close to his money, Vince hesitated to believe that Grogan had died at his own hand.

He needed to talk to someone about it, but the only person who had the whole story was Lisa. Vince had achieved a major victory getting her to agree to search for the old financial records, so he didn’t want to impose on her further. Mason knew about Grogan but didn’t know Vince’s backstory with Batson. Mason thought in concrete terms and straight lines, and Vince still didn’t have hard evidence against Batson. Spilling his guts to Mason could make going to work every day awkward if Mason thought he was crazy.

Vince decided on Eddie Fleck. Eddie had no stake in any of this, so he could give Vince an honest opinion, and if his honest opinion was that Vince needed a new hobby, well, Vince didn’t have to see him very often. Plus, Eddie worked as a detective and had a law enforcement background, so he might bring a helpful perspective.

They met at Lou’s Hamburger Joint on the Northwest side of Denver. Lou’s was an institution in that part of town, with a third generation chef grilling greasy burgers on a flat top and accessorizing them with anything the customers could dream up. There were the usual suspects, like grilled onions, avocado, bacon, or fried egg. There were more exotic options, such as teriyaki pineapple, a corn chip and black bean relish, or charred Brussels sprouts. And, there were things that were downright strange, like hummus, maple syrup, or Goldfish crackers. It was a favorite spot of Eddie’s, and Vince told him the firm owed him lunch as a bonus for his quick work on the Dartmouth case.

“So, what’s going on with Dartmouth?” Eddie asked as he drained his second Diet Coke while waiting for their burgers and fries.

“Kate scheduled a conference call with their attorneys; she’s going to let them know that we know about a familial relationship between Dartmouth and Rocky Mountain Siding and see if that spurs them into a settlement. Any settlement will involve Dartmouth replacing the faulty siding and paying for mildew mitigation.”

Their server, a college student named Caden with tattoo sleeves on both arms and pierced eyebrows, brought them their orders. Vince had a standard bacon cheeseburger with sweet potato fries. Eddie had a burger topped with peanut butter, smoked cheddar, and grilled onions to go with his cheese fries.

Eddie took a big bite of his burger and closed his eyes as he swallowed. “You haven’t lived,” he said, “until you put peanut butter on a hamburger. I’m not joking about that.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Vince said. They continued their meal, making small talk, until Vince worked up the nerve to bring up Batson.

“You used to work for the police, right?” he asked.

“Twenty-two years in the Denver PD.”

“Mason said you worked homicide.”

“Yeah. Started as a patrolman, walking the beat like we all do at the beginning, eventually became a detective and spent the last 12 years of my career working as a homicide detective.”

“You ever work a case that looked like a suicide at the beginning but turned out to be murder?”

Eddie put down the fry he’d just dipped in ketchup. “Yeah, I think so. A couple times. What’s this about?”

“We have a client who’s part of an investment group, and the lead investor just died. The M.E. said it’s a suicide, but I have reason to believe otherwise.”

Eddie raised his eyebrows. “Tell me more.”

Vince walked him through the case, who Joseph Hollingsworth Jr. was, the investment group trying to take his money without giving him a say in the investment, and David Grogan’s role with the group.

“I don’t get it,” Eddie said. “You think Hollingsworth got mad and killed the guy? I don’t see the connection to murder here.”

“It’s bigger than Hollingsworth,” Vince said. “Grogan is part of the senate campaign for Nick Batson. I have some history with Batson.” He launched into the story of the Gardez Provincial Reconstruction Team, complete with the death of Airman Hassan Abdallah, Vince’s visit to Amy D’Spain, the financial documents with sketches on the back, and how Vince believed Batson was embezzling funds. Just saying it out loud to another person made Vince feel lighter, unburdened.

“These are some serious accusations, Vince,” Eddie said, as he pushed his plate away and motioned for the waiter to bring him yet another Diet Coke. “You better have solid proof before you go public with this. Telling me is one thing, I don’t mind being your sounding board, but bringing this to anyone else could blow up on you. All kinds of legal ramifications to making these charges if they aren’t true. Mason would tell you that.”

“I know,” Vince said. “I’m trying to gather the proof. I think I have a pretty good shot at getting financial records from the PRT to show that Batson was cooking the books.”

“You know what else would help?” Eddie asked. “If you could get copies of his bank statements from that time. If he’s as devious as you say, I’m sure he had offshore accounts set up. I don’t really deal in that world too much, but I know a guy. Let me know if you want me to connect you.”

“Thanks,” Vince said. “I want to get my hands on the military records first and see what we can prove. The Grogan thing is tougher for me. I have no leads there; just a hunch based on seeing too many similarities between Grogan and Abdallah.”

“You don’t have motive,” Eddie said. “As far as you know, everything was great between Grogan and Batson. So, that’s a problem for you. And, you have nothing to show that the death was anything but a suicide.”

“Would there be gun powder patterns on Grogan’s hand that would show that he had been the one to fire the gun?”

“That’s just on TV. The gunshot residue test, they call it GSR, will just tell you if a person had been in the proximity of a gun being fired. There are a lot of variables, though, and the test gets a lot of false negatives, you know? It won’t flag some people as being close by during a shooting, even though there’s other evidence to show they were. The GSR can tell you how close a person who was shot was to the gun that was fired, but again, there are a lot of variables and sometimes it can’t show you that. So, the GSR test is great and gives you a lot of information, except for when it doesn’t.”

“Do you know anyone in the police department who can see if the GSR test was run?”

“No. I know a few folks on the Lakewood PD that I exchange information with now and then as a professional courtesy. But, I don’t have the relationship with them that I do with the Denver PD where I grew up. But, I’ll bet you they didn’t run the GSR. They knew Grogan was in a room where a gun was fired. In a shooting like that, there are usually entrance and exit wounds that tell you he was close to the gun that was fired. It’s an expensive test to run to get confirmation on stuff you already know to be indisputable fact. It won’t tell you who pulled the trigger or if anyone else was there. If it were my case, I wouldn’t have run the GSR.”

“So, how do I get evidence to support my hunch?”

“Start with the motive,” Eddie said. “If you can figure out a motive, you can figure out who might be connected, and then you can start trying to piece things together. I’d help you out, but I’m slammed right now.” He looked at his watch. “In fact, I have to run now. Lunch was incredible, by the way. Thank you very much.”

He stood up and took about five steps before returning to the table. “My follow-the-money guy is great. Rock solid dude. Reliable and discreet. Let me know if you want to talk.”

With that, Eddie took off for the exit. Vince paid the check and thought about what kind of motive Batson might have for wanting Grogan gone. On the ride to the office, he thought hard about whether he was ready to open up a second front on Batson.


PART II


CHAPTER 16

Denver, May 6, 2022

Vince made up his mind. He needed to dig into Batson’s campaign and find a motive for Grogan’s death. Mason gave everyone the afternoon off for working so hard on their recent cases, so Vince drove to the city library in downtown Denver. He needed to conduct online research and wanted to be as anonymous as possible. He’d have to sign in with the library to use a computer there, but he couldn’t imagine they would release records of who used which computer on what days to anyone other than law enforcement.

He started by searching for members of Batson’s campaign and found the public filing that established Batson as a senate campaign. It was a boiler-plate document that had a fill-in-the blank section to name points of contact. Nick Batson served as both the candidate and the president of the campaign committee. Sarah Calloway had been named the campaign’s vice president and campaign director, with Blair Jackson serving as communications director. David Grogan was listed as the treasurer and chief financial officer.

According to the filing, Calloway drew a salary of $40,000 per year, and Jackson and Grogan had foregone a salary and would each receive $1 for their services.

Vince saved a copy of the PDF to his flash drive and kept searching. He found a copy of Calloway’s resume online. She graduated from Colorado State University with a degree in political science and had been out of college for 10 years. She spent most of her time in the political space, with some business consulting work sprinkled in. She had previously worked as the webmaster and director of volunteers for a congressional campaign in Utah. Her last job before starting on the campaign had been at Batson Consulting, where she worked as a business analyst for 18 months. He copied the resume and pasted it into a blank document that he saved to the flash drive and moved on to Jackson.

Blair Jackson had been a public affairs officer in the Army for 30 years before retiring. He freelanced as a PR flak on the side. He and Batson had both worked at the Pentagon at the same time, prior to Batson taking command of the Gardez PRT. He saved that document, too.

He didn’t find much on Grogan, who didn’t appear to ever hold down permanent employment or have a formal resume posted anywhere. Mason said he’d been a trust fund baby, so that didn’t surprise Vince. He saw that there would be a memorial service for Grogan the next day.

Vince clicked on the flash drive and surveyed his work from the previous half hour. He had a better understanding of the people in Batson’s inner circle, but he had found no leads on a motive. And, he had no idea how he’d even do that.

He opened a new search window and asked, “How do you solve a crime the police aren’t interested in?” The search produced a staggering number of results—a treasure trove of message boards and web sites dedicated to private citizens solving crimes.

Vince clicked through several of the sites and settled on Citizen Detective as the most promising. He scrolled through various discussion forums and found a thread that posed a question almost identical to his. He had to establish an account to access it. He looked around and saw several empty plastic chairs at the computer cubicles, so he didn’t have to limit his time. At the cubicle to his left was an overweight, sweaty guy with greasy hair. He didn’t seem to notice when Vince came in, and he still wasn’t paying attention to him. The cube to his right sat empty. Directly across from him, a woman played online Sesame Street games with her toddler; she didn’t seem like much of a threat.

Vince entered a username of MarcoPolo75, Marco being short for Marcotte. In high school, when his history class had to give presentations on different historical figures, he chose Marco Polo because of his name. He created a password, and he was in business.

The post was titled, “Getting Started Solving Crimes as a Citizen Detective,” attributed to MileHighMarlowe, after the Chandler detective, Vince supposed. He hoped Mile High was a reference to Denver. He clicked on the post and began reading:

“My grandfather was mugged in the Capitol Hill neighborhood of Denver while walking home from the grocery store.” So, the author was local; that might be useful, Vince thought. “He was hit in the head, kicked in the stomach and back several times, and his attackers took his wallet, watch, and cell phone. The blow to the head left him with a concussion, and he still had bouts with double vision until he died a few months before I wrote this post. He had cracked ribs and a bruised lung. The police didn’t care. In their view, he would make a full recovery, and they had bigger crimes to investigate; they couldn’t worry about every neighborhood robbery. So, I became a citizen detective. I’m glad to say that through my investigation, I handed over enough material to the police to catch both attackers, who are now serving time in jail. I’ve assisted or investigated on a number of other unsolved cases over the past five years, and I’ve learned a few things I’ll share with you here:

“One. Crime Scenes. You probably won’t get access to a crime scene, at least while evidence is there. In my grandfather’s case, they never closed off the crime scene, but there wasn’t any real evidence left behind, either (part of the reason the police didn’t investigate further on their own). It’s still good to put boots on the ground at the crime scene if you can, to get a feel for distances and spatial relationships, but don’t think you’re going to buy an amateur fingerprint kit and process evidence in your basement.

“Two. Cameras. Even though police won’t let you anywhere near an active crime scene until it’s been cleansed of evidence and sanitized, everyone has cameras these days. In my grand-father’s case, a couple of houses with exterior security cameras captured different angles of the assault. Neither camera gave a good view of the perpetrators, but I could estimate heights and weights to start a description. One camera had a clear image of a witness who had not come forward, and I was able to talk to her and get some additional details about the perpetrators. That’s ultimately what cracked the case open.

“Three. Documents. Depending on the nature of your case, you might spend a lot of time reviewing records. Marriage, divorce, adoption, arrest records. There could be a good reason to look at any of those (and more) during a case. Get familiar with what records are available for review at your local courthouse. And, get to know the Freedom of Information Act.”

At the cubicle across from Vince, the toddler shrieked and slammed his hand against the keyboard. The mother looked mortified and tried to quiet him down. Greasy-hair guy on Vince’s left stood and walked away. Vince read on.

“Four. Witnesses. Some witnesses are more willing to talk to a citizen detective than they are the police. Like it or not, it’s a fact that some people are naturally distrustful of police officers. I found that being open and honest about who I was and why I was doing what I was doing (justice for my grandfather) quickly broke down barriers, established trust, and got the witness talking. In other cases I’ve worked, I’ve taken the same approach and gotten valuable information. Nearly every case I’ve solved has been because of something captured on a camera or something someone witnessed.

“Five. Other Resources. In my grandfather’s case, getting a sketch artist was essential. Using the security video footage, my grandfather’s description, and the witness’s description, the sketch artist drew composite portraits I circulated around the neighborhood and eventually found someone who could identify the perpetrators. We were then able to match one of them to a car that was picked up in the second security camera, and that was enough evidence to get the police to reopen (really, open) their investigation and put the guys away. Most police sketch artists are on contract with the police and will take freelance business on the side. You can find a list of names and rates on this site. It may cost a little money, but that’s the price of justice. And, speaking of this site, discussing cases and ideas with other citizen detectives is a great way to get new perspectives on your case and evaluate the evidence that you have. Don’t be afraid to start a discussion; it’s a great community.

“Six. Police. Sooner or later, you have to get the police involved, unless you’re into vigilantism. (That last part is a joke. I do NOT condone that kind of behavior; you have to go to the police.) The last thing an overworked, underpaid police department wants to hear from you is that you’re an amateur detective who has cracked a case they couldn’t or didn’t spend much time with. You have to go to them as an advocate for the victim and be humble. As much as it might feel good to say, ‘if a college kid working independently can solve this, why can’t you?’ that’s not going to get you anywhere. If you’ve had especially contentious relations with the police, talking to a victim advocate in the district attorney’s office first is not a bad idea.

“That’s the advice I have for how to get started. I can’t stress enough how important it is to walk the scene, identify cameras and witnesses, and see where it takes you from there. You’re going to spend a lot of time reading documents and searching online, but it all starts with the scene. Happy sleuthing!”

Vince wished he had read this page before going to Grogan’s. He had talked to a witness, or at least a semi-witness. Irene had seen two men come and go from Grogan’s place, but he had no idea if they were connected to his death or not. Irene had a plausible explanation, but one that he could quickly poke holes in. He hadn’t thought to look for cameras or ask Irene if she could describe either of the men or saw their car. As he thought about it, he realized he had no idea how to ask her about that without telling her he thought Grogan’s death was suspicious. He thought back to what he’d just read—be open and honest with witnesses. He needed to make another trip to Grogan’s neighborhood.

He copied the web post to a blank document, saved it to his drive, and put the drive in his pocket. He’d learned a lot, but mostly, that he was in over his head. Before logging off, he found MileHighMarlowe’s profile and clicked the icon for a direct message.

He realized he had no information about this person. The college kid reference made him think Marlowe was young, but that was a reference to his or her age during the grandfather’s case, which he thought was five years before the post. He went back and looked at the post again and saw that it was ten months old. So, figure a college kid six years ago, which would put Marlowe in the 24 to 28 range, assuming Marlowe had been a traditional college student. Around 20 years younger than Vince. His pride was less bruised about asking advice from someone so junior to him than at the fact that he was getting so old.

He held his fingers above the keyboard, unsure how to begin. The thought that Marlowe could be a woman crossed his mind, so he wanted to be straightforward and not come across as a web stalker:

“Hello! I just read your post about becoming a citizen detective, and it seems I’m becoming one, too. The case I’m interested in involves an alleged suicide by someone who is close to some pretty powerful people. I think there might be more than suicide at play. I’ve already visited the scene once, but I need to go back and look at it with fresh eyes. I talked to one neighbor who knew a little, but I’m not sure how to approach her again. I’ll have to tell her I’m investigating the case, but I don’t want the powerful people to know what I’m up to. As I’m writing this, I realize it seems like the ranting of a crazy man, but there it is. If you don’t write back, I’ll understand, but I am interested to get your thoughts on how to approach the neighbor and if there’s anything in particular that I should look for when I go back on scene. I appreciate your time!”

He hit send, logged out of the site, deleted the browser history, and logged off the library computer. He stood and scanned the area. The mother and toddler were there, the child still red-faced but no longer screaming. No one else had signed in to any of the computers in that area. He wound his way through the library and back outside to his car. The meter still had 10 minutes left. He looked in the backseat, saw that it was clear, and then got in, already dreading the traffic he was going to deal with on the way back home.


CHAPTER 17

Afghanistan, May 19, 2007

Chief Alexander had a small office next to Batson’s. He showed Lisa and Vince in and sat directly across from them. The metal desk looked like it belonged in a child’s room with the chief sitting behind it. He produced a key ring with at least a dozen keys and fiddled with it until he found the one he was looking for, a small, brass key that reminded Vince of the one he used at the post office back home. The chief unlocked the desk’s file drawer and rummaged through it.

“My official title is superintendent for the PRT,” Alexander said, “but I fill a lot of roles. In a unit this size, everyone has to pitch in where they can. So, I act as a first sergeant, too, help keep things running smoothly on the enlisted side.” He pulled a file out of the desk, realized it wasn’t what he wanted, and put it back. He grabbed another one, nodded, and dropped it on his desk. The splat of the folder hitting metal echoed in the tiny room.

“I heard you were interested in whether or not Senior Airman Abdallah had a will. I don’t know off the top of my head. Everyone deploying is encouraged to have one, so I’d say he does, but his personnel file will say for sure.” He opened the brown multi-sectioned folder with “Abdallah, Hassan A.” written across the top. He flipped through it and quickly found the page he was looking for.

“We in-process the group when they get into the AOR,” he said, “and have them fill out this checklist.” He turned the folder so they could see a pink sheet of paper with handwritten responses to a series of questions.

“Look at number five, here,” the chief pointed out to him. “Do you have a will on file? He says he does. If yes, where is it located? He selected home station JAG and other and says that his parents have a copy.”

“What was his home station?” Lisa asked.

“He was stationed at RAF Lakenheath. The JAG office over there will have a copy of the will. That makes things easier for you all, I would think.”

“Definitely,” Lisa replied. “What was his job at Lakenheath?”

“Civil engineer. Heavy equipment operator, but he had some experience with other construction projects. He volunteered for this deployment. Smart kid; never had any real trouble with him before a few weeks ago, but you know about that.”

“We didn’t meet with you when we were here before, Chief.”

“Sorry about that, ma’am. I was on a supply run in the local village with a couple of the troops, and we missed each other. And, when we wrap up here, I’m going to need to make another one.”

“I’m curious; how did the other airmen react to Airman Abdallah? Was there tension between them?”

The chief’s face darkened—just for a second, but enough for Vince to see a mixture of anger and contempt in his eyes. “I wouldn’t say tension, Major.” He spit out Lisa’s rank as if it tasted foul. “I’d say that there were some trust issues. Imagine that you always see me whispering to someone you’re not sure you can trust. You’re going to wonder what I’m saying, and you’re going to wonder if you can trust me. That’s essentially what happened with Abdallah. He was saying things to the ANP that we couldn’t understand, and it made some of the troops a little leery. Wait…you don’t think that had anything to do with his death.” He said the last part as a statement, not a question.

“No, not at all. That’s ultimately a law enforcement call, so Captain Peterson will determine what facts exist around the circumstances of Airman Abdallah’s death. I’m here to help make sure legal requirements are met and to provide legal assistance to Colonel Batson. Now, has his next of kin been notified?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the chief answered. “His father has received a notification within the past couple of hours. We’re running through the casualty checklist now.”

As they made their way back to the Humvees, Lisa whispered to Vince, “Did you notice how much his description of Abdallah’s relationship with the other airmen sounded like Batson’s?”

“Yes,” Vince said, “and it really doesn’t match what the other troops told us. I don’t like this. Something isn’t right.”

Captain Peterson met them back at the vehicles. He leaned against a Hummer and yawned.

“What are we looking at?” Lisa asked.

“It’s a suicide,” Peterson answered. Lisa raised her eyebrows and cast a sideways glance at him. “Look, he was just involved in an incident of violence with another troop, there are clearly some family issues, and you know the stress and strain that deployment puts on everyone. It’s sad, and it’s tragic, but I just don’t see how we can rule this anything other than suicide.”

“Sir, did anyone explain not hearing a gunshot in the middle of the night?” Vince asked.

“A couple airmen said they thought they’d heard something, but hearing a single shot isn’t really a thing here. The sentries are out in pairs, so if one of them had been fired on, the other would have returned fire. If it was an attack on the compound, you’d hear more than one shot. If you’re sleeping hard after a long day of provincial reconstruction and get woken up by a noise, you may not put together that it was a gunshot.”

“Have you considered taking fingerprints on the gun when we get back to Bagram?” Lisa asked.

“No, ma’am,” Peterson said. “They have accountability procedures here, where they’ll check to make sure a bullet isn’t chambered and the gun is loaded and secured properly. They switch guns for it, so if I found multiple prints on the gun, that would explain it. And, if someone else killed him, I have to assume they’d be smart enough to not leave prints. So, fingerprinting really doesn’t get us anywhere. Besides, I’ve been at this a while. Unfortunately, I’ve seen homicides and suicides, both on active duty and when I was with the Miami PD. I’m telling you, this is a suicide.”

The next afternoon at their Bagram office, Vince and Lisa revisited the conversation. “I feel like he reached the conclusion too quickly,” Vince said. “He gave a verdict without examining all the evidence.”

“I can see that side,” Lisa said, “and, honestly, I would have felt better if there had been a more thorough investigation. But, my gut tells me he’s right. Suicide was the most likely outcome. Let’s call it a 99 percent chance. Doing a full-blown investigation down-range in the middle of the war uses a lot of resources and takes focus away from the mission.”

“Yeah, but it also gives you a better handle at getting justice. That’s what we stand for, right?”

“So, if it wasn’t a suicide, you’re suggesting homicide.”

“Yeah.” Vince shuffled some papers on the desk before continuing. “Ma’am, I find it very hard to trust Lieutenant Colonel Batson.”

Lisa’s eyes widened. “Sergeant, that’s a serious accusation to make against a senior officer.”

“I didn’t make any accusations. I just said I find it hard to trust him.”

“As in, if Airman Abdallah didn’t die by suicide, Batson had something to do with it.”

Vince moved the papers around some more, letting his silence answer for him.

“Do you think Peterson should have interrogated him? Shine a bright light in his eyes and ask him if he ordered the code red.”

Vince smirked. “You have to admit there’s a little Nathan Jessup to that guy.” They both laughed. After a moment, Vince continued, “And, I’m not saying he should have been questioned like that or accused. Just that I wish there had been more of an investigation.”

“Well, in this case, I agree with Captain Peterson. Nothing would have changed with an investigation; justice was served.”

“Don’t you think what happened on the way to Gardez affected his decision?”

“You mean if we hadn’t been ambushed, he might have been more willing to investigate further? Of course. Put yourself in his position. He just lost a man. That had to weigh heavily on him.”

“I had just been shot,” Vince interrupted. “That should count for something.”

“It does,” Lisa said. “You know that. Bottom line, I think he reached a defensible conclusion.”

“Defensible does not mean right.”


CHAPTER 18

Denver, May 6, 2022

Vince decided to order a pizza, put on a movie, and force himself to avoid thinking about Batson. He sank down into his couch, his mind still spinning with the results of his afternoon research. He picked up his laptop to make his order when his cell phone buzzed with a text message from Lisa Dillon.

“I found something…sending it to you via email. Text me back when you have the file, and I’ll call you with the password.”

Dinner would have to wait. Vince opened his email and saw the message come in. A PDF was attached. He double clicked it and a window opened asking for a password. Vince texted Lisa back. A moment later, his phone rang.

“Hello.”

“Vince, it’s me. I only have a couple minutes, so let me give you the password, then I’ll fill you in with what I know. The password is PRT dollar sign 2007.”

“Subtle.”

“I’m not trying to encrypt it with an unbreakable code; it’s financial information, so it’s somewhat sensitive. I just want to make sure whoever opens it knows what they’re doing.”

“It’s open. What am I looking at?”

“It’s a few different files combined. First, you’ll see an overall budget matrix for the PRT. Then, we have reports to Congress on the PRT’s in-country expenses from 2006 and 2007. Finally, are monthly budget reports from January, February, and March 2007. That’s what I could get. I hope it helps you.”

“Thanks. This looks great. How did you get it?”

“A squadron mate from the Academy works in finance at the Pentagon and pulled some old records.”

“Tell him or her thank you for me. Anything else I should know about this?”

“Just what my friend told me. The wars in Afghanistan and Iraq went for a long time. We spent a ton of money. Commanders on the ground were empowered to spend money to get their mission done, and a PRT’s mission involved being out in the communities rebuilding infrastructure. She said that the mission was a priority over paperwork, even for the Air Force, so records are spotty and inconsistent.”

“So, you’re saying even if I find something…”

“Even if you find something, it’s not a smoking gun. And, with what you’re trying to do, you need a smoking gun.”

“Understood. And, again, I really appreciate this.”

“Vince, I have to go. But, as a friend, I’m telling you to proceed carefully. Or, not at all. You could end up upsetting a lot of people, and I’m not just talking about Batson. And, it might all mean nothing other than crappy bookkeeping 15 years ago.”

Vince ordered his pizza after all and spent the evening reading through the documents Lisa had sent him. The overall PRT budget was interesting, but written at a summary level that didn’t help him much. It included a matrix that broke the PRT down into several cost categories. “Personnel” included salaries and allowances, such as combat incentive pay; that wasn’t of interest to Vince. The Air Force sent those payments via direct deposit to the individual airmen, and there would be no chance of anyone skimming from there. “Materials” had an annual budget of around $3 million and included all the supplies that were needed for the construction and rebuilding projects around Gardez. The materials were typically purchased in country with local currency, which meant the PRT was flooded with cash. Vince noted this category as the most likely to embezzle from.

The budget also included a category for “internal operations,” which included groceries for the PRT and additional supplies they needed to stay up and running, such as fuel for generators. It had a much more modest budget of around $350,000, but much of it was cash for local purchases. Another area where Batson could have gotten sticky fingers, Vince thought.

The reports to Congress didn’t help much, either. They included annual summaries of what the PRT spent in Afghanistan on its rebuilding mission. If Vince had a receipt for every purchase made during those years, he could have determined if what the Air Force told Congress was accurate, but, of course, Airman Abdallah hadn’t left that for him. He had left him a partial record disguised as sketches on scrap paper.

The monthly reports were the most useful. They were signed by none other than Lieutenant Colonel Nick Batson himself. The first page of each report included a high-level summary of expenses in the categories of personnel, materials, and internal operations. But, the following pages gave ledgers supporting those numbers. Vince skipped through the personnel section for January and started reading through the entries for materials. He found a $15,000 concrete purchase. He put down his slice of pepperoni and hurried to his TV. After swapping a couple of cables, he turned the television into a secondary monitor for his laptop. He moved the budget report Lisa had sent him to the big screen and on the laptop pulled up Abdallah’s images. It was slow-going because he had labeled the files by date; that helped him narrow down which images were from January, but he hadn’t thought to say what the image was for, so he had no idea if he was opening a receipt for concrete or for lettuce.

After several unsuccessful attempts, he found a receipt that correlated with the concrete purchase, but the receipt showed $12,000. He found another note from Abdallah showing the reported costs at $15,000.

Vince changed tactics and started opening the January files from Abdallah in order and then finding the related line item on the budget report. He found receipts for lumber, groceries, and fuel, and matched each of them to over-reported costs in the budget report. He recorded his itemized findings on a spreadsheet with the date of the purchase, the line number in the report, the file name from his photos of Abdallah’s documents, and the two different cost numbers. From what he could tell, Batson (or someone) had skimmed about $25,000 in January.

That Batson had signed the report jumped off the page at Vince; Batson was a finance guy and had an accomplished career. He wasn’t sloppy. He would have checked and double-checked his numbers before sending them forward to a higher command. For Vince, the comparison between that report and the receipts represented a smoking gun, regardless of what Lisa said.

He went through the same process for February and March, filling out his spreadsheet while his pizza grew cold. For each month, he found that Batson had overstated expenses by about $25,000. A PRT command was a 12-month assignment. If Batson had run the scheme for his entire deployment, he made off with around $300,000.

That was a sizable chunk of money, but not retirement-worthy. It definitely did not amount to what Batson could have made from a full colonel’s retirement, assuming he lived another 30 to 40 years. There had to be more to the story.

Vince picked up a piece of cold pizza and closed his laptop. He watched the TV screen go black and then flash “no input.” He thought about the Citizen Detective site and opened the laptop again. He opened a private browser window, hoping that would be enough to cover his tracks if anyone followed his online movements, and logged into the site. He went to his profile page, where a message icon told him he had a new message waiting. He clicked and saw one new message from MileHighMarlowe.


CHAPTER 19

Denver, May 6, 2022

“MarcoPolo1975, welcome to the world of independent sleuthing! Your case sounds interesting; I’d like to know some more details about it, like your relationship to the victim and what leads you to believe it’s more than suicide. That’s a tricky case to investigate, but the basics are still the same. You need witnesses who can help identify the perpetrator, and you need evidence that can tie the perp to the scene. Sounds like the neighbor is your best source at this point, so I’d recommend talking to her again. I think you have to be honest with her and you can always say something like, ‘The police can become pretty uncooperative if they think a private citizen is trying to reinvestigate something they’ve already looked at, so I appreciate you keeping this between us.’ I wouldn’t mention the ‘powerful people’ (although, I have to admit that has me intrigued), as that might scare her away. I hope that helps. Let me know what other details you can share, and I’ll try to think of some other tips for you. MileHighMarlowe.”

That was better than nothing, Vince thought. He didn’t know how many details to share. He didn’t see how he could get into his hunch about Grogan’s death without getting into the details about Airman Abdallah, and that was a lot to put in an email.

As he re-read Marlowe’s message, a notification came up that he had a new direct message on the site. He clicked on it and saw a follow-up reply from Marlowe.

“I never do this, but as I said, your case has me intrigued. If you want to talk, I’m free for the next hour at the number below. A few ground rules, though. No real names and no personal details. I’ll be using a voice filter, and the number below is a relay service that masks my real phone number. It’ll only work this one time. Sorry to sound so paranoid. The internet is filled with weird people, and I have to protect myself.”

Vince decided talking would be easier than typing, and that MileHighMarlowe was into the citizen detective game much further than he would ever be. He didn’t know how to set up a relay to mask a phone number and never would have thought about doing that. Voice filter? Would not have occurred to him. Still, this might be the exact kind of person who could help him figure out how to investigate the case. He picked up his phone and dialed.

The call processed through a series of clicks and two different ring tones before a computerized voice answered, “Hello.”

“Hi, Marlowe? This is,” he paused; he’d almost given his actual name and broken rule number one 10 seconds into the call. “This is MarcoPolo. Thanks for talking to me.”

“I don’t usually do this,” the response came. The voice made Vince think of ransom demands in movies. “But, I’m not working any cases of my own right now and yours sounds interesting. Walk me through it.”

Vince explained that he didn’t really know Grogan; that their paths had crossed at work, and he had to send him a certified letter on behalf of a client. He was careful not to say what kind of client or what he did for a living, as he didn’t want to violate rule number two. He told Marlowe about seeing an article about the suicide in the Denver Post and his feeble first attempt at investigating, including how he stumbled upon Irene.

“Did you say Denver Post?” Marlowe asked.

“Yes,” Vince said, feeling guilty for giving away a personal detail. He looked at Marlowe’s screen name on the Citizen Detective site and said, “You’re from Denver, too, right? I know you said no personal details, but it’s in your username.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m from Denver or that I live there now,” Marlowe said. “I could have been born there and then moved somewhere else. Or it could be tactical deception to make people think I’m some place I’m not.”

Vince started to point out that Marlowe’s post mentioned the Capitol Hill neighborhood, but decided an argument would not help him, so he continued, “That’s the case. I think I’ll go back tomorrow and walk the neighborhood, see if there are any doorbell cameras or security cameras that could have footage.”

“That’s a good idea,” Marlowe said. “A lot of those devices overwrite after a while if you don’t specifically save footage, so the longer you wait, the less chance of recovering anything useful.”

Once again, Vince realized how little he knew about all this. “I think I’ll try to talk to Irene again, too, and maybe see if the neighbor directly next door is home.”

“Also a good idea,” Marlowe answered. “Remember, put them at ease. It would be easier if you were a friend of the victim’s, but since it doesn’t sound like it, I’d stick with the story that you met through work and that you’re trying to make sure there were no details missed in investigating his death. That’s close enough to the truth; start lying, and they’ll see right through you and clam up. Or call the actual police, who will squash your investigation before it’s off the ground.”

“Thanks for the advice,” Vince said. “I really appreciate you taking the time to go over all this with me.”

“There’s something I don’t understand, though.”

“What’s that?”

“Why do you think the death is anything but a suicide? You barely know the guy, you read an article saying he died, and your immediate thought is foul play. That doesn’t make sense. What are you not telling me?”

Vince sighed. “It’s a long story,” he said. “The short version is that years ago, one of the victim’s associates was a military commander in Afghanistan. I was in Afghanistan at the same time but not under his command. One of his troops died—by suicide, they ruled—under very similar circumstances. Gunshot in the middle of the night that no one heard and a quick police investigation that led to a hasty ruling of suicide. The troop that died…well, I believe he had learned of some financial impropriety by the commander. The kind of impropriety that would derail a stellar career and lead to jail time.”

“Has any of that ever been proven?”

“I have a growing pile of evidence.”

“So, you’re investigating two cases at the same time. That’s quite an introduction to the citizen detective world. I assume you think the former military commander has a similar motive this time?”

“It’s just a hunch. But, the guy who died was running the finances for his campaign. What if he found another financial impropriety?”

“Campaign?”

Busted again, Vince thought. He was not good at playing cloak and dagger. “Yes. The associate is running for political office.”

“What kind of office? Like, how high up the food chain?”

“United States Senate.”

Marlowe let out what Vince assumed was a whistle; although, the computerized voice filter just sounded like a garbled mess. “You really have jumped into the deep end.”

“Yeah. So, any new advice based on that?”

“You’re going to have to establish motive. I’d still start with revisiting the scene and interviewing neighbors. That’ll help you determine if there’s anything there worth continuing with. But, if there is, you’ll need to dig into this political candidate, and that part is going to be difficult. I’ll think about how I might approach that.”

“So, you’ll stay in touch?”

“Definitely. As I said, you have me intrigued. Good luck.” Marlowe clicked off, and Vince decided to get some sleep. He suddenly had a full to-do list for Saturday.


CHAPTER 20

Denver, May 7, 2022

Vince planned his arrival at Grogan’s town house for 9 a.m. He wanted to be early enough to catch neighbors before they left for Saturday errands or hiking or whatever else they might be up to but not so early that he’d annoy them. He drove into the neighborhood again, surveying the brownstones with the colorful doors and the well-maintained tree lawns. Once again, he drove past Grogan’s townhouse and parked around the corner, a block away.

He stepped out of his car and looked around, trying to see if any cars seemed familiar or out of place or if he could see anyone watching him. Satisfied that all was clear, he walked back to the corner and turned onto Grogan’s street.

On the other side of the median that divided the street, a middle-aged woman walked a husky and a poodle. Vince didn’t see anyone else on the street.

He looked at the median again. He didn’t have a doorbell camera and wasn’t sure what kind of range they had, but unless someone had parked on that side of the street and crossed over, the houses on that side were unlikely to be helpful. Vince thought that through; if he were about to commit a crime in Grogan’s townhome, he wouldn’t park in front of it on either side of the street. On Grogan’s side, your car would be easy to spot and traced back to you. On the other side, you’d be less likely to be connected with Grogan’s place, but you’d risk being seen crossing the street twice. No, he would do exactly what he’d done both times he’d come to this neighborhood—park around the corner on a different street about a block away.

Vince decided his canvass of the neighborhood needed to focus on Grogan’s side of the street but that he’d look for cameras on the street around the corner as he walked back to his car.

The first thing he noticed was that the police tape was gone from Grogan’s door. He saw that the bright red door had a doorbell camera installed. He didn’t see any other security cameras on the exterior of the unit, and he didn’t see any signs for an alarm system.

He walked on to the next unit, which featured a yellow door and a small jungle of potted plants on the front stoop. He did not see any cameras or signs of a security system there. He climbed the steps, rang the bell, and waited. He remembered being a kid in Texas and having to sell candy bars for a school fundraiser. It was always hot, so he had to load the bars into a cooler to keep them from melting, and he would haul it around on a wagon, his Wrangler jeans sticking to his sweaty legs as he trudged from house to house, ringing doorbells and waiting. He never had much luck selling the candy; his parents ended up buying the remaining bars and handing them out to trick-or-treaters at the next Halloween.

He tried the bell again and continued waiting. He counted to thirty in his head, one-Mississippi, two-Mississippi, just like his door-to-door days in Texas. When there was still no answer, he bounded down the stairs and walked to the next house.

This one was Irene’s, and he’d been up the steps the last time he was there, but he hadn’t noticed if Irene had any cameras or not. He looked carefully at the front of the house this time, but he didn’t spot any kind of security device, camera or otherwise. He rang the bell and started his count again.

He heard movement inside the brownstone, and a moment later the door opened. Irene looked confused at first, like she was trying to place him, then smiled as recognition hit. “Well, hello there. You’re that friend of David’s, aren’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Vince said. “Well, we had a work project in common. We weren’t all that close. But, I was thinking about something you told me the other day, and I had some questions.”

Irene’s smile shrank and her eyes narrowed. “If you weren’t close, why are you so interested in what happened to him?”

Vince had rehearsed an answer to that question. He looked at her, mustering as much compassion as he could, and said, “I had a co-worker die under similar circumstances many years ago, and everyone just assumed it was suicide, but it was never investigated carefully, and there were some details that got overlooked that might have changed how people viewed his death. I don’t want to see the same thing happen here.”

“So, you think it wasn’t suicide? Why would anyone want to hurt David? He was such a sweet boy.”

“I’m not saying it wasn’t suicide,” Vince said. “But, I’d like to review it in more detail to make sure nothing got overlooked.” Before she could voice any other thoughts, he plowed ahead with his question. “ The other day, you said you saw two men go into Dave’s place and then leave a few minutes later. Can you tell me anything about the men? What they looked like? Height, build, that kind of thing.”

“I didn’t get a good look at their faces,” Irene said. “Remember, I was on my balcony two houses over. I don’t see as well as I used to. But, one of them was tall and wide. He looked very strong. The other one was shorter and thin.”

“Did you notice anything else about them? Hair color or skin color?”

“No,” Irene said. “I think they were white. I can say that, right? Or, is it Caucasian? But, I can’t say for sure because it was early and they were in the shadows. They both had ball caps on.”

“When they left, do you remember hearing car doors or the sound of a vehicle leaving?”

“No, I can’t say that I do.”

“And, finally, before he died, did Dave ever say anything to you that indicated he was having trouble at work or problems with a friend, that type of thing?”

“No. It had been a while since we had talked.”

“Thank you, Irene. That is really helpful. I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome,” she said. “I’m glad I could help.” Her voice sounded shaky, and Vince was sure she was glad to be done with the interview. She went back inside and closed the door as he descended the steps back to street level.

Four more houses stood in the row of brownstones. The next one, number four in the line, had a for rent sign in the tree lawn and appeared to be empty. There was no camera and no one answered the door.

The fifth house had a doorbell camera, which whirred to life as Vince reached the top of the steps and rang the bell. A 60ish man wearing cut-off jeans and a white v-neck T-shirt answered the door. Vince explained he was an acquaintance of David Grogan’s and was just trying to confirm some details about his death.

“I didn’t know him,” the man said with a heavy Brooklyn accent. “I met him a couple times at neighborhood functions, block parties and the like. Seemed like a hotshot rich kid to me. I heard he started working for that guy running for Senate, and I thought that was a good move. That guy seems like the real deal.”

“I notice you have a camera on your door here,” Vince said. “Do you get alerts every time it picks up motion?”

“Yeah,” the man said. “I had one at my last house because people kept stealing packages. When everything shut down a couple years ago, we had to order anything we needed; you couldn’t find anything in the stores, and then people would just steal your deliveries. So, I installed the camera to make them think twice.”

“That’s smart,” Vince said. “Does it send a notification to your phone or something?”

“Yeah.” The man pulled his phone out and opened an app. “Look, here you are coming up the steps.”

“Did you get any notifications last Sunday night or Monday morning?”

The man scrunched his face up as he thought and then scrolled through the app’s history.

“Nope. Nothing,” the man said.

“Thanks. One other question before I go. How close do I have to get to your door before the camera turns on? If I parked out on the street and walked by on the sidewalk, would you get a notification?”

“I have it set to a close distance. It only starts recording once someone is about halfway up the steps. Otherwise, it gets set off by joggers, dog walkers, kids on bikes, you name it.”

Vince thanked him and went back down the steps to look at the final two houses. Across the street, a woman in black athletic pants and a matching T-shirt walked down the street. She appeared to be looking across the median in his direction, but she continued walking without slowing down. Vince continued his neighborhood survey.

The sixth house on the block had no camera and no one was home. Vince went down the stairs and looked up and down the block on both sides of the street and in the median. He didn’t see the woman in black, so he continued to the final house in the row.

That house had a doorbell camera and a sign for a security system, as well as signs warning that there was no soliciting and to beware of the dog. Vince started back down the stairs, but figured he was on camera already and if he ended up reporting back to Marlowe, he wanted to say he checked every house on the block. He took a deep breath and rang the bell. He didn’t hear the barking that he expected, but he did hear footsteps coming from inside the house. He saw the peephole darken and then saw movement in the narrow window next to the door. Finally, the door opened. A wisp of a woman, maybe four foot-ten, who looked to be in her forties answered the door. Vince caught a strong odor of cigarette smoke emanating from her. It clung to her denim jacket, as well.

“What do you want?”

“Hi, my name is Vince. You may have heard that one of your neighbors, David Grogan, passed away a few days ago, and I’m looking into the details of his death.”

The woman let out a series of coughs without covering her mouth then said, “I heard he offed himself.”

Her bluntness took Vince aback, but he gathered himself and proceeded. “Well, that’s what I’m looking into.”

“‘Looking into,’” she mimicked him. “What’s that supposed to mean? You with the insurance company or something? I don’t have time to deal with you.”

“I’m a private citizen,” Vince said quickly, before she could shut the door. “I have some concerns that David’s death wasn’t thoroughly investigated, and I’m trying to see if there are any other details that can be shared with the police. Were you home late Sunday evening and early Monday morning? And, did you notice anything out of the ordinary?”

“If I was home is my business,” the woman snapped. “I should have known better than to move into a neighborhood like this where everybody wants to get into everyone else’s business.”

She hadn’t slammed the door in his face yet, so Vince kept going. “Perhaps your security cameras picked up an unusual or suspicious vehicle driving by? Or anything else out of the ordinary that could have bearing on the case.”

The woman gave him a hard look, appraising him from head to toe. “Who did you say you were again?”

“My name is Vince, and, as I said, I’m a private citizen. I have a card here,” he fished a business card out of his pocket and the woman snatched it from him.

“Says here you’re with a law firm. An ambulance chaser. I told you I don’t have time for you. I oughtta call the police.” The door slam he’d been waiting for came swiftly.

“If you think of anything I should know, feel free to call me,” he said, looking directly into the security camera. He descended the stairs and started back down the block.

He looked across the median and saw the woman in black walking the opposite direction. Probably getting her Saturday morning exercise, Vince thought, and he waved to her. She either didn’t notice or didn’t care because she kept walking without acknowledging him.

.   .   .

The secret phone rang, and the first man answered. “Boss, we got a problem,” the second man said. “I put a tracker on Marcotte’s car before I left the note. I just tracked him, and he’s at Grogan’s place.”

“Are you sure?”

“I don’t have eyes on him personally, but these trackers are accurate. Someone took his car to Grogan’s place this morning.”

“We need to know what he knows.”

“I can get over to his place now; see if I can find anything.”

.   .   .

Vince paused as he got closer to Grogan’s place. That was the one door he hadn’t knocked on yet. He assumed Grogan lived alone, so it would stand to reason that no one would be home. But, what if there was a maid there, or a friend or family member, or his attorney? Would they be willing to review the doorbell camera footage with him, assuming there was any? It was worth knocking to find out. The downside would be getting captured on camera, but he had knocked on enough doors already that it wasn’t exactly a secret that he was there.

He ascended the steps and rang the doorbell; the camera whirred to life and lit up, letting him know he was being recorded. “Who are you?” a female voice issued from the doorbell.

“My name is Vince, and I recently had a work project that involved Dave Grogan,” he said. “I heard about his death, and I wanted to ask some questions about it. If you could come to the door, it might be easier to talk face to face.”

“This is Dave’s sister, Karissa,” the voice replied. “I have his phone, but I’m not at the townhouse. And, don’t think about trying to break in. All the valuables have been removed, and you’re being recorded right now.”

“I don’t want to break in; I just had some questions. In particular, I was wondering…”

“I don’t want to talk,” Karissa said. “This has been a hard week, and there’s a lot of crap to deal with when your brother kills himself. Know what I’m doing now? I’m trying to figure out if there’s a way out of a time share he just bought into.”

Vince felt in his pocket and found another business card. He held it up to the doorbell. “I might be able to help with that. I work for a real estate attorney.” He wondered what kind of conflict of interest might be presented by helping the estate of someone they just sent a cease and desist letter to, but he figured it was minor at worst. “Philips, Ginsberg, Cassady, and Associates. Feel free to call if we can help. And, if Dave’s doorbell camera has footage from the night he died, I’d love to look at it. Maybe there was a person or car on there that might be of interest if it turns out he didn’t commit suicide.” Vince put the business card away and noticed that the light on the doorbell had turned off. He wondered how much Karissa had heard.

Before going back to his car, he walked through the alley. It looked much like he expected. The neighbors who had cameras on the back of their homes were the ones who had security systems, and they were also the neighbors who were not willing to help. He retraced his steps and started down the street where he parked. There were no houses facing the street on this block or the next one, just the sides of houses that were on streets running perpendicular to this one.

As he drew closer to his car, he saw a piece of paper under the windshield wiper on the passenger side. He groaned, not wanting to deal with a ticket, and he looked around to see what rule he had violated. But, he saw no signs restricting parking—no “no parking anytime,” no restrictions for street sweeping on certain days or times, no “residents only.”

He reached his car and extracted the paper. It was folded in half lengthwise. The situation felt eerily similar to the note he’d pulled off his apartment door after he’d been here the first time.

He turned and looked up and down the street but saw no one. He opened the note; instead of immaculate block lettering, this note was written in looping, bubbly letters. “Did you know you’re being followed?”

Two words from his training at Fort Dix more than 15 years earlier came to the front of his mind—cover and conceal. Concealment would provide a visual block for anyone monitoring him. He couldn’t be seen, but it didn’t necessarily provide a physical barrier. Concealment behind a nearby bush wouldn’t stop a bullet, for instance. Cover provided that physical protection, even if he could be seen. There was a third option, though—evade. He should get in his car and drive away. Fast.

He rushed around the hood and fumbled with his keys, his heart pounding. He tried to keep his breathing under control and blinked furiously, as if that would keep his vision from tunneling.

“Vince!”

He unlocked his door and slid inside.

“Vince!”

He looked up and saw the woman in black running toward him as he slammed the door and started the engine. He barely heard her next words as he threw the car in gear.

“Vince!” she shouted. “It’s MileHighMarlowe. We need to talk!”
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Vince rolled down his window but kept his foot on the brake and his hand on the gear shift. The woman in black approached. “You’re MileHighMarlowe?”

“Pleased to meet you,” she said.

“How did you know I’d be here?”

“You told me. On the phone. Last night when we talked.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t say when. And, how did you know it was me?”

“Let’s not talk here,” she said. “There’s a coffee house just outside the neighborhood. Java the Hut. Let’s meet there, and I can explain everything. And, you can tell me what you’re not telling me about this case.”

Vince agreed. Marlowe declined a ride to her car. He punched Java the Hut into his phone’s GPS, and five minutes later, he pulled into a mid-sized restaurant with a bustling Saturday crowd. The sign was in the shape of a UFO, with neon Java the Hut written in the classic Star Wars font.

The inside had an outer space motif, as well, with dark painted walls dotted with thousands of stars and dozens of planets. New age jazz fusion played through the speakers, and Vince could smell freshly ground coffee the second he walked through the door.

He hung back from the counter and waited for Marlowe, who appeared a moment later. “I love this place,” she said, “and I skipped breakfast today, so I’m starving. You want anything?”

“Just a coffee,” Vince said.

“Come on. Be adventurous. No one comes to the Hut for a regular coffee. I’m buying; get what you want, and if you hate it, you can get something boring.”

Vince laughed and perused the menu. “I’ll have a Skywalker,” he said, spotting a drink that sounded like an Americano.

“Nice. I always get The Force.” Vince scanned the menu and found it in big bold letters, a double double espresso.

Marlowe approached the counter, and Vince found an open table. He watched Marlowe as he waited. She had short dark hair that curled at the ends. Her ears were each triple pierced with two earrings in each lobe and another at the top of the ear. She was considerably shorter than him, maybe five foot three, but still a giant compared to the angry smoking woman, he thought.

She picked up their order and walked toward the table, head upright, eyes locked on him. She had a lot of self confidence and her demeanor said that she rarely failed.

She put Vince’s drink in front of him and took the chair opposite his. She had her giant espresso drink and a bran muffin.

“Thanks for the coffee,” Vince said.

“No problem.”

“Are we still on a no-real-names basis?” he asked. “I mean, you know my name, apparently, but I only know you as MileHighMarlowe.”

“I’m Hadley Collins,” she said. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Between bites of muffin, she explained how she had tracked him down so easily. “First,” she said, “the spoofed phone number only works one way, so you showed up on my caller ID, and from there it was easy enough to track you down. Once I had your phone number, I got your name and address. I found out what car you have registered and got the license plate while I was at it.”

Vince felt an odd mixture of admiration for her ingenuity and creeped out by being stalked. Hadley took a couple of bites and sipped her coffee. Vince was certain if he drank The Force, he wouldn’t sleep again for a week.

“You told me that the person who died had an article in the Post, and suicides aren’t generally reported on in the paper unless there’s something newsworthy about them. So, I checked the last week of the paper online, and found just one article about a suicide. The victim was part of a campaign for Senate, which also jived with your story, so I figured I had the right guy.”

Another pause. Vince was impressed with how quickly she had put things together.

“Once I had Grogan’s name, it was easy enough to get his address and find out what neighborhood you’d be walking.”

“But, how did you know when I’d be there?”

“You told me. You said you’d be coming tomorrow. You said that yesterday, so it’s tomorrow now.”

“Yeah, but I could have come at any time. How did you know when I’d be here?”

“I didn’t. But, I figured you couldn’t go too early. If you were going to knock on doors, you wouldn’t get any cooperation at 6:30 in the morning. I asked myself when I would go, and I thought I’d probably show up between 8:30 and 9:00. So, I got to your place at seven this morning and waited until I saw you leave, then I came to the neighborhood, too.”

“Wait…you were at my place this morning? And you staked me out?” Vince’s feelings of violation were quickly outpacing how impressed he was with her.

“Yeah. I wanted to see where you live; see if anyone walked you to the door, figure out what I can about you. Of course, I couldn’t see all the way to your apartment door, so that part of my plan didn’t work like I wanted.”

“Why did you want to know if anyone walked me to the door?”

Hadley laughed and held up her hands in an “I’m innocent” gesture. “Don’t get the wrong idea. This isn’t that kind of stalking. I just want to know who I’m dealing with. Someone who has a significant other, maybe kids in the picture, has less time to dedicate to a case and is less likely to take risks than someone who doesn’t. So, it’s an important part of knowing who I’m dealing with.”

“I’m single, for the record.”

“I figured, based on what I could tell about the size of the apartment and that you only have one car registered to you.”

“What I really don’t understand,” Vince said, “is why stalk me at all? If you wanted to come along, you could have just said so when we talked last night.”

“But, I really didn’t come along, did I?” Hadley answered. “I kept my distance. I wanted to see how you would work the case, how seriously you took it, and if you followed my advice. I wanted to get an idea of whether or not I wanted to work with you.”

“And, what do you think?” Vince asked.

“Well, we’re here. If I didn’t like your approach, I could have gotten in my car, driven away, and blocked your profile on Citizen Detective. We never would have talked again. But, enough about me. It’s time to get serious.”

Vince took a drink of his Skywalker, not sure where she was going.

“You haven’t told me everything about this case yet. And, there’s something important, something big, that you’re holding back. If I’m going to help you, I need to know what that is.”

“What makes you think I’m holding back?” Vince said. “I haven’t given you all the details yet, but that’s not the same thing.”

“You were awfully spooked when I called out your name. You were trying to get of town as quickly as possible. On the phone, you mentioned powerful people being involved and trying to steer clear of them. So, what kind of encounter have you had with the powerful people?”

She must have some kind of sixth sense, Vince thought. “Someone left a note on my apartment door.”

“What kind of note? What did it say?”

“You never get hurt minding your own business. Something like that.”

Hadley sat back in her chair, brow furrowed. “That’s not exactly ‘you must die,’ but it’s not a welcome mat, either. Maybe it’s time to share all the details.”

Vince nodded and started his story, going back 15 years to his deployment to Afghanistan. He explained who Airman Abdallah was and how Nick Batson was his commanding officer.

“Abdallah is the guy who committed suicide then? And Batson was the commander who is now an associate of Grogan’s. Do I have that right?”

Vince nodded.

“This is quite the first case for you to take on. I have no idea if you’ve actually stumbled on something real or just have a crazy imagination, but this could be huge.”

“I know. Trust me, I know.” He went back into the story, going over both trips to Gardez, but skipping the ambush during the second trip. He explained how Airman Vassel came through Bagram weeks later and mentioned he was taking the sketch book back to the States and sending it to Abdallah’s sister. Then, he fast-forwarded to current times, and told Hadley how he started the investigation and the steps that had led him to Grogan’s place that morning.

“So, when was the note left?”

“Right after I went to Grogan’s place the first time. I figure someone was watching me.”

“It’s possible. You’re easy to follow,” she said with a grin. “But, what else had happened up until that point? Had you gone to Cleveland yet? Was Lisa involved?”

“Yes,” Vince said. “I had already gotten the sketch book from Abdallah’s sister and Lisa had agreed to pull financial records from Gardez.”

“So, the note might not have been about Grogan. It could be about Gardez.”

“I don’t know,” Vince said. “That would mean Batson knew what Lisa was doing, and I find that hard to believe.”

“Keep the possibility open,” Hadley said. She took another long sip of her coffee, tipping the cup up to get the last of it. “What are your next steps for the investigation?”

“Good question,” Vince said. “On the Abdallah side of things, I think I can show a motive. Someone was embezzling, and Batson falsified reports to hide it. I have a lead on a guy who can research bank accounts, so maybe I should bring him in and see if I can prove Batson was dirty.”

“That doesn’t prove Abdallah was murdered,” Hadley said.

“It’s too convenient,” Vince countered. “Abdallah was compiling information showing what Batson was doing and then he turns up dead. Too big of a coincidence.”

“Circumstantial evidence. You work in a law firm. You know all about this stuff.”

Vince sighed. “So, that’s where I’m at with Abdallah. I’m about to prove Batson is dirty but apparently can’t prove he killed anyone. On Grogan, I’m kind of stuck. I need to hope that Grogan’s sister decides to review the doorbell footage with me and calls back.”

“Grogan’s tough,” Hadley agreed. “You might find more on Abdallah. It’s your case, but my recommendation is that you use this afternoon to make a list of everyone who was in the compound when he died, so we can try to track them down. See if anyone can remember anything that might help us take the next step beyond motive. Take tomorrow off, don’t think about the case. Then, Monday, when you’re done working, we’ll review everything with fresh eyes and put together a game plan for contacting everyone.”

“You’re saying we a lot.”

Hadley smiled. “I told you, I don’t have any other cases right now, and I love doing this stuff. If you want the help, I’m willing.”

“I’m not turning down any help.”

“Great. See you Monday.”
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Vince drove past his apartment complex and took a side street that led to an alley that ran along the back side of the complex’s parking lot. He drove through the alley slowly, looking for any suspicious cars or any signs of people watching him. The experience of meeting Hadley had him rethinking how cautious he needed to be. He didn’t see anything out of place, so he circled back to the main drive and entered the lot.

He walked through the main door of the building and then up a flight of stairs to the second floor. Four apartments occupied that level, two on each side of the staircase. He climbed the stairs carefully, trying to make as little noise as possible. He strained his ears for any little noises that might betray an ambush. The instructors at Fort Dix had called staircases “fatal funnels” and said going up a set of stairs was the most dangerous part of securing a building.

He reached the top and looked around. Nothing seemed out of place. He turned left and walked to his apartment, the farthest door down the hall. He expected to see another note, but the door was blank. He laughed at himself for getting so worked up and let himself through the door. He went to the kitchen for a glass of water and then went to turn on his laptop, so he could get to work.

It wasn’t on the shelf next to the television where he always left it.

His heart beat faster as he went into his bedroom. No sign of the laptop there. He checked his bed, even turning back his comforter, the closet, the dresser, and inside each drawer. No laptop. Nothing else had been disturbed.

He crossed the hall to the second bedroom, his office when Mason let him work from home. No sign of the computer there, either. He checked the bathroom, the breakfast nook, even the kitchen. The laptop was gone.

His next thought started a panic attack. His paper files. The personal record he had kept. He dropped to a knee and closed his eyes as waves of nausea washed over him, his chest grew tight, and his breathing became shallow.

He stayed that way for several minutes before coaxing himself back up. “You can do this, Vince,” he said aloud. “Not knowing is worse than knowing.”

He went back to his bedroom and opened the closet door. In the back corner his winter trench coat extended from the clothes bar all the way to the floor. He pulled it back, and there was his box. He leafed through it. Everything was there. Whoever had come, had come specifically for the laptop.

He grabbed his phone and found the text message Hadley had sent him, so he’d have her number. He sent her a quick note: “Be careful. We may have been followed again today.”

He thought about the other possibility, that the note had been about Gardez. He took his phone back out and texted Lisa Dillon: “Thanks for all your help. Call me when you can; need to update you on a situation.”

He hoped that would do the trick. He went to the breakfast nook and sat down. He called the police. After being routed to a couple of different departments, he ended up on the line with a dispatcher. He explained that his computer had been stolen from his apartment and said he wanted to file a report. The dispatcher promised to send someone out.

He retrieved his Afghanistan box from the closet. No reason he couldn’t start making the list of potential witnesses while he waited.

.   .   .

Vince waited a long time. He had enough time to go through all of his Gardez notes and create a comprehensive list of the airmen assigned there. He made a list on a yellow legal pad, with first name, last name, and rank.

He had time to eat a sandwich and go through his list again. He took a picture of the final list with his phone, packed up his box, and hid it in the back of the closet again. When he came back, he heard footsteps in the hallway and a knock at the door. It was not a timid knock that hoped not to disturb anyone. It was an urgent, commanding knock.

Vince opened the door and a uniformed police officer stood in the hallway. “I’m Officer Rutledge,” he said, flashing his badge. “I understand you want to report a robbery.”

Vince went through the details with him, explaining what time he had left the apartment, that he’d had coffee with a friend, and when he returned, he couldn’t find the laptop. He walked Officer Rutledge through the apartment, pointing out all the places the laptop was not.

“And, you say nothing else is missing?”

“That’s right.”

“Do you have a lot of kids in the building?”

“No. None that I know of.”

Rutledge wrote a few notes down on his pad. He told Vince that he would complete a report and he could come down and pick up a copy on Monday. “If you have renter’s insurance, the police report should give you what you need to file a claim.”

Vince thanked him and watched as he descended the stairs. He thought back to the first incident when the note was left on his door. A team of two, he had thought; one on the phone with him, the other placing the note and knocking. The caller acting as the get-away driver.

Probably a two-person team for this one, too. One standing outside the building, ready to warn the person on the inside doing the dirty work.

His phone buzzed. The caller ID showed Lisa’s name. He answered before it could buzz again.

“I’m glad you called,” Vince said. “I hope everything’s okay for you.”

“Everything is fine. What’s this about?”

“I think there are some people upset about my looking into this case.” He explained about the note and the missing laptop. “I know it sounds like I’m paranoid,” he said, “but this really happened. I just wanted to let you know, so you can stay alert.”

“I’ll be fine, Vince,” Lisa said. “And, I’ll bet you the laptop has nothing to do with what you’re doing. The note, either. Probably some teenagers playing a prank on you.”

“Promise me you’ll be vigilant.”

Lisa laughed. “Vince, I live at the headquarters for Air Combat Command. You know how many layers of security someone would have to go through to get to me? I’ll be fine.”

He thanked her again and clicked off the call. Kids playing a prank was about the least plausible option, he thought. This was tied to his investigation. He had a feeling it was tied to the Grogan case, but he felt better about having warned Lisa.

Someone was determined to keep him from cracking the case. That made him more determined than ever to break it wide open.

.   .   .

Vince woke early Sunday morning and checked his email. Nothing from the insurance company overnight, so he wouldn’t be laptop shopping. He doubted they’d have any claims adjusters working on Sunday, so it would be Monday before he’d get the claim approved, at the earliest.

He examined the front door just as Officer Rutledge had done. No scratches, no chips in the wood, nothing to show signs of a forced entry. He re-checked all the windows. Again, no sign of a break in. It would have been next to impossible to break into the second-story windows to begin with, much less without disturbing something. So, it had to be the door. Whoever had taken his laptop had been good. Probably a professional.

Now that the panic had subsided, Vince grew angry. He thought about Batson standing over his laptop at that moment, trying in vain to guess the 12-key combination to get past the first stage of the encryption. It was a completely random passcode, and Vince was confident it would stand up to Batson’s hacking. He pictured Batson getting past it only to be stymied by the biometrics. The thought made Vince smile.

He took additional solace in the fact that he had backed all his files up to the thumb drive, which he had attached to his key ring. He hadn’t lost any research, and Batson wasn’t in possession of the only copy of any file.

He poured a bowl of Cracklin’ Oat Bran and plopped down on the sofa. He flipped the TV on to the local news. They finished a story about a woman and her rescue dogs, which made Vince angry at the apartment for not allowing pets. If he’d had a dog, maybe it would have stopped the break in.

The next image on the screen was Nick Batson’s smiling face; the blue-gray eyes staring straight ahead, as if trying to see through Vince. He fumbled with the remote control and turned the volume up.

“Batson to hold event in Denver,” read the headline at the bottom of the screen.

“Political newcomer Nick Batson has raced his way to the top of the most recent poll for Colorado’s vacant Senate seat,” the anchorwoman said, “and he’s trying to keep up his momentum with a publicity tour through the state. Today, he’ll be in Denver. Political correspondent Toby Kazarian has our coverage.”

The picture cut away from the anchors in the newsroom and switched to a handsome young reporter in a navy polo shirt standing outdoors. “Thanks, Victoria,” he said. “Nick Batson is hosting an event at City Park in Denver today. His staff tell me not to call it a rally and that it will be a much more informal event. But, Nick Batson will give a speech and then meet potential voters and hear what they have to say.

“I didn’t get a preview of the speech, but so far his campaign talking points have been around strengthening U.S. foreign policy and national defense and creating tax incentives for businesses that create jobs and help the economy grow. Those themes make sense for him, given his background in the military and the corporate world. It will be interesting to see, though, how he reacts if he gets pressed on other domestic policy issues during today’s meet and greet.”

The view changed to a split screen, with Toby on one side and the news anchors on the other.

“And what time will the event be today?” Victoria asked.

“It’s set to begin at 10:00 this morning. I’m told to expect about a 15-minute speech, and then the meet and greet will begin, with the whole thing wrapping up around noon.”

Vince looked at the clock on the wall. It was a little after 7:30. He had time to clean up and make a trip out to City Park.


CHAPTER 23

Denver, May 8, 2022

The crowd had already grown larger than Vince had anticipated when he pulled up to the park at 9:40. He could see Batson’s stage—a small platform with red, white, and blue bunting, a pair of speakers, and a few dozen chairs facing it. The chairs would fill quickly, and there would be plenty of people standing.

Batson had classic rock playing over the speakers and had set up tables with bumper stickers and buttons to give away. Vince recognized Blair Jackson, Batson’s communication director, behind one of the tables.

Vince found a place toward the back of a group standing behind the chairs and scanned the crowd. It was a majority white crowd, although Batson had clearly done outreach to black and Hispanic voters, as they were well represented in the crowd. The average age was probably around 45, with plenty of older and younger people present, as well. It was hard to judge socioeconomic indicators. Most people were dressed like Vince, in shorts and T-shirts on that warm day. Overall, Vince grudgingly admitted Batson had done an impressive job drawing a crowd and attracting a variety of voting blocs.

Blair Jackson took the stage, sweating profusely in his suit. The music stopped and Jackson smiled broadly at the crowd. “Thanks for coming out today,” he said. “We know it’s warm, and we’ve got some cold drinks on the way.” The crowd murmured its approval. “I promise we won’t have a long morning of boring speeches. Today is about meeting one another. So, first Nick is going to introduce himself to you, and then you’ll all have a chance to speak with him and let him get to know you and hear about the issues you care about. We promise this won’t be your only chance to meet him. He’ll be out and about every week between now and the November election.” He paused and smiled, showing his gleaming white teeth. “And, once he gets elected, he’s going to spend as much time in Colorado, hearing from the people in his state, as he does in Washington.” That got a few cheers and some applause. “And now, please welcome Colorado’s next United States Senator, Nick Batson!”

The applause really kicked in, with many people whistling and hooting. Vince clapped his hands in a lackluster effort to fit in.

“Thank you, Blair,” Batson said, taking the microphone. He peered out at the crowd, and Vince could sense his natural charisma. It felt like he was looking Vince in the eye, and Vince could tell everyone around him felt the same way. Unlike Blair, Batson dressed casually in a pair of designer jeans and a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up. “My name is Nick Batson, and I want to tell you a little about myself and why I’m running.” He gave a quick run through his biography, being born in Western Kansas and then moving to Pueblo as a boy. He talked about graduating from high school there and then completing college at CU in Boulder on an Air Force ROTC scholarship.

“I thought ROTC would be a means of paying for school, but it was so much more than that,” he said. “It awakened in me a sense of patriotism, a sense of duty, and a sense of service. I proudly commissioned into the Air Force and served for 18 years until the time felt right to transition back to civilian life.” He talked a little about his time in the service and highlighted the time he spent in Afghanistan.

“We were at war,” he said, “and my unit was charged with rebuilding a province. I had a small team and they weren’t all trained as engineers, but we got the job done. We got the job done by believing in one another, focusing on the mission, and doing the right thing. That was the culture I strove to build from day one in command of that unit. I’ve found that those values, the values of fellowship, duty, and integrity, translate into any walk of life. With those values as our foundation, my unit—under some of the most dangerous conditions in Afghanistan—didn’t lose a man or woman.” The crowd applauded. Vince restrained himself from shouting Hassan Abdallah’s name. Batson continued, “I’ll take those values to Washington because they get results that matter.”

He moved on to talk about purchasing a consulting firm and being called to help troubled businesses. “I went into Glasser and Associates, the big CPA firm downtown, and I told them, ‘Here’s what we have to do. We have to build a culture of trust among the staff. You have to believe in one another. Then, we need to get everyone focused on the mission—find what is that one thing you have to do and get it done. And, above all, we’re going to do it in a way that stands up to scrutiny because we’re going to do the right thing all the time.’

“Glasser was about to go out of business when I came in. The staff turnover was at an all-time high, profitability was at an all-time low, and they were about to lose their standing with the auditors. We put my plan in place and turned it around. They are one of the most profitable firms of their kind not just in Denver but anywhere; the staff aren’t leaving anymore, and the auditors love them. Give them A-plus ratings.” The crowd erupted into more applause. “The leadership I learned in the Air Force and in the corporate world works. That same leadership will work in Washington, and I’m going to bring it there with your help.”

From there, Batson took the microphone from the podium and paced the stage as he told the crowd how they could help—how to donate to his campaign, how to volunteer, and where to go for more information. “Now,” he said, looking out at the crowd with that charismatic, yet eerie, since of simultaneous eye contact with everyone, “I’ve talked enough. You know who I am and what I stand for. It’s your turn. I’m going to step right over there. Come by and see me. Blair is rolling out the beverages now. Have a water or a soda, grab a snack, and let’s talk. Thanks, everyone!” He waved and hopped off the platform, a picture of energy and exuberance.

The crowd erupted in a rousing ovation. He’s going to win this election in a landslide, Vince thought, unless something derails him.

.   .   .

Vince waited his turn in the meet and greet line, looking at his phone and turning frequently to avoid small talk with the people around him. It worked for a while, but then the guy behind him got chatty.

“You go to many of these things?” he asked. He was wearing cargo shorts that showed off how little of a tan he had on his legs. He also had a Hawaiian shirt and a straw hat. Vince thought about asking if he went to many Jimmy Buffett concerts, but he was pretty sure he knew the answer already.

“Nah,” Vince said. “First one actually.”

“Yeah, me too,” the man said. “I find this guy really interesting, though. Kind of came out of nowhere, political outsider. I’m not wild about either of the mainstream candidates, so when an independent jumped in, I had to check him out. He’s a good speaker. What do you think?” He said it all in almost a single breath. It took Vince several seconds to catch up to the question.

“He was okay.”

“Okay? Did you hear how many times he got applause?”

Vince’s phone buzzed, and he held it up. “I need to take this. Will you hold my spot?” The guy agreed, and Vince walked a few feet away as he answered Hadley’s call.

“Just wanted to make sure we were still good to go for tomorrow. Have you had a chance to pull that list together?”

“We’re good to go, and I have a list waiting for you.”

“If you email it to me, I’ll start trying to track current phone numbers down.”

“I’ll send it to you in a bit. Fair warning; it’s a picture of a handwritten list. Best I could do; I’m without a computer right now. My apartment got broken into and my laptop was stolen.”

“Seriously?”

“I’ll fill you in tomorrow. Listen, I can’t talk for long now, it’s almost my turn to meet Batson.”

He heard a sound that might have been Hadley spitting a drink. He pictured her drinking The Force again and wondered how often she visited Java the Hut.

“Did you say you’re meeting Batson?”

“I’m at a campaign event. I figure if he’s watching me, trying to intimidate me with notes and stuff, I’ll let him know I don’t scare easily.”

“This is such a bad idea. Just get out of there, and we’ll jump into the case tomorrow.”

“Sorry, gotta go.” He clicked off the call. His phone buzzed immediately, but he tapped ignore and let it go to voicemail.

“Just in time,” the guy behind him said, as Vince slipped back into line. He watched the family in front of him finish their turn with Batson.

“Thanks for saving my spot,” Vince said and stepped forward under the blue and white striped canopy where Batson stood. They looked each other in the eye, and for just a second, Batson’s smile evaporated. He brought it back quickly and stuck out his hand. Vince grabbed it and shook, and Batson used his other hand to grab Vince’s elbow and pull him closer.

“Well here’s a blast from the past,” he said, glancing at the campaign volunteers under the canopy with him. “This gentleman served in Afghanistan with me.”

“Cool,” one of the volunteers, a young woman in her late teens or early twenties, said. She had long, blond hair pulled back in a ponytail and wore two Vote for Batson buttons on her yellow T-shirt. “Was he in your unit?”

“No, he was rear echelon,” Batson said, and Vince thought he caught a hint of a smirk. “Spent most of his time at Bagram, but we crossed paths a couple of times.” He turned his attention to Vince. “Can I count on your vote?”

“I’m still undecided,” Vince said. “It takes time to gather and weigh evidence.”

“Well, I’m an open book,” Batson said. “I’d love to help sway your opinion. Ask me anything.”

This was bad political theater at its finest, Vince thought, but he took the bait. “What’s your position on crime?”

Batson grinned at him, completely unfazed. “That’s more of a local issue, but when I get to the Senate, I’ll support policies that allow local governments to be tough on crime, as long as the process is fair and transparent. Any other questions?”

“No, I think that’s it,” Vince said.

“Well, it’s great to see you again, and I’m glad you’re doing well,” Batson said. He reached out for another handshake, and as they gripped, Batson pulled him close, almost into a hug. He dropped his voice so only Vince could hear. “Remember this. You never get hurt minding your own business.”

“That’s catchy,” Vince said, “I’d love to meet your speechwriter.”

“Keep it up. You might just get your chance.”

They let go, and Vince walked off without looking back. He could hear the guy in line behind him greeting Batson as their conversation began.

He took the long way around the block to get to his car, viewing it from multiple angles before approaching. Nothing seemed amiss, so he got in, let out a big breath, and cranked the air conditioning up. Before driving off, he checked his phone, which had been buzzing while he met with Batson. He had a voicemail and a text message. He read the text first:

“You’re crazy! Get out of there now!”

He listened to the voicemail next:

“There is no benefit to antagonizing the suspect. He can tell the police you’re harassing him. He’s a candidate, so he might get special protection. Secret Service or something. I don’t know. Just get out of there and call me back.”

He didn’t feel like talking, so he sent her a quick text instead.

“All done. Meeting went well. We definitely have our guy. I’ll explain tomorrow.”


CHAPTER 24

Denver, May 9, 2022

Vince dressed for work on Monday in his standard khakis and polo, but he threw a sports coat on with it. They had client meetings scheduled, and as distracted as he’d been at work lately, he wanted to make sure Mason knew he could still be counted on. That didn’t stop him from checking email on his phone a hundred times while he waited for Judy Stevenson to arrive. Nothing from the insurance company. He decided to just buy a new laptop out of his savings account if he hadn’t heard from them by the end of work. He could stop at the electronics store on his way home and still make it in time to meet Hadley.

“Wake up, Vince,” came Naomi’s inflectionless voice over the intercom. “Ms. Stevenson just arrived. She’s on her way to Kate’s office.”

Show time. Vince grabbed his file on the Dartmouth case, a notebook and pen, and his coffee mug and started across the lobby. He saw Naomi perched at her desk, filing her nails, painted bright orange this time, and he couldn’t shake the image of her as a bird of prey sharpening her talons.

Vince burst into Kate’s office with a broad smile on his face. Ms. Stevenson seemed happy, too. Kate asked them both to sit, and Ms. Stevenson declined coffee.

“I’ll just get everyone up to speed,” Kate said. She recounted what had happened since their last meeting—discovery of the relationship between the builder and the supplier and sending a letter to opposing counsel.

“I understand they sent a reply directly to you,” Kate said to Judy. “I’m sorry that they did that; I was explicit that communications should occur between the lawyers only at this point. Of course, I’m not a judge, so what I say is more suggestion than direction.” She smiled at Judy, a weak, conspiratorial smile as if to say “we’re all just cogs in a big machine.”

Judy nodded, reached into her purse, and withdrew a legal-sized envelope with an impressive looking letterhead embossed on it. She pushed it across the desk to Kate. “There’s a lot of legalese, but I think they’re saying they’re ready to settle.”

Kate opened the envelope and began reading, brow furrowed as she went. She finished and passed the letter to Vince. “That’s exactly what they’re saying. Vince has been researching labor and materials cost and seeing what the courts have awarded in punitive damages in similar cases, and I think we can ask for $150,000 per house. There are 10 houses impacted by this?”

Judy’s eyes grew wider. “You think we can settle for $1.5 million?”

“Probably not,” Kate said. She reached across the desk and put her hand on top of Judy’s, a tender gesture that Vince had not seen from her before. “That’s the best we could hope for if we took it to court. We estimate the actual labor and materials cost is around $75,000 per house, so that’s our low point. We’re looking at settling somewhere between 750K and 1.5.”

Kate asked Vince to make copies of the letter for their file while she explained the negotiation process. He made three copies of the letter and the accompanying envelope, front and back, and returned with the stack of papers. He slid the original to Judy.

“Vince,” Kate said, “Judy has granted us settlement authority on the neighborhood’s behalf. We’ll need to draw up a formal agreement and email that to her today, so she can e-sign, and we can contact Dartmouth’s counsel.”

They bade one another goodbye, and Vince went back to his office to work on the settlement authorization. He could copy and paste from a template, so the job went fast. He finished right before lunch, sent it to Kate, and then took his sandwich out to his car. The temperatures had climbed into the 80s, so he cracked the windows, but still enjoyed the modicum of privacy his car provided.

He spent most of his lunch on hold with the insurance company, noisily gulping down bites of sandwich, so he wouldn’t get caught with his mouth full.

He finally spoke to a live agent, who assured him they would review his claim and get back to him as quickly as possible. Yes, he could make the replacement purchase with his own money and file for reimbursement with them. Yes, that carried a risk that the claim would not be approved or that if the original laptop was recovered, he would not receive reimbursement. Vince thanked her and disconnected the call, feeling that he hadn’t reached any sort of solution.

An electric blue McLaren pulled into the firm’s small parking lot. The car was all aerodynamics, harsh angles, and flash. Junior.

“Heads up,” Vince said to Naomi as he rushed inside. “Joe Hollingsworth Junior is here.”

Naomi didn’t look up. “He’s not on the schedule,” she said, letting the comment hang in the air as if that resolved something.

“Maybe you could let Mason know,” Vince said.

“I can’t. I’m going on break. You’re up.” And with that, she finally made eye contact with him, offered him a small smile that was anything but apologetic, and started toward the break room as Junior came in the door.

“Hello, Mr. Hollingsworth,” Vince greeted him.

“Joe’s fine,” he said. “I need to see Mason. I don’t have an appointment.”

Vince directed him to a leather chair in the seating area and disappeared down the hall.

“What does he want?” Mason erupted when Vince came to the door. Vince motioned for him to keep his voice down.

“He just said he needed to see you.”

“Send him back. Actually, come back with him. You can sit in on this one.”

Vince retrieved Hollingsworth and they made their way to the conference room next to Mason’s office. They made an odd pair as they walked; Vince short and stocky and Hollingsworth tall and sculpted. His Gucci button-down shirt clung to his torso and rippled as he walked. Vince tried to remember the last time he made anything ripple. Jiggle was more his speed these days.

“What’s up?” Mason asked as he shook hands, practically forcing Hollingsworth into a chair.

Hollingsworth explained that the letter the firm sent to scare the other investors hadn’t worked.

“It probably would have worked,” he said, “If Dave hadn’t died.”

“So, they’re still not letting you have a seat at the table?” Mason asked, scribbling on a legal pad.

“It’s not that so much as there’s no longer a table,” he said. “Dave was the driving force behind the investment team; he’s the one who had the vision, and now he’s gone. No one knows where the money has gotten off to, and no one has a plan for what to do next. I just want to get my money back and get clear of all of them.”

“No one knows where the money is?” Mason asked.

“The project was for a strip mall. It was way trendier than that, but that’s basically what it was. We were bringing in an organic grocer, Pilates studio, healthy restaurants, that kind of thing. We’ve been meeting with potential tenants. The lot is ours; we bought it months ago. But that’s it. The rest of the investment was for improvement funds, giving grants to the tenants to help them get everything in shape. And for permits, inspections, marketing. All that stuff. We don’t know where Dave put all that money.”

Mason looked up from his legal pad, his eyebrows raised. “I don’t know how close you were to Mr. Grogan and I don’t want to be indelicate here. But, we have a suicide and we have missing money. Some of the major contributing factors to suicides are legal problems, relationship problems, and money problems. Do you know if Mr. Grogan owed anyone money?”

Hollingsworth shook his head. “Not that I know of. His dad was loaded, you know? He had plenty to live off of, and he was just playing around with these investments.”

Mason shot Vince a look that clearly stated, “it takes one to know one.”

“Let me see what we can find out. I can reach out to the probate attorneys for Mr. Grogan’s estate and see if they can help. There’s a chance the money is gone,” he said. “But, I’ll see what I can do to find it. Vince here will help; he has a personal interest in Dave Grogan.” Mason smirked as he said it, but Junior perked up.

“Really? What’s your interest in Dave?”

“I don’t know if it’s really a personal interest,” Vince said, “I was just curious about someone we’d just sent a letter to dying suddenly. I don’t have any information beyond that, but I’ll definitely help Mr. Phillips here.”

Mason walked Junior to the door, gave him a warm handshake and a pat on the back and sent him on his way. “Looks like you’re not done investigating Grogan,” he said to Vince.

.   .   .

Hadley was waiting in the parking lot when Vince arrived at his apartment. He saw her sitting in her Mini Cooper, which was green with white racing stripes on the hood. He met her at her driver’s side door.

“New computer?” she asked, gesturing at the box he had tucked under his left arm.

“Yeah,” he said. “I’ll need to install the encryption software on it before I use it.”

“Hang on,” she said. “I have a box, too.” She pulled a shoebox from her backseat and locked the car. “What kind of encryption do you use?”

Vince typed in his code to get into the main door of the building and then gestured toward the stairs. “I use UltraDefender,” he said. “I’ve tried some others, but this one tends to be the most effective and it doesn’t crash the operating system.”

“I like UltraDefender,” she said. “I get into that kind of stuff for work.”

They reached the front door, and Vince started to ask her what kind of work she did as he unlocked the front door, but she changed topics. “No security camera in this hallway, huh?”

Vince looked up and down the hall, although he already knew the answer. “No; we have cameras at the front door, but I called the building management and they said they aren’t working. So, no footage from the robbery.”

“Weird that they only took the laptop. That means they’re sending you a message. They could have tossed the place, grabbed a TV or something, but they wanted you to know they had a very specific target in mind.”

“An intimidation move?”

“Exactly. And, if they can get into your laptop they can see what evidence you’ve gathered. So, a dual purpose robbery.”

“It didn’t work,” Vince said. “I’m not intimidated, and they aren’t getting into the laptop. The encryption will wipe the hard drive after the fifth unsuccessful login attempt.”

Hadley gave an admiring nod. “We’ve got work to do,” she said. “First, we’re going to take care of the physical security situation. Then, you can fill me in on your hare-brained trip to the campaign rally, and then we need to look at your Gardez list.”

“Physical security? I can’t install an alarm or anything. The building managers will have a fit.”

“Not an alarm. Just some cameras.”

She opened the shoebox and pulled out a door knocker. “Will management have a problem with installing this on your door? It uses an adhesive. No drilling required.”

“That should be fine.”

“Cool. This has a fish-eye camera and will give you a view of anyone approaching your door. We can set up a motion detector function on it if you want or it can be purely reactionary. Inside, we’ll give you a new smoke detector.”

She removed another device that looked similar to his current smoke detector. “Why don’t you set up UltraDefender while I get these guys installed? Then we can connect them to your WiFi and you’ll be in business.”

Hadley worked much faster than UltraDefender. She had the door knocker and smoke detector installed inside of 15 minutes and showed Vince which app to download on his phone to control them.

“You know a lot about this stuff,” Vince said.

“I’m a freelance security consultant. I help companies set up physical and logical systems to control access. Since I work by contract, I can control how much or how little work I do at a time, which gives me more time for Citizen Detective, which is my true calling.” She blushed as she said that. “Open the app and go to the door cam. I’ll show you how it works.”

Hadley went into the hallway and down the stairs. Vince watched the app on his phone and saw her appear at the top of the stairs and walk past his door. He was amazed at how clear the image was from such a small camera. She turned around and came back to the door, even used the knocker. The camera was positioned in a way to get a clear view of her face as she stood there.

“That’s really impressive,” Vince said, as he opened the door.

“Now look at the overhead cam.”

Vince obediently switched the view to the smoke detector camera and could see an overhead view of himself and Hadley. She walked through the living room and toward the back hallway. Even though she didn’t look up, the camera had enough angle to pick up a view of her face as she went by.

“Too bad you didn’t have these a few days ago,” she said. “We’d have some clear evidence of who broke in.”

With the cameras taken care of, Vince turned his attention back to getting his laptop up and running, filling Hadley in on the campaign rally as he worked.

“He had these people eating out of his hand,” he said. “The guy oozes charisma. There’s no way he won’t win the election unless some kind of scandal hits.”

“And you actually went up to shake his hand and talk to him?” Hadley shook her head. “That was really dumb. You don’t need to call any additional attention to yourself.”

Vince typed in a password and lifted his hands in victory. “We’re good here,” he said. “I’m going to download all the documents I put in the cloud. In the end, their burglary was a minor inconvenience.”

He turned his attention back to the screen and keyboard for a few minutes, setting up files to copy the documents and images into.

“I don’t think it was that dumb, by the way,” he said. “Batson had left a note for me and had stolen my laptop. So, I don’t need to worry about drawing attention to myself. He’s already watching me. I wanted him to know I’m not scared of him. And, he let me know that he’s definitely behind all this. Know what he said to me when I shook his hand?”

“What?”

“He said, ‘You never get hurt minding your own business.’”

Hadley’s jaw dropped. “He actually said that?”

Vince nodded triumphantly.

“You might have led with that information. So, we’ve got our guy. We just don’t know what we’ve got him on.”

“What do you mean?” Vince asked.

“He basically confessed to being involved in the note that was left on your door. But, we still don’t know if that note is related to Gardez or to Grogan.”

“Or both.”

“Or both. We’re probably not getting anywhere on Grogan unless his sister decides to talk. We need to go through the Gardez information and see if we can find someone with direct information.”

Vince went to his room to retrieve his file. Hadley removed an iPad from her purse. Vince walked her through the documents and notes that Abdallah had left in the sketch book and showed her the reports Lisa had gotten for him.

“I get that we don’t have proof,” Vince said. “But this looks like something, right? The numbers aren’t adding up, and Abdallah figured that out somehow. That gives a clear motive to Batson to get him out of the way.”

Hadley nodded. “He had motive and opportunity, but we can’t link him to Abdallah’s death. In fact, we have nothing that says Abdallah was anything other than a suicide. That’s why we need to talk to the other PRT members.”

Vince turned to his list of personnel stationed at the Gardez PRT. “I pulled this from the interview notes.”

“So, you didn’t have a personnel roster or anything like that?”

Vince shook his head.

“Think you could get one?”

Vince inhaled deeply and blew out a big breath. “I would have to ask Lisa. I don’t know how willing to help she’ll be.”

“It’s just that we could have a gap. If there was someone who wasn’t interviewed or wasn’t there that day, we could be missing out on something. Let me show you what I have so far.”

Hadley opened a file on the iPad and showed him her preliminary research. She had created a table with a column for each individual’s name and additional columns to list potential phone numbers, email and physical addresses, and social media profiles. Of the 30 names he’d sent her, she had notes on 16.

“You’ve been busy,” Vince said.

“It’s fairly easy. I subscribe to a couple of different background search services; they’re a must have for detective work. I can run the rest of the names tonight. Why don’t you take the list as-is and start trying to contact folks while I do that? It’s easiest to start with an email; that way, you can copy and paste and send it out multiple times. You’ll have to follow up with phone calls for anyone who doesn’t answer within, I’d say, 72 hours.”

They worked side by side, Hadley plugging names into a variety of search engines and cross-referencing databases. She punctuated her work with an occasional “hmmm” or “aha,” and once a “Gotcha!” Vince looked up at that one and saw her face lit up by an ear to ear smile.

Vince worked on his email, stopping numerous unsuccessful attempts at crafting the perfect message. He needed enough urgency to get people’s attention, but he didn’t want to come across as a weirdo who should just be ignored. He needed to be taken seriously, but not so seriously that someone forwarded his message to the authorities.

He cupped his chin in his hands, staring at the newly blank page on his computer screen. After a couple of deep breaths, he returned his fingers to the keyboard and started typing again:

“Hello! You probably don’t remember me, but our paths crossed in Afghanistan back in 2007. I was recently in contact with the family of Senior Airman Hassan Abdallah. I’m reaching out to people assigned to the Gardez Provincial Reconstruction Team at the same time as Airman Abdallah to see if anyone has memories of him they can share with me. If you do, please contact me at the phone number or email address listed below.”

He nudged Hadley with his elbow and pointed the screen at her.

“Almost there,” she said. “You need to say something about being interested in his death. Otherwise, you’re going to get a bunch of replies saying stuff like, ‘He was great to work with. Always dependable.’ And, that won’t do you any good.”

Vince took the screen back and added the sentence, “I’m particularly interested in anything you might remember about his death or the days leading up to it; any details you have that might help us better understand his death would be appreciated.”

“Much better,” Hadley said. “Start sending it. I’ll be done working through the other half of the list soon.”

Of the 16 names Hadley had already researched, three belonged to Batson, Abdallah, and Clint Vassel. Two others were deceased: Staff Sergeant Troy Houston had been killed on a subsequent deployment to Iraq and Tech Sergeant Heather Bostick had a heart attack in 2019. Hadley had located email addresses for the other 11, so Vince got to work copying and pasting his text into messages that he sent individually. As Hadley completed her list, she sent the information to him, and he kept sending messages, 25 in all.

At Hadley’s request, Vince handed over his notes from the two Gardez visits. He tossed a frozen pizza in the oven while she reviewed the notes.

“We need to put all this in the cloud, too,” she said. “You were lucky they just took your laptop last time.”

Using a scanner app on Hadley’s iPad, Vince scanned pages as she finished reviewing them. He saved them into a file for each visit—Gardez1 and Gardez2—and uploaded them to his cloud drive. He logged into the drive from his new laptop and backed up the files on the USB drive he had used at the library.

They sat at the table, Hadley nibbling at a single slice of pizza, while Vince filled his plate. He checked his email several times. He had received no replies yet, but he was pleasantly surprised not to receive any notices saying the message was undeliverable.

“I dug as deep as I could,” Hadley said, “to get addresses people actually use and not just the ones they sign up for coupons or sweepstakes with.”

Vince swallowed and said a muffled thanks as he wiped his mouth with a paper towel. “Did you see anything in the notes that interested you?”

Hadley nodded and took a long drink of water before answering. “You caught all the names; I didn’t find any you missed. It was interesting to me that Batson said there were 32 airmen assigned to the PRT. We only have 30 names. Someone’s missing from the list.”

“The only way that would have happened is if we didn’t talk to everyone there. We definitely didn’t the first time. Peterson just interviewed a handful of people who were potential witnesses. The second time, he tried to catch everyone.” He paused for a moment, trying to put his finger on a detail that didn’t seem right. He looked at the list of names before. “The chief is missing,” he said. “Chief Alexander.”

“You have a first name on him?”

“He went by initials. Let me look.” Vince flipped through the pages of his Afghanistan file. “D.J. Alexander. No idea what the initials stand for. But, don’t bother looking him up. Lisa and I both talked to him on the second trip. His story matched Batson’s, almost word for word.”

“He could have changed his tune in 15 years.”

“I don’t think so. I have a bad feeling about the guy. I don’t want to contact him.”

“That still leaves us with one unknown,” Hadley said. She grabbed the notes and flipped through the pages until she found the second visit. She started counting out loud. In the end, she had 29 names.

“Abdallah makes thirty, right? And, this Alexander guy is thirty-one,” she said. “Peterson probably didn’t think it was a big deal not to interview 100 percent because no one gave him anything that would point to the death being suspicious. And, there’s confirmation bias. You were called out on a suicide, and everyone is agreeing. So, he left a couple of stones unturned. Alexander was one; we don’t know about the other one. Unless we get an official roster.”

Vince pushed back from the table and crossed his arms. He had been avoiding this. Hadley’s face softened a bit; he saw her transform from the driven detective to a friend. “Vince,” she said, “we need that roster.”

“I know. But, Lisa and I have a complicated history.” He told her the story of the convoy ambush, and he could feel his heartbeat quicken and his chest constrict as he went through it. He told the story quickly, glossing over details but giving Hadley enough to understand why contacting Lisa would bring back unwanted memories for both of them.

“That’s awful,” Hadley said. “It really is. But, I think it’s also a reason to pursue this. It’s just another reason justice has to be done.”

Vince remembered that she got into the detective hobby because of her grandfather, so she understood the personal stakes involved in these cases.

“I’ll contact her,” he said. “I just wanted you to know why she’s not eager to hear from me. And, she’s really high in the chain of command now, so she’s careful about what she gets involved in. Be prepared for disappointment is what I’m saying.”

Hadley laughed. “That’s how I know you’re new at this. Ninety percent of leads end in disappointment. We cast as wide of a net as possible to mitigate that.”

They agreed to meet again on Wednesday to see what replies Vince had gotten from the email and to see if Lisa was willing to provide the personnel roster.

After Hadley left, Vince opened the app they installed on his cell phone again. He checked the exterior camera again; it was still working and showed an empty hallway. The interior camera showed him looking at his phone. He waved at it and watched himself wave on the screen.

He refreshed his email but did not have any new messages. He wondered if anyone from Gardez knew anything about Abdallah’s death and if they’d be willing to share with him if they did. If they hadn’t come forward in the past 15 years, why would they now? He had posed that very question to Hadley, who told him that she couldn’t answer that but that people came forward with cold case information all the time. That’s why true crime podcasts were such a hit.

It was late in Virginia, so he should wait to reach out to Lisa until tomorrow, he thought. He shook his head to banish the thought. If he didn’t act right away, he’d find other excuses to avoid her tomorrow. He thumbed out a quick text message:

“Need to talk about the senate race. Call me when you can.”

He stared at the phone in his palm as he waited. Two minutes passed. Then three. Convinced she wouldn’t call, he set the phone on the coffee table and picked up the television remote. The phone buzzed, Lisa’s name showing on the screen.

“Have you found out anymore about the break-in?” Lisa asked after they had exchanged pleasantries. She sounded genuinely concerned.

“Nothing. I think my insurance will cover it, and I’ve added some security to the apartment.”

“That’s good.” They had an awkward silence, so Vince dove in.

“I need another favor,” he said.

“I’m shocked,” Lisa said. The sarcasm could not be missed, but he also heard a note of humor in her voice. He talked her through going to the campaign rally and Batson’s comment to him. And, he told her about analyzing the interview notes. He left Hadley out of it for now; he wasn’t sure how Lisa would react to him sharing government information with a complete civilian.

“So, you want to find out exactly who was stationed at Gardez and if Peterson missed anyone in the interviews?”

“Yeah.”

“You really should file a Freedom of Information Act request.”

“You know how that goes. The process takes forever, and they end up redacting everything useful.”

“I should hang up on you now,” Lisa said. “But, you’ve convinced me there’s something going on with Batson. I’m making no promises, but I’ll see what I can do.”

Vince thanked her profusely before ending the call. He had one more item on his to-do list while he waited for email replies. The next day, he would contact Eddie Fleck to see if his financial wizard could dig into Batson’s banking records.


CHAPTER 25

Denver, May 10, 2022

“Check this out,” Eddie said between mouthfuls of burger at Lou’s. He wore a silk shirt with the top two buttons unbuttoned, showing off a mound of chest hair. He reached into his shirt pocket and withdrew a gold pen. He held it up and twisted it; a ball point extended.

“It’s a pen, Eddie,” Vince said. “Been around for years.”

Eddie smirked and without a word pulled up on the back end. The back of the pen came off, revealing a sharp exacto-style razor blade. He turned it and made a clean cut through his paper napkin. “You gotta get one of these. I can send you a link. Some unsavory character follows you, you have a little protection on you, you know?”

Vince could not see himself attacking anyone with that blade, but he nodded his head in agreement. He found that agreeing with Eddie was the path of least resistance. Before Eddie could keep going, Vince changed the subject and told Eddie he needed help tracking down the financial records.

Eddie concealed the blade and twirled the pen around. “My guy’s name is Ken Atlee. He’s good. If there are records to be found, he’ll find them. But, you realize this is near impossible. You’re looking for bank records, probably for an offshore account, from 15 years ago.” Eddie started typing on his cell phone. A few seconds later, Vince’s phone buzzed, and he saw a text with Ken Atlee’s contact info.

“This has nothing to do with the case you’re working for Mason?” Eddie said.

“No,” Vince said. “Like I told you, this is personal.”

“I read people pretty well. Comes with the territory of being a PI. And, I get the feeling you’re swimming in deep water. You seem like a decent dude. Be careful. And, if you need help, call me.”

Vince nodded. “You forgot your pen.”

“Keep it. It might be helpful.” With that, Eddie swaggered out to the parking lot.

.   .   .

The next few days passed by in monotony. The firm had a pile of routine, non-litigation work that involved Vince reading contract after contract, ensuring standard language had not been changed and appropriate clauses applied. In the evenings, he and Hadley called members of the Gardez PRT who had not responded to the email. That was most of the members; three had politely declined to speak with him.

Thursday night, he reached Tech Sergeant Nathan Stanley and had what was becoming a typical conversation.

“Sergeant Stanley, you probably don’t remember me, but I was a paralegal deployed to Afghanistan at the same time you were, and I traveled to Gardez a couple of times.”

“You’re right. I don’t remember you.”

“You might remember being interviewed after the death of Airman Hassan Abdallah. I helped coordinate those interviews.”

“Abdallah killed himself.”

“I know that’s what the investigation determined,” Vince said, “but Airman Abdallah’s family is looking to see if there’s any additional information that might shed some light on why he died. Is there anything you can tell me? Any strange behavior in the days before his death? Anything he may have said that would lead you to believe he was in danger?”

“What’s it been, like 15 years?”

“Yeah, it’s been a while.”

“They’re just now looking for answers?”

“Yes, sir. If there’s anything you remember that can help, I’m definitely willing to hear it.”

“I got nothing. Deployments are stressful. Gardez was especially stressful. Some guys can’t cut it.”

They ended the call. Vince looked at Hadley and shook his head. He checked Stanley’s name off the list.

“That’s it,” Hadley said. “We’ve reached everyone who could be reached.”

“And we got nowhere.”

“It happens. This is the very unglamorous side of investigations. I’ll keep looking for phone numbers for the three we couldn’t reach. Our best bet is for Lisa to come through with a new contact.”

“Haven’t heard from her yet, but she’ll let me know if she can’t come up with anything.”

They said their good nights and goodbyes, and Vince opened the camera app on his phone to see if there had been any activity that day. The only alert from the smoke detector camera was when he had come home that afternoon. The door knocker showed a neighbor walk by with groceries, but no suspicious characters.

Vince went to bed discouraged. He started counting up the hours he and Hadley had invested into the case. He was ready to call it all off and let Batson off easy. Then he pictured Batson’s smug grin and him winning the election. Like it or not, Vince was in this for the long haul.

.   .   .

He woke early Friday morning and couldn’t go back to sleep. He started a pot of coffee and took a shower. While the water heated, he checked his phone.

Lisa had emailed 30 minutes earlier. The subject line was simply “Records.”

Vince rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and opened the message. “Hope this helps. L.” Short and sweet. He opened the attached file, which showed a list of airmen deployed to the Gardez PRT in May 2007.

Vince counted the names. Thirty-two. That was one more than they had accounted for. He was familiar with most of the names by now, so he scanned them looking for the new one. Senior Airman Greg Hoff.

It was 6:15; probably too early to text Hadley. Vince dressed and sat with his coffee mug, reading through the list of names again. Hoff was the only difference between the list he’d made and the official roster.

No longer caring about the time, Vince texted the name to Hadley and asked if she could run down contact information.

He headed out the door and took a zigzag route through the parking lot, looking for people watching him. It had become a habit. Seeing nothing, he walked around his car. Everything appeared to be in order.

About halfway to the office, his phone rang. He answered without looking at the caller ID, assuming it would be Hadley.

“That was fast,” he said, “don’t tell me you have contact info already.”

“I’m sorry,” an unfamiliar female voice said. “I’m looking for Vince Marcotte.”

“I’m the one who’s sorry,” he said. “I was expecting someone else to call. This is Vince. Who am I speaking to?”

“This is Karissa Grogan. We spoke a couple weeks ago about my brother.”

“Yes, I remember you. How are you holding up?”

“I’m doing fine. I miss Dave. We all do. But, I’m doing fine.”

Vince put on his turn signal and cut in front of another car to make his exit. The other driver laid on the horn. Vince tried an apology wave, and it was answered with a different kind of gesture.

Karissa said nothing else, so Vince jumped in. “What can I help you with?”

“Remember how we talked about his doorbell camera? Well, I saved the footage from the night he died. I’d like to look at it with you.”

Vince slammed on his brakes and stopped mere inches before slamming into a car stopped at a red light. He turned into an empty lot and parked the car.

“Can you say that again?”

“I’d like to review the doorbell camera footage with you.”

They made plans to meet the next day. She gave him the address of a coffee shop on her side of town and set a meeting time for 9 a.m.

He pulled into the law firm’s parking lot, already running late, when Hadley called.

“I found Hoff,” she said, “texting you his contact information now.”

He filled her in on the conversation with Karissa.

“Don’t get too excited,” she cautioned, though he could hear a new electricity in her voice. “We don’t know if either of these will pan out.”

Vince found it difficult to concentrate the rest of the day. He emailed Naomi the wrong contract to print and mail to a client, which garnered him a lengthy lecture in her monotone. She marched out of his office, and he tried to send her the correct file, attaching yet another wrong one.

“Mason,” he heard her shout from the lobby, “you need to do something about Vince.”

Mercifully, 5:00 came and Vince went to wish Mason a good weekend.

“You okay, bud?” Mason asked. “Seems like you’re a little checked out on me.”

“Sorry. Got a lot on my mind. I’ll have a brand new focus on Monday.”

“I hope so. You’re driving Naomi crazy. Ordinarily, I’d give you a bonus for that, but she’s taking it out on me.”

They said goodbye, and Vince headed home. He stopped at a Chinese takeout place a couple blocks from his place and met Hadley in the parking lot for his complex.

“Dinner is served,” he said, hoisting the two bags up to eye level.

“You eat like crap,” she said, “anyone ever told you that?”

“I survived Afghanistan. I’ll survive cholesterol, too.” Hadley rolled her eyes at him and they went inside.

As they ate beef and broccoli and sweet and sour pork, Hadley showed Vince the social media profiles she had found on Greg Hoff. “Look familiar?” she asked, turning the laptop toward him.

Vince scrolled through photos of a family—mother, father, and two teenage boys. The father was black, wore a goatee that was starting to gray, and was evidently a weight-lifting enthusiast. His arms were easily twice the size of Vince’s and in most pictures, a T-shirt strained against his massive chest.

“Never saw the guy,” he said.

“I cross-walked the first interviews against the second ones,” Hadley said. “First trip, you interviewed a guy named Herrera. He and Hoff were the only ones Peterson didn’t talk to the second time.”

“Could be that they were in the village on an errand,” Vince said.

“Maybe Batson wanted them there and not in the compound.”

Vince scrolled through the notes on his own computer. “I talked to Herrera two nights ago. He told me he barely knew Abdallah and didn’t have anything to share.”

Hadley opened the file with her copy of the interview notes. “Said something similar during the first round of interviews. Said he rarely spoke with Abdallah, didn’t know anything about the altercation between him and Fisk. So, that matches up.”

“Hoff’s our hope, then. He lives in Vegas now? I hope I’m not calling him at dinner time.”

Vince dialed the number Hadley had sent him. He put the phone on speaker and set it in between them. A voice that sounded like a radio host answered on the third ring.

“Hi, is this Sergeant Greg Hoff?”

“Just Greg now. I hung up my uniform a couple years ago. You looking for a VFW donation?”

“No, nothing like that. My name is Vince Marcotte. I was actually deployed to Afghanistan when you were. Our paths never crossed directly, but I recently spoke with the family of Senior Airman Hassan Abdallah, and they’re hoping I can get in touch with some of the folks he was deployed with.”

The pause was long enough that Vince checked the phone to make sure they were still connected. He watched the seconds tick by on the call timer.

“Yeah, I remember Abdallah. What’s this about?”

Vince explained he was trying to identify any details about Abdallah’s death that may have been overlooked in the investigation. He said he was trying to get help in understanding what may have led up to the death. He took care not to say suicide.

“I mean, yeah, I heard something,” Hoff said.

Vince’s heart started racing and his vision blurred around the edges. He took a deep breath and a big sip of water. “Tell me about it,” he said.

“Some of us had been playing cards in the B-hut before lights out. Then, I’m laying in my rack, and I had to use the bathroom. I didn’t want to get up because it was still kinda cool at night, and I never liked the cold weather. That’s why I retired out here at Nellis. Anyway, I got up to use the latrine, and while I’m in there, I heard a pop. Swore it was a gunshot.”

Vince stole a quick glance at Hadley who was feverishly typing everything Hoff said. He mouthed “This is big” at her. She rolled her hand in a motion to keep things moving.

“What time was it?”

“Around 11.”

“Did you tell anyone you heard a gunshot?”

“Well, that’s the thing. I came out of the latrine, and I’m trying to figure out if I should wake up the chief, and that’s when I saw him and Lieutenant Colonel Batson coming toward me. I said, ‘Sir, I just heard a gunshot.’ Colonel laughed and said it sounded like a gun but actually a generator had overheated and blew a fuse in the main building. Said all the power surged and then went off, and when it did it popped like a gun. He was just coming back from switching to the backup generator and resetting the breakers.”

“Did you believe him?”

“Yeah. He was the commander. Why would he lie? The next day when they found Abdallah, it made me wonder.”

The seconds ticked by again, and Hadley frantically waved at Vince to get him talking again.

“What did you wonder about?”

“Colonel hated Abdallah. Thought he was lazy and thought he was talking us down to the ANP. Batson was the best commander I had in 20 years in the service. Hands down. Except, he always treated Abdallah unfairly. Gave him the crap jobs, made him pull more night shifts than anyone.”

“Did you tell anyone what you heard the night before and what Batson had told you?”

“Who was I gonna tell? We’re 30 guys, and ladies, in an Afghan province under Batson’s command. There was no one to tell, and I didn’t think I had anything to tell. His story made sense. It made a lot more sense than trying to make him look like a murder suspect.”

“Do you think there’s any chance he was involved in Abdallah’s death? Not saying he did it or anything, but it’s a big coincidence. A generator makes a gunshot noise around the same time that Abdallah was supposedly firing a gun. And Batson’s there in the area.”

“I’ve thought about it over the years,” Hoff said. “I won’t lie, it’s crossed my mind. What I keep coming back to, though, is that maybe it wasn’t such a big coincidence. Maybe Abdallah fired the gun right about the time the power surged, and Batson thought it was the generator making the noise.”

“Good point,” Vince said. He rolled his eyes at Hadley who just shook her head. She raised her hand like she was going to gesture again, so Vince kept talking. “I was part of the team that came to Gardez the next day. I was involved in the investigation.”

“You guys got ambushed, right? Man, glad you’re okay.”

“Thanks. But, we didn’t talk to you. Where were you?”

“We got sent into town,” he said. “Me and Rick Herrera. Batson sent us to check the status of a well we’d dug just outside the town. Wanted to make sure it was still pumping. And, then we had to buy groceries for the week.”

“Lot of groceries?”

“Feeding 30 people for a week. Yeah. Of course, I got teenagers now; I think my grocery bill’s about the same now as it was in Gardez.”

They both laughed. “Did you always do those types of errands?”

“Checking the well, for sure. I was one of our more experienced engineers, so I inspected a lot of our projects afterward. Groceries, I did a couple times, but usually the cooks were in charge of that. Listen, man, I gotta go.”

Vince thanked him and they ended the call.

“Not exactly conclusive,” Hadley said, “but enough to call the death into question. We’ve got someone who heard a shot around the time Abdallah died. He can put Batson in the area. And, I’m sure some kind of expert on generators and power surges can rule out Batson’s story as nonsense. Which means we have him lying.”

“He’ll just say he thought it was the generator, and he told Hoff what he thought was true.”

“If this gets prosecuted, the lawyers will need to talk to the airmen from Gardez and see if anyone can corroborate a power outage that night. It’s not great, but it’s something.”

Vince nodded. He hoped Ken Atlee could come up with a banking connection. The more they could pile up, the better shot they’d have at bringing Batson down.


CHAPTER 26

Denver, May 14, 2022

The coffee shop did not have much of a crowd for a Saturday morning. Vince didn’t have a description of Karissa, but he spied a woman sitting alone at a table in the back corner. He made his order and approached.

“Karissa?” he asked.

“Yes…Vince?”

“That’s me.”

She stood to greet him, and Vince took a step back. Karissa Grogan stood at least six feet tall, and Vince guessed she carried at least 200 pounds. They introduced themselves and the barista called out his name. Returning with a steaming Americano, he sat opposite her.

“Thanks for meeting with me,” he said. “This could be very helpful.”

“I’m still not clear,” Karissa said. “Exactly what do you need help with?”

Vince recounted for her how his firm had come in contact with David—he had covered this part of the story before—and added a twist this time. “There’s a chance that someone he had financial dealings with wanted him out of the picture. And, if I’m able to identify anyone suspicious around his home when he died, I might be able to trace them back to the right people.”

“But, you’re not a cop? So, what are you, some kind of crusader for justice?”

“Not exactly. I’m a private citizen, but I’m looking into some other crimes I believe these people committed years ago. Crimes that affected me personally. The more complete of a picture I can create, the more likely the authorities will be to listen.”

Karissa took a long sip of coffee and then turned her attention to a slice of banana bread. Vince noticed she carried a leather handbag large enough to hold a laptop or tablet. He sipped his coffee and waited.

“I don’t know if this will help or not, but after we talked the first time, I went back and accessed David’s doorbell footage. Someone came to his door around 11:00 that night. There’s no footage of them leaving.”

She lifted her handbag to the table and pulled out a laptop. She typed in a password, only six characters, Vince noticed, and no encryption; she was asking to get hacked. She turned the screen so both she and Vince could see it.

The camera engaged when two men reached the bottom of the stairs. They both wore ball caps, and as they reached the top step, Vince could see that they both had windbreaker jackets on. This was on the list of pointers Hadley had given him in a crash course on reviewing video the night before. He paused the video and pointed the jackets out.

“Why is that important?” Karissa asked.

“It’s been an unusually warm year. I can’t remember the last time we had a night where a jacket would have been necessary. They may have something concealed in the jackets.”

Karissa did not look convinced and started the video again. One of the men was tall and wide; the other short and thin. They matched Irene’s description of the men she’d seen leaving through the back door the next morning. Both men kept their heads turned away from the camera, and with their caps pulled down, it was hard to see their faces. Vince paused the video again and squinted at it.

“What do you see now?”

“Nothing,” Vince said. “I wanted to see if they had a car parked on the street, but the camera angle isn’t great for that.”

He started it up again. David must have turned on a light because suddenly the shadows were flooded. Both men turned their attention toward the door. The one closest to the doorbell, the short one, said something.

“No audio?”

“No. Even though you can talk to people through the camera when it’s live, it only records the video.”

Vince studied the short man’s face. He still didn’t have a good look at the tall man. There was nothing remarkable about the short guy. With the hat, Vince couldn’t tell what color his hair was. He had pale skin, but it could have been washed out by the bright porch light.

The short man took a step forward, making the tall man more visible. He took a step forward, removed his cap, and ran his fingers through his hair. His hand passed over his face and he looked up, for just a second, before pulling the cap down low again.

“Rewind that!” Vince could feel his heart pounding. Karissa put the video back 15 seconds.

Vince watched the sequence again. Shorty said something, must have been let in, because he stepped forward. Tall Guy stepped up, removed cap, tousled his hair, looked up. Vince paused the video before the cap came back on.

“Unbelievable,” he whispered. He’d just broken Hadley’s first rule: “If you see something significant, don’t react, just do anything you can to get a copy of the footage.”

He leaned forward, forehead almost touching the screen. He studied Tall Guy’s face and features. There was no mistaking it; he knew this guy.

He sat back in the chair and breathed deeply. Inhaled. Counted to five. Exhaled. Counted to five. After several rounds, he felt his heart returning to normal and his tunnel vision subsided. He looked at Karissa who stared at him as if trying to decide if she should call the cops right then or wait until she got to her car.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

“Yeah. It’s just that tall, uh, gentleman. I think I’ve seen him before. This video could be very helpful. Is there any chance you could let me get a copy?”

“Helpful in what way?”

“This gentleman has a definite connection to one of the people I’m looking into. From my past. I didn’t think he had any involvement with your brother, but here he is. That can’t be a coincidence. I know I’m not giving a lot of details, but I can’t tie everything together yet. A copy of this video would go a long way toward helping me do that.”

“Do you think David committed suicide?”

Vince took a deep breath and blew out his cheeks. He took a sip of coffee and looked anywhere but into Karissa’s eyes. Finally, he shook his head. “I don’t,” he said. “I think something went sideways with an investment he was involved in, and I think these men were sent to kill him.”

The color drained from Karissa’s face and tears welled in her eyes. Vince surprised himself by reaching across the table and putting his hand on top of hers. They sat for a moment before Karissa spoke.

“Dave and I haven’t been close for a long time, but we talked regularly enough that I think he would have reached out to me if he were thinking about hurting himself. My therapist says that’s not always the case and that lots of people commit suicide and the people closest to them had absolutely no idea something was wrong. But, I just don’t feel like that was Dave. If you can prove someone else hurt him…” her voice broke, “that someone killed him, I want to help.”

Vince removed his thumb drive and within seconds had a copy of the video. He returned to the counter and bought her a second latte. When he returned to the table, she had composed herself.

“Can I ask one more question?” Karissa asked.

“Go for it.”

“Why are you looking into this instead of the police?”

Vince chuckled a nervous laugh. “That’s a long story. But, they went out on a suicide call, and suicide is what they found. They made it an open and shut case without doing a lot of digging. That’s exactly what happened in the other case I’m looking into, so I started digging here, too.”

Karissa looked at him. She had kind eyes. She was probably a teacher, Vince guessed, or maybe in healthcare. Something where you have to have a lot of patience and compassion.

“Will I ever get the full story?”

“If I can put this all together,” Vince said, “I’ll lay it all out for you.”

They shook hands and Karissa departed. Vince finished his coffee and texted Ken Atlee. “Any updates on those financials? My case is moving fast.”

.   .   .

In another part of the city, a man dialed a phone number only he knew.

“Got anything yet?” the other man asked.

“No. They’re still investigating, as far as I can tell, but they aren’t together today. The girl just left with someone else. We can move in now if you give the okay.”

A pause. “Yeah. Do it. Just like we talked about. And, not subtle this time.”

“Got it.” They ended the call.

.   .   .

Vince left a voicemail for Hadley on his way to the firm. “Call me. Big news.” Saturday traffic was much lighter than on a weekday but Vince still weaved in and out, impatient to get there. A delivery truck in the center lane made him slow down, so he veered into the left lane, nearly clipping a Jeep filled with 20-somethings. They yelled and gestured at him, and he made his way back to the right as soon as possible.

He arrived at the firm and pulled into his normal parking spot, even though no one else was there and there were closer spaces. He checked his phone. Nothing from Hadley yet. He called again. No answer. He thumbed out a quick text message with the firm’s address, grabbed his laptop, and unlocked the front door.

Buzzed with caffeine and excitement, it took an extra try to enter the alarm code properly. The last thing he needed was Mason getting called by the security company. He locked the front door behind him and went back to his office.

He started up his work computer and powered on his laptop. He entered his password to get past the encryption and went to pull the paper file on Hollingsworth. It wasn’t there; Mason still had it. Vince hoped Mason hadn’t taken it home for the weekend.

He checked on the computers; his personal laptop was ready to go, so he connected to the firm’s WiFi. His work computer, an ancient tower that had died and resurrected several times, continued cycling through the welcome screen.

Vince hurried down the hall to Mason’s office. It felt weird being in the office alone. There had been a few mornings where he’d been the first one in, but that was different because he knew the others would be in. This time, he felt like an intruder.

Mason left his office unlocked, so Vince didn’t have to fumble with his keys. He threw on the lights and muttered to himself. As usual, the place was a wreck. He saw a stack of files in a chair on the visitor side of Mason’s desk. Vince thumbed through them; the first two were sticky with something he was pretty sure was peanut butter. First thing Monday, he would march in there and reclaim all the files.

Hollingsworth’s case was the third file. Vince took it back to the library, where his work station had finally booted up. He positioned his laptop to the left of the tower, with the paper file to his right. He pulled up the Gardez roster that Lisa had sent him. At the top was the name he needed. Alexander, Dysart J. What kind of name was Dysart?

He opened a Google window and typed in the full name. There were a few hits, but mostly from background checks and people locator sites. With a name like Dysart, the chief probably used his middle name. He wished he knew what the J stood for. He opened a new tab and navigated to a background check site Hadley had recommended he purchase a membership to. She told him it wouldn’t be cheap—it wasn’t—but it would give him much deeper information on people than the $9.95 per report sites.

He searched for “Dysart J. Alexander.” It resulted in one person found, a Dysart Jahaz Alexander, with a known alias of D.J. Alexander. I’d go by my initials, too, Vince thought. The site gave a full profile, showing his current address was in Centennial, Colorado, just outside Denver. No current employment listed; the United States Air Force was named as a previous employer.

On a whim, he typed “D.J. Alexander” and “Centennial” into a search window. That brought up a new set of results, including a LinkedIn profile. Vince clicked the link.

An oval frame at the top of the page displayed Chief Alexander’s profile picture. Vince immediately recognized him from Gardez. He was older, probably 60ish, but there was no mistaking the thick neck, fleshy face, and sunken eyes. Vince remembered seeing him in Gardez and thinking how tired he looked and that the death of Airman Abdallah must have hit him hard.

The picture also confirmed what Vince already knew. The tall, wide man in the doorbell video had been D.J. Alexander.

For absolute confirmation, he plugged his thumb drive into his work computer and paused the video at the moment the chief revealed himself. Vince looked from screen to screen. Zero doubt. He had his guy.

Vince grabbed the paper file to read about Junior’s investment. Junior and the other four principals, including David Grogan, each owned a 15-percent stake in the company, for a total of 75 percent. The remaining 25 percent was broken up into tiny shares among a group of 15 investors; 10 held a 2-percent stake, with the remaining five having 1 percent. He flipped through the pages until he found the investment prospectus, which outlined everyone involved in the deal. Dysart Alexander was a one percenter.

He checked his phone. Nothing from Hadley, but he had a text message from Ken Atlee. “Call me when you have a minute.”

That was just who Vince wanted to talk to. He tapped the contact and placed the call. “Ken,” Vince said, “I’m glad you answered.”

“You out for a run or something, bud?” Ken asked. “You’re out of breath.”

“I’m fine.”

Ken jumped in before he could continue. “Listen, this guy you gave me is clean. I can’t find any records from years ago, and there’s not a lot today. He’s very unremarkable for a guy in the public eye. But, I guess that’s what these guys want. Keeps ‘em out of trouble, right?”

“There’s someone else I want you to look at,” Vince said. “Last name is Alexander. First name is Dysart. Yeah, I know. Middle name’s Jahaz.” Vince spelled it for him. “Yeah, I know. He goes by D.J. Go figure.”

“Got a social?”

“I’ve got everything,” Vince said. He gave him the chief’s social security number, driver’s license number, and current and previous addresses.

“You want me to see if he has any questionable accounts in that same timeframe?”

“No,” Vince said. “Well, actually, yes. That would be incredible. But, I also need to know what’s going on now. Like if he has any large sums coming in or going out over the past month.”

“Give me a couple days. I need you to Venmo me for the work on Batson, too. I sent you an invoice. This will cost you the same rate.”

“Got it,” Vince said. He clicked off and turned his attention to his laptop. He pulled up the Gardez interview notes. The chief wasn’t formally interviewed on the first trip, but Vince had made a note that he was present. No interview the second time, either.

Vince sat back and closed his eyes, summoning the conversation he and Lisa had with the chief on that second trip. Alexander repeated Batson’s narrative about Abdallah having a bad deployment. He said he went to bed early the night Abdallah died and learned about it the next morning when Batson found the body. The chief said this was his last deployment, he’d be retiring when he got back to the States, and he had never lost a troop before.

Hoff contradicted the chief’s story. There were no notes on Hoff, though. Peterson didn’t talk to him because he was in the village on a grocery run. Batson and Alexander would have had control over that.

Alexander was in this deep. And, he might be the key to the whole thing.


CHAPTER 27

Denver, May 15, 2022

On Sunday morning, Vince poured himself a bowl of Lucky Charms and checked his phone. A text message from Hadley awaited. Finally.

“Sorry. Went to C-Springs with my sister. Be back this afternoon.”

Vince wondered why she hadn’t mentioned anything to him before. He finished his cereal and sent a text of his own, this time to Greg Hoff.

“Sorry to bother you again. Just wanted to see if you remembered who, specifically, sent you into town the day we came up to investigate SRA Abdallah’s death. Any details are appreciated.”

With nothing to do but wait, Vince flipped on the television. The local news aired yet another profile on Nick Batson. The media sold him as a political neophyte without close ties to either major party. They saw him as a difference maker in D.C.

That was enough Batson for one day. Vince flipped past that station and settled on ESPN. His phone buzzed next to him, an incoming call from Greg Hoff.

“I need to know what’s going on,” Hoff said.

“What do you mean?”

“You want information from me, but before I give it to you, I need to know what this is all about and what you’re trying to prove. I got a family, and if I’m about to make some enemies, I need to know.”

Intrigued, Vince tried to imagine how Hadley would handle this. He thought back to the blog post that had brought them together. Be honest with witnesses. Build trust.

“I don’t think Hassan Abdallah committed suicide,” Vince said. “I think he found some information. I shouldn’t tell you what.”

“I don’t want to know,” Hoff interrupted. “Just tell me what you think happened to him and who you think did it.”

“Fair enough. I think he was shot and it was made to look like a suicide. And, I think Lieutenant Colonel Batson was involved.”

Silence, followed by a low, slow whistle. “I thought you were going to say the chief. That’s who sent me into town. The whole camp was buzzing about what happened to Abdallah, and then just after lunch, the chief came to me and said he needed me to go to town. It was weird, because the town runs were usually in the morning so we could get back well before dark. But, the chief said to go, so I went.”

“Did you know Captain Peterson was questioning people?”

“I found out after. But, the chief said he told them we heard something the night before and thought it was a generator popping, and he said they had everything they needed. I didn’t think anything of it at the time.”

More silence. Vince scribbled notes on a legal pad and tried to think of what else he should ask. Hoff spoke next.

“Batson, huh? That surprises me.”

“I’m starting to think the chief had a role, too. I’m trying to put together enough evidence to get someone to open a formal investigation. Would you be willing to put what you just told me in writing and email it to me?”

“I don’t know, man,” Hoff said. “This thing was over a long time ago. I don’t see any point getting involved now.”

“Earlier you said you needed to know if you were making enemies, and you thought the chief was involved. Would you be afraid to have him as an enemy?”

“Man, I’ve heard stuff about the chief. Remember, I said Batson was the best commander I ever had? Well, Alexander was the worst chief I ever worked for. He had a quick temper and there were rumors that he had roughed some guys up. He was a big dude. And, I’ve heard that after he retired, he settled some scores with guys he had a beef with in the service. Story was that he ended a major’s career. Busted his knees with a tire iron.”

Vince winced just hearing about it. “If you put everything you told me in writing—seeing Batson and Alexander that night and Alexander sending you to town and saying Peterson didn’t want to talk to you. If you can get all that in a statement, I think I have enough information to force someone to investigate. If the chief’s involved, this might be a chance to bring him to justice.”

Vince heard Hoff’s heavy sigh.

“I’ll do it,” he said. “But leave my name out of it. If they say they want to investigate and need my statement, then you can give them my name, but I’ll get a lawyer and we’ll do a sealed affidavit.”

They exchanged email addresses. Vince settled into the couch and turned the volume up on the television. He’d call Hadley that afternoon, get her caught up, and get a strategy for moving forward. In the meantime, he’d earned a morning off.

.   .   .

The phone call woke Vince. He answered without looking at the caller ID, groggy and unsure what time it was.

“You okay?” Hadley asked. “You sound terrible.”

“I was just napping,” he said.

“Sorry I woke you. How fast can you get to Littleton?”

“Depends on traffic, maybe 30 or 40 minutes,” Vince said.

“I’m texting you my address. You need to see this.”

Vince rubbed the sleep from his eyes, put on a clean T-shirt, and hit the road. Despite breaking many traffic laws, it still took him nearly 45 minutes to reach Hadley’s place.

He turned into the subdivision and found himself in a neighborhood of cookie cutter houses, mostly two-story affairs with two- or three-car garages out front. Every other one had a basketball hoop in front of it, with kids working on their jump shots, trying to become the next Steph Curry.

Hadley’s place was the smallest on the street, a one-story bungalow three in from the corner. The house was painted a light brown with red shutters and a red front door. Hadley’s Mini Cooper stood parked out front. Vince’s stomach sank when he saw it.

The back windshield was smashed and it looked like someone had taken keys—or a pair of hedge clippers—to the paint job.

He parked at the curb and headed toward the door. Hadley met him as he arrived.

“You just missed the police,” she said. “I didn’t mention you or the case. I did share the security video with them.” Vince noticed a door knocker remarkably similar to his centered on her front door. Hadley waved him in, and he walked into the destruction.

The door opened into the living room, which had been tossed. Sofa cushions were thrown around the room, one split down the middle with its stuffing oozing out. The mantle above the fireplace held shards of glass from broken frames that lay on the floor below, the pictures cut and mangled.

The kitchen fared no better. Every drawer gaped open, the contents dumped on the floor. Cupboard doors stood open, and broken dishes littered the countertops.

Vince looked at Hadley, unsure what to say. He only knew her to be confident, fearless. She looked like she was fighting back tears as she waved him down the hall.

It was a two-bedroom house. Vince peeked into the guest bathroom in the hall. The shower curtain had been pulled down, but it otherwise seemed okay. The guest room next door also had minimal damage. The mattress was tipped off the bed frame and the dresser drawers were all opened, but Vince didn’t notice anything broken.

Hadley entered the final room, the master bedroom. It looked like the living room and kitchen. Papers covered the bed, clothes from the dresser and closet strewn across the floor. There were more broken picture frames. A two-shelf bookcase had been overturned, the books lying haphazardly on the ground, spines cracked and pages creased and torn.

“They started in the house,” Hadley said. “They had a good time making a mess of things in here, and when they didn’t find anything, they went out and did a number on the car. I had my laptop with me, and my handwritten notes are in the laptop bag. So, from a case perspective, we’re clean.”

Vince blew out a slow sigh. “We’re anything but clean, Hadley. Look at the place. What if you had been here?”

“It’s a hazard of the hobby.”

“But look at this place.”

“I have good insurance. It’ll be okay. And, it means we’re on the right track.”

Vince looked around the room again. Dresses and sweaters tossed and trampled. A pile of ceramic where some kind of knickknack once stood on the dresser.

“You said you got them on camera?”

“Yeah. They assumed I’d have a security system, so they wore masks coming up the front. When they didn’t see any cameras inside, they took off the masks, and that’s when the smoke detector cameras got them.”

“You do have an alarm, right? Wasn’t it set?”

“The security system came with the house, so it’s like first or second generation. No cell phone uplink. They cut the phone line to the house, broke in, and cut the line to the alarm horn to shut it up. They didn’t have to worry about the police being notified or neighbors hearing anything. This is a not-so-subtle reminder that the system is overdue for an upgrade.”

Vince nodded. The guys they were dealing with were experienced. He took one last look at the wreckage in the bedroom, and they walked back out to the living room. Hadley’s phone chirped. “Tow truck is on the way,” she said, “Taking the Mini to a body shop.”

“Do we have time to see the video?”

Hadley cleared a spot on the dining table between the kitchen and living room and opened her laptop. The first image was of two guys in masks approaching the front door with a duffle bag. The guy with the bag was short and frail-looking. His partner was tall and wide. Vince was pretty sure he’d seen these guys before.

The video ended and a second scene began, this one in the house. The short guy took off his mask first, and the overhead camera got a great shot of his face. Vince paused the video. “You got a still photo of him?”

“Yep; gave it to the police with the video. They’re going to run it through some facial recognition software and see what they can get. Probably not much, though; police software is notoriously behind the times.”

Vince restarted the video, and the big guy took off his mask. His back was to the camera. Vince watched in horror as the guy picked up a picture, smashed it against the mantle, looked behind the picture, and threw the frame to the ground. He repeated the process several more times, and Vince cringed each time. Finally, the guy turned around.

This time Hadley paused the video. “I hope the police can identify him,” she said. “He appears to do most of the damage. Seems almost sadistic about it.”

“I can identify him,” Vince said.

“What?”

“Tow truck’s here.” Vince gestured out the window. “Let’s deal with that, get you a bag packed and find a safe hotel for you, and then I need to catch you up on some developments.”

Hadley talked to the truck driver for a moment. He nodded and waved his hands a lot, laughed a couple times, and then got to work. He backed his truck up, fixed the tow chains to the Mini Cooper’s chassis, and turned the gears on. The truck whirred to life and winched the car onto its flatbed. He ran Hadley’s credit card through a device on his phone, gave them a friendly wave, and was on his way.

For the first time, Hadley broke down, just a little. A few tears dropped out of each eye, streaking across her cheek and down her chin before dropping to the sidewalk below with a plop.

“I know it’s dumb to love a car, but I love that car,” she said. “It was my first grown-up purchase when I had my own job and was making my own money.”

“They’ll fix it up,” Vince said, trying to sound encouraging.

“But I’ll always know,” Hadley said. “I’ll always remember what happened here.”

.   .   .

Vince drove Hadley to a nondescript Holiday Inn on his side of town. On the way, he explained everything, starting with meeting Karissa Grogan and getting the video of Chief Alexander and the follow-up phone call to Greg Hoff. He ended with his discussion with Ken Atlee and his hopes that Atlee could find some financial connection between Batson and the chief.

Hadley peppered him with questions along the way, more about his procedure than the actual details of the case. Traffic had lightened up considerably, but it still took them nearly an hour to reach the hotel because Vince took the least direct route possible. He glanced in the rearview mirror often. When he was convinced they weren’t being followed, he pulled into the hotel parking lot.

“You did good, Vince,” Hadley said. “I guess all my mentoring has paid off.” For the first time all afternoon, she smiled. “But, this is the part of the case I hate.”

“What do you mean?” Vince asked. “We’ve just about got them.”

“Not really. I mean, if Atlee comes through with something, then we might. But, right now, Batson is totally clean. We’ve got Alexander on the break in at my place, but he got invited in at Grogan’s. So, we’ve got a lot of great information but it hasn’t translated into a case yet. That part always drives me crazy. I’m checking in; meet you in the lobby in 10.”

With that, she hopped out of the car, took her bag from the backseat, and walked inside. Vince found a parking space, then took a slow, looping walk around the lot. No signs of surveillance. He met Hadley in the lobby, and they went to the hotel coffee shop.

“It’s not quite Java the Hut, but it’ll do,” Hadley pronounced. Vince bought their coffees, and they settled in at a table. They could hear kids splashing and screaming at the pool next door. The business center—a cubicle with two computers and a printer—stood across the hall, and they could hear a traveler swearing at himself about not checking in for his flight early enough. “C group,” he said several times. “Can’t believe I’m stuck in C group.”

“So, what do you think our next move is?” Hadley asked.

“I’ve been thinking about that. I see what you mean about not having hard evidence against Batson. But, I think with Hoff’s statement, and hopefully, he’s emailing that soon, and the fact that we can connect Alexander to a break in at the home of someone who’s investigating him, I can get Lisa to take a look. Maybe they reopen the Gardez case and bring the chief in. And, maybe they can get him to turn on Batson.”

Hadley nodded. “Lot of maybe’s,” she said. “Here’s one more. Maybe Atlee comes through.”

“That would make things easier. I think I need to see Lisa in person. Show her all the evidence and let her see how serious I am. I can go to work tomorrow and get Mason to give me some time off. I’ll see if I can book a flight for Tuesday morning.”

“Book two seats,” Hadley said. “No way I’m missing out on this.”


CHAPTER 28

Denver, May 16, 2022

“I don’t know if I’m more annoyed with you or this tie,” Mason said as he plopped into his chair. He immediately grabbed for his neck and yanked the tie off with both hands. He stood again and shrugged out of his suit jacket, which fell unceremoniously to the floor. He plopped into the chair again.

“I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important,” Vince said. “You know that.”

Mason stared at Vince for a long minute before spinning his chair toward his computer. He pulled up his calendar for the week. He filled his cheeks with air and let the breath out in several noisy bursts like a toddler.

“The week’s mostly clear,” he said. “Meeting with Hollingsworth later in the week, but I don’t have anything to tell him. He needs to go to the police at this point; it’s not a contractual issue. The money’s just gone.”

“Actually,” Vince started and then thought better of it.

“Actually, what? You can’t throw an adverb my way and not conclude your thought.”

“This thing I need to do in Virginia might have something to do with the missing money.” Vince took a step further into the office and leaned back against the door frame.

“Close the door. Sit. Tell.”

Vince obediently shut the door and cleared a chair. His mind raced, trying to figure out how much to tell Mason, but then they made eye contact. Mason didn’t look angry, exactly, but Vince saw an unusual level of seriousness staring back at him.

Vince leaned forward in the chair. “Mason, I need to tell you this in confidence. And, I need you to listen without interrupting.” Vince grabbed a legal pad from the chair next to his and shoved it across the desk at Mason, knocking a Perry Mason bobblehead over. Where does one even get a Perry Mason bobblehead, he wondered. “Write your questions down there as I go. I’ll answer everything that I can.”

Mason nodded and twirled a pen between his fingers. Vince launched into the story, starting with seeing the Batson ad and revisiting his files from Afghanistan. He left Hadley out of the story, although when he got to the end, he mentioned a friend’s house being ransacked. “And, this friend has helped me with the investigation, and I think that’s why the house was broken into.”

“You want my legal opinion?” Mason asked, looking at the list of questions he had scrawled while Vince talked.

“Not really,” Vince said with a grin.

“You’re sitting in my office in one of my very fine chairs, so you don’t get a choice. In my legal opinion, I think you’ve watched too much television. You’ve got a lot of circumstantial evidence and any lawyer worth his salt will tell these guys to clam up, not say anything, and walk away.”

Vince’s stomach somersaulted a few times and he started breathing more deeply.

“As a friend, though,” Mason continued, “I think you’re doing the right thing. You know the guy’s dirty—even if you don’t know how dirty—and you need to act on it. If nothing else, it’ll clear your conscience. So, go. I got a couple things at the end of the week. If you’re not back, I’m calling Clyde out of retirement.” Clyde was the paralegal Vince replaced. “So you better get back. Clyde’s good. He might decide to permanently unretire, and I’d have no choice but to throw your sorry butt to the curb.” He looked at Vince without smiling, the intensity still in his eyes. Vince had no idea if he was joking or not.

.   .   .

Vince barely slept Monday night and woke early Tuesday morning. He went through his checklist once more. He had Airman Abdallah’s files cross-referenced to the budget records Lisa had sent him. He had Hoff’s written testimony, which had finally come in an email Monday afternoon. He had the doorbell camera footage from Grogan’s place, as well as from Hadley’s, and the accompanying still photos from screen grabs. He had a scan of the note left at his place and his own testimony that Batson had said the same words to him at the rally. All that was missing were the financial records, and Atlee had promised to send something as soon as he could.

Officially, Lisa would only care about the Gardez stuff, since that was in the military’s jurisdiction. He wanted to get her opinion on the more recent happenings, though.

Vince shut his computer down completely and zipped it into his backpack. He had a copy of everything on a flash drive that he attached to his key ring. That would stay on his person; if someone jumped him and stole his bag, he’d have a backup. The backup to the backup was in secure cloud storage.

He opened the security app on his phone and checked the door knocker camera. All clear. He put his backpack over both shoulders and grabbed an aluminum baseball bat he had picked up at a sporting goods store the day before. He wasn’t going down without a fight.

In the hallway, he hastily locked his door and made a beeline for the stairs, moving as quickly as possible. If he was a target, he wanted to be hard to lock in on. He sprinted down the stairs, jumping down the last four, and burst into the predawn darkness. He didn’t slow down until he reached his car.

The car was the diciest part. He kept his key ring and flash drive in his pocket to decrease the likelihood of dropping them or them getting snatched. That meant stopping to fish them out, unlocking the car and getting in.

He spun around quickly and slammed his back into the car. Holding the baseball bat up like a club with his right hand, he retrieved the key with his left, hit the button to unlock the doors, and slid into the driver’s seat. He tossed his backpack into the passenger seat, locked the doors, and started the engine. He still had the baseball bat in his lap. He started to put it behind him, but slid it to the passenger seat instead. He liked the comfort of having it nearby.

The sky lightened as he headed east toward the airport. The interstate was not clogged yet, and he flew along, driving as fast as he dared. He checked his mirrors frequently, but it did not appear that anyone was following him.

When he passed the statue of the big blue horse with the creepy red eyes—locals called it Blucifer—outside the airport, his heartbeat slowed down a little. He’d almost made it.

He bypassed the economy lots and went into short term parking. He could buy a year’s worth of cereal for what the parking would cost him, but he wanted to be as close to the terminal as possible and spend as little time out in the open as he had to.

He found a spot near an entrance. He pulled in and waited, looking in the mirrors and over his shoulders, one hand on the bat at all times.

A group of three muscle bound guys in their twenties approached. They talked loudly to each other, laughing often. Two wore University of Colorado gear. Vince tightened his grip on the bat, preparing for battle. They ambled past him and into the building. He waited for them to get on an elevator; once they disappeared, he grabbed the backpack and took off for the terminal, locking the car as he ran and shoving the key in his pocket.

He took the elevator to the top floor for check in and saw Hadley waiting for him. He had offered to pick her up at the Holiday Inn, but they decided it was better for her to take an Uber and let Vince keep moving once he got on the road. A moving target was more difficult than a stationary one. Two moving targets, even better.

.   .   .

The secret phone rang, and the owner gave a groggy hello.

“The tracker on his car pinged. He’s at the airport.”

That woke him up. “Where do you think he’s going?”

“No idea; that’s kind of your department.”

“Give me some time, and I’ll have my contact at the airport screen the manifests. Everything in place if he’s trying to meet up with Dillon?”

“Yeah, we have the team in Langley ready to go. If he’s headed somewhere else, we’ll have to scramble.”

“If he’s headed somewhere else, it’s probably not as big of a deal. But, this ends now. Today. Tomorrow at the latest. I’m sick of the distraction.”

.   .   .

The only tickets Vince could get at the last minute connected through Charlotte. Leaving Denver at 8:00 a.m., with the time difference, they’d arrive just after 1:00 p.m., with a two-hour layover before the shorter flight to Norfolk.

“I have a rental car booked and two hotel rooms near the Air Force base,” he told Hadley as they waited to board. “Lisa had an opening tomorrow morning, so we’ll meet at her office.”

“Can we get onto the base?”

“I have my retiree ID card, so it shouldn’t be an issue.”

Hadley laughed.

“What’s so funny?”

“I think of retirees as old guys with tube socks hiked up to your knees. You’re not that old.”

Vince didn’t like the way she emphasized “that.” “I did 20 years,” he said, “started early.”

The loudspeaker crackled to life and the gate agent began reading the boarding instructions. The gate had grown crowded and people pressed forward in line, eager to board. Vince’s seat was further back than Hadley’s, so he wished her a good flight and joined the throng.

He had a window seat. He stuffed his backpack under the seat in front of him, giving it an extra shove to make it slide in all the way, and tried to get comfortable. He felt the row shake as a sullen teenage girl dropped into the middle seat. She wore earbuds and did not look interested in talking at all, which suited Vince fine. A man, her father, Vince presumed, took the aisle seat, opened a tablet computer, and immediately started working in a spreadsheet.

Vince stretched his neck until he saw Hadley sit down seven rows in front of him. She had the aisle seat on the opposite side of the plane. When the flight attendant announced that all had boarded and they were closing the cabin door, Vince felt a sense of relief. He’d imagined airport security coming on board, hauling him off in handcuffs, and taking him to a back room in the terminal where Batson and Alexander waited. The plane taxied, the flight attendants went through their endless demonstrations of safety features, and Vince stared out the window until the plane left the ground. As Denver grew smaller below him, he pulled down the window shade, leaned his head against the hard plastic and drifted off to sleep.

That was his only memory of the flight. What seemed like a few minutes later, he was awakened by his head tossing forward and back as the landing gear contacted the Charlotte runway.

He regrouped with Hadley at the gate. They stopped at a deli to get lunch while they waited out the layover.

“How was your flight?” she asked between sips of vegetable soup.

“Sleepy,” Vince said. “I didn’t get much rest last night.”

“I didn’t either,” Hadley said, “but the toddler in the seat next to me was squirmy, so it was hard to rest. I got all the way through my book, though. I’ll have to lend it to you. It’s a collection of essays by citizen detectives. You’re one of us now.”

Vince swallowed a bite of his BLT and took a swig of Diet Coke. “You know, before this all started I would have thought being a citizen detective was glamorous. Now, it reminds me of Omaha.”

Hadley chuckled. “You mean flat and covered with corn?”

“That’s further west. Omaha is surprisingly hilly. No, it’s where I drove in snow the first time.”

Hadley furrowed her brow and cocked her head.

“It feels like being in control is all an illusion.”


CHAPTER 29

Omaha, December 1995

He had learned to drive in San Antonio, Texas, three years before. There had been some serious thunderstorms, even one where everyone had pulled off to the side of the road and waited it out, but for the most part, driving in Texas was easy. The roads were wide and well lit; the weather hot and dry.

The Air Force, in all its wisdom, sent him to Offutt Air Force Base outside Omaha for his first assignment. Vince had never been to Nebraska before. He got there in the summer and found July to be every bit as hot and humid as San Antonio. The city grew on him, but as the weeks ticked by and got closer to snow season, he became more and more worried about winter driving.

He heard plenty of advice from locals. “Don’t pump your brakes.” “Steer in the direction of the skid.” “Go slow; four wheel drive doesn’t mean four wheel stop.” “If it’s real bad, just stay in.”

Vince found the last one most applicable.

He made it past Thanksgiving without snow. December was cold and blustery, but dry, until a few days before Christmas. The base Judge Advocate General held a holiday party at his house for all the legal staff. Vince had planned to ride with a friend from the office, but the friend got sick that afternoon and had to beg off, leaving Vince on his own.

The party was pleasant enough. The JAG’s wife brought out a karaoke machine and insisted that everyone sing. As Vince butchered his way through “White Christmas,” he noticed snowflakes bumping against the glass at the front of the house. He was anxious to get on the road and avoid a storm, but they hadn’t done the gift exchange yet.

He stayed at the party for another hour. By then, the flurries had turned to a full-fledged snow shower. Several people asked Vince if he’d be okay driving in non-Texas weather, and his pride made him assure them that he would.

Vince got behind the wheel and pulled onto the main road. There weren’t a lot of street lights and there was no moon that night, so it seemed pitch black. Vince gripped the wheel, white-knuckled, and tested out the accelerator. He didn’t notice any slippage in the wheels. He checked the rearview mirror; no one was behind him, so he tried out the brakes. The car slowed without skidding.

He breathed in, breathed out, and hit the gas once again. He drove well under the speed limit, and the few cars out on the road veered around him going much faster. Most of the time he was alone.

He held the wheel and stared out the windshield, the darkness broken up by an increasing number of dancing white flakes suspended in front of him. They looked like stars in the night sky, and it reminded him of a video game he played as a kid. Except this time, he was the actual pilot, his car the space ship, hurtling through the unknown. He kept his death grip on the wheel, not daring to adjust the heater even though it had gotten too warm and sweat beaded on his forehead.

The road ahead curved. He let off the gas but still felt like he was moving too fast. He hit the brakes and felt the tires lock up underneath him. In that moment, he forgot everything anyone told him about driving in a snowstorm.

He fought the car, trying to pull it back on the road. It fishtailed in response, the back end swinging wildly like a carnival ride. Fortunately, he forgot to put his foot back on the gas pedal, and the car coasted to a stop, gently pushing against a guardrail on the side of the road.

He peered out the passenger window and saw the ditch looming below and was thankful for the strip of metal keeping him from falling off the edge. He wiped his palms on his pants, steeled his nerves, and started his journey again, keeping his speed to half of what it was before.

He made it back to the base and to the airman dormitory. He turned off the car and stepped out into the night air, immediately made colder because he was soaked in sweat. He went back to his room and flopped onto his rack. He closed his eyes and watched himself flying through the flake-filled air until he drifted off to sleep.


PART III


CHAPTER 30

Norfolk, Virginia, May 16, 2022

It took more than an hour to get the rental car, an anonymous white Toyota Corolla. They hit the interstate out of Norfolk at rush hour and poked along.

“This is worse than Denver,” Vince grumbled.

“At least it’s not snowing,” Hadley chided.

He gave her a sideways glance and turned his attention back to the semi in front of him. Hadley punched the hotel’s address into her phone and let the GPS guide them through the slog. They went over the plan one more time.

“I’ll do most of the talking,” Vince said, “at least initially. Lisa and I have a history together. We’ve seen a lot, so I think she’ll give me a fair hearing. She’s sharp, so she’ll be looking for the ways the case can fall apart.”

“And there are a lot of those,” Hadley added.

“Maybe don’t say that tomorrow. Your job will be to help convince her that we have enough. You can tell her about other cases you’ve seen that have been successful with less than what we have.”

“I can handle that.”

“I have no idea what the limits of Lisa’s jurisdiction are. If she feels like Alexander committed a crime while he was on active duty, I don’t know if she can call him back and let the military prosecute or just work with the civilian authorities.”

“There’d have to be an investigation first. I’d think the military would handle that, especially since the crime happened in Afghanistan.”

“Good point. But, will the military want to open an investigation into a case from 15 years ago if they can’t prosecute? Lisa will have an opinion on that, and we’ll follow her lead. The main thing I want to get is for her to say they’ll open a case on Alexander, because that could lead to him spilling the beans on Batson.”

They pulled into the hotel parking lot—a Comfort Inn right off the interstate. There’d be a lot of road noise, but they’d have easy access to a quick get-away if needed. Far from home, they let their guard down. Neither of them noticed the black Buick parked in the back of the lot. The driver watched as they got out of their car. He sent a text message stating that he had a positive ID.

Their rooms were on opposite ends of the third floor. They agreed to stash their bags and meet in the lobby in half an hour for dinner.

“I saw a salad place an exit back,” Hadley said, “no greasy burgers tonight.”

Vince reluctantly agreed and started toward his room. He hung up his clothes for the next day, placed his laptop in the hotel safe, and set the combination. He took the flash drive off his key ring and added it to the rental car ring. Thirty minutes later, he rode the elevator back downstairs.

He surveyed the small lobby. It had a couple of seating areas consisting of one couch and two chairs each, as well as a large bench facing the automatic glass doors at the entryway. Hadley waited for him on the bench. Only one other person occupied the lobby—a man, from the look of the trousers and wingtips, who sat at the couch furthest from the bench, his head hidden from view by a newspaper.

Hadley rose and the two wordlessly exited the hotel. Vince did not notice the man lower his newspaper and pick up a cell phone as they left.

They zigzagged to the rental, both checking over their shoulders often. Convinced they weren’t followed, Vince unlocked the car, and they both got into the front and immediately locked their doors again. Vince started the engine and checked all the mirrors. He checked them again.

“No movement,” he said. “Doesn’t look like we were followed. I’d be shocked if Alexander even knew we had flown out.”

“You can’t be too careful,” Hadley cautioned.

“Agreed. Now, let’s go get a delicious salad.”

Hadley rolled her eyes at the sarcasm as he put the car into gear and motored out of the hotel parking lot. He turned right onto the interstate, frequently checking his mirrors. A black Buick entered the interstate behind them and took the same exit. He felt his stomach flip-flop.

Hadley gave directions to the salad shop. Vince turned left to the restaurant and breathed a sigh of relief as the Buick continued past them.

Hadley declared no discussing the case during dinner, so Vince told her about his military career. She had spent her entire life in the Denver area and was amazed that Vince had lived in so many places.

“My most interesting assignment was Thule,” he said.

“Where’s that?”

“Greenland.” He thought she would choke on her Greek salad. “It was frigid there in the winters. And, the winters were really long. There wasn’t a ton to do off base, so the base community was really tight knit and made it enjoyable for one another. We’d have a big party every year just before the sun disappeared for six months. It sounds dreary, but it was actually a lot of fun.”

“Did you live in other countries?”

“I did a one-year tour in Korea. That was fun, too. But, most of my career was stateside. San Antonio, Omaha, Dayton—all the hot spots, right? I did a couple years in Fort Walton Beach, Florida, and that was cool, and then my last assignment was in Colorado Springs. Decided to stay in the state. Found a job at a corporate law firm and hated it. It was soulless. Hard to get behind the clients because most of them were big businesses asking us to help them find loopholes so they could make more money off their customers. A friend knew Mason and introduced us. We hit it off, and I moved to Denver and started working for him.”

“Do you miss the Air Force?” Hadley asked.

Vince shook his head. “I miss some of the people. I miss helping airmen. But, I don’t miss the constant moving or the deployments.”

“How many times were you deployed?”

“Three. Once in Afghanistan and twice to Iraq.”

They finished their meals and cleared their plates. Vince held the door for her, and they walked out into the warm night. After living in Colorado for so long, Vince had forgotten what humidity was like and he was already sweating by the time they reached the car.

He reached into his pocket for the keys, when he felt a strong hand clamp down on his shoulder and spin him around. Hadley screamed, and Vince turned toward her as the guy who had grabbed him took a swing. Vince’s movement caused the blow to glance off his shoulder. He still went down.

“When you get in a combat situation, you don’t have time to think,” the instructors at Fort Dix had drilled into his head. “Fall back on your training.” Vince rolled to his stomach and began a textbook low crawl to the car, intending to get under it for cover and survey the situation.

The guy didn’t give him a chance. As his head ducked under the Corolla, a hand grabbed his right foot and jerked him backward. His face hit the pavement with a thud and scraped on the blacktop as he was pulled back.

Hadley shouted something on the other side of the car, and he heard a man let loose a stream of profanities. A second later the guy with his foot let go and started screaming.

“Get up, Vince,” Hadley yelled. “Let’s go!”

He fumbled with the keys, unlocked the car, and they both jumped in. Vince floored the accelerator and screamed through a red light on their way to the interstate.

“What happened?” Vince asked.

“I pepper sprayed them. That’s our exit. Let’s get our stuff and get out of here. We only have a couple minutes. Park by the service exit there.”

They sprinted into the hotel and ran up the stairs. In less than a minute, Vince had thrown his stuff back into his suitcase, retrieved his laptop and rushed back down the hall to Hadley’s room.

She burst out the door with her own bags and they ran down the stairs and out the service exit to the car.

“Drive,” Hadley ordered.

“Where?”

“Interstate. North or South. Doesn’t matter.”

Vince started out the parking lot exit as a black Buick started in. The driver grimaced; the passenger rubbed his eyes furiously. Vince hit the gas and turned right, then left down a side street. Hadley turned completely around in her seat to watch behind them.

“They’re following us,” she said. Vince continued making random rights and lefts, trying to keep track of where the interstate was.

“I don’t see them,” she said.

Vince spotted a sign pointing toward an entrance ramp. “Now?”

“Still clear.”

He floored it again, cutting across traffic and drawing several honks and gestures from other drivers. He merged onto I-64. Traffic was still thick around town, and Hadley continued to watch behind them for the Buick.

“Where do we go?” Vince asked.

“Just drive,” Hadley said. She pulled up the map on her phone and scrolled south. “We need to get at least an hour away. They probably figure we’re here for something at Langley.”

“They’d be right.”

“That’s unsettling. But they won’t expect us to drift so far from the base.”

They rode silently for 10 minutes, Vince bobbing and weaving through the lanes. They reached the Hampton Bridge Tunnels, and Vince thought his heart might stop. But, no one ambushed them in the tunnel, and they emerged from the tunnel into the open air. They continued through the sprawl of the city and followed 64 as it bent east and went south again.

Finally, they cleared the town and the flow of traffic opened up.

“Exit on Highway 58 West,” Hadley said. “We’ll go to Whaleyville.”

Vince kept a tight grip on the wheel and stared at the road, looking for the exit. He had no idea how far away they were. Hadley continued tapping at her phone, then lifted it to her ear.

“Heather,” she said, “I need your credit card number.” A pause. “Because mine might have been compromised.” Another pause. “I know you’re tired of the X-files nonsense, but believe me this is serious. Now give me the number.” She scrawled the number down on a notepad from her purse, told Heather she loved her, and then hung up. Vince took the exit onto 58.

“Probably another 20 minutes,” she said. “That was my overprotective sister. She’s not always supportive of me working cases, but she comes through when I need her to.”

The towns grew smaller as they moved further away from Norfolk. They passed a collection of repeating gas stations, supermarkets, and auto parts stores.

“Did you get a good look at either of the guys?” Vince asked after a while.

“Yeah; I saw the one who came after me. I’m surprised they weren’t wearing ski masks or something. He definitely wasn’t one of the guys from Denver. You?”

“I didn’t get a great look at him, but I saw him briefly enough to know he wasn’t Alexander. And he was too big to be Alexander’s partner. Which means they’ve expanded their network.”

“Take the next exit,” Hadley said. “I booked us a room at the Whaleyville Roadside Inn.”

Vince exited, drove past the hotel, and pulled into a gas station down the road. He got out and pretended to start a transaction at the keypad while Hadley got out and stretched, focusing on the road they’d just come down.

One minute passed with no lights following them. Another minute. And another.

They drove to the hotel. “It’s not the Ritz,” Hadley said, “but hopefully it’s far enough off the radar that we’re okay.” Vince thought about parking a couple blocks away, so they couldn’t be located by the car, but they decided it was better to have it close by.

“If we haven’t seen them yet, they’re not following us,” Hadley declared.

The inn had seen better days and looked as though it hadn’t been remodeled since the early ‘80s. The reception area featured a blue and white linoleum floor and a popcorn ceiling. The night manager sat behind an oak desk in desperate need of a refinishing. The manager himself looked as though he’d been there since opening day and had only moved a time or two. He barely looked up when they came in. He asked for a name but didn’t bother to run a credit card or take a driver’s license. They would be in room 118. They exited reception, and an outdoor breezeway took them past a dozen rooms, most of them dark and unoccupied, before they got to room 118 on the corner.

The room had mauve carpeting and two double beds separated by a chipboard nightstand with peeling white paint. The alarm clock flashed 12:00, even though it was only 8:30. The beds were covered by comforters with pictures of ducks on them. Vince closed the vertical blinds, peering out once more to make sure the car was okay. He closed the curtains to reveal a matching duck pattern.

“Not the Ritz,” Hadley repeated.

“It’s fine,” Vince said, sinking into the bed closest to the door. “How’d they find us?”

“Three possibilities,” Hadley said. She sank into the second bed, next to the bathroom. “They traced your credit card, saw you booked a flight and a hotel, and got someone here to wait for us. Didn’t need to follow us in Denver because they already knew where we were going. That’s the most likely.”

Vince put both hands on his face and pushed the heels into his eyes. “What else?”

“They could have a friend in TSA and had you flagged. Or me. Us. You get the tickets, it pops up on a report, Batson gets a call. Easy. But, that’s probably not it. If we show up on a report, it leaves a paper trail. It’s auditable. Batson doesn’t like that. And, the last one is the simplest. They followed us in Denver, figured out where we were going, and arranged to have us met here. I don’t like that one, though.”

“Why not?”

“Relies too much on luck. They would be making an educated guess at where we were heading, but they don’t want to call guys into action for a guess, educated or not. Creates a loose end for no good reason.”

Vince sat up and uncovered his eyes. “I really want to nail Batson.” He grabbed his suitcase and removed his suit for the next day. The closet had a handful of wire coat hangers. He put his jacket on one and pants on another and started toward the bathroom. “Just gonna steam the wrinkles out of these,” he said. He hung both in the shower and turned the hot water on full blast.

“Let’s plan on leaving at 5:30 in the morning,” Vince said, returning to his spot on the first bed. “That should get us there by 6:30. I figure that’s about an hour before the first shift starts on the base, so we should be able to get through the gate pretty quickly. I’ll feel better once we’re on the base.”

“Agreed,” Hadley said, staring at her phone. “Oh, crap.”

“What?”

“Nothing. Just insurance stuff from the break in.”

Vince retrieved his suit, a navy pinstripe from Brooks Brothers. A retirement gift from his brother who worked on Wall Street and thought Vince should get a job where he wore a jacket and tie every day. He’d worn the suit twice before, and neither time with a tie. Satisfied that it no longer looked slept in, he hung it in the closet and checked his own phone.

He whistled. “You need to see this,” he said, tossing the device to Hadley. She let it bounce on the mattress and then picked it up.

“Holy Toledo,” she said.

Vince was already retrieving his laptop. “The Whaleyville Roadside Inn doesn’t have WiFi, does it?”

“I told you, it’s not the Ritz.”

Using his phone as a hotspot, Vince pulled up the email from Ken Atlee. “He’s worth every penny I’m paying him. This is gold.”

Vince turned the screen so Hadley could see, and they began walking through the files. Ken had sent him records from March and May 2007 showing deposits into an account owned by D.J. Alexander in the amounts of $250,000 and $300,000. “That’s a lot more than Abdallah had estimated, but Lisa can get financial records from their full deployment. They get a good forensic auditor on it, they’ll be able to make the numbers match. I’ll give her Ken’s phone number.”

“What’s this next one?” Hadley asked.

Vince referred to the email on his phone as they read through the second file. It was a bill of sale for a consulting company called Leadership Coaching Solutions LLC and a filing with the state of Colorado to change the company name to Batson Consulting. The company had been purchased for $300,000 by D.J. Alexander. On the state filing, Nick Batson was listed as the principal owner, with Alexander a consulting partner.

He read through the email some more. “Ken’s still working on getting the more recent information. If he can tie Batson or Alexander to the missing money from Grogan’s investment group, we have a good motive for getting Grogan out of the picture.”

“This is big,” Hadley said.

Vince added the documents to the case file on his laptop, backed it up to the flash drive, and backed that up to the cloud. He set an alarm for the morning, and they turned the lights out. Hadley fell asleep quickly, but Vince sat upright in his bed, staring at the door. He got up twice and peeked out the window. He could still see the car, unmolested under a light pole.

He retrieved his phone and opened his email app. He responded to Ken, thanking him for the files he had sent. “We’re in a bit of a time crunch now. Things have accelerated with the case. If you’re able to get anything on the recent finances in the next couple days, I’d really appreciate it.”

Then, he started a second message, which was tougher. How do you ask for a major favor from someone you don’t know that well? He deleted a couple of drafts, and then just typed out the words as they came to him and hit send. He put the phone down, leaned back, and revisited how he’d gotten there.

When he wasn’t thinking about the guys who had attacked them, he thought about Lisa. He wondered how awkward their first face-to-face meeting in 15 years would be. He wondered how he would react to being back on an Air Force base, particularly one where they flew fighter jets. And, he thought about Batson, how he’d abused a little power to get ahead, and what he’d do if he got a lot of power.


CHAPTER 31

Afghanistan, February 3, 2007

“Code Red. Don body armor and report to a bunker,” the loudspeaker broadcast. The official name of the communications system was Giant Voice, which usually cracked Vince up. “I repeat. Code Red. Code Red.”

Lisa was on the other side of the base at the commander’s headquarters building. Vince and Justin Woods, the civilian historian, were alone in the office. They both jumped up from their desks and threw on their Kevlar vests and helmets. Vince grabbed his M-16, and Justin opened the door. Vince looked left, looked right, looked left again, and said, “Let’s go.”

They sprinted 50 yards to the nearest bunker, a concrete crypt covered in sandbags. About 20 feet long and four and a half feet tall, they had to duck walk through it. There were benches on either side, and they waddled to the furthest available seat and sat opposite one another. The bunker was so narrow their knees touched.

A master sergeant from the finance section made his way to the seat next to Vince. They nodded at each other. “You guys hear anything? Mortar rounds?” he asked.

Justin shook his head. “No, just heard the announcement and we came,” Vince said.

“Same here. Wonder what’s going on.”

During his time at Bagram, Vince would find that not knowing was the worst part. There was little communication to the bunkers, outside of Giant Voice, and it wasn’t going to announce the details. Lisa would usually find out after the fact, but Vince always got frustrated when they were jammed in the bunker wondering what happened. They never knew if someone had shot a rocket toward the airfield, tried to run through the gate wearing a suicide vest, or had actually breached the base. In the case of the last one, they’d end up in a firefight and the bunker would put them at a decided disadvantage because no one had room to maneuver, much less aim, a rifle in there.

The bunker filled up with bodies and the chatter of excited airmen echoed off the concrete walls. “Keep it down!” the master sergeant shouted. “We need to hear Giant Voice.”

The place went silent. Vince could hear noises from outside—footsteps and muffled voices. Then, an ear-splitting roar ripped through the quiet followed a second later by another roar.

“Know what that was?” the master sergeant asked. “That’s a show of force, baby. The F-15s are here. Probably some teen soldier fired a mortar at the flight line and rode off on a bike. We’ll never find him, but we send those beasts out there, they fly low and loud over the closest villages, and let the Taliban know we can bring the fight to their doorstep anytime we want. The A-10s are great, but they’re slow. F-15s can be anywhere in the country in a matter of minutes.”

.   .   .

Whaleyville, Virginia, May 17, 2022

Vince’s alarm woke him at 4:30. He bolted upright in the bed and looked around, trying to get his bearings. Hadley sat on the edge of the second bed, dressed in her meeting clothes, working on her laptop.

“How long have you been up?” he asked.

“Couple hours. I woke up and you were sleeping. I couldn’t go back to sleep, so I got ready for the day and did a little work.”

Vince gathered his things and hit the shower. He emerged 20 minutes later, cleaned up and shaven. Hadley was still on the edge of the bed with the light out. “I’m gonna turn this on,” he said, flipping the light switch. “Let’s get packed up and go.”

As they loaded their suitcases, Vince asked what had her attention.

“Just replying to some client email, getting stuff scheduled for next week. And, I looked into Batson’s consulting company. I’ll tell you about that in the car.”

They dropped the key in the box at the front desk and returned to the car. They each performed a walk around, looking at it from all angles.

“They didn’t find us,” Hadley said.

“We just need to make it to the base and we’re home free.”

Vince stopped at a convenience store a few miles out of town; Hadley ran in while he waited with the engine running. She emerged moments later with two steaming cups of coffee, a package of donuts for Vince, and a protein bar for herself. They got back on the road and Vince scarfed down two donuts while he waited for his coffee to cool.

“Tell me what you found on Batson.”

“Well, it was weird,” she said. “At least, I think so. Batson and Alexander bought the company off this other guy. From what Atlee sent, it was doing okay, profitable but just barely. Definitely not making anyone rich. Within a month of Batson taking over, he signed a $1.5 million contract with the Department of Defense to do leadership training, executive coaching, that kind of thing. Pays to have connections, I guess.”

“So that was his end game. He embezzles from the PRT, flips the cash to buy a business, and then uses his DOD connections to get rich quick.”

They merged onto the interstate. Traffic was picking up but still light, and Vince drove as fast as he dared without getting pulled over. They hit the tunnel again, and he had to remind himself to breathe as they passed through. Finally, they reached Hampton Roads and they exited for the base.

As they approached, signs on the installation fence warned against trespassing and advised that lethal force was authorized. They turned a corner and saw the main gate in front of them. A large sign advertised, “Welcome to Langley Air Force Base, Home of the First Fighter Wing and Headquarters, Air Combat Command.” Two F-15 replicas were on display just outside the gate.

“Does it feel like coming home?” Hadley asked.

“I’ve actually never been to Langley before,” Vince said. He gestured at the F-15s. “I have some experience with those, though.” He let the comment hang in the air without further explanation.

Vince maneuvered the Corolla through the concrete barricades set up in serpentine fashion and pulled up to the gate. They watched as the two cars in front of them were waved through. The Security Forces airman snapped to attention and saluted the second one.

“Officers get a special decal for their car,” Vince explained. He rolled down the window.

“Morning, sir,” the airman said. “Can you state your business?”

“I have an appointment at the legal office.”

“Is this a rental car?”

“Yes, it is. Is that a problem?”

“No problem. Just need to see your ID and the rental agreement.”

Vince handed him his retiree card and Hadley passed over the paperwork from the glove box. The airman stared at the ID and looked back at Vince. “I’ll just be a minute,” he said. He went into the guard shack and picked up a phone. A second airman came out and waved the car behind Vince into another lane to keep the traffic moving.

“I thought this was supposed to be easy,” Hadley said.

The first airman exited the booth and handed the card and rental agreement back to Vince. “Sorry about that, Master Sergeant,” he said. “I need you to pull the car around in front of the shack and then into the exit lane. You can park there, and then I need both of you to step out of the car and come with me for just a minute.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

“Just protocol for getting visitors signed in. Security’s enhanced today. We’ll get you on your way soon.”

Vince did as he was told and drove the car forward a few feet, executed a tight turn, steered around a barrier, and parked in the exit lane closest to the booth.

“I don’t like this,” Hadley said.

“It’ll be fine,” Vince told her. “The military is always coming up with crazy stuff like this. It should just take a minute.”

He pocketed the keys and stepped toward the guard shack, Hadley two steps behind him. A black Buick sped toward them from the base side of the gate and pulled up alongside the rental. Vince did a double take. “Run!”

He grabbed Hadley’s arm and they beelined off base property, but it was a fruitless effort. Two guys in the battle uniform, the new one with the blue, digitized camouflage pattern that Vince hated, moved from the Buick into their path with alarming speed. Vince couldn’t tell if they were the same guys as the night before, but these two definitely spent some time in the gym.

Within seconds, Vince and Hadley were both spun around, pressed against the Buick, and frisked. The guy who had Vince took the car keys from his pocket and tossed them to the airman who was working the gate.

“Take the car to the squadron building,” the guy barked. “Don’t touch anything in it. Leave the keys on my desk.”

“Yes, sir,” the airman replied, and bounded toward the car.

The guy secured Vince’s wrists with flexi-cuffs and stuffed him in the Buick’s backseat. A moment later, Hadley joined him. The guy who had grabbed Vince got in the driver’s seat, and they took off. Vince felt his stomach sink as he realized they were going through the exit and away from the base.

The second guy, the one who had grabbed Hadley, pulled down the visor in the passenger seat and opened the mirror. Vince could see how red and puffy his eyes were. “You’re not so tough without your spray, huh?”

Both guys laughed, and the driver turned up the radio.

Vince watched out the window as the car found I-64 and retraced some of their route from last night. His mind raced with questions. Why didn’t the guys care that he could see where they were going? Was he going to be found dead somewhere with a note next to him? Who were these guys working for and how far up the chain of command did this go?

They exited before they reached Highway 58 and followed a narrow winding road through dense green hills. The driver kept making turns, the roads getting smaller, until they ended up on a dirt path.

The path ended at the bottom of a hill. The car stopped, and both men got out. Vince looked at Hadley for the first time since they’d been taken and saw that she had been crying. She tried to wipe her eyes on her shoulders and put the determined expression on her face that he had come to know so well.

The driver opened Vince’s door. “Out,” he said. Vince wormed his way out of the backseat, which was no easy task without the use of his hands. Hadley did the same thing at the other door.

Vince looked at their kidnapper. He stood around six feet tall with fair skin, hair cropped into a high and tight, usually not the Air Force’s style. He had first lieutenant bars on his uniform, and his name tag read “Nash.”

He glanced at the other guy. Around the same height, with the same weightlifter’s build, and the same haircut. He had darker skin and hair, was a second lieutenant, and his name tag read “Briones.”

“Let’s go,” Nash said, roughly turning Vince around and giving him a push around the back of the car. They walked in a single file line around the base of the hill, Briones in the lead, followed by Hadley, and then Vince. Nash brought up the rear.

Briones had a sidearm holstered at his side; Vince assumed Nash would, too, and that confirmed that they were Security Forces.

They made a wide turn around the hill, and nestled into the other side lay a ramshackle log cabin. The roof was caving in on the side closest to the hill. A broken wind chime swung soundlessly on the porch. About a hundred feet away from the front door, mostly hidden by bushes, a greenish-blue creek burbled.

Briones unlocked a padlock and pulled the front door open. Hadley stopped in the doorway, like she was thinking about refusing to go in, but Briones gave her a shove and she started moving again. Vince glared at Briones as he passed him, and the lieutenant gave him a malicious grin in return. Vince looked over his shoulder and saw the door close in his face. He heard the snap of the padlock and footsteps running away, back around the hill.

With the door closed, it was dark in the cabin, and it took Vince’s eyes a few minutes to adjust to the surroundings. When he could see again, he made out a small, round table with uneven legs in the middle of the room. Two bottles of water stood on top of it. A chair sat on either side of the table. In the back, the remnant of a pot-belly stove cowered like a scared child. The window next to the stove was boarded over from the outside. There were no other furnishings inside. On the wall opposite of where Vince stood, there was a small loft, but no ladder. Under the loft, three more windows lined up in a row, each boarded up like the kitchen window.

“This sucks,” Vince said. “This is like the world’s worst escape room.” Hadley didn’t answer. She hadn’t moved from the spot where she stopped after Briones shoved her. Vince approached until he could see her face. She had her eyes squeezed shut, fists clenched at her sides, and her breathing came in ragged bursts. Vince knew this reaction all too well.

“You okay?” he asked, trying to bring her back to the present. “Are you hurt?”

She shook her head, but didn’t answer or open her eyes. Finally, she steadied her breathing enough to say, “I just don’t like being locked up like this.”

“It’ll be okay,” Vince said, sure there was more to the story. “We’ll figure this out. We just need to take it one step at a time. Focus on the task at hand and shut everything else out.”

She opened her eyes, stumbled toward the table, and maneuvered the chair with her feet until she had room to sit down. Vince followed suit and sat across from her.

“Lisa’s probably called me a few times by now,” Vince said, thinking of his phone in the rental car, along with his laptop. Hadley’s, too. “I’m sure she’ll be worried. Maybe she’ll call the gate and ask if we’ve signed in.”

“Do you really think that will help?”

“No,” Vince admitted. “I’m sure they’ve already pulled both those airmen from the gate. And we never signed in. No record of us being there. They’ve got the car, but that could be off base by now, too.”

“This sucks,” Hadley said, repeating Vince’s assessment.

“We have one thing going for us,” Vince said.

“What’s that?”

“I’m wearing my suit coat. I almost put it in the backseat this morning.”

“Yeah, because it’s important to be well dressed when you’re kidnapped.”

“Well, I have this pen in my pocket,” Vince said. “Nash either missed it when he frisked me, or thought nothing of it. It’s a special pen, a gift from a friend. I think you’ll like it, if you can help me retrieve it.”

Hadley rolled her eyes as Vince struggled to his feet and stumbled around the table. He kneeled behind her chair and maneuvered to get her hands near his chest.

“Do you feel the pocket? No, that’s my shirt. It’s the inside pocket of my jacket. Yeah, right there.” He drew backward as Hadley gripped the pen. “Keep holding it,” he said. “Turn it around, so the other end is up.” Vince bent forward and grasped the end of the pen in his teeth. He pulled back suddenly and the end came off. “Careful,” he said. “Just keep hold of it.”

He moved into a crouch and managed to lift one leg over his cuffed hands. He kept his crouch and walk-hopped in a circle until he could get his other leg lifted over. With both hands now in front of him, he took the pen from Hadley.

“What are you doing?”

“Just be still,” he said. “You’ll see.” A minute later, he had used the blade on the pen to cut her cuffs.

She turned around and he held the pen up for her.

“You’re right,” she said. “I like that pen.”

“Eddie Fleck gave it to me,” Vince said, extending his wrists, so she could cut him free. He returned the cap to the pen and put it in his pocket. “Task one in our escape room challenge is complete. How long do you think before they come back?”

“Who knows? Maybe they’re not coming back. Maybe Alexander is the next guy to walk through that door. Or Batson himself.”

“We have to get out of here before that happens,” Vince said.

They both walked around the cabin. The dust from the floor irritated Vince’s throat, but he ignored it and felt along the walls, trying to find some weakness, some opening they could exploit.

“I’ve got nothing,” Hadley said after a few minutes. “This place is simple, but it makes a great prison.”

Vince looked at his watch. He sat down at the table and folded his hands and bowed his head.

“Vince? What’s going on?”

He ignored her and continued at the table in silence for several minutes. Finally, he looked up at her. “I emailed Fleck last night. I asked him to call me, and if I didn’t answer, to call Lisa’s cell around this time to verify that we’d actually made it to our meeting. He’ll convince her I didn’t just flake out and to get the authorities involved. So, we’ll have folks on the outside looking for us. I just prayed that we’d find some kind of solution from the inside. Maybe between all that, we’ll survive this.”

“I didn’t know you prayed.”

“Not often. But, this is as close to a foxhole as I’ve been in the last 15 years.”

They continued wandering around the room in silence. They met up at the stove, where Vince stared up at the ceiling.

“We could tear out the chimney,” he said, “and I could boost you up there.”

Hadley shook her head. “I don’t think I’d fit,” she said. “And, I don’t know if it’s just a hole in the roof up there or if there’s some kind of top to it on the roof.”

“It’s worth a shot.”

“Even if I get out, I can’t break the padlock on the door.”

“So?”

“So, you’d still be stuck inside. We go together or we don’t go.”

“Do you have a better idea, then?” Vince asked.

“Maybe.” She crouched next to the stove, an antique made of solid iron. She examined the hinges closely.

“What are you thinking?”

“I wanted to use the stove door to break a window and see if we could bash through the plywood outside, but it’s too secure.”

“Not a bad idea,” Vince said.

Hadley continued feeling the hinges, squinting at the door in the dim light. Vince went back to the table. It was real wood, probably pine. It had thick legs, one of them askew, causing the whole thing to slant.

He flipped the table onto its top and examined the leg that was out of place. He stood with a foot on either side of it and grabbed the leg with both hands. He pulled as hard as he could, letting out an animal grunt. He could hear a screw tearing loose.

He repositioned himself off the table and got low, putting his shoulder near the leg. “Stand on the tabletop,” he said.

With Hadley holding the top down, he pushed as hard as he could and felt the leg give. He pulled it back toward him as far as he could. He continued working the leg back and forth, feeling it loosen with each tug.

Finally, he crouched again. Grabbing the leg with both hands, he exploded out of his squat and let out another growl. The leg tore free and he stumbled across the room holding it.

The windows on the opposite wall were the biggest. He selected the middle one.

“Look away.”

He lined himself up and took a couple of practice swings like a baseball player getting ready to enter the batter’s box. He covered his face with his jacket and stepped into a ferocious swing.

The shattering of glass filled the air, followed by the tinkle of shards raining down onto the cabin floor. Vince shook the jacket off his head and used the table leg to knock jagged remnants of the window out of the pane.

He stepped closer to the window, feeling the crunch of glass beneath his feet. He pushed both hands against the plywood. It didn’t give at all. He leaned his body weight into it and pushed harder. Still no give.

The plywood was new, or at least recent. It hadn’t warped in the humidity and wasn’t rotting from the weather yet. Vince surveyed the dark room again. He didn’t think anything there would break through the board.

The table leg was thickest where it met the tabletop and tapered to a much narrower diameter at the bottom. Not quite pointy, but he hoped it would be slim enough to fit between the window frame and the sheet of plywood. He speared at the bottom of the window with the leg. There was a slight gap, but not enough to fit the leg into.

“Hang on,” Hadley said, watching him. She went back to the stove and came back with an iron grate. It was thin enough to slide into the gap. Hadley levered backward on the window frame and the plywood moved slightly.

Vince put both his hands on the grate and gave an extra tug. The plywood moved further.

“I’ll hold this,” Vince said, “get the leg in there as far as you can.”

The gap had widened enough to fit the narrow end of the leg, and Hadley was able to shove it in about a foot. He let go of the grate, and using the window frame as a fulcrum, he pulled the leg as hard as he could. He could feel the plywood giving, but not a lot.

“Look away again,” he said, “this could make some splinters.” He took a deep breath and jumped, jerking straight down on the table leg as he descended. He lifted his feet and let the leg support his entire person. He hung suspended in the air like a cartoon character who’d just walked off a ledge.

Just like in the cartoons, he heard a snap and fell to the ground amid the shards of glass. He could feel them poking at him through his pants. He didn’t care about that; he was more interested in the light now streaming into the cabin.

He had broken a chunk out of the plywood, and he could see a surface crack running up the rest of its length. He still held a stump of table leg. He used it as a cane to push himself off the ground so he didn’t have to put his hands in the glass.

The missing piece of plywood wasn’t big enough to get a person through. Vince cocked his arms back and swung the stump at it. This time, he swung it like a sledgehammer rather than a baseball bat. The air filled with the crack of wood pounding against wood. The plywood buckled and the surface crack deepened.

“One more,” Vince said, encouraged by the progress. He reared back again and stepped into his swing, following through in a violent motion. A deafening crack reverberated through the room as the plywood sheared in two. The bottom left corner was no longer nailed in where the chunk was missing, and it took just a few shoves on the remaining piece of the left side to bring the board down.

Vince gave Hadley a boost out the window, cautioning her to look out for glass below. He handed her the two water bottles and climbed out to join her.

“Well, it wasn’t exactly a fortress after all,” he said.

“No. Which means they weren’t planning on keeping us long.”

“Which means they could be on their way back.”

They heard the burble of the creek again. Vince peered through the leaves of the oak and cottonwoods and caught sight of water. “Is it better to follow the creek or to try to get back to a road?”

“Creek,” Hadley said. “Even if Eddie and Lisa get folks out looking for us, you can bet Nash and Briones, or someone worse, will be coming down the road any time. We need to get distance between us and this cabin.”

“Agreed,” Vince said. With that, they headed into the cover of the trees, seeking out the creek.
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Just inside the tree line the ground broke into a gentle decline, and they hopped down it to the water’s edge. The creek was clear—and cold, Vince assumed—and they could see minnows swimming near the banks. It flowed to their right, which Hadley thought was east, but they really had no way of knowing.

“Let’s go with the flow,” Hadley said, “No pun intended. Maybe it empties into a larger river that we can follow back into civilization.”

It was as good an idea as any, so they began walking. Mosquitoes and gnats flew in their faces and nipped at them; Vince kept his hands in constant swatting motion as they walked. They hadn’t dressed for a hike. Vince wanted to roll up his shirtsleeves in the heat, but kept them down as added protection against the insects. Just a few hundred feet along the path, Vince regretted wearing dress shoes instead of sneakers.

Hadley wore a conservative pants suit and she took off the jacket quickly. “I should have stashed this at the cabin with yours,” she said. “I don’t want to drop it here and let them know which way we went.” She had at least worn her Adidas cross-trainers. She’d left her heels, which she’d planned to change into before the meeting, in the rental car.

They walked for more than an hour and stopped for a rest break. Vince handed a water bottle to Hadley and uncapped the other one. “Nice of them to leave these for us,” he said, taking a big swig.

“They definitely didn’t plan on us gaining the use of our hands, so I think it was more of a taunt.”

“They underestimated us,” Vince said. “Never underestimate the power of a genuine private detective’s gadgetry.” He pulled the gold pen from his pocket and twirled it around. “Ready?”

Hadley nodded, and they began their trek again. “First priority is to find a phone,” Vince said. “I can call Lisa, and she can come get us.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“What do you mean?”

“How many people knew we were coming here? And what time we’d arrive at the base?”

“You think she’s in on it?”

“We have to consider the possibility.”

They continued in silence, listening to the rustle of the wind in the leaves. Vince’s shirt stuck to his back, and he could feel blisters welling up on his insteps and heels. After another half hour they stopped again, finishing the water.

“How far do you think we’ve come?” Vince asked.

Hadley stretched and looked up at the unforgiving sun. “If we’re averaging three miles an hour, somewhere between four and five miles.” She looked down at the creek, which had narrowed to barely a trickle. “You think following the creek still makes sense?”

Vince shook his head. “It’s taking us deeper into the woods. Let’s go through the trees; maybe there’s a road on the other side.”

“Bad guys could be waiting on the road.”

“It’s worth the risk. How many guys could they have wrapped up in this? We’ve strayed far enough from the cabin that it’s a one in a million chance they’ll be waiting right where we come out.”

Resolved, they turned back to the tree line and entered the wooded area. Vince felt an almost instant relief as they left the sun for the cool of the trees. The bugs were thicker, and he slapped at his neck constantly, but he preferred that over the heat.

They made slow progress, having to cut around trees and duck under branches. Soon, Vince was sweating again from the exertion, and the smell of his salty flesh mingled with the muskiness of the woods.

They stopped next to a large oak tree. Vince took his shoes off and tried to rearrange his socks in a way to provide more cushion from the chafing.

“Those shoes weren’t made for walking,” Hadley said. “I feel guilty about having sneakers.”

“At least one thing has gone right,” Vince said. Double knotting the dress shoes as tightly as he could, he stood and they began walking again. After only a few minutes, he could feel the shoes loosening and rubbing against his feet once more.

“You really think Lisa is one of the bad guys?”

“I haven’t ruled it out,” Hadley said. “And, seeing how we’re probably the next on Batson and Alexander’s growing list of corpses, I think we need to assume everyone is out to get us.”

Vince stopped walking and shook his head. He put his hand on a tree and felt the stickiness of sap.

“We can count on Lisa,” he said. “She wouldn’t do that to me.”

“How do you know?”

Vince jutted his chin forward into the woods and they began walking again. “Remember when I told you about our convoy getting ambushed? I didn’t fill in all the details.” They continued hiking as he revisited the story, this time sharing about pushing Lisa down and taking shrapnel from the Humvee.

“You should have told me before,” Hadley said.

“I don’t like talking about it,” Vince replied. He could feel his chest constricting and breathing became more difficult. “But, trust me, that’s a bond you don’t break.”

They trudged forward, silent once more. An occasional bird chirp broke through the quiet. Vince missed the babble of the creek.

Hadley held up a hand. “What’s that?”

Vince looked around and saw nothing. He listened and could hear a faint hum in the background. He closed his eyes and focused on it.

“That’s a road,” he said. They scrambled forward and found the edge of the tree line. Sunlight dappled through the thinning canopy. As they reached the border of the woods, they could see a clearing, with a four-lane road on the other side.

Hadley motioned him back, and they retreated into the cover of the woods. “Let’s walk in the clearing, just at the edge of the trees, parallel to the road,” she said. “If we see anyone looking for us, we get back in the woods. Once it seems clear, we can go to the road.”

“I don’t want to flag anyone down,” Vince said. “Let’s walk until we find a convenience store or something.”

“Good idea.”

They made their way back to the clearing. Tall, yellow grass bordered the woods. As they walked, grasshoppers jumped into their path. Butterflies danced in circles around them before taking off.

After ten minutes, they saw a building on the opposite side of the road. “Gas station,” Vince said. “Jackpot.”

They scanned the road in both directions. Seeing no parked cars or other signs of surveillance, they bolted toward the road. A low guardrail separated the road from the clearing, and they stepped over it onto the narrow shoulder.

Cars zoomed past them, drivers giving them puzzled looks. A few gave angry honks. Finally, traffic cleared in both directions, and they made their break.

The gas station consisted of two pumps and a convenience store not much bigger than that morning’s cabin. It stood about a hundred yards to their left. One car sat empty at the first pump, and through the station window, they could see a cashier talking to the customer.

“I think we’re clear,” Hadley said.

Vince agreed, and they started toward the building. They had almost reached the wall facing the road, the door just around the corner, when they heard a car slow on the asphalt behind them.

Vince looked over his shoulder and saw the black and white of a police car. He did a double take.

“Government plates,” he whispered. “Let’s get inside.”

They picked up their pace just short of a run, but didn’t make it to the corner.

“Freeze!” yelled a commanding voice.

Vince glanced back and saw a man in the airman battle uniform leaning across the hood of the cruiser, his nine millimeter drawn and pointed right at them. Vince grabbed Hadley’s arm to keep her from running any further and they turned around.

“On your knees,” the man ordered. “Now.”

They complied, and he stood up from his shooter’s pose and lowered the gun but kept it pointed at them. It would take less than a second, Vince knew, for the man to aim the gun and get them sighted once more. Far less time than it would take for Vince to get to his feet and sprint away.

Vince looked away from the gun and up at the man’s face, his eyes immediately drawn to a scar running from lip to right ear. He closed his eyes hard, opened them, and looked again. There was no doubt. He was staring at Eric Peterson.
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Peterson was a lieutenant colonel now and had thickened over the years. He wore his hair longer, still within Air Force regulations, of course, and it had grayed and was thinning. But, there was no mistake. The officer in front of them had accompanied Vince on two separate trips to Gardez at the same time Batson and Alexander were there.

“I’m guessing Lisa didn’t send you, Eric,” Vince said.

Peterson smirked. He turned his head and spit into the distance. Facing the two again, he said, “Shut up. Get up one at a time. Ladies first.”

Hadley maneuvered to her feet, her hands held up. Peterson walked backward, the gun still pointed at Vince. “Get in the car,” he said. “Slide all the way across to the other side.” Hadley obeyed, taking a seat in the rear passenger seat. “Now you,” he said, and Vince followed.

As he got in the car, he could see the two occupants of the gas station taking an intense interest in what was going on. Peterson didn’t seem to care. He slammed the door behind Vince, hopped into the driver’s seat, and put the car back on the road.

“How’d you know where to find us?” Vince asked, as he watched the scenery blur past.

“Got lucky,” Peterson admitted. “I took this direction and Chief took the other. We figured you had to get out to this road eventually. I’m surprised you went as far south as you did.”

“Chief? As in Alexander?”

Peterson turned around in his seat and flashed a toothy grin at Vince. “Colonel Dillon did call asking about you,” Peterson said. “I guess I should say Brigadier General-select. You know, you get to that rank, and everything becomes political. She took a huge risk inviting you out. I didn’t get the impression she was all that sad you were a no-show for the appointment. I let her know you hadn’t signed in at any of the gates today.”

“Were you in on it with Batson and Alexander back at Gardez?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. All I know is Nick Batson told me it was important that you not be allowed on the base. He’s done some favors for me over the years. I wouldn’t have promoted as far as I have without him. So, I told him I’d be glad to detain you until Chief Alexander could come and collect you.”

“He’s going to kill us,” Hadley said. “That should interest you, as a police officer.”

“Sweetheart, I’m way out of my jurisdiction here,” Peterson answered. Vince could feel the rage emanating from the seat next to him. “If it doesn’t have to do with keeping Langley Air Force Base safe and secure, it doesn’t interest me. The official story is that you two are suspected terrorists and I authorized my men to take you to an off-base holding area to remove the immediate threat from Langley. No one needs to know I’m just doing a solid for an old friend.”

“Were you doing Batson a solid when you concluded that Airman Abdallah’s death was a suicide?”

Peterson turned violently in the seat and glared at Vince. The car swerved into the oncoming lane, and a car honked. Peterson faced forward and righted the car. “This conversation’s over.”

Vince turned to Hadley, giving her a look as if to say “Now what?” She shrugged her shoulders.

He turned his attention to the passing scenery. He thought he recognized the turn they’d taken onto the narrow road leading to the cabin hours before, but they didn’t turn down it.

To his surprise, the surroundings became more and more familiar, and he realized they were getting closer to Langley.

Peterson’s cell phone rang, and he picked up. “Yeah, we’re almost there. No, I can manage both of them. What room are you in?”

They passed the exit for the Air Force base. Peterson took the next exit and turned down a narrow side street. After a couple of more turns, they entered the pot-holed parking lot of the Hop Right Inn, complete with a pink bunny on the sign. Peterson pulled into a parking spot and cut the engine. He angled the rearview mirror to see in the back seat.

“Here’s the way it’s going down. I get out first. You, whoever you are,” he made eye contact with Hadley, “will get out when I open your door. You’ll walk around the back of the car and open Vince’s door. Then we go in, in a line, Vince, girl, me, to room 114. We don’t stop at the front desk. We don’t get anyone’s attention. Got it?”

Hadley mumbled something and Vince stayed silent.

“I need to know you understand what I just said. Because if the plan doesn’t go off like that, I have to shoot you. Got it?”

“Yes,” Hadley answered.

“Yeah,” Vince said.

He marched them into the building. They walked on cracked linoleum past walls yellowed from smoke and stained with who knows what. Vince tried not to think about it. They reached room 114, and the door opened. D.J. Alexander filled the frame, then stepped aside to let them in.

One queen-sized bed sat in the middle of the room, adorned by a pilled pink comforter with several holes. A whitewashed dresser with chunks gouged out of the edges held an old tube-type TV. The room smelled strongly of bleach and Pine Sol. On the far side of the bed, two wooden chairs had been arranged with their ladder backs pushed up against one another.

Alexander grabbed Vince’s left arm and shoved him into one of the chairs. Peterson did the same with Hadley. Alexander produced two pairs of handcuffs and cuffed Vince’s right wrist to Hadley’s left and vice versa. Then he took a coil of rope and tied them to the backs of their chairs. He tightened the rope until Vince could feel it biting into his chest, leaving no wiggle room.

He handed a brick of cash to Peterson. “Thanks for your help,” he said. “Good luck on the colonel’s promotion board.”

To Vince’s horror, Peterson turned and left without another look at them. He had hoped that somewhere along the line, the law enforcement side of Peterson’s brain would kick in and he’d help them. Now that they were alone with Alexander, Vince tried not to think about tire irons or handguns.

“You two have been getting into other people’s business,” he said. “If it were up to me, I’d make you disappear right now, but Batson wants to know what you know and who you’ve told. Problem is, we can’t get into your stuff.”

He lifted Vince’s laptop bag onto the bed and withdrew the computer. Vince watched as he powered it up and it booted to the encryption log-in. “I need your password.”

Vince shook his head. The big man stepped closer and leaned down in Vince’s face. “I need your password.”

“Not gonna happen,” Vince said. “And, there’s nothing on there. We’ve been digging, but we haven’t found anything.”

Alexander snorted. “You’ve come a long way to report on nothing.”

“We came to see if we could get help doing more research,” Vince said. “We keep hitting dead ends.”

Alexander walked behind Vince to stand in front of Hadley. Vince heard a gun cock. “Give me the password, or I blow out her kneecap.” He heard Hadley inhale sharply.

“Fine, but you won’t find anything.”

Alexander stood at the keyboard while Vince dictated the password to him. He typed in “N0tM@rcotte!” The screen went black and then opened a Windows desktop. Alexander opened the file explorer. He opened the internet browser and checked the history. He opened the email app and looked in the inbox and the sent mail.

“There’s nothing here,” he barked.

“Told you.”

He went back to the laptop case and withdrew Vince’s thumb drive. He plugged it in.

“Same password,” Vince said, dictating it once again.

Alexander looked through the files, opening a couple. “It’s all just junk,” he said. “Where are you hiding the real stuff?”

“I’m telling you, we have nothing to hide. You guys cover your tracks well.”

Alexander slammed the laptop shut and tossed it onto the bed. He went back to his bag on the dresser and pulled out two bandanas. He gagged Vince first, and then Hadley.

“I’ll be back,” he grunted. “I’m not going far, and if you try anything, I’ll know it. You won’t like what happens.”

Vince heard his footsteps, the door open and close, and more footsteps slapping down the dingy hallway. He tried to think of a way out. Even if they could smash the chairs enough to get free of them and create slack in the rope so they could slip out of it, they were handcuffed back-to-back. There’s no way they could run like that.

He wanted to scoot to the bed to get the laptop, but he’d never be able to type his real password and navigate with one hand—if they could even get to the thing.

He closed his eyes and leaned back, feeling his head press against Hadley’s. Not for the first time, he regretted getting her involved in this. He was glad he learned what he learned, and he still held a minuscule hope that justice would be done, but he didn’t like the idea of any harm coming to her in the process.

He heard footsteps pounding the linoleum in the hallway. Great, he thought, Alexander’s back and it sounds like he brought help with him.

The footsteps stopped. A hushed conversation outside the door. Silence.

Then pounding on the door. He tried to turn his body to see, but he couldn’t. He could feel Hadley tensing in the chair behind him.

“Open it,” a gruff voice commanded.

“I can’t,” Vince wanted to shout, but strained against the gag.

The turn of a key and the creak of the door. Footsteps pounding in. It wasn’t Alexander.


CHAPTER 34

Langley, Virginia, May 17, 2022

“Don’t move!” thundered a voice as the footsteps pounded into the room. Vince couldn’t see what was going on, but he felt Hadley relax in the seat behind him. A moment later, a cop in a blue uniform appeared in front of him. The cop removed his gag; Vince assumed another cop did the same for Hadley because he could hear her gulping in air.

“Is anyone else here?” the cop asked.

“No,” Vince and Hadley answered simultaneously.

“Sit tight while we look around.” Vince almost laughed. Sitting tight was the only thing they could do; they certainly didn’t need a command for it.

The cops looked under the bed, behind the curtains, in the closet, in the bathroom. The second cop approached Vince. “Name, please?”

“Vince Marcotte.”

“You have ID?”

“No. Everything was stolen this morning before we were kidnapped. Can we get out of these ropes, please?”

The cop looked above Vince’s head, a quizzical expression on his face. The other cop answered, “Yeah, let’s untie them. We can’t get those cuffs off them until we get some bolt cutters here. I’ll call that in. They can’t ride in the squad car like this.”

It took a few minutes to unknot the ropes. Finally, they fell in a heap around the chair legs.

“Don’t move,” the second cop said. “Standard protocol. Need to make sure we’re safe.”

He proceeded to kneel in front of Vince and frisk him, up one leg, then the other. He took the gold pen out of Vince’s pocket. He discovered the exacto blade.

“You can get this back when we’re done taking your statement. I’m going to hang onto it for now. This must be how he was tracking you.”

Vince did a double take. “Who? Alexander?”

“No, the guy in Colorado who called this in. Gave us a wild story; said you didn’t make some important meeting this morning and no one had heard from you all day. Said he had given you some kind of tracking device in a pen and gave us your location.”

“Eddie Fleck?”

“Something like that. Yeah, I think it was Fleck. Anyway, we get a lot of crazy stories. I almost passed on checking this one out. Bolt cutters will be here in a minute. Then, we’ll take you to the station and get your statement. You two can try standing if you want out of the chairs.”

It took a moment to coordinate, but they each turned sideways in the chairs and were able to lift their handcuffed arms over the backs as they stood. They took turns stretching as much as they could in their awkward position.

The first cop came back in the room with the bolt cutters. “I’ll need you both to be still; handcuffs are not easy to snip through, so this will take a couple minutes.” He examined the metal work around their wrists. “I’m just going to cut the chain for now; we should have a key that will open the bracelets back at the station.”

Vince watched his face tense and muscles flex as he used the cutters to bite into the chain holding the cuffs together. A moment later, they each had one free hand. He repeated the process on the other side, and Vince and Hadley could move independently once more.

“Before we go to the station, can I get a description of the guy who held you here?”

“I can do one better,” said Vince, “if I can use the laptop over there.”

The cop motioned him toward the computer, and Vince logged into the encryption screen.

“I thought everything was wiped off of there,” Hadley said, watching over his shoulder.

“I have a safe log in,” Vince said, “that makes it look like the computer’s empty. That’s the password I gave Alexander.” He maneuvered through the case file and opened the still photo he had captured from Hadley’s smoke detector video.

“This is our captor,” Vince said. “Dysart Alexander; goes by D.J. Alexander. He was aided by a Lieutenant Colonel Eric Peterson, who is the First Security Forces Squadron commander at Langley.”

“Can you send that photo to us?”

“As soon as I can connect to WiFi.”

“Sorry,” said a voice from the doorway. Vince turned to see a man in jeans and a T-shirt with the pink bunny logo on it. “We don’t have WiFi.”

“We’ll get it at the station,” the officer replied. We’re going to take you there now; separate squad cars. It’s standard protocol. Need to make sure your stories match.”

With that, the first two officers led Hadley out into the dreary hallway; a third officer took Vince a moment later.

At the police station, they were kept separate, and a detective sat across a narrow stainless steel table from Vince in an interview room. He went through the entire story with Vince, starting with being jumped outside the restaurant the night before to being grabbed at the Langley security checkpoint. Vince walked him through being locked in the cabin, their escape, and being captured again at the gas station.

“And, that’s what led to the Hop Right Inn,” Vince said, “which made our previous accommodations look like the Ritz.” The detective scowled at him. “Never mind; just a joke between me and Hadley. I digress. Alexander was unhappy that he couldn’t recover any of the documents we were trying to deliver to my contact at Langley. He stormed out, and a few minutes later your guys stormed in. And, that’s the story.”

“Uh-huh. And, when were you last in contact with Eddie Fleck?”

“Last night. Not really in contact. I emailed him and asked him to check in with us today; if he couldn’t get in touch, I gave him a person to call.”

“Did you know he was tracking you with that pen?”

“No idea,” Vince said. “It’s disturbing, but I’m grateful all the same.”

The detective stood without a word and left Vince alone in the room. One of the police officers from the hotel came in with a bottle of water, which Vince chugged.

“I’m trying to get someone to bring you a sandwich, but we’re a little short-staffed right now. We need to hang onto your laptop and bag as evidence. I didn’t see your wallet or car keys in there, so you’re in a tight spot financially right now. Anyone you can call? Or can someone wire you funds?”

“If I can use a phone, I can call my local contact.”

The officer smirked. “So secretive. We’ll find out who it is when they come pick you up.”

“Lisa Dillon. She’s stationed at Langley. We used to work together.”

.   .   .

The detective confirmed that Vince’s story matched Hadley’s, and just after 3:30 that afternoon, Lisa Dillon showed up in her Air Force staff car. Vince gave her a quick hug, introduced her to Hadley, and felt his heart pound as he relived being in the convoy with her.

“You’ve caused quite a stir today,” she said. “The civilian cops called in your accusation against Eric Peterson. He’s denying it, and there’s no evidence to move forward with anything. At least not yet. I pulled rank with his group commander and had him sidelined for the rest of the day.”

They approached the base, and Vince caught sight of the F-15s on display once again.

“Are we going to be okay getting through security this time?” Hadley asked.

“Definitely,” Lisa replied. She pointed to two men in black cargo pants and white polos. They each had a sidearm holstered to their waist. “Those are members of the four-star general’s security detail. They’re on loan to me for the afternoon to make sure we get you in without trouble.”

“Where are we going?” Vince asked. “Your office?”

“No. We’ll go to my house. Let you get cleaned up. I asked for a change of clothes to be sent over. Had the police guess at sizes, so hopefully it will work out. Will you be able to show me anything without your laptop?”

“Yeah, as long as I can get on a computer, I can download a copy of the files.”

“We’ll use my personal computer,” Lisa said. “Given the level of attention you now have, I hope you’re bringing me something good.”

Vince chuckled, but realized Lisa was not even half-joking. She maneuvered the car through the serpentine barriers. The security detail and the airman working the gate all snapped to attention and saluted smartly. She passed through the gate and paused, as the two men in black and white ran to a car parked nearby and followed her onto the road.

Lisa drove into the housing area and wound through the streets. The houses all matched, brown concrete boxes with postage-stamp yards. As they drove, the houses got slightly bigger. “We’re in the officer section now,” Vince said to Hadley. She shook her head; she had no concept of everything being tied to rank and position.

Lisa turned down a street and then one more, and they could see a row of grand old houses, two story colonials with mature trees and large yards. “This is General’s Row,” Lisa said. “The largest house there is the four-star’s. I’m in one of the smaller ones at the end.”

The “smaller” house was still easily twice the size of the duplexes they had initially driven by. Lisa pulled into the drive. The security detail executed a K-turn and parked behind her, facing the street.

Lisa showed them inside and let Hadley use the master bathroom while Vince showered in a guest bath. He emerged a few minutes later, feeling cleaner than he had in a long time and wearing blue sweatpants and an Air Force T-shirt. Hadley joined him in the study about ten minutes later in a matching outfit.

“Sorry about the PT gear,” Lisa said. She balanced a tray of sandwiches, vegetables, water and diet soda on one hand and carried a laptop bag in the other.

“PT?” Hadley asked.

“Physical training,” Vince answered. “They used to issue these to us for our mandatory workouts.”

“Sounds like you got enough of a workout this morning,” Lisa said, setting the tray down in front of them. “Help yourselves.”

Between bites of sandwich, they retold the day’s events. Lisa took notes, at times shaking her head and at others sitting back and crossing her arms.

“It was brazen of him to take you to a public place like the motel,” she said.

“The manager wasn’t at the desk when Peterson brought us in,” Hadley said. “So, no one knew we were there. Nothing to connect us to Alexander.”

“Until the local cops showed up,” Lisa added. “Speaking of which, they’re looking for Alexander now. I think things spun out of control for him when you got away this morning, and he doubled down on bad decisions. Assuming the motel manager was the same person who rented him the room, he also saw you tied up inside. And you can both positively ID Alexander. It’ll be a pretty tight case against him.” She poured herself some water from the pitcher on the tray. “But, it has nothing to do with me. Let’s get to the part where you need the Air Force involved.”

“I think Nick Batson and D.J. Alexander killed Hassan Abdallah and tried to make it look like suicide to cover it up.”

Lisa nodded but kept her arms crossed, her face impassive. “You’ve thought that for a while.”

“If I can use your computer, I can show you the proof.”

Lisa unlocked the laptop for Vince. He spent a few minutes logging into his cloud storage and downloading files. Finally, he had everything in order.

“Motive. Airman Abdallah had figured out that Batson was embezzling PRT funds. Abdallah kept records and disguised them by drawing on the other side. You’ve seen this before, but let me refresh your memory.”

He opened one of the drawing files and then opened the scan of its reverse. “See, like this.” Vince walked through several more, pointing out discrepancies between what receipts showed and what expenses were reported.

“Now, add to that, these bank records from Alexander. And, after Batson abruptly retired, Alexander purchased a consulting firm and deeded half the company over to Batson. They signed a contract with the DOD and became millionaires.”

“This all looks suspicious,” Lisa said, “but none of it says that Batson was involved. Maybe Alexander was the mastermind. Maybe he asked Batson to go into business with him and gave Batson half the company because he had better contacts to get the big contract.”

“Here’s a statement from an airman at the PRT saying he had contact with Batson and Alexander on the night Abdallah died, and they were both in the vicinity of the building where it happened.”

Lisa steepled her fingers and rested them on her chin. “What else?”

“Everything else is related to his campaign for senate and the death of David Grogan in Denver.”

“I’d like to look at it.”

Vince walked her through it, showing her the doorbell footage from Grogan’s place and how the guys matched the break-in at Hadley’s, where they had another positive ID on the chief. He showed her the latest financial records Atlee had sent. These showed that Grogan’s investment group had recently diverted a sizable amount of money into an account that eventually emptied into Batson’s. He told her about Batson quoting the note that had been left on his door.

“And, today,” Hadley added, “Peterson said that he was doing Batson a favor when he picked us up at the gas station.”

Vince nodded vigorously and then popped open a Diet Coke. He drained it in one long drink, then sat back and stared at Lisa. “What do you think?”

“I believe you,” she said, and Vince’s heart soared. “But, you have issues. A lot of issues.”

She explained how she could take the evidence from Abdallah’s drawings and the written statement from Huff and request an Article 32 proceeding.

“What’s that?” Hadley asked.

“Sorry,” Lisa said with a wry smile. “We speak in code sometimes. It’s basically a grand jury to determine if there’s evidence to charge Alexander with a crime. Actually, before I present that evidence at a hearing, I’ll need to get OSI, the Office of Special Investigations, to look into it. They’ll have to re-do all of your work—visit Abdallah’s sister, get the original drawings. Talk to everyone at Gardez. They can do it in person and maybe shake a few more facts loose. But, we’re asking people to remember things from 15 years ago. Most likely outcome is they get him on misuse of government funds but not on murder.”

“That’s Alexander,” Vince said. “What about Batson?”

“All your evidence points to Alexander. Unless Alexander implicates him, Batson’s clean. At least for Gardez; you still have the Denver stuff. You might convince a DA to pursue something based on the financial records. I haven’t spent enough time with this to tell you how likely a conviction is, but you might create enough smoke to damage his campaign.”

“Keeping him out of office is one of my goals. Justice for Airman Abdallah is number one, justice for Grogan is a close number two, but keeping Batson from getting more power is right up there, too.”

“We haven’t talked about your other issues yet,” Lisa said.

“What are they?” Vince asked.

“The short answer is jurisdiction. Both guys you want me to go after are out of the Air Force, not active duty, and their alleged crimes took place in Afghanistan. That’s not my command. And, we have Alexander committing crimes in Denver and Virginia. We have Batson in Denver. There will be multiple authorities to coordinate with and try to get on the same page. Not saying it can’t be done, but you have your work cut out for you.”

“Can you help with the first part? Getting the right people in the Air Force to take another look at Gardez?”

“I’ll try. And, I know some people in local law enforcement here. I’ll see if they need any extra motivation to bring Alexander in, but I get the feeling they’re doing an all-out blitz to find him.”


CHAPTER 35

Langley, Virginia, May 18, 2022

They joined Lisa’s husband, Curtis, for breakfast in the kitchen. He made a tower of pancakes and a platter of bacon.

“How’s retirement treating you, Vince?” he asked.

“Well, I spent the night in my old boss’s den, and I’m wearing borrowed clothes without a penny to my name.” They all laughed. “Actually, it’s been good. I started a civilian career as a paralegal and enjoy living in Denver. And, no one is sending me anywhere I don’t want to go.”

“I keep trying to convince Lisa to retire. Open a small practice or something. But, now that she has this promotion coming, we’ll be in for a few more years.”

They continued to make small talk as they finished breakfast. There were still pancakes stacked on the counter when they heard a sharp rap at the front door.

“Vince. Hadley,” Curtis called from the front door. “You’ve got a ride to the office.”

The security detail from the previous day waited outside for them. “Is this a good idea?” Hadley whispered to Vince. “I don’t want a repeat of yesterday.”

“We can trust them,” Vince said.

They rode to Lisa’s office in silence. Five minutes later, they were led up the stairs at the Air Combat Command Headquarters building and into an impressive office. Lisa waved them toward a round mahogany table with leather chairs. She sat at a matching desk, talking on the phone. She had two large monitors on the desk, as well as an oversized calendar and several notepads. She kept everything lined up in straight rows, like airmen on the parade grounds.

She hung up the phone, closed the office door and joined them at the table. She smiled. “Things are happening. First bit of news is that OSI talked to the gas station employee, who identified both of you from photos, as well as Peterson. Said he saw Peterson arrest you yesterday. They pulled credit card receipts and found the customer who was in there. He confirmed photos of all three of you, too. They’ve brought Peterson in, and he’s put together some crazy story about happening by and believing you were creating some kind of imminent threat to public safety. Doesn’t explain why he had left his post in the middle of the day or why he took you to the Hop Right Inn. He’s now asked for Area Defense Counsel. We’ll see if he can finger Batson as the guy who put him up to this.”

“That’s great,” Hadley said.

“And, they just brought Nash and Briones in, too. They’ve both refused to talk—they say they want lawyers—but OSI thinks they’ll turn on Peterson quickly. And, the other good news,” Lisa said, “is that they recovered the rental car. No sign of your cell phones, but we have your wallets and your own clothes.”

“Thank goodness,” Vince said. “I wasn’t looking forward to flying home dressed like this.”

“Is that your plan? To go back home?”

“Yeah. As soon as we can get a flight back. I have to get back to work.”

“And I’ve got a house to put back together.”

“And,” Vince added, “I want to get the ball rolling on Batson in Denver.”

Lisa nodded, but she no longer smiled. “Here’s the not great part. They haven’t brought Alexander in yet. He could be on his way back to Colorado already. And, who knows if Batson has more muscle he can turn loose on you. You need to be very careful. If you stay here, I can offer you some measure of protection.”

Vince shook his head. “No, you’re doing exactly what we need you to. If you can help get the whole truth out of Peterson and get someone in the Air Force to look into Abdallah’s death, then we’re on the right track.”

Lisa went back to her desk and picked up her phone. She talked in hushed tones for a few minutes, then hung up again. “Okay; your luggage is coming now. The rental car is being held for processing, see if we can get any additional evidence off of it. OSI is talking to the rental agency and taking care of things on that end. Taylor, my admin, sits right outside. You passed his desk on the way in. He can help you book a flight back home.”

They stood; Hadley and Lisa shook hands. Vince and Lisa hugged. Vince could feel tears welling in his eyes. “Thank you,” he whispered.

“I think we’re even now,” she said.

“I’m going to talk to Taylor about those tickets,” Hadley said, stepping through the door and closing it behind her.

Lisa and Vince stared at one another. Lisa spoke first.

“It’s been hard hearing from you over the years. I always hate myself for pushing you away because you’re the one person on the planet who had the same experience I did on the road to Gardez. But, you’re also the one person who can bring back the memories the fastest.”

“Exactly,” he said. “I don’t watch war movies. I try to avoid commercials at all costs because there could be a video game that takes me back. I feel like I spend half my life trying to forget what happened and another half reliving it, trying to make it mean something.”

“Is that why you’re pushing so hard on this case?”

“Yeah. I want Abdallah’s death to mean something, too. Even if it just means he was the victim of greed. If we know that, we have a chance to get justice.”

The phone started ringing and the computer chimed with a series of reminders.

“I should go,” Vince said. “Brigadier General-select Dillon is a busy woman.”

Lisa smiled and hugged him again. “From now on, there’s always time for you, Sergeant Marcotte.”

.   .   .

Hadley slept the entire flight back. Vince stared out the window at the endless blue interwoven with gauzy white clouds, as if the answers might lie out there somewhere. He felt proud to have solved not one but two murders in his first foray as a citizen detective. He felt equally distressed not to have more evidence that could lead to an easy prosecution. Eric Peterson was in a lot of trouble. The lieutenants under him were likely facing the end of their military careers, too, unless they could convince a judge they were duped. But, Batson was the big fish—Alexander only slightly smaller—and they both looked to be getting away.

They said their goodbyes at the airport while Hadley waited for her Uber. “Where are you staying tonight?” Vince asked.

“Back home. The contractor should have fixed the door by now, and I might as well clean the place up. You’re sure you don’t want me to come with you tomorrow?”

“I’ve got it,” Vince said. “We’ll talk soon.”

He followed the signs to the parking garage. He had a prepaid cell phone and a brand new flash drive in his pocket, and the Virginia police had allowed him to take his car keys. He walked past his car, dragging the roller bag behind him, turned down the next aisle and approached his car from the other side. No sign of Alexander, or anyone, following him.

.   .   .

He woke early the next morning, shaved, and put on what was now his best suit, the one he wore when he had to accompany Mason to court. Then he drove across town to the Denver FBI building. From the outside, it looked like any other office building, tall, wide, and covered in dark glass that reflected the outside. The barbed wire fence around it with warning signs posted every 50 yards was a give-away that it wasn’t what it seemed. He pulled up to the security booth and explained that he had an appointment with Special Agent Will Trotter. The officer asked for his ID, and Vince felt a sense of foreboding, remembering what happened the last time he was at a guard shack like this one.

The officer handed his license back, and Vince breathed normally again. He parked in the small visitor lot as directed and proceeded into the building, where he passed through a metal detector and again explained who he was there to see and showed his ID.

He waited in a hard chair next to the security desk for what felt like an eternity. Finally, a short but athletic-looking black man with a large smile approached him.

“You must be Vince,” he said, beaming at him. He exchanged pleasantries with the security guard, signed a clipboard next to Vince’s name, and whisked Vince away and onto the elevator where they went to the fourth floor.

“People think the FBI is an exciting place to work,” Trotter said as they walked through banks of cubicles. They turned a corner into a hallway lined with closed doors bearing nameplates of their occupants. “And, it can be, but we spend a lot of time like any other office worker.” They reached a door that read Will Trotter, Special Agent, and he unlocked the door and waved Vince in.

“Thanks for meeting with me,” Vince said, taking a seat on the visitor’s side of Trotter’s desk.

“No worries. Agent Cooper from the Air Force OSI said I’d want to hear your story. How do you know Coop?”

“I don’t,” Vince said. “Lisa Dillon, she’s the JAG for Air Combat Command, asked him to help me set something up.”

“I see. I see. I understand you have some files you want to show me, but I want to hear the story first. Let me know what we’re getting into here.”

Vince recounted the story, starting with his suspicions about Gardez and going all the way through the debacle at Langley. Trotter made notes and interrupted with occasional questions. Vince finished the story and put the flash drive on the desk between them.

“It’s all there,” he said. “I can show that there are financial dealings between Batson and Alexander, and I can show that Alexander was at Grogan’s place the night he died. And, there’s a financial transfer from Grogan to Batson’s campaign that same night.”

Trotter nodded, still smiling. “You’ve been a busy man,” he said. “And lucky from the sound of it. I’ll need to give that drive to one of our computer guys to process. They won’t let me plug just anything into my terminal here, you know, in case you’re an anarchist bringing a virus in or something like that.”

Vince laughed. “I promise there’s nothing like that.”

“I believe you, but I gotta follow protocols. Let me take it from here; I have your contact information, and I’ll reach out if I have questions or if there are any updates I’m allowed to give you.”

Vince stood and shook Trotter’s hand. “What do you think?” he asked. “Is there enough here to get Batson?”

For the first time Trotter stopped smiling. “You’ve got a strong case against D.J. Alexander. And, it’s interstate, so it makes sense for the FBI to get involved. In truth, that’s where my focus is going to be. I’ll talk with the locals about Batson, but he’s a high-profile guy and everyone’s going to tread carefully.” Vince’s disappointment must have shown because Trotter continued, “Batson may not be your guy. You have to accept that he could be innocent in all this and Alexander is the one you want.”

He walked Vince out of the building, signing him out at the desk and accompanying him all the way to his car. “Vince,” Trotter said, as Vince opened his car door. “One other piece of advice. You’ve done good work, but it’s time to let the professionals take over. Your detective days are done, okay?”

.   .   .

After purchasing a new cell phone and bemoaning the rapidly shrinking balance in his bank account, Vince went to Lou’s for lunch. He was meeting Eddie there, who would no doubt put another dent in his pocketbook.

They sat in a back booth and had to lean close to hear one another over the roar of the lunchtime crowd. Eddie tore into his burger right away, grease dripping down his chin.

“I had no idea there was a tracker in that pen you gave me,” Vince said. “It’s kind of creepy on the one hand.”

“But, it probably saved your life on the other,” Eddie finished for him, wiping his face with his sleeve. “And, that sums up what it’s like to be a private detective if you think about it.” He dunked a steak fry in ketchup and began eating again.

It was true, Vince thought. There was a definite level of creepiness involved in snooping in someone’s bank accounts or trying to track them down through surveillance cameras, but it was all to serve a nobler purpose.

“When did you start tracking me?”

Eddie swallowed and took a long pull on his soda. “Not until you didn’t show up for your meeting. When you were telling me the whole story last time we were here, I decided to give you the pen. I was worried that you were getting in over your head. When I got your email the other night and didn’t hear from you the next day, I called Lisa like you asked. She said no one had seen or heard from you, and that’s when I started tracking you. After a couple of hours of not hearing from you, I got the Virginia police on the phone. They thought I was a crackpot, but I guess I can be persuasive, because you’re still alive.”

“I’m glad you invaded my privacy, and I’m glad you’re so persuasive.” Vince grinned at him.

“So, now what?”

“I’ve made my case to everyone I can make it with. Now, I have to let the system work. Hadley and I have agreed to lay low for a couple of weeks and see if anything happens.”

“She’s sharp, that Hadley.”

“Yeah, I’ve learned a lot from her.”

Eddie popped the last bite of burger in his mouth and while still chewing said, “I’m thinking about hanging it up. It’s time to retire, let the younger kids like you and her take over.”

“Not me,” Vince said. “This is all the detective work I want to do.”

“Nah,” Eddie said, “I don’t believe it. You can’t honestly say that you like being a paralegal more than you like what you’ve been doing the last few weeks. Life is short; you might as well spend it doing something fun.”

They bid each other farewell, and Vince started his drive back home. His thoughts quickly wandered from the laundry he needed to do and the stack of work that would be waiting for him in the office the next day. He pondered what Eddie had said. Would he really want to be a full-time detective? The thought had never crossed his mind before, but there was a certain amount of excitement in hunting down clues and stitching a case together.

He looked up, and the two-story high face of Nick Batson staring at him from a billboard brought him back to the present. Batson wore a blue suit with a red power tie and smiled his defiant, implacable smile. Vince had heard on the news that morning that Batson was pulling away in the race, siphoning off voters from both liberals and conservatives. The anchors even speculated that other independent candidates would soon follow his model across the nation and that Batson could spur a movement. One went so far as to say that he would be a potential third-party presidential candidate. The thought sickened Vince. He hoped someone was looking at evidence at that very moment that might bring him in. Vince didn’t care if it was the Air Force OSI, the FBI, or police in Colorado or Virginia. He’d settle for a troop of Boy Scouts making a citizen’s arrest for jay-walking. Someone had to bring the man down.

He took his exit and followed the road to his apartment building. As had become custom, he drove past it, carefully observing, made a block and came back from another angle, still observing. As much as he wanted to see Batson brought down, he had to remember that Alexander was still out there, and he was just as dirty and probably more dangerous, at least in the short term.

It would be a long two weeks. He didn’t know what Plan B was if nothing happened during that time; he hoped he wouldn’t have to find out.


PART IV


CHAPTER 36

Denver, June 6, 2022

Vince grew more irritable as the two-week deadline came and went. He caught up at work with great efficiency but had little patience for Naomi. One afternoon, he walked past her with a ream of paper and pronounced, “You forgot to refill the copier. Again.”

“Everyone assumes it’s my job to put paper in that thing. You’d think whoever used it last would do it as a common courtesy,” she called after him.

He came back and dropped the ream on her desk. It landed with a thud that reverberated throughout the office. “It is literally your job,” Vince said. “It’s what you get paid to do. You can’t really believe Mason keeps paying you just to be rude to us and scare the clients with your crazy hair.” He stormed out and returned to the law library. He could hear her crying and stomping down the hall.

Mason walked in a few minutes later. His jeans had holes at the knees, not by design, and he wore a Monty Python T-shirt that was stained but at least the right size. Mason stopped in front of Vince’s desk and stared down at him.

“I know. I’ll be nicer to Naomi,” Vince said.

“You better. She’s a pain in the rear but I don’t want to hire another secretary.”

“I’ll go apologize.”

“I told her to take the rest of the day.”

“Maybe I should bring her flowers tomorrow.”

“I wouldn’t. She’ll just criticize them and they’ll end up in the trash. Just take the edge off. I miss the old Vince.”

“Got it, boss.”

Mason paused in the doorway. “By the way, the copier is out of paper. Can you refill it for me?”

Vince trudged through the rest of the day, checking his personal email frequently and picking up his phone every 10 minutes to see if anyone had texted updates on Batson or Alexander. Nothing.

He stopped at a drive-thru for fried chicken on the way home. Hadley would not be impressed with him resuming his old eating habits. He checked the security app on his phone, saw that the hallway was clear, and went inside.

He was halfway through dinner when Hadley called.

“Alexander’s back,” she said as soon as he picked up. “He was trying to break into my house about half an hour ago.”

“Are you okay?” he asked, jumping up from the table. “I’m on my way.”

“I’m fine. Stay where you are. I called the cops, and they’re going over. I’m not even home; I’m at my sister’s house, and I got an alert from the security system. The camera had a clear view of him with a crow bar. I would have called sooner, but we were at dinner, and I left my phone in Heather’s car.”

“Anyone else with him?”

“No. He was alone this time. And none of the inside cameras have picked up anything, so I think the new door and deadbolt have kept him out.”

“That’s good.”

“Yeah, and I have my car with me this time. But be careful. He could be coming your way next.”

Vince clicked off the call and checked the door camera on his phone. No sign of anyone. He engaged the deadbolt on the door, then gave the door a good shake. It was old and loose in the jamb. He doubted it would withstand a hard shove, much less a crowbar.

He threw a change of clothes, his laptop, and a toothbrush in a backpack and grabbed the poker from the fireplace tool set. He checked the door once more and rushed into the hallway, locking the door behind him.

He exited the building and walked close to the exterior wall, parallel to the parking lot, staying in the shadows. There was still plenty of daylight to make him visible, so he moved quickly, planning out escape routes if he were spotted before he got to the car. He could hear the crickets chirp and noise from the nearby street.

He reached the end of the building and stood about 50 yards from his car. He unlocked it with the key fob and sprinted toward it, the poker in his hand like a relay baton. He heard a squeal of tires and looked up to see a white Honda Pilot flying in his direction.

He reached his driver’s door as D.J. Alexander jumped out of the Honda and rushed toward him, shoulder lowered like a linebacker.

Vince swung the poker like a baseball bat, connecting hard with Alexander’s leading shoulder. The bigger man howled and dropped to one knee. Vince shrugged out of his backpack and bounced on the balls of his feet like a boxer, holding the poker at the ready.

Alexander got back to his feet and turned slowly, following Vince’s movements. He kept his feet shoulder-width apart and his arms open, bent at the elbows, ready to pounce. Vince scanned the surrounding area, careful not to take his eyes off Alexander. He didn’t see anyone coming. He was in this alone.

Alexander lunged at him again, this time keeping his body squared up with Vince’s. Vince no longer had the element of surprise. He swung the poker, but Alexander caught it in both his large mitts and twisted to take it away from Vince.

Vince changed his grip, keeping his right hand on the handle with his left hand near the the other end. He dug in, white knuckled, and tugged back and forth. Alexander had a lot more body weight and a lot more muscle and yanked the poker above his head, making Vince strain upward.

Desperate, Vince kicked at Alexander with his right foot, still holding the poker. He connected with his left quad. Alexander winced but did not relinquish control of the tool. They continued their tug of war. Vince could feel his grip weakening. The poker was the only possible advantage he had over Alexander. If he lost it, the fight would end quickly.

Alexander lifted the poker higher, causing Vince to rise on his toes. Impulsively, Vince gripped the tool as hard as he could and jumped, letting Alexander support his body weight. He put both feet together and kicked out, unleashing his full force on Alexander’s left knee. The knee buckled and the big man went down in a heap.

Vince fell backward and thudded hard on his back. He felt all the air rush out of him and his vision went black for a second. He heard the poker clang to the asphalt between them. As he struggled to his feet, he saw Alexander swing himself into a seated position.

Vince reached down for the poker, planning to take one last swing at his foe, maybe knock him out, when Alexander brought his right arm from behind his back and pointed a nine millimeter Beretta in his face.

Vince raised both empty hands and took a step backward. “Slow down there, Chief.”

Alexander gave him a vicious smile, hate dripping from his lips. He raised the gun to account for Vince’s movement and sighted him. “Where are your car keys?”

“I dropped them.” Vince looked down and saw them beside the front tire. Alexander spotted them too.

“Kick them away from the car, toward me. Then put both your hands on the car roof, spread eagle.” Vince complied.

Alexander picked up the keys and hobbled to the passenger side of the car. Vince noted he had trouble putting weight on his injured knee.

“I’m going to count to three, and then we’re both getting in the car. I’ll give you the keys and we’ll go for a little drive.”

“I suppose only one of us will be driving back,” Vince said. He looked across the top of the car and saw Alexander’s sadistic expression.

“One. Two. Three.”

Vince and Alexander opened their doors at the same time. Vince faked like he was stepping into the car, and as soon as he saw Alexander’s body start to lower, he sprinted down the row of cars, slipping between two other vehicles and getting low.

He heard Alexander grunt in pain and his uneven footsteps follow. Vince thought about his training from Fort Dix all those years ago as he low crawled under a car, keeping as silent as possible. He saw Alexander’s shadow pass. Vince crawled back toward his own car, staying under other vehicles. He was close to his starting point now and could see the poker and his backpack in the lane in front of the row of cars.

He slid out from under a car and slithered to the front. He peeked and saw Alexander checking under vehicles. His back was partially turned to Vince. Vince remembered Sergeant Johnstone’s words: hit first and hit hard.

He raised himself to a crouch and crept to the poker. He picked it up, saw the chief’s back still turned, and made a mad dash toward him.

Alexander heard him coming and spun, but lost his footing with his bad knee. As he steadied himself and raised the gun, Vince came within striking distance. He raised the poker above his head and brought it down with both hands like a battle ax.

The iron struck Alexander in the forehead, and the big man crumpled to the ground. Blood gushed from above his left eye and from his nose.

Vince grabbed the handgun and flung it as far away as he could. He rushed back to his backpack and retrieved a T-shirt that he used to stanch the flow of blood from Alexander’s face.

He held the shirt in place with his left hand and retrieved his phone with his right. He selected “emergency call” from the lock screen, but as the phone dialed, a police car pulled into the lot. Vince stood and waved both hands.

An officer jumped from either side of the car. The one closest to Vince yelled for him to keep his hands visible as he activated the body camera in the center of his chest. The driver did the same and both officers approached.

Vince slowly stepped back from Alexander’s body and identified himself and his assailant. The driver rendered aid to Alexander while the other patted Vince down. Convinced he wasn’t a threat, the officer asked if he could interview Vince while the body camera rolled.

Vince consented and told the story. “Hadley Collins can confirm that this is the man she saw trying to break into her house tonight,” he said. “And he’s connected to other break-ins in the area, as well as a kidnapping in Virginia.”

“How did this man get injured?” the officer asked.

“It was self-defense,” Vince said.

“Why did you have a fireplace tool with you?”

“This man has a history of violent action toward me,” Vince said. “I thought if he showed up, he’d be armed, and he was.” Vince pointed them to the gun he had thrown away.

Alexander stirred, and the driver helped him to a seated position. A second, and then a third, police car arrived.

“Sir, we’re going to take you to the station to ask you some questions,” an officer from the second car said to Alexander.

“And, we’ll need to take you in, too,” the officer questioning Vince told him.

Vince agreed and got in the back of the first car. He watched as they pushed Alexander into the second car. He glowered in Vince’s direction. Vince smiled at him. They had finally made some progress.
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Vince called in sick the next day and called Hadley to let her know he was on his way. She didn’t seem thrilled by the prospect but agreed to help him. He doubted she had worked other cases that went this way. Most of the time, she probably handed the cases over to law enforcement and let the system take them from there. The system was failing this time, though, and Vince couldn’t let that happen.

She met him in the driveway as he pulled in. She wore jeans and a black T-shirt and had her hair pulled back—her typical appearance for work.

“For the record, I think this is a bad idea,” she said, dispensing with any pleasantries.

“It probably is, but I have to try something.”

She looked him over, head to toe. He wore a black Rockies cap and matching Henley, along with a pair of jeans and sneakers.

“Is that what you’re going to wear?”

“Yeah. This okay?”

She nodded. “We can make that work.” She turned and started toward the house, Vince on her heels.

They paused at the front door, and Vince could see the gouges the crowbar had taken out of the oak and the trim on the door jamb. The raw inside of the door shone in stark contrast to the fresh stain that gave the outside a rich honey color.

“He really did a number on the door, huh? I’m surprised the bolt held.”

“I had the contractor put in a special security lock set this time. It goes about an inch deeper than most and is surrounded by a solid steel barrel. He needed a jackhammer instead of a crowbar. It’ll probably cost another grand to fix the door, though.”

“I’m sorry,” Vince said. “I’ll pay for that.”

Hadley dismissed the thought with a casual wave of her hand. “Another hazard of the hobby, I suppose.”

She opened the door and they proceeded to the dining room table, where she had laid out a variety of tools and equipment.

“I understand why you want to do this,” she said. “But, I’m still not sure what we gain by confronting Batson. Nothing you get him to say will be admissible in court, and we’ve already turned over all the evidence to the real police.” Her face clouded, and he could see real concern in her furrowed brow. “This isn’t some kind of vigilante mission, is it? I won’t be part of that.”

Vince laughed. “Nothing like that. And, I haven’t told you the whole plan yet.” They sat at the table, and he talked her through what he wanted to do and how he needed her to help. When he finished, he pushed back from the table and looked at her. The concern was gone from her face, but he could still see a healthy dose of skepticism.

“I figured you’d want to help, given your history with the case. But, if you don’t, I’ll see if Eddie is available tonight.”

“No, I want to help,” Hadley said. “If for no other reason, for what Alexander did to my car. I’m all in. I just think it has very little chance of working and you’re putting yourself at enormous risk.”

“It’s a Hail Mary,” Vince said, “but it’s the only play I’ve got left.”

They spent the next 90 minutes reviewing various pieces of equipment, seeing what would fit where on Vince’s clothing and how to get everything connected. Once they decided on a set up, Hadley showed Vince how to use everything.

“Let’s test it when you get back to your apartment,” Hadley said. “And, then again tonight before you go in.”

“Good idea.”

“And, can you take Eddie with you?”

“I’m not sure that’s a great idea. I need to go in alone.”

“He can wait in the car. We can wire him in, too, and that way you have some backup in case things go sideways.”

“I’ll call him.”

.   .   .

Eddie told Vince he was crazy but agreed to pick him up at 8:30 that night. “We’ll use my car,” Eddie said. “They haven’t been watching me.”

Vince stopped at a Walgreens and paid cash for two prepaid smartphones. He loaded the apps Hadley said they needed and tested the equipment she had given him.

“All clear here,” she said. “I’ve got a strong signal. Everything looks good. Eddie can follow along on the viewer app you installed.”

With everything taken care of, all that was left was the waiting. Vince tried to nap, but found it impossible to rest or relax. He ended up laying on the couch and watching game show reruns as the hours eked toward Eddie’s arrival.

.   .   .

Eddie showed up at 8:30 on the dot, dressed in all black and looking as serious as Vince had ever seen him.

“You look like you’re robbing a bank,” Vince said.

“I feel like I’m doing something just as foolish. It’s not too late to back out.”

“I’m good,” Vince said. “I don’t know why you and Hadley are so worried.”

“Because Batson might be as sick of you as you are of him. He might decide to put a bullet in you the second he opens the door.”

Vince had thought about that for most of the afternoon, and his stomach twisted into another knot. “I’m good.” He didn’t dare say more for fear of his voice breaking. He took a couple of deep breaths and handed Eddie one of the burners.

“Here’s the app where you’ll be able to see what’s happening,” he said. “If it looks like it’s going south, I’ll try to get out of there, and you bring the car around. If I can’t get out of there, come in and get me.”

Eddie nodded and led Vince out to his vehicle. The green Jeep Wrangler looked freshly washed, gleaming under the parking lot lights. As Vince climbed into the passenger seat, he noticed a .357.

“You can put that in the glove box for now,” Eddie said. Vince raised an eyebrow at him, and Eddie continued, “I like to be prepared.”

Vince plugged the address into his phone and navigated for Eddie as they drove through the Denver night. Batson lived in the Wash Park neighborhood, a haven for Gen Xers who wanted to look as though they were living in historic, turn-of-the century homes. Most of the houses had been completely gutted, though, and built out with modern floor plans and conveniences. One thing on the outside, something totally different on the inside. Perfect for Batson, Vince thought.

They passed the house, and Eddie drove to the end of the block. Vince used an app on his newly acquired burner to activate a camera disguised as a button on his shirt. Eddie checked his app and saw a view of the street they were on. Vince’s phone buzzed with a thumbs up emoji from Hadley.

Eddie let Vince out and parked on the street, three houses down from Batson’s address. Vince put on his cap, outfitted with a pair of sunglasses on the bill. The glasses disguised another camera that connected to a second app on the phone. Hadley had designed the set up to look slightly out of place—not quite conspicuous, but just “off” enough to make Batson suspicious. Vince did his best to walk casually.

Vince saw lights on in the house as he walked up the front steps. He didn’t hear any voices or music on the inside. There was still room to park in front of the house. Vince took those as signs that he would find Batson alone. That was critical to making the plan work.

He inhaled deeply and could smell the aromas of summer, fresh cut grass and smoke from a grill a block away. He could hear a basketball bouncing in the distance, kids shrieking. There were no signs of this being anything other than an ordinary night in June.

Vince took a deep breath and rang the bell. He waited but didn’t hear anything. He counted to 15 in his head. Then counted again. He rang the bell a second time, giving it two quick pulses for effect.

This time he heard footsteps. Vince took a step back, prepared to run if he had to. The door creaked open, and Nick Batson stood in front of him. He still looked every bit the Air Force poster boy, or the perfect candidate for public office, even in shorts and a tank top. The outfit showed off his muscled arms and trim physique. Vince had no doubt who would win if this visit turned into a physical altercation.

Batson didn’t wear his trademark politician’s smile this time. In fact, he scowled at Vince and looked like he had just taken a drink of sour milk.

“What do you want?” He spat the words, sneering at the man on his doorstep.

“That’s not a very good way to win my vote,” Vince said, trying in vain to keep his voice even and casual.

“I’m not really counting on your vote,” Batson replied. He started to shut the door, but Vince stepped forward and stopped the door with his foot.

“We need to talk,” Vince said. “Actually, I think you’ll want to hear this. We’ll both benefit. But, we should talk inside.”

Batson stepped back. “Five minutes,” he said, “that’s all the time I have for you.”

Vince walked into the house and took in his surroundings. The entry way led to a living area with a dining nook right behind it and a kitchen to the right of the nook. Open concept, definitely not original to the house. The floors were a wide-board distressed wooden floor, stained dark. Batson led the way to the living room, which was adorned with leather furniture with nail-head trim.

Batson stood in front of a sofa and didn’t make any move to sit down. He clearly wasn’t armed, which helped Vince relax a little. He glanced around the room and didn’t see anywhere a gun might be stashed.

“I’m a busy man, Vince,” Batson said. “Whatever you came here to say, you better spit it out before I toss you back out on the street.”

“I figured it all out,” Vince said. “All of it. What happened to Airman Abdallah back at Gardez. What happened to Dave Grogan. Your fingerprints are all over it.”

Batson’s sneer turned into a smile. “Is that what this is all about? You think I had something to do with either of those guys? That’s why you’ve been stalking me?” He stared at Vince, but Vince said nothing in return. The silence hung between them, taking on a palpable weight. Finally, Batson spoke again. “If that’s what you want to talk about, I have nothing to say. You should go.”

Vince crossed his arms over his chest, taking care to stay below the button, and didn’t make a move. “You stole money from the Air Force at Gardez. Airman Abdallah found out, and you and Chief Alexander silenced him. But, you didn’t know that Abdallah had collected evidence. He kept records, disguised them as drawings, and had another airman mail them to his sister.” Batson’s smile shrank, and Vince felt more confident. This information seemed to be new to Batson.

“I have a written statement from someone stationed at Gardez that places you and Alexander at the site of Abdallah’s death when the gun was fired. Motive and opportunity, and Abdallah’s death is now being investigated as a homicide.” That last statement was a stretch; Lisa hadn’t been able to confirm that anyone really believed Abdallah hadn’t committed suicide, but they hadn’t dismissed the possibility of homicide yet.

“I have financial records showing that the missing money from Gardez went through Alexander to you. It’s clear the two of you were illegally profiting from the war and committed murder to get away with it.”

The smirk returned to Batson’s face, and he took a step closer to Vince. “Answer this one for me, then,” he said. “Why are you here?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why are you here but the police aren’t? If you have all this evidence that I’ve done something wrong, why haven’t I been arrested? Or questioned?” He looked at a clock on the wall over his right shoulder. “Your time’s up. Get out of here, or we will get the cops over here after all.”

Vince stepped backward in the direction of the door but didn’t break eye contact with Batson. “This can still be a win-win,” he said.

Batson raised an eyebrow. “What are you talking about?”

“You’re running for office. I have a load of material that can completely derail your campaign. If I walk out this door, the next people I talk to are your competitors. I’m sure at least one of them would love to air your dirty laundry and see how the voters feel about it.”

“I’ve had enough of you,” Batson growled, but Vince was pleased to see he didn’t move forward. “From what I can tell, the only evidence you have points to D.J. Alexander. My hands are clean.”

Vince laughed. “You don’t really expect me to believe that, do you? But, even if I did, your argument is that you aren’t a crook, you’re incompetent. You signed off on the budget reports from Gardez that very clearly have wrong information on them. I’m no accountant, but even I could see the errors. An airman died on your watch and you couldn’t figure out that your own chief master sergeant was involved, right under your nose. You don’t have to be a crook or a murderer for your campaign to go up in smoke. Turns out you’re a fraud. You’re not the leader you’re promising to be.”

Batson took two angry steps toward him, his arms extended. Vince backed closer to the door and held both of his hands up. “Calm down,” he said. “Remember, I’m here with you, not with the competition. I’m giving you a chance to make this right.”

“How?” Batson asked. “What do you want?”

“I want you to tell me what really happened to Airman Abdallah. And, I want the thing that started all this. Money.”

“You’re blackmailing me?”

“Consider it a one-time purchase of reputation insurance,” Vince said. “You give me 150K, I walk away from the whole thing.”

“I don’t have that kind of cash.”

“Your campaign does. I work at a law firm. Call it a retainer for legal consulting services.”

Batson looked Vince over from head to toe. Vince took it as a positive sign that he hadn’t resorted to violence yet. “What kind of idiot do you think I am? You think I don’t know that you’re wearing a wire? You’re trying to catch me accepting your blackmail offer. Sounds like entrapment to me.”

Vince scoffed at him. “You think that’s what this is? This is me trying to make some money. Get compensated for my troubles.”

Batson stepped toward him and Vince tensed. Batson put his hands on Vince’s chest and frisked him, down his stomach and sides and up his back. “The hat,” he said, yanking the Rockies cap off Vince’s head. He took the sunglasses off the brim and discovered the wires holding the small camera in place. Vince took a step backward. “You recording this? Let me see your phone.”

Reluctantly, Vince unlocked the cell phone and handed it over. Batson flipped through the screens—Vince had downloaded several games and utilities that afternoon—until he found the one he wanted. He opened the app and turned the screen to face Vince. Vince could see a live view of the ceiling being captured on the camera that Batson now held.

Without a word, Batson dropped the complete camera set up to the ground, sunglasses and all. He stomped it, and pieces flew in every direction. The phone screen went blank. Then the message, “Error: Camera Disconnected” came up in a yellow box.

“I’ll be keeping the phone,” Batson said. “Just to make sure the video you just shot never gets released. Now, I want you out of here.”

Vince stepped away from him and continued to the door. He turned and raised his finger theatrically, like he was about to give an important speech. “You got me, okay? I wanted a recording of our transaction to make sure you kept the deal. But, I still have the evidence and I’m selling it to someone. Either you or one of the other candidates.”

Batson tossed the phone onto the couch and turned his head sideways at Vince. Vince could tell he was thinking it over. He needed to get him talking again.

“Now that the camera’s off,” Vince said, gesturing at the tiny pieces of electronics on the floor, “How did you know Airman Abdallah was on to you? That’s the part I haven’t figured out.”

“He got a hold of one of our budget reports. One of the NCOs sent him inside to get something off the printer one day, and he picked up the wrong thing. Started looking at it and recognized some of the expenses. He started snooping around. I don’t know how long he was at it, but I caught him in the office one day, looking through files. He told me what he thought was going on. I was ready to send him home right then, make up some medical condition or something, but D.J. thought we needed to keep him close. I turned up the heat on him, trying to make him realize how miserable a deployment could be if he didn’t get in line. Then, D.J. got word that he told one of the Afghans that we were skimming. So, we took him out.”

Vince looked directly into Batson’s cold and steely eyes and saw no sign of remorse or regret. “Who pulled the trigger?”

“I did. Alexander wrote the note. Satisfied?”

Vince nodded vigorously. “More than you can believe.”

“Good. Now, let’s take care of shutting you up. My phone’s in the kitchen; I can do a transfer right now, and we’ll forget any of this happened.”

Vince tentatively followed Batson around the center island into the kitchen.

Batson turned to face him. “Just one thing, though.” The smirk returned to his face and Vince felt his stomach twist. Batson grabbed Vince by the hair and slammed his face into the granite countertop. Vince felt his nose crack and a stream of hot blood jet down his face. His vision blurred and he sank to the ground.

Batson squatted in front of him so they were eye to eye. Vince’s vision cleared enough for him to look deep into those hate-filled eyes once more. “You’re not selling any information about me because you’ll be in jail. Here’s the only story the cops are going to get. You’ve been stalking me. You showed up at a campaign rally and harassed me. You’ve been snooping around in my military records and personal finances, making up ridiculous stories about things that never happened. And, you finally escalated to the point of coming to my home. I invited you in, showed you hospitality, and you attacked me. I fought you off. You grabbed a knife, but in our scuffle, you ended up getting stabbed.”

He rose to his full height again, pulling Vince up by the front of his shirt. Vince saw that he had grabbed a butcher knife from a block on the counter. Batson jabbed the knife forward, but Vince swung a desperate arm forward and somehow blocked him. Vince grabbed Batson by the shoulders and shoved him sideways. Batson stumbled into the island, and Vince scurried toward the front door.

Before he could reach the doorknob, Batson caught him from behind and whirled him backward. Vince crashed into a wall and fell flat on his back on the floor. Batson stood over him in the entryway, back to the door, and changed to an overhand grip on the knife. He kneeled, straddling Vince, and raised the knife.

Vince watched the steel of the blade, could see the light from the other room bouncing off of it. He saw Batson’s face with its crazed expression reflected on the metal. He knew that in a matter of seconds that blade would slash through the air, pierce his chest, slip between his ribs, and find his heart. And that minutes later, his life would be over.

He saw Batson tighten his grip, raise his arm a couple inches higher. The front door flew open and caught Batson in the back of the head. Batson let out an anguished scream and the knife clattered to the hardwood an inch from Vince’s face.

Batson fell forward, covering Vince’s head, then flew off of him. Vince looked up to see Eddie Fleck with Batson in a full Nelson, shaking him like he was a toy.

Eddie hauled Batson into the living room, dropped him on his face, and kneeled on his back. He pulled Batson’s hands behind his back and secured them together with a pair of zip ties. Batson continued thrashing and trying to get to his feet. Eddie went to the kitchen and retrieved a towel, which he threw at Vince. Vince wadded it up and applied pressure to his nose. He almost screamed out in pain as soon as he touched his face but he knew he had to stop the bleeding.

Batson staggered to his feet and turned around. Eddie lifted his boot and kicked Batson into the sofa behind him. Through the open door, they could hear sirens growing closer.

“I called the cops,” Eddie said.

“Good,” Batson replied. “They can take care of this intruder. He tried to kill me.”

“Give it a rest,” Eddie said. “I saw the whole thing.”

A tide of confusion washed over Batson’s face.

“You assumed I was making a recording,” Vince said. “Bad assumption. It’s actually a live stream. We put it up on YouTube and publicized it on the Citizen Detective website. About now, it’s being shared on every social media channel by people all over the country. My guess is we’ll go viral within the next hour. Oh, and we’re still on the air. The camera you destroyed was a decoy; I’m still wearing the real thing.” Vince pointed to the button.

Batson sank back into the couch, his face a shell-shocked combination of disgust and despair.
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Hadley met them at the hospital but couldn’t get in to see Vince until after the police left. Once in the ER booth, she chattered excitedly about the live stream.

“The camera was perfect,” she said. “It captured everything. Perfect clarity. Lots of other citizen detectives reaching out about what equipment we used. They were very impressed. I’ll probably need to write a blog post about it.”

“That’s great,” Vince said, “but are people sharing the stream?”

“Batson’s campaign is toast. We’re number one on Twitter and TikTok right now, and I know it’s out on Facebook and Instagram, too. There are some concerns that the video will be taken down because of the content. Criminal activity, you know. But the damage is done.”

A nurse in green scrubs halfway entered the curtained-off cubicle. “I need you all to quiet down,” she said, glaring at Hadley.

The nurse left, and Vince, Hadley, and Eddie remained silent, listening to the beeping of Vince’s heart monitor. The blood pressure cuff on his arm whirred to life and the machine began another reading.

Vince’s phone buzzed in his pocket constantly. The police had confiscated the burner phone that had been hooked up to the camera. Evidence, they claimed, but Vince knew most of it would be inadmissible. He wondered about the end of the video, where Batson broke his nose and then tried to skewer him. Maybe the video would help an assault and attempted murder charge stick. He’d have to ask Mason what he thought.

He took out the phone and looked to see who had been calling and texting.

“Mason says if I’m well enough to entrap a criminal, I’m well enough to work.” They all laughed.

“And, Abdallah’s sister says thanks.” Vince had given her a warning earlier that day that something about her brother’s death could be coming out on social media later.

Vince looked at the monitors. He didn’t know what they meant, but the nurses didn’t seem alarmed by anything when they came to check on him. He needed to get out of there; he could smell the sweat and blood on his shirt and just wanted to shower and change clothes.

Hadley said she needed to go. “It was a crazy idea,” she said, “but I’m glad it worked.”

Eddie plopped into the chair next to Vince’s bed. “I hope they discharge you soon,” he said.

“You don’t have to stay.”

“I’ll stay a little longer. I have to tell you, you’ve been the most interesting client I’ve had in a long time. My work was turning into mostly catching cheaters, that kind of thing. Not a lot of joy in that. But, you did something good here. Makes me wonder if I should rethink retirement, maybe stay in the game a little longer but only take the good cases.”

The nurse came back in and scribbled some notes on Vince’s chart. She gave him a sympathetic half-smile and said, “Mr. Marcotte, we’ll be getting you out of here in just a few minutes. Ice for the swelling, over-the-counter meds for the pain. Got it?”

He nodded, and as she unhooked the monitors and IVs from his arms, he wondered what it would be like to sleep without worrying about Nick Batson or D.J. Alexander breaking down his door.

.   .   .

The press conference happened the following afternoon. Batson sat alone at a table with none of the campaign staff around him. His eyes still had their cool resolve, but the politician’s smile was gone; he no longer looked like the kind of guy you’d put on a recruiting poster.

Vince watched from his apartment as Batson cleared his throat and took a long sip of water. “Thanks for coming,” he said to the reporters in attendance. “I have a brief statement to read, and then I’ll take a few questions. I won’t be responding to any questions about the video of me that was published yesterday evening.”

He picked up a sheet of paper and Vince noticed a slight tremble in his hands as he read. He thanked his campaign staff and volunteers and the people he had met on the campaign trail. He recognized the quality of his opponents. And, then he announced what everyone expected.

“At this time, I must withdraw from Colorado’s U.S. Senate campaign to focus my attention on other matters. I still have a desire to serve the people in this great state, and I look forward to a new campaign in future years.”

The first three questions were about the video. Batson declined to answer the first two. After the third, he stood from the table and said, “Look, I already told you. I have no comment on that video. Eventually, the truth will come out, and we can talk then.”

“Are you saying you’re innocent? That the confession in the video wasn’t genuine?”

“I’m saying we’ll talk later,” Batson said. He picked up his paper and walked off screen. Vince thought he looked like a boy trudging off the schoolyard after being scolded for bad behavior.

.   .   .

Bagram Air Field, Afghanistan, June 1, 2007

“I’m done with the brief,” Vince told Lisa. “I found a couple of decisions that might apply, so I added them, but I think what you’ve written looks great.” The case involved a pair of Air Force officers traveling by road from Bagram to Kabul. They encountered some locals along the way who got their truck too close to the one the officers were driving. They ended up pulling off the side of the road and drawing their weapons on the Afghans. The Afghans happened to be leaders from a nearby village and made a public complaint against the United States. Lisa authored the brief to persuade the commander not to bring any charges or disciplinary actions against the officers.

“CENTAF will ultimately decide,” Lisa said. “Personally, I think the JAG at Qatar should come drive these roads before he makes any decisions about what’s appropriate conduct.”

Comments like that were as close as they came to talking about what happened on the road to Gardez. In his top desk drawer, Vince had a copy of the form he had to fill out explaining why firing his weapon had been necessary. It was standard for desk jockeys like him. He’d turned one copy in to the commander at Bagram and would need his copy when he returned the weapon back at his home station. When Lisa wasn’t in the office, he’d pull out the form and re-read it, often just staring at the page and watching the words blur out of focus.

“We better go,” Lisa said. “Fallen comrade ceremony is about to begin.” Vince nodded and straightened his uniform. He hated these.

They joined hundreds of other airmen lining the road leading to the flight line. They filled in a gap near the flight line fence, where they’d have a good view of the whole thing.

Giant Voice crackled with static and played the National Anthem. Vince snapped to attention and popped his arm into a salute. He could remember other times, back home, when the anthem would play in the evening as they took the flags down for the night. Everyone outside was supposed to stop what they were doing, turn toward the music, and salute. Anyone in a car had to stop until the music was done. Vince used to go out of his way to make sure he wasn’t outside at that time. He would gladly stay a few minutes late at the office to avoid the hassle.

Now, though, it wasn’t a hassle. He made sure his salute was smart with sharp angles, rigid posture, the kind of thing that would have passed muster at basic training.

As the anthem played, a Humvee drove down the road, carrying the Air Force wing commander and an Army general. A second Humvee followed them; this one had an extended bed, and in the back was a flag-draped coffin. A third Humvee brought up the rear, this one filled with more soldiers, probably the commanding officer and other members of the platoon of the soldier who had died.

Vince could hear Lisa’s breath grow sharper as the vehicles approached them. Vince did his best to maintain his military bearing, but he could feel the tears welling in his eyes.

The vehicles entered the flight line, and the music came to an end. They dropped their salutes, but stayed at attention. From Vince’s vantage point, he could see the coffin being offloaded from the Humvee and transferred to an aircraft. Both the Air Force and Army generals spoke to the men doing the loading, and as the coffin made its way up the aircraft ramp, they snapped to attention and saluted. Giant Voice ordered a “present arms” and Vince held a salute until the “order arms” was announced. Without a word the airmen turned and went back to their work the way they came.

Vince lingered, dodging people walking in his direction. He craned his neck and watched the aircraft swallow up the red and white stripes, the ramp raising like a giant mouth. In a few minutes the plane would depart for Landstuhl, Germany, and then off to Dover Air Force Base in Delaware. He knew it would be treated with respect each step along the way, but it would be less personal the further it traveled from the front lines—until it reached wherever home was, where loved ones waited.

Vince turned to go back to the office and almost ran into Lisa. She looked like she wanted to say something but instead offered him a small smile and said, “I’ll walk back with you.”

“Those are always rough,” Lisa said when they were back at the office. After a pause, she continued, “Send me that brief when you have a minute.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Vince said. He turned from his computer and looked at her. “I still don’t think it’s right.”

“The brief?”

“No. You know what I mean. Airman Abdallah.”

“Vince. We’ve been over this and over this. Whether you think it was a suicide or not, that’s what the ruling was.”

“But why should that matter? He sacrificed as much as any of us to be here. He died during a combat tour. He should have come through here with as much honor as anyone else.”

“Off the record, I agree with you. On the record, the wing commander decided to forego a fallen comrade ceremony for him, and that’s the decision we have to abide by.”

“I guess,” Vince said. “Just seems like a rotten deal to me.”

.   .   .

Denver, June 8, 2022

Vince shaved and put on a fresh shirt. The local news anchors continued their breathless coverage of Batson’s arrest immediately after his press conference. They switched back and forth from footage of the press conference and clips from Vince’s video. Vince rummaged through the couch cushions and found the remote to turn it off. Taking a seat at his kitchen table, he counted down the seconds until the scheduled call. Right on time, his phone chimed, letting him know he had a FaceTime coming in. Amy D’Spain was nothing if not punctual.

He answered and watched as her face came into focus. Her eyes were red and swollen, her hair unkempt. She looked like she hadn’t slept much. But, she also looked strangely relaxed, like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders. He could hear kids shouting in the background.

They greeted each other, and Amy said, “Are you okay? You look like you got hurt pretty bad.”

Vince pointed to his bruised and crooked nose, though it was clear what she was talking about. “It looks worse than it feels,” he said, “unless I breathe.” He laughed at his joke and felt the jolt of pain across his sinus cavity.

“I won’t keep you long,” Amy said. “I’m sure you’re very busy.” She sipped from a coffee cup and stared into the screen.

“Not too busy,” Vince said. “Mostly avoiding phone calls from the media.”

“Yeah, I’ve gotten a few of those, too.”

“Sorry about that. I wish I could have let you know more about what was going on before it happened, but we had to keep everything close hold. I had no idea how it was going to turn out.”

“I understand.” She looked off camera for a moment, and he could see just how tired she was. “And, I’m glad you could give me the heads up you did.” She paused. “I just wanted to thank you. Honestly, I still don’t really understand why you did it. You weren’t even stationed with Hassan, were you?”

Vince shook his head. “No, we barely knew each other. It’s hard to explain if you weren’t there.” He looked down at his hands and then returned his gaze to the camera. “We were all in it together. All of us who were deployed. And, Batson betrayed that. I didn’t know Hassan, but he deserved better and he deserved to have the truth come out.”

“Well, I’m glad you were so committed,” Amy said. “I’d like you to send me your mailing address; I’d like to send you something that I think Hassan would have liked you to have.”

“I’ll text you,” Vince said. He stood and looked down at the phone. “There’s one other thing, something we didn’t get to do for Hassan in Afghanistan, but we should have.” He came to attention, and for the first time in years brought his arm up in a salute. He glanced down at the phone in time to see Amy mouth the words “thank you” before clicking off the call.


CHAPTER 39

Denver, June 13, 2022

Vince arrived early Monday morning. He brought a box of bagels, which he left on one end of Naomi’s desk, closest to the door. He left an envelope with Naomi’s name on her keyboard, and then went to his office and got to work. He heard the door open a little later and Mason’s heavy footsteps boom down the hall toward his own office.

Vince waited a few minutes before reporting to Mason’s doorway with his final package.

“Good morning, Vince,” Mason said, smirking at him. “I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve been telling everyone I know you. Closest thing to a celebrity in my life.”

“Yeah, it’s not everything it’s cracked up to be,” Vince said, handing the package across the cluttered desk to his boss.

“What’s this?”

Vince shrugged and cocked an eyebrow. Mason tore into the paper and retrieved the T-shirt. It was extra-extra large in black with a picture of the Happy Days cast on the front of it. Fonzy stood in the middle in his trademark leather jacket with his arms spread out and both thumbs up.

Mason grinned and held it up to his body, covering the Hulk Hogan and Macho Man shirt he was wearing. “This is awesome,” he said. “I don’t have anything from Happy Days yet.”

“Well, I figured you could use a little more cool in your life,” Vince said. He moved a stack of folders off a chair and sat down. “Especially since I’ll be leaving the firm.”

Mason dropped into his chair. It wobbled under his weight. “Vince, I want to beg you to stay. You know I hate hiring people. But, I have to tell you, the little stunt you pulled…while I personally admire it, it raises some serious ethical questions for the firm.”

“I get it,” Vince said. “I want you to know I’ve really enjoyed working here.”

“We’ll miss you, buddy,” Mason said. “I mean, Naomi won’t. But Kate and I will.” He came around the desk and wrapped Vince in a bear hug. “If you ever need anything, you know where to find me.”

Vince crossed back through the lobby, where Naomi had taken her seat. Vince saw her looking at the card he had left. She glanced back at him and then returned her attention to the card, not saying a word.

Vince entered the law library and looked around. Mason’s law firm would always represent a safe place for him. Coming out of the Air Force, he valued safety and security. But, there was a fuller life waiting. Claiming it was worth the risk that came with it.

He picked up the box of his personal things, turned out the light, and walked through the lobby for the last time.

.   .   .

Lisa called him while he was in the car. He had plenty of time before his lunch meeting, so he pulled off the road to talk to her.

“That was some stunt you pulled, Sergeant,” she said. Her voice had a warmth to it he hadn’t heard from her in years.

“It got the job done,” Vince answered.

“The Air Force has taken a renewed interest in the case,” Lisa said. I just talked to my counterpart in CENTAF, as well as one of my OSI contacts. Between you and me, none of them are thrilled. They feel like you’ve embarrassed them.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Vince said.

“They’re sensitive. Go figure. The chatter is that the Air Force chief of staff is ordering them to take the extraordinary step of calling Batson back to active duty to face court-martial for his actions at Gardez. The statute of limitations has run out on the financial crimes, but there’s no time limit for murder charges.”

“They don’t have any evidence to support murder,” Vince said. “I can’t imagine any judge allowing my video into court.”

“There’s more to the story. Chief D.J. Alexander saw the video and heard Batson say everything pointed to him. He got worried, and now he’s talking, giving evidence against Batson.”

“That’s incredible,” Vince said.

“There’s still a lot that has to happen. A lot of red tape involved in bringing the guy back to active duty, especially since he separated instead of retiring. And, there’s a lot of coordination with the locals in Denver. But, I think he’ll get his day in court, and maybe some additional justice will be done for Airman Abdallah.”

Vince leaned back in his seat, letting the late morning sun shine through the windshield and bathe his face in warmth and light.

“Vince, you still there?”

“Yeah, I’m here. Just taking it all in.”

They stayed on the call in silence for a few minutes longer. Vince thanked Lisa for the updates.

“If you’re ever in Virginia, pop in and say hello,” she said. “And, one day, I’ll be retiring. I might be looking for an experienced paralegal for private practice.”

“If I know of one, I’ll send him your way,” Vince said. “I’m making a career change.”

“I thought you liked what you were doing?”

“I did. But, I didn’t love it. And, I want to spend the rest of my post-Air Force life doing something that really excites me. And, making a difference, like I did for Hassan Abdallah.”

“Best wishes, Vince.”

“Aim High, ma’am.”

.   .   .

The parking lot at Lou’s was already almost full, even on a weekday. Vince found a spot toward the back of the lot and spied Hadley’s Mini Cooper and Eddie’s Jeep on his way into the restaurant.

He could smell the grease as soon as he opened the door. The noise of dozens of conversations from the lunch time crowd greeted him. Vince scanned the seating area and saw them. Eddie waved vigorously at him, like he was trying to swat an insect.

“Food will be here soon,” Eddie said. “I ordered for you. This one’s on me.”

“Thanks,” Vince said. “I was on the phone with Lisa. What’re we having?”

“Bacon doubles all around,” Eddie said.

Vince raised an eyebrow at Hadley. “Not quite all around,” she said. “I’m having the Caesar wrap, the closest thing to a salad they have here. I can’t believe you guys eat like this all the time.”

Eddie grinned and patted his stomach. “You don’t get this kind of physique without getting a regular fix of bacon double cheeseburgers. What did Lisa want?”

Vince filled them in on his phone call and the status of the military investigation. He paused when their food came. When they were about halfway through their meal, Eddie said, “So, in the end, you got everything that you wanted. You solved a cold case and a current case, and it looks like we’re going to see all the bad guys get theirs.”

“Peterson and his lieutenants,” Hadley said, counting them off on her fingers, “Alexander. And Batson.”

“And we stopped Batson from getting more power,” Vince added.

“Ambition is his tragic flaw,” Eddie said. “He’s a regular Macbeth.”

“How has your work been?” Eddie asked Hadley.

“Okay,” she said. “I turned down some jobs while we were working on the case. But, I don’t have any citizen detective stuff brewing right now, so I can make up for it. How about you? Vince told me you were thinking about retiring?”

Eddie looked at Vince and they shared a conspiratorial grin. “That’s kind of why we’re here. This is a celebration lunch.”

Hadley looked back and forth between them. “So you are retiring, then? Is that what we’re celebrating?”

Eddie shook his head and smiled. “I decided to keep the shop open, but cut my hours back, maybe move into a senior consultant type of role, mentor the young guns who are coming up.”

“And who would they be?”

“Me, for one,” Vince said. “Eddie and I talked about me buying the business from him. I’m not really in a position to do that. I kind of blew all my savings on the case. You know, computers and plane tickets and hotel rooms. Cell phones. So, he offered me a position as a partner. I’ll be doing the bulk of the investigative work, but we have his contacts and customer base to start with, and he can help when needed.”

“Sounds like a good set up,” Hadley said. “Congratulations, guys.”

“The thing is,” Eddie said, wiping his mouth with a napkin, “I’m not sure Vince can do it alone. And I really want to be part-time, take a big step backward. I’m looking for a second partner.”

Hadley looked from Eddie to Vince and then back at Eddie. She chuckled and held her hands up, palms out. “Hang on. Detective work is my hobby. I have a computer security business, and I like having the freedom to do as much or as little work as I want.”

“You’ll still have that,” Eddie said. “You two will call the shots on what cases to take or not take.”

“And, you’ll still be able to take as many of your computer cases as you want,” Vince added. “There’s really not a downside.”

Hadley didn’t answer. She sat back in the booth and steepled her fingers, touched her index fingers to her lips.

“You don’t have to answer right now,” Vince said.

“But, if you don’t say yes, it’ll put a damper on the celebration,” Eddie added.

Hadley lowered her hands, a stern expression on her face. Then she broke into a grin and said, “I’ll do it.”

Vince lifted his cup. “To new beginnings,” he said.

“Here, here,” Eddie answered. He and Hadley clanked their plastic cups against Vince’s. “To the Fleck, Collins, and Marcotte Agency. That has a nice ring to it.”

Vince and Hadley gave themselves the next three days off, though Vince planned to go into the new office and get settled, maybe talk to Eddie about how to drum up business. They agreed to have a call before the end of the week to make plans for their new venture.

Vince watched as Hadley and Eddie drove off, then strolled to his car. In the driver’s seat he adjusted the mirror so he could see himself. His nose still looked awful—black and blue and crooked. It would be a lasting reminder of the encounter with Batson, as if he needed one. It was his eyes that caught his attention, though. They held a lightness and energy that had been missing for a long time. Probably since before he ever got on the road to Gardez.

With that chapter finally, and firmly, closed, he couldn’t wait to see what was around the next corner. 
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