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        She held her breath, her arms shaking, and it felt as though her heart was going to explode out of her chest. Go away, she thought. You’re done. You’ve killed me—now leave.


        Tainted water. Dead bodies. Blood silence. 
Two people are coldly executed behind a bar in Washington DC. A high-powered lawyer and his beautiful client are brutally slaughtered in a lake house in a suburb west of Minneapolis. Two cases separated by a thousand miles and connected by one man – Mac McRyan. In a tale of money and blood that hits a little too close to home, Mac is forced to confront his tumultuous past. Blood Silence is a web of unsettling twists, startling turns and unforeseen redemption with each chapter adding a layer of intrigue that will pull you in further.
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CHAPTER ONE

“What the…?”

Washington, DC.

Shane Weatherly took a last drink from his beer while he finished packing the rest of the binder-clipped documents into his backpack, fitting them snuggly just behind his laptop and tablet. The documents represented two weeks of geological research—very important, very lucrative, and potentially very damaging work to some people. With a smidge of paranoia running through him, he slyly peered around the long and narrow tavern, checking on the others inside. A few of the tall booths along one wall were filled with people in groups of two or three merely drinking and conversing. At the long bar were two pairs of people sitting close together, drinking and talking. Two others in baseball caps were sitting and drinking alone, watching the Monday Night Football game on the big screen over the bar, while a third man in a straw cowboy hat, who had just paid up his tab, was sliding his chew tin into his back pocket as he strolled out the front door of the tavern.

Isador returned to the table, rubbing his hands together and then shaking them. “I hate hand dryers. They never get your hands dry. I miss paper towels.”

“I’d think an employee of the EPA would prefer the blow dryers,” Shane replied wryly. “Aren’t they better for the environment?”

Isador snorted his disapproval. “Yes, but I still hate them anyway,” he replied, watching his friend zip up his backpack and shaking his head in wonderment. “I’m still amazed at what you’ve found, Shane,” Isador stated enthusiastically. “Fantastic stuff, and to me, the research, the numbers… everything looks super solid.”

“Yes, but like I asked earlier, will your boss do anything with it, Isador? Your agency”—Shane shook his head derisively—“well, your agency has a less-than-stellar record in this regard. To be blunt, you’ve been pussies.”

Isador nodded knowingly in resignation. “Yes, no doubt we could use a spine implant.” He sighed. “Look, I can’t guarantee you anything, because of the politics, but I know we’ve wanted another shot at what these guys do in general, and what these guys, in particular, do, so I think the boss will definitely hear you out, especially given what the people you work for have planned. That will give us some cover and maybe some courage.”

“That’s what we were hoping and thinking,” Weatherly answered. “I mean, like I said, the people I’m working for are going after these guys anyway. However, if you’re on board, that is so much the better, particularly for their long-term plan. Their goals go beyond this one case.”

The two men sauntered down the back hallway of the tavern and out into the parking lot and into the chilly fall night. “So where’s your car?”

“To the right. It’s the last car up on the left between the two delivery vans,” Isador answered as he hit the key fob to unlock his Hyundai Sonata. “Drop your stuff in the backseat.”

Weatherly did as Isador suggested, closed the rear passenger door, and then opened the front passenger door and slid himself down into the front seat of the car, securing the seatbelt.

“Set?” Isador asked.

“Yup.”

Isador leaned down to put the key in the ignition and start the car when he looked up. “What the …?” he uttered.

Shane looked up and out the front windshield to see a tall man with a straw cowboy hat. The man he’d seen inside the bar. He was pointing a long gun.

The first shot ripped through the windshield, hitting Isador in the head and snapping his head back into the headrest of the seat.

Shane stared in horror at the narrow stream of blood running down the center of Isador’s face as his friend, dead, slumped down and into him. “Oh my God!” Shane shrieked and then looked back to his right, out the windshield. The man coldly turned the gun toward him.

“No! No! N—”

Everything went black.
  


CHAPTER TWO

“Because you’re not a shill.”

Washington, DC.

Mac drained the last dregs from his coffee cup as he finished up the scrambled eggs and plated them next to the toast, pineapple slices, and cut strawberries as Sally hustled into the kitchen, staring at her phone, furrowing her brow and shaking her head.

“A bad e-mail?” Mac asked as he slid the plate in front of his fiancée as she took her seat at the center island. He poured her a cup of coffee and a glass of orange juice.

“No,” she answered, looking up, smiling and kissing him as he sat down next to her. “Thanks for making breakfast.”

“Anything for my lady.”

“Hah?” Sally laughed. “Right.”

“What? I’m a chivalrous guy.”

“You are, you are,” Sally replied, smiling, patting him on the knee. Then she returned to her phone. “My frown is related to our little talk about setting a date last night. I decided to look ahead on my calendar for the next six months.”

“And?”

Sally exhaled, dropped her phone onto the counter, slouched down, and put her face in her hands. “I have no idea when we could get married. No idea. My job is just insane.”

Mac laughed.

“It’s not funny.”

They’d been engaged exactly a month, and both of their mothers called last night, one right after the other, in what Mac later deduced was a well-coordinated and ultimately highly effective ambush. Rather than letting them bask in the joy of their engagement for a while, both pestered the two of them about when they were getting married. The mothers wanted a date.

Mac was quite willing to let their mothers’ desires wait. He wanted to be married to her, but they had two things—Sally’s hectic job and plenty of time. Mac argued the plenty of time part, but their mothers’ pleas got to Sally.

Setting the wedding date was now a thing.

Reluctantly, Mac allowed himself to be sucked in. He was pretty much willing to let Sally have whatever she wanted, but she wouldn’t make it that easy for him. She wanted it to be their joint decision, and she wouldn’t let him get away with simply saying, “Sally, whatever you want.” He subtly tried that, and she just wouldn’t have it. No, she wanted his opinion, she wanted him involved, and she wanted it be what they together wanted. Now, as a man, Mac completely understood that what they together wanted really ultimately meant what Sally wanted, but he was going to have to go through the process with her.

As a result, after the phone calls, there was a long discussion over a late dinner. Then there was an extra bottle of wine in the living room. The wine and wedding talk had Sally revved up, in a good way, which led to another lengthy and active discussion in bed.

Out of all that discussion, they determined they didn’t want a massive, multi-hundred-guest wedding, nor did they want to simply go to the courthouse and get a quickie, ten-minute marriage either. Instead, they agreed on a small and intimate wedding with their family and closest friends. Of course, if you included close friends, the guest list could end up big anyway. Mac tended to collect friends the way the Yankees collected World Series titles. When they actually got to putting together invite lists, he knew he’d have to engage in some serious whittling.

But first, he had to ease Sally’s immediate concerns.

“Listen, Sal. It’s early November. I know that, politically, things are crazy through the winter,” Mac offered. “Maybe we should look further out, maybe late spring or next summer. Back home even, maybe up north at a resort, way far away from the rat race of DC.”

“But then we start looking at the next campaign in the summer, the midterms, and you know the president. As popular as he is right now, he’ll be going all over the country, and so will I.”

Mac smiled, unworried, and slid his right arm around her shoulder. “Don’t worry, babe, we will figure it out, and we’ll find a time. Somehow, the White House has survived for 225 years without you. There will be a week to ten days where that building will have to make it work while you’re absent, because we are not just getting married—there will also be a proper honeymoon in an exotic location where you are in an extremely skimpy bikini.”

She looked up to him. “Oh, I like the sound of that.”

“Then don’t worry. This is not an impossible task.” It always amazed him that someone who had such a cool head in a work storm could get so easily frazzled when it came to her personal life.

“I know, I know,” Sally answered as she worked her breakfast plate. Then she pointed her left hand enthusiastically toward Mac with a big smile. “But I do have to say, now that I have this gorgeous engagement ring, I want an equally beautiful wedding band to go with it.”

“Like I said last night, Sal, I don’t care what our moms say—we don’t have to rush it. I mean, you have me whenever you want me,” Mac replied and then deadpanned. “It’s not like I’m going anywhere.”

“Especially after that little tumble we had upstairs last night,” Sally cooed seductively at him and pecked his lips. “Nevertheless, now that we’re engaged, I kind of like the idea of you being legally required to be here in the morning. I want to lock that great ass of yours down.”

“If I try to escape, will you use handcuffs?”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“Well, duh.”

She slapped him on the arm. “Seriously, though, when will we find time?”

“We’ll figure it out,” Mac answered calmly, taking a bite of his eggs.

“I want this to be perfect. We deserve perfect.”

He laughed again, trying to calm her, and reached with his right arm again and pulled her close. “You’re getting overwhelmed by the entirety of the process here. We have to break it up. We know we want something smaller, with only our families and closest friends, right?”

“Yes.”

“Good. In my mind, I think the first thing we need to do is find the right venue. Once we do that, then we’ll find the right date, and after that, everything will fall into place.”

Sally leaned up and kissed him. “You promise?”

“I promise.”

“Well, we do have the weekend back home to talk about it. Maybe we can figure it out.”

“That’s the right attitude, babe,” Mac replied, smiling, softly kissing her forehead, and then releasing her and going back to his breakfast.

“By the way, are you excited for your plane ride?”

In fact, he was.

Mac was getting to ride on Air Force One back home for the president’s Thursday-night fundraiser and birthday party back in Minnesota. Then the president was going to spend the weekend in the Twin Cities to celebrate with his family. So were Mac and Sally. He was looking forward to being home and the flight to get there. “Having a fiancée working in the White House leads to all kinds of perks.”

“Oh, it does, it absolutely does.”

“What’s next, a romantic night in the Lincoln Bedroom?” Mac suggested, raising his eyebrows suggestively.

“Riiiiight.”

“Why not?”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Sally said, smiling and leaning in to kiss him one more time—a soft, lingering kiss, with her right hand placed lightly on his cheek. They locked eyes, and Mac was seconds away from whisking her back upstairs, when she pulled away and looked down at her watch. “Oh man, I have to boogie.”

“Go,” he replied reluctantly. “I’ll clean up.”

Sally grabbed her purse and briefcase. “What are you doing today?”

“Well, let’s see,” Mac answered as he dropped dishes into the sink. “I’m going for a run. After that, I might watch some television, perhaps surf the Internet, and check my investment portfolio—you know, the usual.”

“I see. The idle millionaire routine, huh?” Sally replied with a whimsical shake of her head. “Man, it must be rough.”

“I’m living the dream.”

“So am I,” Sally replied with a smile and a wave as she joyfully bounded down the back steps toward the garage.

The reality was that he needed to finish his final read of the manuscript for the book he and Wire were writing on their election investigation. They were working with a writer, but the final edits needed to be approved and submitted to the publisher. The book was scheduled to be published in April, but the inquiries on how much longer he was going to take were getting a little more frequent. He needed to finish. The good news was, he was close—fewer than a hundred pages to go. But before he got to that, he needed to take care of his body.

Mac enjoyed his midmorning run through DC. There was something special about five miles and a good sweat while passing the monuments along the Mall and yet not having to be one of the thousands of bureaucrats making their way to work. He was often amazed at how historic and awe-inspiring DC could be, and then he would turn on the television and watch the mindless politics of the day and all at once wish he were simply back in Minnesota. He would be but for Sally. For Sally, he was pretty sure he’d go just about anywhere.

He turned the corner to jog the last block to his Georgetown brownstone and noticed the limousine parked in front of his house. As he approached, the driver stepped out and opened the rear door, and out emerged Judge Dixon.

Mac had a sinking suspicion the idle millionaire routine was about to be interrupted.

“Judge, what’s up?” Mac asked as he ran up and stopped to take the Judge’s extended hand.

“I have some business to discuss. Can we go inside?”

Judge Joyce Dixon, known to all simply as “the Judge,” was the person, other than Sally, most responsible for Mac living in Washington, DC.

A former federal prosecutor, judge, and United States Attorney General, the Judge was the political mastermind behind the election of Minnesota Governor James Thomson to the presidency of the United States. During the campaign, the Judge also discovered a previously untapped political talent in Sally. Sally had taken a leave from her assistant county prosecutor position to work on the Thomson presidential campaign, working for a good friend of hers from law school who was the governor’s chief of staff and a deputy director in his presidential campaign. Sally impressed during the election, and in its final days, really stepped up when a key person in the election team was murdered and her good friend was emotionally wrecked because of it. Always a cool head in a storm, Sally, with little political experience, filled in and got the job done. The Judge, a man who loved molding young political talent, realized Sally was the real deal and wasn’t about to let her simply return to her job as an assistant county prosecutor. Ten minutes after Governor Thomson was elected president of the United States, Sally was hired as the White House deputy director of communications.

Mac also drew the Judge’s attention at the same time.

The Judge had Governor Thomson in the favored position less than a week before the election, up in all of the polls. Then Mac started investigating the murder of a Washington political blogger in a seedy St. Paul motel. Mac’s investigation uncovered a conspiracy by a big-money donor to manipulate the voting results and steal the election for then Vice President Wellesley. Breaking the case just days before the election triggered a political wave in favor of the governor. That investigation, its twists and turns and impact on the election and politics, was what the book, tentatively titled Electing to Murder, was all about.

Mac, too, had made a big impression.

The Judge and FBI Director Thomas Mitchell, seeing an obvious talent in Mac, and with his live-in girlfriend already coming to DC, arranged a really good bureau job for him, which, much to their surprise, Mac promptly spurned.

Mac wanted a break and some time to reassess his life.

He suddenly had money—lots of money—more than he would ever need, from a successful investment in a chain of Grand Brew coffee shops with some childhood friends. With that came a desire to explore new ventures, such as managing his newfound wealth, restoring his recently purchased Georgetown brownstone, and the book. Maybe it was time to give up chasing killers.

But the lure of interesting cases would prove to be too much, and besides, exceptional investigative talent never goes unused for long.

The Judge had already brought Mac into one FBI case involving the death of the daughter of an important political contributor. Now, the Judge was here, wanting to talk business, and Mac suspected the great man was here to ask for another political favor as he poured him a cup of coffee while they sat at the center island in the kitchen.

“Mac, I need a favor. I want you to look into a murder that happened two nights ago over in Southeast.”

“Here in DC?”

The Judge nodded.

“That’s DC homicide.”

“I know, and I also know you’ve been hanging out at that DC cop bar, you and Wire, trading war stories with their homicide guys.”

“That we have.”

“And they like you two.” It wasn’t a question. The Judge was, of course, well informed.

Mac cut to the chase. “What’s the homicide, Judge? Is this another political case?” he asked with a sigh.

“No,” the Judge answered, and a wave of sadness washed over his face. “The victim is Shane Weatherly.”

“And who is Shane Weatherly?” Mac asked, a bit of exasperation in his voice.

“He is my godchild.”

Mac immediately chastised himself. “Oh geez, Judge. I’m so sorry. It’s just that, you know … usually … you …”

“No need to apologize, son. Everything with me is always politics, so why would this be any different?” The Judge said. His shoulders slumped forward, both hands wrapped around his coffee mug, and he stared down into its dark-black contents. “Shane was the son of Thomas Weatherly. Thomas and I grew up together and later studied together at the University of Minnesota. He was my best man when I got married. He is perhaps … no, he is my best friend.”

Mac had never seen the Judge emotional, let alone teary. He grabbed the box of Kleenex off the counter by the sink and gently slid it over.

The Judge took a couple of tissues, dabbed at his eyes, and blew his nose. “Shane was coming into town and called me Monday afternoon to ask if he could meet with me while he was here. We’d planned on dinner tonight. Then I got a call from Thomas late last night, saying that Shane had been killed Monday night, here in Washington.”

“What happened?”

“All I know is that he was shot and killed in a parking lot behind the East Union Tavern over in Southeast, across the Anacostia River. He and another man were killed. The other man was named Isador Kane. I’ve come to learn Kane was an employee at the Environmental Protection Agency. Shane and Mr. Kane were found shot dead in Kane’s car behind the tavern. They were each shot multiple times.”

“What’s Shane’s connection to this Kane guy?”

“I’m not sure, Mac. His name didn’t mean anything to Thomas.”

“What did Shane do?”

“He was a scientist, a geologist of some kind. I know he was an active environmentalist. In fact, he was arrested at some demonstration years ago and fingerprinted. That’s how the police ultimately identified him.”

“You said he was just coming into town. Do you know from where?”

The Judge shook his head.

“Do you know why he was coming here?”

Again, the Judge shook his head.

Mac slumped back against the counter, an uncertain look on his face.

Dixon saw it. “What is it, Mac?”

“I’m surprised you didn’t go to Wire first.”

The Judge nodded and considered his answer. “I didn’t for two reasons.”

“Which are?”

“First, she’s still in France, working. She won’t be back for another couple of weeks yet.”

“And what’s the second?”

“This isn’t a security or missing persons kind of thing—this is a murder. You’re the best murder investigator I know, even if you don’t regularly carry a badge or practice the art anymore.”

“What do you want me to do, Judge?”

“I do know that the lead detective on the case is a detective Lincoln—”

“Coolidge,” Mac finished with a nod and small smile. “Ironically, they call him the President.”

“And you know him.”

“I’ve drunk with the man. He’s a good, solid, experienced homicide detective. He knows what he’s doing, Judge.”

“That’s the reputation,” the Judge answered. “But I don’t know this Detective Coolidge. I know you, and I trust you. I want to know what happened—what really happened. I have to be able to give Thomas some answers, and I need to know why my godchild was murdered, in my town. If he was into something he shouldn’t have been, I want to know. If he was an innocent victim, I want to know. But I don’t know that I should be the one to go talk to Detective Coolidge. I don’t want to involve the White House in this in either an official or unofficial capacity. So …”

“I can poke around, and nobody’s the wiser,” Mac suggested, nodding.

“Will you?”

“Of course, Judge,” Mac answered as he reached for his cell phone.

• • •
 

Mac, in hiking boots, blue jeans, a gray University of Minnesota hoodie, and a navy-blue Twins baseball hat, pushed his way into the East Union Tavern a little after 6:00 P.M. Inside, he found Metropolitan Police of the District of Columbia Detective Lincoln Coolidge resting at the far end of the bar, nursing a small bourbon. Coolidge reminded Mac of Kirby Puckett. He was a short, stocky, bowling ball of a man, with a shaved head and still in his black pinstripe suit and black trench coat. Coolidge looked up as Mac approached, smiled, and bellowed, “And me sitting here with an empty drink.”

Mac smiled, reached for his wallet, and looked to the bartender. “Another one for him, and one for me, and I suspect we’ll run a little tab.”

“Little, my ass. I got me a rich ex-cop in here. I’ll be going top shelf.”

“Figures.”

“Where’s Wire?” Coolidge greeted heartily. “I tolerate you because that fine filly comes along.”

Mac laughed. “She’s still overseas, so tonight you’re stuck with moi.”

“Pity.”

The two men enthusiastically shook hands and retired to a booth.

Coolidge took out a folder and set it in front of him, rested both of his hands on it, and looked Mac dead in the eye, the warm greeting now shelved. “Now why would an unemployed, modestly successful ex-homicide detective from little old St. Paul, Minnesota, want to know about the double homicide of two anonymous men from two nights ago down here in Southeast, DC?”

“I don’t.”

“Ah.” Coolidge smiled knowingly. “But someone in those elite circles you occasionally troll in does.”

“Correct, and we’re pretty high up the food chain here,” Mac answered quietly, casually sipping from his bourbon and making a quick scan of the mostly empty bar. Mac put his glass up to his lips and before he took a drink, whispered, “Shane Weatherly was the godchild of Judge Dixon.”

Coolidge sat upright, as if the great man himself had just walked in. Judge Dixon’s name had that effect on people, particularly in DC.

“I’m here on his behalf,” Mac stated plainly.

“You sound like Tom Hagen in The Godfather,” Coolidge quipped.

Mac did his best Brando shrug and impression. “Are you ready to do me this service?” Coolidge chuckled, shook his head, and put his bourbon glass to his lips.

Mac turned serious. “The Judge would appreciate knowing what happened, Linc. He’s crushed. Weatherly meant quite a bit to him. The father is one of the Judge’s best friends.”

“Best political friends, I’m sure.”

“No,” Mac answered, shaking his head, “just best friends. Weatherly senior was the Judge’s college roommate, best man at his wedding, and a retired architect living in San Diego. Other than undertaking his civic duty to vote every so often, he has played no role whatsoever in politics.”

“So he’s an authentic friend?”

“Yes.”

“What does the good Judge want?”

“He asked me to come and find out what happened to Shane Weatherly. I know sharing details of an ongoing homicide isn’t exactly SOP, but I think you can trust my discretion. And Judge Dixon is not a bad guy to have a marker with.”

“No, no he’s not,” Coolidge answered, and Mac could tell there was something percolating in the detective’s mind as he slowly nodded at Mac. “Okay.”

Coolidge opened the folder and began walking Mac through the case. The two men were found in the front seat of Kane’s car at the end of a long parking lot that ran between the back side of the tavern and a small accounting office and a plumbing supply company. “The car was parked between two panel vans for the plumbing supply company,” Coolidge explained. “Kane was shot four times and Weatherly five times, nine shots in total, yet nobody appears to have heard a thing.”

“How long were they in here on Monday night?”

“A couple hours, but let’s backtrack for a second, Mac. Weatherly arrived in town Monday night on a flight from your neck of the woods, Minneapolis, after he started the day flying to Minneapolis from Bismarck, North Dakota.”

“So he flew in from North Dakota and met with Kane. What’s the connection?”

“At this point, all I’ve been able to find to connect them is that Kane and Weatherly graduated from Cal-Berkeley together.”

“So we just have two old college friends catching up?”

“Possibly,” Coolidge answered, but Mac sensed he didn’t believe it was just that.

“Any idea what Weatherly was doing in Bismarck?”

Coolidge shook his head.

“Who was he working for?”

“I don’t know, Mac. It looks like his home is in Sausalito, California, but from what I can tell, he was a geologist for hire, a freelancer, going from place to place to work. In the last year, he’s received checks from environmental groups in California and Pennsylvania, one from the city of Edmond, Oklahoma, and most recently, twenty thousand dollars from Soutex Solutions about a month ago. I looked up Soutex, but all I could find was a PO Box in New Orleans. From there, the trail is nonexistent at this point.”

“So Weatherly arrives, and the first thing he does is come here.”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“The bartender says Kane was waiting for Weatherly. They drank a few beers and ate a pizza, and then Kane closed out the tab with his credit card just after 11:00 P.M. The tavern here has a surveillance camera.” Coolidge pointed over each end of the bar. “One camera has the front of the tavern, and the other focuses on the back of the place.”

“Anyone follow our guys out?”

“No,” Coolidge answered, shaking his head. “Kane and Weatherly exited out the back of the tavern, and nobody left in that direction for a good half hour after they did.” Coolidge took out some photos. “I have the video back at the precinct, but these are stills. You’ll see our two boys sitting in the back booth here.” He pointed. “You’ll see some papers and the open laptop.” The detective took out three more still photos. “These are the rest of the people from that night—six guys sitting at the bar, baseball caps on three of them, a cowboy hat on another, and a couple guys in ties, all generally solo, and then our boys, and then three booths close to the front of the bar were also occupied. Nobody followed them out. In fact, nobody talked to them at all or seemed to pay any attention to them.”

“I assume you watched the footage all the way through?” Mac asked.

“Yes, but nothing jumps out. It was just a small number of people quietly drinking away.”

“What did the bartender or bartenders have to say?”

“Nothing. No issues. Nothing unusual or noticeable happened. No interaction amongst the customers. It was very quiet.”

“Were the patrons that night regulars?”

“A few were. Some weren’t, but the bartender said that wasn’t unusual. He said there was nothing unusual about the night. Just a normal, quiet Monday night.”

“So what’s your initial assessment?” Mac asked, taking a drink from his second bourbon. “What do you think this was all about?”

“It looks like a simple robbery. Gone are cell phones, watches, wallets, credit cards, and everything else possible from the car. It looks like they cleaned out the glove box and the center console. Weatherly’s backpack and luggage were gone. The two victims’ pockets were pulled inside out. The only thing not taken was the car itself.”

“Did these guys have a lot of money on them?”

“I don’t know, Mac.”

“How much did they spend in the bar?”

“They paid $38.42 for beer and pizza with Kane’s credit card, which is missing. I mean, this is not a place you come to if you have a lot of cash. This is a working-class joint.”

“Weatherly flew into town on Monday. Did he fly first class?”

“No.”

“How about Kane, any history of money?”

“No. He has a small apartment here in DC. He draws a government paycheck at the EPA, drives a Hyundai, and has a little over ten grand in a savings account. He’s not poor, but he’s certainly not rich, either. Isador Kane is your standard dime-a-dozen, upper-middle-management government bureaucrat.”

“And we had nine gunshots, right?”

“Correct.”

“And nobody heard a thing?” Mac asked. “I find that impossible to believe.”

“We canvassed pretty hard, and nada,” Coolidge replied. “These guys left the bar a little after 11:00 P.M. They weren’t discovered until early the next morning when the plumbing guys showed up for work and found the car and the bodies. That’s how quiet and unnoticeably this whole thing went down.”

Mac flipped to the forensics report. “Same gun for all nine shots, it appears. Slugs are Remington Subsonics.”

“Yes. Not a terribly unusual casing. I was thinking that it was good ammunition for a little Ruger, maybe.”

Mac raised his eyebrows. “With a suppressor?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Those can be pretty quiet,” Mac replied knowingly. “There’s still a pop, but it’s a little one. That might explain why nobody heard anything.” Mac flipped through the report. “Linc, what’s the story on this muddy boot tread?”

“Oh, that,” Coolidge replied, walking to Mac’s side and looking down at the page. “It was odd, but we found some mud inside the car, on the passenger side, on the foot plate next to the seat. I think it was possibly from the shooter as he stretched over Weatherly and reached for the center console. He had to put his foot by the seat there to reach over. It left a little bit of a boot tread, like from a hiking type of boot that neither Kane nor Weatherly were wearing. I had our forensics people take pictures of the print and a sample of the mud for testing to see if the dirt is local or not.”

“It is worth a shot, I suppose.”

“Yeah,” Coolidge answered. “It will probably take a week or two to find out that part of it. I don’t hold out huge hope. Unless the boot tread is truly exotic, it probably won’t amount to anything.”

“Can we go walk the murder scene?” Mac asked.

Coolidge nodded and tilted his head to the back of the bar. “Let’s go.”

Mac and Coolidge walked out the back of the tavern and turned right. The crime-scene tape was still twisting in the light-evening breeze at the far end of the parking lot. Coolidge took out the crime scene photos and handed them over to Mac as they approached the tape. Mac activated the flashlight app on his cell phone and flipped through the pictures. He shook his head when he looked at the pictures of the victims in the car and then lingered over the last one, which was taken from the front of the car with both victims slumped over, dead in their seats.

“So, Linc, I’m looking at this. Weatherly and this Kane walk out the back of the tavern, take a right, walk down here about thirty yards, get in his Sonata, snap in their seatbelts all safe like, and once they’ve done that and can’t get away, some guy jumps out in front and starts going all Tony Montana.”

“That’s right.”

“And after he does that, he takes all of their belongings. Wallets, watches, phones, briefcases, backpacks, anything these guys had. So, a robbery?”

“That’s what it looks like.”

Mac caught the little inflection in Coolidge’s tone. It matched the little voice talking in his head that was telling him this scene was not what it seemed. Standing where the front of the car would have been, he started walking around the taped off area again, stopping from time to time and checking details in the photos. Once he’d worked his way all the way around the tape and back to the front again, he stopped. He flipped through the pictures once more and again lingered on the last photo. “You don’t really believe this was a simple robbery, do you, Linc?” Mac asked with his eyes still laser focused on the gruesome photo.

“No. No, I don’t, Mac,” Coolidge said after a moment. “Now, tell me why I don’t.”

“Because this is an ad hoc attempt at making it look like a robbery, like it was improvised on the spot. But it wasn’t a robbery.”

“What was it?”

“It was an execution.”

Coolidge raised his eyebrows. “That’s a pretty quick conclusion. Why do you say that?”

“At least three reasons I can think of. First, if this were a robbery, the whole thing is overkill. I mean, your typical stickup guy would just wave the gun at them, ask for their wallets, watches and phones, and these two would just hand them over and pray that was the end of it. Unless you have some sort of bloodthirsty stickup guys around here, I just don’t think this is how a simple robbery goes down. Ninety-nine times out of one hundred, a stickup guy takes the money and the goods, and runs.”

“I’ll buy that.”

“Second, there were nine shots, Linc. Nine.” Mac waved his arms to the area behind him, a residential neighborhood of houses, duplexes, and apartment buildings. “The only way you don’t hear nine shots is your shooter used a suppressor, and a really quiet one. I mean, in real life, a suppressor takes some sound away, but it’s not like the movies, there’s still a pretty good pop. You mentioned a Ruger earlier because the slugs and caliber would be good for one, a .22 perhaps. I’ve been told those can be pretty quiet. If this guy used something like that, that suggests planning, sophistication, and experience. Now, if this were your simple robbery, would the asshole you’re looking for be engaging in that kind of advance planning?”

“Well, we’re asking around,” Coolidge answered halfheartedly but then shook his head. “But I wouldn’t disagree with you.”

“And you won’t find anyone, because of my third reason.”

“Which is?”

Mac walked to Coolidge, holding up the last photo. “Look at the pattern of shots in the photos. Kane was shot four times, three sprayed randomly in his chest and one right in the center of his forehead. Weatherly has four random to his chest—two in his left shoulder, one just left of center mass, another in his right arm—and then one perfectly in the middle of his forehead, almost identical placement to Kane.”

“What are you saying?”

“The first two shots taken were the one to Kane’s head and then the one to Weatherly’s. The other seven are window dressing, Linc, for show, hoping an overworked police department low on investigative resources with more homicides than it knows what to do with will treat it for what it was intended to look like—a crazy, senseless robbery.” Mac looked over to Coolidge, who was nodding slightly. “But I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know, am I, Linc?”

“Not entirely true, Mac,” Coolidge answered, walking over and taking another look at the last photo. “I didn’t pick up on the shot pattern, but I think you’re right. Both of them were shot execution style in the forehead, dead center. The rest of the shots are for show—I think you’re right about that. Good catch.”

“So why did you think execution?” Mac asked.

“Your boy comes into town yesterday and immediately meets up with a guy from the EPA. They sit in the bar and open up a laptop, look at papers, and discuss this stuff for a couple hours. Then they end up dead just minutes later. When I show up, all that shit is missing. Why?”

“The killer wanted it.”

“Or whoever hired them did. If your analysis of the wounds is correct, then a professional took these guys out. It takes a pro to get those two shots in the forehead.”

“I don’t think it was just one killer, either,” Mac suggested.

“Ballistics says all the slugs are from the same gun. Why do you think there are killers, plural?”

“It’s a guess,” Mac answered as he walked to the area that would have been the rear of the car. “Wallets, phones, watches, pulling out pockets, taking luggage, laptops, cleaning out the glove box and center console—that takes time, too much time for one man. That’s too much exposure. One man may have been the shooter, but I’m thinking he had help. Maybe a driver who pulled up once the deed was done and helped grab everything. I could be wrong, but I’d bet the killer had help.”

“You could be right,” Coolidge stated after a moment of thought, looking at one of the photos. “Brutal. Just brutal.”

“They were killed in cold blood, Linc.”

“Yes, they were, Mac. So let me ask you a question. Why?”

Mac shrugged. “I don’t know. I have no clue.”

“Are you sure about that?” Coolidge asked. “I’ve got this double murder, and all of a sudden Washington’s biggest political powerbroker has his police emissary looking into the case. So I gotta ask—what do you know?”

“Me?”

“Yeah, you. What do you know, Mac?”

“I swear, nothing, Linc. I’ve never met either of these guys. The Judge came to me a few hours ago, and I made the call to you. Before that, I’d never heard of Shane Weatherly or Isador Kane,” Mac replied and then looked over to Coolidge and smirked. “You showed me the crime scene because you thought I might know something, didn’t you?”

Coolidge nodded.

“If I knew something, I’d tell you.”

“Would you, now?” Coolidge asked, skepticism oozing from his voice.

“I’m no shill,” Mac answered, his guard up just a little. “And Dixon is not playing me here. I don’t think he knows anything, unless he’s one hell of an actor, and I have a pretty good read on the Judge. He’s a straight shooter.”

“He’s in politics. He’s the epitome of politics. Politicians don’t shoot straight.”

“True that, but on something like this?” Mac shook his head. “He wouldn’t bullshit me—he didn’t bullshit me. If he did, he’d know we were done. His emotion was real. However, I take it from our discussion here that the trail to your shooter is pretty cold.”

“Frigid,” Coolidge replied. “We’re nearly forty-eight hours out, and I’ve got nothing on my killer or killers. No witnesses, nothing. The shooter did the deed, got what he wanted, and escaped sight unseen. The bodies weren’t found for another six to seven hours, so he—or if you’re right, they—may well be long gone by now.”

“I’d say that was likely,” Mac answered.

“This means, if I’m ever to find out who the killer is or who hired the killer, I’ve got to work the investigation through the victims.” Coolidge changed gears. “You’re not going to be looking over my shoulder on this one, are you?”

Mac shook his head. “Nah, this job is hard enough without someone riding shotgun on your ass. Besides, I’m out of here tomorrow for a long weekend back home. But it’s kind of an interesting case, so if you don’t mind, I might check in with you from time to time for an update.”

“I figured you might.”

“And with your blessing, Linc, I’d like to tell Dixon what I’ve learned here tonight. He’ll get it out of me anyway, and he could probably quietly arrange for access to some federal resources if you needed them for any reason.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. And if, upon learning what happened, the good Judge were to learn something and confide in you …”

“You’ll be the first person I call.”

“Right,” Coolidge replied and then, with a tinge of sarcasm, added, “Because you’re not a shill.”
  


CHAPTER THREE

“Meredith.”

St. Paul.

Meredith Hilary motored east along Ford Parkway through the intersection with Cleveland Avenue and turned her Mercedes right into the parking lot of the two-story office complex and searched for a parking place during the busy noon hour. She finally found a spot and slipped into the tight parking slot, shut off the engine, exhaled, and steeled herself for what she was about to hear. Five minutes later, she was admitted to the office of Private Investigator John Biggs.

It was not Meredith’s first brush with Biggs. Four years ago, Meredith’s first husband hired Biggs to follow her. Biggs caught her having an affair with her then boss and current husband. Now, four years later, she had the same suspicions about her husband once again having a wandering eye. Biggs was quite familiar with J. Frederick Sterling. He was the natural choice to see if he was once again straying.

As she sat herself down in the guest chair in front of Biggs’s desk, she saw the brown expandable folder with Sterling written on the white label. Her answers were inside, and she pretty much knew what the answers were.

“So, Mr. Biggs, what have you found?”

Biggs sat forward in his chair, his elbows on the desk, has hands clasped in front of him. “That your suspicions were well founded.”

“And is the affair with his client, Ms. Gentry?”

“Yes.”

“And you’re sure?”

“Quite sure,” Biggs replied. “I have photographs, and I have video. In fact, I have video from two nights ago in a hotel room in Bismarck.”

“Can I see the evidence?”

“You sure you want to?”

Meredith nodded.

Biggs turned his computer monitor towards her chair, pulled up a series of files, and clicked on the first one. Fifteen minutes later, Meredith had seen her husband kissing Gentry in his rental car and then the two of them having sex in his hotel room. How Biggs managed to essentially get inside the hotel room and get the footage, she did not know, or maybe even care to know, but he had the goods on her husband. Meredith watched as the woman writhed on top of her husband, and she watched as he then rolled Callie Gentry over and made love to that woman just the way he used to make love to her. It was shocking to see and hard to watch, and the anger slowly boiled inside her. Even worse, there were pictures of Frederick taking her to their house out on Lake Minnetonka. He was using their lake house for the affair. Meredith bitterly shook her head. Her husband was doing the same things now that he did with her four years ago.

Frederick was as caught as any man could be. She’d just witnessed the naked truth and, when being completely honest with herself, she wasn’t surprised. The signs had been there for awhile now, both that he may have been straying on a wife once again and that their marriage was not what she thought it would be. She scolded herself for thinking she could be the one to tame him. J. Frederick Sterling wasn’t a man who could be tamed.

“So what are you going to do?” Biggs asked.

“I’d like to kill him” was her initial response. After a moment of thought, she realized, “I have to think long and hard about that. It’s complicated.”

She had ideas of what she was going to do, but she needed to think things through, because if she divorced him, there were ramifications not only on her marriage but also on her professional life. They were both lawyers in the same prominent law firm, and Frederick was the firm’s biggest rainmaker. The firm would have his back, not hers. So how she handled the divorce would impact the future of her legal career. It could also impact her husband’s legal future. There were ethical rules in play—lawyers aren’t supposed to be sleeping with their clients. As for her financial future, that was a question tied into how she handled the affair. There were certain contractual rights, and then the pictures and video provided leverage to extract more.

“Do you and your husband have a pre-nup?”

Meredith nodded. “Yes.”

“And?”

“I get two million if we divorce within five years. If the marriage makes it beyond five years, there is another two million.”

Biggs nodded. “Well, as I recall, that’s more than his last wife got.”

“That’s true, but it’s still significantly less than half.”

“I don’t suppose you negotiated an infidelity clause?”

Meredith closed her eyes and slowly shook her head. She didn’t think she would need it, would need any of this. She was Meredith Hilary—smart, beautiful, his partner in law and life. Why would she need an infidelity clause?

How foolish.

• • •
 

Washington, DC.

Mac buckled himself into his plush-leather window seat in the staff seating section of Air Force One. Sally casually took her seat next to him, buckled in, and smiled as she watched Mac gaze around the spacious plane with the wide-eyed wonder of a little boy. She’d taken dozens of trips on the plane in her ten months working in the White House. It was old hat for her, so it was fun to see the excitement on his face and the shaking of his head as he looked around, not quite believing he was experiencing what he was experiencing. It reminded her of the first time Mac came to the West Wing and saw the Oval Office and, even better, the first time they went over to the president’s residence, and President Thomson served Mac drinks. Sally’s man couldn’t stand politics and all the “dicking around” politicians engaged in to accomplish absolutely nothing, but he understood and appreciated history enough to soak in the experiences, such as taking his first ride on Air Force One.

As Washington disappeared from view and the plane reached cruising altitude, Mac snorted a laugh.

“What?” Sally asked, leaning over to look out the window with him, slipping her right arm up around his broad, muscular shoulders.

“Cool … just … really cool,” Mac said, turning to face her, a big grin on his face. “This is another one off the bucket list. Heck, this one was never on it. Never could have imagined it.”

“Stick with me—I’ll take you more places you never thought possible,” Sally teased and then leaned in. “I know people now.”

“Do you ever,” Mac answered, squeezing her hand. “What are you going to do for an encore?”

Sally shrugged and sat back, laughing. “I don’t know. What do you want?”

Mac thought for a moment. “I don’t suppose you know anyone who could get me on Augusta National?”

“She doesn’t, but I do,” the Judge stated as he strode over to their seating area, twirling his trademark cigar in his fingers. “Sally, do you mind if I steal Mac for a while?”

“No problem, Judge,” she answered, reaching down into her shoulder bag and pulling out her cell phone. “I’m sure there is some work for you I could be doing.”

“Good. While you’re doing that, I’ll give him the real tour,” the Judge said with a wink and a sly smile, waving for Mac to follow, and then murmured just loud enough for her to hear, “I can access some places she can’t.”

“No fair.”

The Judge indeed took him on a full tour of the entire plane, finishing with a walk up to the president’s suite in the nose of the plane, where he was warmly greeted by the president and the First Lady. Then he took Mac up to the cockpit, where he met the pilots and checked out the view. Mac realized he was getting the tour usually reserved for National Geographic or 60 Minutes if they were interviewing the president or reporting about Air Force One. The tour ended in the president’s office, which sat just behind the cockpit. The office contained a small desk with a flat screen on one wall, with the Presidential Seal embellished on the wall behind the desk. Two leather chairs sat in front of the desk.

“Is it okay for us to be in here, Judge?” Mac asked, uncertain.

The Judge nodded. “I have certain privileges around here.” He waved to the leather chairs in front of the desk. He was using the president’s office, but even Judge Dixon wasn’t brazen enough to actually sit behind the desk. “Tell me.”

Mac spent a half hour laying out what he’d learned.

“Executed?” the Judge exclaimed, shocked, his mouth agape. “You’re sure? You’re absolutely sure?”

“Am I absolutely, one hundred percent, no chance it’s anything else sure?” Mac shook his head, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, looking the Judge in the eye, “No, Judge, but if you want my professional opinion, it sure looks like it to me. Coolidge thinks so as well and is investigating on that basis. The question, Judge, is why?”

The Judge sat back in his chair, stunned. “He’s a scientist. He’s probably never even harmed a fly because of its trickle-down effect on the ecosystem. Why would anyone want to kill him?”

“If he was executed, there was a reason beyond a couple credit cards, a watch, and a cell phone. He had a laptop and some papers he showed Kane. Those papers and the laptop were gone.”

“Any idea what the papers were about?”

Mac shook his head. “Does Shane’s dad know who he was working for?”

“I asked, but he didn’t know.”

“How hard did you ask?”

“Pretty hard. I pushed him again the other night, knowing you were going to look into this. He spoke to Shane a few times a week, staying in touch, but Thomas didn’t really know what he was working on. Has Coolidge found anything?”

“Two things, but who knows if they’re related. He’s determined that Shane flew into town from Minneapolis, but he actually started with a flight from Bismarck that day, so I presume he was working up in North Dakota—but again, we don’t know that for sure. Second, he recently deposited twenty thousand dollars into his bank account from a company or entity called Soutex Solutions.”

“And who is Soutex … Solutions?”

“I don’t know,” Mac answered, shaking his head. “Coolidge is looking into it, but for now the trail stops at a post office box in New Orleans.”

The Judge steepled his fingers under his chin, deep in thought. After a moment, he said, “I assume he is still looking into that?”

“I presume so,” Mac replied. “If Weatherly and Kane were executed, they were killed by a pro. The pro is probably long gone by now.”

“How does he investigate the case, then?”

“The harder way, he’s trying to figure out why they were killed and who wanted them dead. So he is looking into Soutex Solutions to see who they are and what Shane might have been doing for them. It’s the only option he has at this point.”

“I see.”

Mac could almost see the wheels turning in the Judge’s brain. “I did, of course, tell Coolidge I’d be telling you what I’d learned.”

“What else did you tell him?”

“I suggested that you might be willing to discreetly allocate some federal resources if he asked, through me of course. We couldn’t have Coolidge go direct.”

“Good boy,” the Judge replied approvingly.

“So if he calls to ask, Judge, I’ll let you know.”

“And you’ll check in with him soon?”

“I told him I’d check back with him when I got back to town.”

The Judge nodded and stood up and extended his hand. “Mac, that is all I could have asked for and more. Thank you.”

“I’m sorry about your loss, Judge. I’m glad you asked for my help.”

“Thank you, Michael.” Then the Judge shifted gears back to political mode. “Tonight will be fun, I think. It’ll be good to be back in Minnesota. We’ll see a lot of friendly faces.”

“At least you will, Judge. Me?” Mac shook his head. “Other than Sally, probably not my type of crowd—not many people I’ll know, or to be honest, really care to know.”

“You never can tell,” the Judge said lightly—and then with a mischievous tone, “You might be surprised.”

• • •
 

Mac adjusted his black bow tie in the mirror, making sure it was evenly tied and level. One of his first purchases once he arrived in Washington, after the brownstone, was a tuxedo. Sally said he’d need one for events if he intended to escort her. “Of course, if you don’t want to, I’m sure I could find someone else.” That was not going to happen, so a tux it was, and while he’d never admit it to Sally, he kind of liked wearing it.

“Do you need any help with your tie?” Sally asked from the bathroom.

“No, I think I have it this time,” Mac answered, lightly adjusting the bow tie, leveling it out one more time, assessing how he looked in the tuxedo perfectly sized to his wiry, athletic six-foot-one body. He looked good.

“What do you think?” Sally asked from behind him.

He turned to look. “Wow! Just … wow!”

“Yeah?” Sally blushed, twirling around for him.

“You look … amazing,” Mac answered. She was wearing a long dark-plum dress hugging tightly to her shapely body, with a long slit that revealed her slender, toned left leg. The neckline plunged just low enough to tastefully display her breasts. “Are you trying to impress someone tonight?” She always looked good at these kinds of events, but tonight she’d taken it to a whole new level with a dose of serious glamour.

Sally smiled, walked up, and pecked him lightly on the lips, “Just you, babe. Just you.”

“Mission accomplished, then. You look like you’re going to walk the red carpet at the Oscars.”

“Yeah?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“I kind of thought so too,” Sally answered playfully, walking over to her shoulder bag and pulling out some papers. “I have another reason for going the extra mile tonight.”

“Oh? What’s that?” Mac asked warily, noticing the playful yet warning tone in her voice.

“Take a look at the guest list. There is someone coming that you should know about.”

Mac took the list from her and started scanning down it, and then he saw it. “Seriously?”

Twenty minutes later, Mac was quiet as he and Sally rode the elevator down.

Meredith.

It all came flooding back.

Mac met Meredith Hilary at a hockey party his junior year at the University of Minnesota. She was hauntingly attractive, with dark green eyes, a bright smile, and long legs to match her long, black, wavy hair. And she was smart—studying to go to law school, which Mac had been giving thought to as well, rather than going into the family business, the St. Paul Police Department. He had a new girlfriend at the time, but Meredith was unattached, and once she met him, she pursued him. Mac didn’t really fight it—he let her catch him.

He was in love and thought she was too.

They married in a lavish wedding ceremony after their second year of law school. Life seemed set. Mac had a six-figure job lined up post-law school, which meshed well with her similar job offer from the Williams, Charles & Boylan firm.

Meredith was happy, their life on a trajectory of success, much like the life of her parents—her father, a retired General Mills executive and her mother, a renowned vascular surgeon. They’d provided Meredith a privileged life, and she wanted the same for her and Mac, and they were on their way.

Then tragedy struck.

Two weeks before he was to start his job as an attorney, Mac’s two cousins, his two best friends, the co-best men at his wedding, St. Paul uniform cops, were murdered in the line of duty. Carrying their caskets to the cemetery, Mac, the only McRyan not in uniform, felt the calling of the family business.

After the funeral, and without first discussing it with Meredith, he went to Charlie Flanagan, the chief of police and family friend, and joined the St. Paul Police Department. The legal career would have to wait.

Meredith was not on board with the abrupt course change.

She wanted the professional success and the status that would come with it—the wealth, the big house, the fancy cars, the beautiful children who went to expensive private schools and colleges. She wanted the good life, and she wanted the trophy husband to go with it. She didn’t set out to marry a cop.

It took a few years. She hung in there for a while, hoping he’d come around, but Mac not only didn’t give it up, he worked his ass off to make detective in just a few years. He was all in on being a cop.

Mac was successful, but it wasn’t the kind of success Meredith had expected or, in the end, wanted.

Eventually, she started drifting away. At first it was working late at night. Then she was taking long work trips out of town. After awhile, she wouldn’t answer her phone when he called. At home, their interactions were perfunctory in nature, and their sex life had come to a slow but sure halt.

All the telltale signs were there.

Mac hired an old family friend, John Biggs, who’d retired as a police detective and become a private investigator. Biggs tailed Meredith for a few weeks and caught her having an affair with J. Frederick Sterling, the most powerful lawyer in her firm of high-powered lawyers. He was older, in his mid-forties, but he was handsome and rich, and he fulfilled her image of what she wanted and where she wanted to go. Mac suspected she pursued Sterling in the way she’d pursued him. If Meredith wanted something, she generally got it.

Once Mac saw the pictures and video of the affair, there was no doubt what the end result would be. He was done, but it would end on his terms. Mac used the investigative information to put the screws to Meredith in their divorce.

At the time of the affair, Sterling was also married and for the second time. With his second wife, there was a prenuptial agreement that included an infidelity clause that provided that if he was caught cheating, it would cost him five million dollars.

Mac played hardball.

He told Meredith he would use the pictures. He showed her an envelope addressed to Sterling’s wife that contained copies of the photos. The only way he wouldn’t mail it was if she agreed to his terms, which were that he got everything—the house, their investments, and the minority ownership interest in the Grand Brew Coffee Shop investment, the investment that eventually made Mac rich. The deal was, he got everything, or he’d use the pictures to kill her career and screw Sterling.

The last time he’d seen Meredith was four years ago in the kitchen of their home when he gave her twenty-four hours to accept his terms and then told her to get out of the house.

Sally noticed the vacant stare on his face as the elevator doors opened. “Are you okay?”

Mac shook himself from the memories of four years ago. “Fine.”

“Liar,” Sally answered as she hooked her arm through Mac’s. “Maybe you won’t even see her or talk to her. She’ll probably avoid you every bit as much as you’ll avoid her.”

“One can only hope.”

The divorce from Meredith was a bitter memory that Sally had helped him put deep into his mental storage. Yet, no matter how much he knew that things had worked out for the better—that he was with Sally, someone who loved him unconditionally, the divorce was nevertheless something that still angered him. He viewed it as a personal failure. He’d failed at few things in his life, but to have failed at his marriage, regardless of the reasons for the failure, was something that burned him to this day. But it had also motivated him, and while he’d never said a word to anyone else, every day he wanted to prove Meredith wrong. He wanted to prove that doing what he did as a cop was worthwhile, that police work was a good career, and that you could have success. His last couple years proved it. She couldn’t possibly have missed all the press stories about the election investigation or the hunt for the Reaper last summer.

They walked into the reception hall, and one part of Meredith got to him right away.

“Mac! Oh, Mac!” Ann Hilary yelled happily, coming up to give him an enthusiastic hug. “Oh, it is so good to see you!”

The odd juxtaposition was that as bitter as Mac’s divorce was from Meredith, her parents still loved him, especially her mother. Meredith was their daughter, but that didn’t mean they agreed with all of her life choices. One night, not long after the divorce was final, Mac ran into Edmund Hilary at a restaurant, and Meredith’s father flat out told him, “Mac, Ann and I are really sorry about what happened. We think Meredith made a huge mistake she’ll end up regretting.”

Mac was happy to see the two of them.

“Mac, you look great,” Ann said, cupping his face in her hands, smiling up at him.

“Thank you, Ann. It’s good to see you.”

Ann Hilary looked to her right and took a look at Sally and smiled. “Oh, Mac, is this ravishing woman your fiancée?”

“Yes, she is. Ann Hilary, please meet White House Deputy Director of Communications, and my fiancée, Sally Kennedy.”

“Oh, congratulations, Sally,” Ann said excitedly, shaking Sally’s hand enthusiastically and then said under her breath, “We just love Mac. You are a very lucky lady.”

“Yes, I am,” Sally answered, smiling, although Mac could tell she was a little off balance, wondering if his former in-laws were for real.

“Mac, boy, how are you?” Edmund Hilary greeted him, walking up with two glasses of red wine, handing one to Ann and then extending his hand. “Good to see you, son.” He looked to his right. “You remember Ann’s brother, Teddy Archer?”

“How could I forget? How are you, Teddy?”

“I’m well, Mac, thanks for asking. You’re looking sharp.”

“Thanks.”

“I wasn’t talking to you, Mac. I was talking to this lovely lady right here.”

“Teddy, Teddy, Teddy,” Ann scolded. “This is Mac’s fiancée, Sally Kennedy. Sally, this is my brother, Teddy.”

“Good grief, son, everything’s coming up blackjack for you.” Teddy guffawed in Mac’s direction. “Like that Grand Brew deal. I’m a pro at the investment game, and I’ve never gotten a return like that.”

“Just lucky, I guess.”

“Lucky, my ass.”

The five of them engaged in warm conversation for a few minutes before the Hilarys and Teddy moved off to work the crowd.

“Okay, that was just a little awkward!” Sally said, chuckling, as she and Mac made their way to one of the bars for a drink. “Was that for show or …”

“No, that was the real deal,” Mac answered. “Her parents are great. Ann is a saint, an absolute saint. They must have apologized a half dozen times after the divorce went down. Meredith got their ambition, drive, and brains, but I don’t think she ever got their heart.”

“And that Teddy, man, he is a piece of work.”

Mac nodded. “Don’t let the good-old-boy act fool you. That guy is a shark. He was an investment banker, had his own firm here in town for years, and made a big old pile of money before he sold out.”

“He seemed to like you.”

Mac shrugged. “Yeah, but that was a little bit of a show too. Teddy never had kids, although, by last count, he has three ex-wives.”

“How come?”

“He was a raging workaholic. Always chasing money and women, and he just wasn’t much on a regular home type of life. So Meredith was like his surrogate child. That Grand Brew compliment”—Mac shook his head—“that was a veiled shot. Half of that could have been hers, and I’m sure that pisses him off.”

“She hasn’t exactly been living in squalor,” Sally retorted. “Sterling is one of the richest lawyers in town.”

“And Teddy helped him get richer.”

“Really?”

“Oh, yeah,” Mac replied. “One of the ways Meredith got into Sterling’s firm to begin with was Teddy. Sterling did legal work for Teddy for a long time, so when Meredith was looking to get hired, Teddy made some calls, and Sterling interviewed her, and the rest, shall we say, is history.”

“So you could say Teddy was responsible for those two meeting.”

“Yup,” Mac answered. “Unlike her parents, Teddy wasn’t disappointed when she took up with him. I’m pretty sure he thought Sterling was an upgrade for her.”

“And with his goddaughter in the firm, Teddy had continued access to Sterling.”

“And more importantly, Sterling’s clients, all of whom had money,” Mac answered. “Teddy ran an investment fund, so he made all his money with other people’s money.”

Sally’s mouth was agape. “Is he really that craven?”

“I don’t know for sure,” Mac answered, wanting to talk about something else. “I think he cares for Meredith. However, if in helping her he could figure out an angle to help himself too? He wouldn’t analyze the right or wrong of that. In that sense, he and Meredith are very much alike.”

For the next hour, Sally worked the room with Mac in tow, saying hello to the DFL party dignitaries and other political—and in a few cases, personal—friends of the president. Mac did his duty, making small talk with people, answering hockey questions for the people who remembered him from his playing days, but he couldn’t help but make a few extra trips to the bar to avoid the politicos, most of whom he really couldn’t care less about.

Eventually, everyone took their seats at their tables in a ballroom filled with over three thousand people, and the president of the United States entered the festivities to “Hail to the Chief.” Dinner was served, and speeches were given. As much as he didn’t want to, Mac had to admit, a fun, relaxed, and joyful atmosphere swept over the room—odd for politics, where people often were oh so careful with what they said, fearful of offending, of losing status, or not getting ahead. Tonight, jokes were told, and the evening turned into something of a freewheeling roast. President James Thomson had the ability to put people at ease and be real. He was happy to be home. The president was savoring the moment of the one-year anniversary of his election and was clearly in the mood to have a good time. It infected the entire room, and Mac was finally able to relax and enjoy the night.

After the formal program finished, a band began playing, and the dance floor was cleared, and the party got going. “Looks like you could use another drink,” Sally suggested and then leaned in. “Would you get me another white wine?” she added, kissing the bottom of his earlobe. “You know how much I love the Chardonnay—a couple more, and you could get lucky.”

“Right away, then,” Mac replied with a smile and pushed himself up from the table and made his way to the bar. “I need a Seagram’s Seven and a glass of Chardonnay, please.”

“Hello, Mac.”

He knew the soft, sultry voice.

It had been four years, but it was unmistakable.

He shook his head lightly, sighed, and turned around to see Meredith. She looked stunning in an elegant black gown hanging tightly to her long, slender figure.

“Meredith.”

She noted the clipped response but took one hesitant step closer. “You look good, Mac.”

“I feel good.”

She nodded but took another step. “It’s been a long time.”

“Four years.”

“You look good, really good. You do,” she said, reaching for his arm awkwardly, not sure she should do more.

“So do you, Meredith,” Mac answered stiffly, noticing the number of men leering at his ex-wife. There were probably a few wives giving their husbands a dirty look or a vicious kick under the table.

“I understand congratulations are in order,” Meredith said lightly, looking back to Sally, who was engrossed in conversation with the Judge and his wife at the table near the front. “Sally looks very happy. She really does.”

“Yeah, she does,” Mac answered uneasily, not sure what to make of his ex-wife’s warm approach.

“So do you.” Meredith was genuinely being gracious. Mac dropped his guard and relaxed, but only a little, looking for the joker in the deck. “I hear congratulations are in order for you as well. You made partner at the firm—that’s great. I know how important that was to you.”

“Yeah, I did,” she answered distractedly, looking back to her left. Mac shifted his eyes in that direction as well and saw her husband, J. Frederick Sterling, talking to a shorter, attractive woman Mac gauged to be in her early forties. The conversation looked comfortable between the two. Meredith’s eyes narrowed, and her lips puckered.

That’s interesting, Mac thought, noticing the darkening of her expression. “So, how are things with you and your husband?” It was a question and a dig.

“Fine,” Meredith replied with her own clipped response, her arms now folded sternly across her chest, still looking back at the table. She turned back to him and let her arms relax. “You two set a date yet?”

“No,” Mac answered, looking his ex-wife in the eye, trying to get a read on her and whether she was playing an angle, while adding, “It’s a little tough with her job, you know.”

“Ah, yes, working at the White House,” she said with raised eyebrows and a smile. “Pretty cool stuff.”

“Sally seems to think so.”

“You don’t?”

Mac thought back to his tour of Air Force One earlier in the day. “It has its perks on occasion.”

“You must be really proud of her.”

“I am,” Mac answered with a smile, but he couldn’t figure out whether he was being played or she was being sincere. He wanted her to stop. There were years of anger built up that she was effectively chipping away at.

“You’ve done some pretty impressive things as of late yourself,” she added, and now Mac was dumbfounded. Was this his ex-wife he was talking to who was complimenting him on his investigative work—the work she’d always degraded and felt was beneath him and certainly her?

He wasn’t sure how to respond, so he simply said, “Thanks.”

She started moving closer. “You know, Mac, I owe—”

Just then, Sally approached, wrapping her arms around him. She must have been observing the conversation and decided it was time to intervene. As usual, her timing was impeccable.

“Sally, you remember Meredith, don’t you?”

“I do,” Sally answered, reaching out and shaking her hand.

“Congratulations on your engagement. You both look very happy,” Meredith answered with a shy smile.

“We are, Meredith, we really are,” Sally answered with a big smile, beaming, and then looked up to Mac. “I want to dance,” she said and grabbed his hand, leading him away.

“You two go,” Meredith said. “Good to see you, Mac.”

Sally led him to the dance floor, and they slow danced. While they did, Mac glanced toward Meredith, who had made her way back to her table. She was in an animated discussion with her husband.

“Looks like there’s a little trouble in paradise,” Sally observed with amusement, gazing in the same direction.

“You might be right,” Mac answered, observing his ex-wife and the look on her face. Meredith wasn’t happy as J. Frederick Sterling walked away. It was clear he was leaving for the night. “Looks like you’re exactly right. I’ve been on the other end of that look. She is not happy.”

“No, no she’s not. No soft words, no hug, no kiss goodbye, no saying good night to anyone at his wife’s table, which includes her parents. No, I’d say she’s royally pissed,” Sally answered, looking up at him with a smile. “See how much better off you are with me?”

“There’s no question about that.”

“So how was your conversation with Meredith, anyway?” she asked, back to focusing on him as they danced slowly.

“A little awkward,” Mac answered, chuckling. “She had me completely flummoxed.”

“Flummoxed?”

Mac nodded. “Flummoxed.”

“How so?”

“She was very cordial and nice.”

“And you were surprised by that?”

“You know how our divorce went down,” Mac answered. “I never expected a pleasant word with her again, nor did I really care if I ever had one.”

“Sometimes people can surprise you,” Sally replied, sliding in closer to him, their faces inches apart. “You know what I think?”

“What?”

“I think she took one look at you in this tux and suddenly said to herself, ‘What in the hell was I thinking? How could I have walked away from all of that? I must have been out of my mind.’ That’s what she was thinking.”

“I seriously doubt that,” Mac demurred.

“I don’t,” Sally answered, tenderly cupping his face with her right hand. “I don’t.”

They danced in silence for a few minutes, Sally resting her head on his shoulder. He could feel her breath on his neck, her lips brushing against his skin.

“You know what I think?” Sally murmured, kissing his neck.

“What?”

She looked up into his blue eyes. “I think it’s getting late. I think my fiancé went above and beyond the call of duty tonight and might have even had a little bit of a good time in the process. I think, as a reward, I should get him upstairs so he and I can continue this dance in private.”

“I love it when you lead.”
  


CHAPTER FOUR

“What did she do, admit it?”

Lake Minnetonka was located twenty minutes west of Minneapolis and served as one of the pleasure grounds of the Twin Cities’ wealthy elite. The lake itself was large and irregularly shaped by numerous bays, peninsulas, and islands that made it seem like a collection of many lakes. The winding and weaving shoreline created over one hundred miles of extremely expensive real estate dotted with large mansions, homes, and cottages owned by the well-to-do of the Twin Cities. Even the smallest houses that would come on the market would go for millions, as long as they were on the lake.

And of course, a fair share of debauchery, lasciviousness, and even criminality had taken place around the lake over the years, perhaps the most notorious of which was the Minnesota Vikings Love Boat adventure, which appeared to include all three types of those behaviors.

However, the lake was not often the site of a murder, let alone a double murder.

Orono Police Chief Annie Nelson pulled to a stop in front of the yellow crime scene tape, finding a place between the three police patrol units already on location. She checked her watch. It was 3:32 A.M., and the sun was still at least two hours away from peeking over the eastern horizon. Nelson took one last hit of her coffee before she slid out of her Explorer.

Her destination was the house right ahead, resting on the south side of Crystal Bay, which technically put the house within the city limits of Minnetonka Beach. Yet the apparent double murder awaiting her inside the house was within the jurisdiction of the police department for the city of Orono, the larger yet still lightly populated suburb that sat directly north across the large bay and provided the police services for Minnetonka Beach and a few other small, nearby Lake Minnetonka communities.

Nelson glanced to her left to see a Channel Six News truck pulling up. A double murder out on the lake would draw attention, even at this extremely early hour, and she was sure this would not be the last media vehicle to arrive. She walked along the front sidewalk to the front steps to find one of her officers waiting. “What do we have?”

“You better see for yourself, Chief,” the officer replied grimly and waved for Nelson to follow.

The patrol officer led Nelson into the house, turned left down a hallway, and then stopped. “Chief, I’m just warning you, it’s a pretty horrific scene.”

“Okay,” Nelson replied and then stepped into the bedroom. “Oh … my.”

The officer’s warning was on the mark.

The room reeked of the heavy smell of death.

There were two bodies: a man with black, albeit graying, hair was lying on top of a woman, a brunette. The bodies were riddled with bullet holes. There was heavy blood splatter to the right side of the bed, with the sheets, blankets, pillows, lampshades, and window curtains soaked in it, along with splatter high up the wall and over the bed. It had been a frenzy of shooting. The bodies gruesomely lay in an expansive pool of blood.

“Okay, has anyone called the Hennepin County sheriff?” Chief Nelson asked. Her small department did not have the resources or expertise to investigate this one on their own. In such cases, they called in investigators from the county.

The patrol officer nodded. “The call has been made. Detectives are on the way.”

“Okay, good.” Nelson then looked at the bodies. “Who are they?” she asked as she approached the right side of the bed, being careful to stay clear of the blood pool.

“I found this wallet in some trousers out in the living room,” the patrol officer replied, handing a wallet to Nelson. “The man’s name is J. Frederick Sterling. Lives in Minneapolis, according to his license. He’s an attorney, it appears. His Minnesota law license is in one of the slots in the wallet. We checked, and Sterling is the owner of the premises.”

“And the woman?” Nelson asked.

• • •
 

St. Paul.

President Thomson was taking the day off, but the political operation was not. Sally was still back at the Hilton in Minneapolis with the Judge and the rest of the staff, working, while President Thomson retreated to his home in Afton, an affluent bedroom community fifteen miles east of St. Paul.

Mac had no interest in hanging around the hotel all day, especially when he and Sally were staying in the Twin Cities for the weekend. He contacted a car service, took a comfortable ride in a new Town Car, and arrived home twenty minutes later.

They might have been living in Washington, but Mac and Sally kept their St. Paul house. It was Sally’s house to begin with. Mac moved in six months after they started dating. It was nice enough when he moved in, but then he went to work on updating and modernizing it. When he got millions for his ownership interest in the Grand Brew coffee chain, one of the first things he did was pay off the remaining mortgage as a birthday gift to Sally. They owned the house free and clear in a desirable neighborhood of mature homes that were not just retaining but increasing their value. With all of his work, it now had four bedrooms, including a spacious-enough master, a remodeled modern kitchen, a newly finished man-cave basement, and a large paver patio with a Jacuzzi tub and bonfire pit. When they came back to Minnesota, he would be completely content living in the house. Would Sally? Well, that might be another story. She’d made noises about wanting to be on water. Well, there were thousands of lakes two hours north of the Cities, and he wouldn’t mind a cabin on one of those someday.

The streets of the Macalester-Groveland neighborhood were quiet late on a Friday morning, a light November wind blowing loose orange, red, and brown leaves across the sun-drenched driveway as he strolled up to the house’s small side portico. He pressed his way inside, turned off the alarm, and turned up the thermostat. His cousins, Shawn and Paddy, checked on the house a few times a week, though Mac tried to get home every couple of months, usually coinciding with when the president went on overseas trips, taking his staff, including Sally, with him. If she wasn’t in Washington, he saw no reason to be there. He would come home, see his family, hang out with the boys, and sometimes get himself involved with the odd investigation.

Sally wouldn’t be home until sometime after 6:00 P.M., and there were dinner plans in place over in downtown Minneapolis with three other couples, all good friends of Sally’s, although Mac liked them all. That left him free for the afternoon. He pulled out his phone, tapped into the directory, and hit the icon he wanted.

The fat man answered on the second ring. “Cop Hollywood, how ya doing?”

“Living the dream, Dicky Boy, living the dream. Are you free for lunch, or you hot on a case?”

“I’m not hot on anything. I’m on vacation. Meet me at the pub in a half hour.”

The pub was McRyan’s Pub, the other McRyan family business. For four generations, the McRyan family had served as cops, and then when they retired from policing, they served at McRyan’s Pub. A full cop pension and a steady paycheck at the pub set family members up for a comfortable and stable retirement.

Located on West Seventh Street, two blocks south of the Xcel Energy Center arena, the pub was the favored watering hole of the St. Paul police and Minnesota Wild hockey fans. Mac burst through the front door and was immediately greeted with warm and loving derision by all of the retired officers now riding a barstool and bemoaning their pensions. Mac greeted everyone with handshakes, pats on the back, and in a couple of cases, bear hugs and a few fist bumps. The final greeting was a big hug from his Uncle Shamus, the McRyan man in charge of the establishment. After ten minutes, Shamus was called away to tend to a matter, and the ever-rotund Richard Lich, otherwise known as Dick Lick, ambled on in, also to a raucous welcome. Everyone loved Lich. Mac shook his head at his old partner’s attire, a well-worn black and gray nylon sweat suit wrapped around his belly with Velcro-strapped sneakers on his feet.

“Tony Soprano called. He wants his sweat suit back,” Mac joked.

“Fuhuhk you, and tell Tony to fuhgeddaboutit,” Dick answered as they warmly shook hands.

“Well, a guy dressed like that could probably use a beer.” Mac bought beers, grabbed menus and two trays of popcorn, and they retired to a back booth.

“So how are things, Engagement Boy?” Dick asked, sipping from his Summit Pale Ale. “I take it she still hasn’t come to her senses.”

“Not yet, but I live on edge every day. How’s Dot?”

“She’s great and said to say hello. Now that she owns the diner, she’s working her ass off, so I don’t see quite as much of her as I’d like.”

“I know you—that’s to your benefit. People can only take so much,” Mac needled. “I mean, I had to go to Washington to get a break.”

“I can’t begin to tell you how much I miss you,” Dick replied, rolling his eyes.

“So, vacation? Seriously?” Mac asked, surprised. He could never remember Dick taking paid time off, even in his days when he was mailing it in after his second divorce. “Since when do you take vacation?”

“Since I was ordered to,” Dick answered, sipping from his beer. “I had to. I have so much time built up, I needed to start using some of it, or it would go bye-bye. Now, I have a great many weaknesses, my boy, but throwing money away ain’t one of them.”

“That’s for sure.”

“Easy to say when you have plenty of it,” Dick scolded.

“Fair point,” Mac answered, suitably admonished. “Lunch is on me. So, how long are you off for?”

“Through next Tuesday,” Lich answered, tossing some popcorn into his mouth. “So really, what’s new?”

Mac shrugged and then smiled. “Well, Sally and I did see Meredith last night.”

“Oh, do tell.”

Three hours later, Mac was done talking about his former wife and was now waiting on his future one. “Sally, are you almost ready?” Mac bellowed up the steps, checking his watch. They were supposed to be on their way to a restaurant in downtown Minneapolis.

“Just about, just about,” she yelled down.

In his experience, he knew that a double “just about” meant at least ten minutes. They were going to be late.

He hated being late.

Sally, on the other hand, seldom seemed bothered by the concept.

Mac took the last sip from his glass of wine as the television played in the background. He grabbed the remote, plopped himself down on the couch, and flipped around the various channels, eventually stopping on the Wild game, which was just starting. When he and Dick left the pub a few hours ago, it was just starting to fill up with fans looking to pre-game.

One minute into the game, the Wild lit the lamp. “Nice play, Mikael Granlund,” Mac cheered loudly as the Wild’s crafty center slid a pass to a wide-open Zach Parise, who went bar down on the shot past the goaltender, 1-0 Wild. “That goal was sick.”

“Wild score?” Sally asked as she hustled down the steps, casually dressed in a tight V-neck black top, red leather jacket, skin-tight blue jeans, and black stiletto-heel boots. She could be late all she wanted, looking like that.

“Yes, a beauty for Parise.” Mac answered, turning down the sound and flipping away from the game to channel six, which was promoting the ten o’clock news for later with footage from a double murder out on Lake Minnetonka. Something about the house looked familiar to him.

“Are you ready?” Sally asked.

“Yes. We’re going to Brock’s Steak over in Minneapolis, right?” Mac asked for final confirmation as he grabbed the keys for his Yukon off the counter.

“Yes. I hear the food is to die for. They do it family style—pick your steak, then your sides. It’s so your kind of place.”

“It sure looked good online,” Mac answered, leading them out the door. “And they have these bourbon flights. I’m looking to get into those.”

“Well, then, I better make sure I have my license,” Sally said, checking her purse. “Sounds like I could be driving us home.”

• • •
 

Brock’s Steak was as advertised. Everyone sat around the table, stuffed full of steak, buttery mashed potatoes, seasoned asparagus, rich spinach, red wine, and many flights of bourbon. There was no dessert, simply some coffee and light talk about a possible nightcap at a bar across Hennepin Avenue from the restaurant. While these were Sally’s friends, Mac liked them all. The husbands were all good guys he had plenty in common with and bonded with. One of the husbands, a big Wild fan, was checking his phone.

“Jeff Peterson, put your phone away,” his wife, Stacy, admonished teasingly, lightly punching him on the arm. “I swear to God, you can’t go ten minutes without checking that thing.”

“So did the Wild win?” Mac asked. He knew Jeff the best of the guys at the table.

“Four to two. They’re on fire,” Jeff answered. “But I was also checking out this story about this double murder out on Lake Minnetonka. Some bigwig, downtown lawyer named Sterling was killed.”

Mac and Sally immediately shared a look.

“Did you say Sterling?” Mac asked.

“Yeah, the lawyer’s name was Judd Frederick Sterling, age forty-nine, of Minneapolis. Why? Do you know him?”

“And you said double murder?” Sally asked.

“Yes,” Jeff answered. “Why?”

“If you’ll excuse me,” Mac answered as he stood up, reached in his pocket, and walked quickly away from the table and into the restaurant’s small side bar, where he found a quiet corner. Sally followed him.

He began working his phone.

“Meredith? Are you thinking Meredith?”

“That’s what I’m thinking, but her name doesn’t appear anywhere in the story,” Mac answered as he scrolled down with his thumb. “If they were releasing Sterling’s name, you’d assume her name would be in the story. But all it says is Sterling and another woman.” He read down further. “The Hennepin County sheriff and Orono police are investigating the case.” Mac clicked out of the story and went into his phone directory, thumbed down, clicked a name, and put the phone to his ear.

“Who are you calling?”

“A friend. Heidi Laine at the Hennepin County Sheriff’s Office. She always has the 4-1-1 on things.”

“We should go,” Sally suggested.

“Yeah, I’ll get the car, and you say good-bye.”

Mac and Sally skipped the post-dinner drink. Twenty minutes later while driving home, Mac had an answer. He hung up and shook his head. “Not good.”

“So?”

“The other woman was not Meredith.”

“Thank God,” Sally replied with some relief.

“Well, yeah, I suppose,” Mac answered. “But there was still another woman. A woman named Callie Gentry. Sterling and Gentry were shot a combined thirteen times in the bed at Sterling’s house out on Lake Minnetonka. Heidi said she heard it was just a grisly scene, blood everywhere.” He shook his head. “I knew I recognized that house on the channel six promo back at home.”

“How?”

“Because when Meredith was running around on me, one of the places she and Sterling went was that lake place. Johnny Biggs, the investigator I hired, had the photos. That was one of the places Sterling took her to.”

“Poetic justice, I suppose,” Sally answered.

“Supposedly, this Gentry woman was at the reception last night. When I was talking to Meredith, I saw Sterling talking to a pretty attractive brunette, and I could tell Meredith wasn’t happy about it.”

“You know what this means, don’t you?” Sally asked. “The spouse is always the prime suspect if their husband is murdered.”

“She’s more than a suspect, Sally. My contact says she’s going to be arrested and charged.”

“That quickly?” Sally asked, shocked. “What did she do, admit it?”

“No, she didn’t do that,” Mac answered. “But Heidi says the word is, the case is solid. Flimsy alibi and tons of motive, because apparently Meredith had just learned he was having an affair earlier in the day.”

“That’s not good.”

“It gets worse,” Mac replied. “Her prints are on the murder weapon, and witnesses have her fleeing the scene in her Mercedes.” He ran his left hand over his face and sighed. “It doesn’t make sense, though.”

“Why not? I’m envisioning Meredith finding those two in the act and snapping. I mean, that sure sounds like what happened.”

“Exactly, Sal,” Mac answered. “But Meredith, I know her. She wouldn’t react like that. That’s not her.”

Sally laughed, still the former prosecutor. “Come on, Mac. You know as well as I do that you should never underestimate the volatility of a spouse betrayed. I’ve seen it too many times, and from plenty of people you’d never, ever have thought capable of such a vicious act. People who didn’t have a violent bone in their body. But in the heat of the moment, anyone is capable of it. Anyone. I mean, remember, we saw her when Sterling left—she was pissed.”

Mac couldn’t disagree. “Yes, she was.” He couldn’t really argue with Sally’s logic. In that moment, seeing what she may have seen, her husband and another woman, in their lake house, in a place he’d taken her a few years earlier, engaging in the same pattern, all her well-laid plans and dreams going up in flames.

Everyone has their breaking point.

That would be what the prosecutor would argue. Heck, it was the base outline of their opening statement. He shook his head slowly and blew out a sigh. “I don’t know, maybe you’re right but … man …” His words drifted off, his head still shaking in disbelief of it all. “I can’t believe it. If she did do it, her life is toast, Sally.”

Sally changed directions. “You mentioned she asked for a lawyer. Who did she get?”

“Lyman Hisle.”

“Well, then, at least she’s got the best. She’s got a chance.”
  


CHAPTER FIVE

“Karma is one angry bitch.”

Lyman Hisle was a criminal defense attorney without peer in the Twin Cities. The case of Meredith Hilary—a double murder and the sure-fire local media attention it would draw—was right in his wheelhouse. That, and Edmund and Ann Hilary, as well as Teddy Archer, Meredith’s godfather, were all close, personal friends. Their daughter and goddaughter would get his best in representing her.

And it would be a tough case, which was apparent when Lyman discussed it with Meredith last evening, listened to the detectives question Meredith, and not to mention his conversation with the Hennepin County Attorney, Candace Johnson.

His client, to put it charitably, was in a spot.

“Meredith, kiddo, here’s how I see things. Thursday morning, you met with your private investigator, who confirmed that your husband was having an affair with a woman named Callie Gentry, a woman who was also his client, a woman who’d spent a great deal of time in your and your husband’s law firm for the past several months. He shows you these pictures of her having sex with your husband.” Lyman held them up. “He even has pictures of Sterling taking Gentry to your house out on Lake Minnetonka, not to mention actual video of them having sex. That night, after you’ve confirmed the affair, you and your husband go to the president’s birthday reception and, lo and behold, who is also in attendance? Callie Gentry, of course. So, just after you’ve seen pictures and video of Sterling and Gentry having sex, she shows up at that event, and on top of that, the two of them left the event together. Oh sure, they didn’t walk out of the hall together, but the Hennepin County sheriff’s detectives have pictures and surveillance video of them getting into his car together. Then, the next morning, your husband and Ms. Gentry are found dead, shot a combined thirteen times at your lake home, with your gun, which has your fingerprints on it.”

“Lyman, she didn’t do this,” Edmund Hilary asserted.

“Edmund, I’m talking to your daughter here,” Lyman scolded. “She needs to hear this, as do you, because this is the Cliff Notes version of the prosecution’s very convincing opening statement.” Lyman looked back at Meredith, whose eyes were squarely on him. “The Hennepin County attorney tells me there are no signs of forced entry into the house, and witnesses, shortly after the shots were heard, saw a silver Mercedes sedan racing away from the scene. You own a silver Mercedes S550, and you arrived at the Orono police station in it, and witnesses shown pictures of it say it looks like what they saw driving away.”

“It’s not like it’s the only Mercedes in the world,” Ann Hilary suggested.

Lyman ignored her, keeping his gaze on Meredith. “Neighbors report hearing the shots fired at 1:30 A.M., and that’s consistent with time of death. Now, you claim you arrived at your parents’ cabin up north of Alexandria, two hours away, at 2:30 A.M. or so, which, if true, means you couldn’t have possibly killed your husband and her lover. But nobody can verify your time of arrival at your parents’ cabin, so your alibi is, at this point, essentially worthless.”

“I understand,” Meredith stated, nodding.

“Do you?” Lyman asked. “Because given all of that, you are in a very difficult position here, young lady. So I’m going to ask this question once. Do I need to start talking to the Hennepin County attorney about a plea?”

“No,” Meredith answered defiantly. “I didn’t do this. I can’t sit here and say I’m heartbroken he’s dead, because of what he did. We didn’t love each other anymore—the marriage was not going to last. But I didn’t want him dead, and I didn’t kill him. I don’t know why, but someone is setting me up. No plea deals. We fight.”

Lyman stared her down. “Okay, then. We’ve got work to do. First question: if you didn’t do this, someone went to considerable lengths to make it look like you did. Any ideas of who that may be?”

Meredith shook her head. “I’ve been racking my brain on that, wondering why someone would set me up. The only thing I can think of is it has something to do with Frederick. I mean, my life is fairly mundane. I work on mostly corporate matters, with the exception of my work with the Child Abuse Prevention Network. You can, and I’m sure you will, look into every aspect of my life, but I can’t think of anyone with that much animosity for me. Now Frederick, on the other hand…” Meredith smirked and slowly shook her head. “He had an innate ability to piss people off. Given his law practice and how he operated, there could be a plethora of damaged or ruined people who would want to see him dead.”

Lyman looked over to his partner and right hand, Summer Plantagenate. “We’ll need to get access to both Meredith and Sterling’s files at the law firm, both active files and closed.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“Besides his affair with Gentry, what was the nature of your husband’s relationship with her?”

“She was a client. A fairly new client. I think she hired us six or seven months ago.”

“To do what?”

“I don’t really know. My husband typically handled high-profile litigation, but as far as I know, there was no lawsuit filed on her behalf. There were lots of meetings both here and out of town. She paid serious legal fees, almost three million dollars worth, but I don’t really know for what.”

“You and your husband didn’t talk about that?”

Meredith shook her head. “He and I didn’t talk about much of anything lately.”

“We’ll look into Gentry, who she is, what her business is, and all of that,” Plantagenate reported, jotting down notes. “That will be part of our request for access at the law firm.”

“The other thing we need to think about is if Meredith was set up, and it relates to something her husband and this Gentry were up to, then someone else knew about the affair and used that.”

“They used it to frame Meredith?”

Lyman nodded. “Used Meredith to hide the reason for the murder. I have some additional thoughts on that issue we’ll get to in a bit. But first, Meredith, big issue here: tell me about the Smith & Wesson 9mm and how your prints could have gotten on it?”

“We had someone try to break into our house in Minneapolis about a year ago. So Frederick decided we should have some home protection. We bought a gun for our Minneapolis house and one for out at the lake. We took gun safety classes, and we learned how to shoot them. We went to the gun range a few times. I think the gun I shot ended up out at the lake house. I haven’t touched it in months.”

“And where was it stored?”

“In the nightstand in the master bedroom,” Meredith replied. “It was loaded and ready, just in case. It was Frederick’s brilliant idea.”

“Well, it’s a problem we’ll have to deal with somehow,” Lyman answered. “It’s not a hard scenario for the prosecutor to paint. Angry spouse catches husband in bed with another woman in her own house. She goes and gets the gun …”

“I get it,” Meredith replied with a dismissive wave. “I get the story. I’ve already replayed it a hundred times in my head. It’s just not what happened.”

“At the lake house, is there a security system?” Lyman asked.

“There is.”

“So your husband must have turned it off but didn’t reset it. We’ll check with the security company. Does the door chime when it opens?”

Meredith shook her head. “No. That feature wasn’t activated.”

“That cuts both ways, I suppose. A killer would have gotten in without being noticed because there is no chime. Of course, you could have gotten in without notice because …”

“Because I know that there is no chime,” Meredith answered. “Of course, Frederick might not have locked the door, either.”

“That’s possible,” Lyman answered.

“Lyman, can I ask a question that’s been bothering me?” Meredith asked.

“Shoot.”

“I’m no criminal lawyer, but I was arrested awfully fast. Did they even look at any other possibility?”

“I don’t think they did,” Lyman replied, shaking his head. “And I think that’s one place where we can start chipping away at this thing. They didn’t look at other possible killers. It was pretty easy to focus on you. You were the low-hanging fruit, and you look very good for it—motive, prints on the gun, seen leaving the scene. Right now, it looks open and shut. To start deconstructing that narrative, we need to find someone else plausible for a jury to focus on.”

“You’re talking reasonable doubt?” Meredith asked.

Lyman nodded.

“Reasonable doubt isn’t good enough,” Meredith pleaded. “Reasonable doubt destroys my reputation, my career, my life. I’ll be the person who got away with it. Except I didn’t do anything I have to get away with.”

“That beats prison, Meredith,” Edmund counseled.

“That it does,” Lyman added and folded one leg over the other and leaned back in his chair. “Listen, Meredith, this case is almost”—he struggled for the word—“too perfect. I mean, it is so obvious you did it that I don’t buy it.”

“So you believe me?”

“Let’s say for now, despite the evidence, I’m choosing to. Listen, first we walk, then we run. I used the term chipping away for a reason. We create reasonable doubt, and we win. That’s priority number one. Now, if we can actually prove who killed your husband, then you’ll be completely exonerated.” He stood up and walked to the window and looked out over the Mississippi River to the south, deep in thought. “This gets to one thing I was thinking earlier.”

“Which was what?” Ann Hilary asked.

“To find someone else to point the finger at besides Meredith here, we’re going to need a top-flight investigator. We need someone who can pick apart the Hennepin County sheriff’s investigation. Someone who is good, who will look good on the witness stand if need be, someone with the skill that would make the Hennepin County attorney stand up and take notice.”

“Like who?” Meredith asked.

“I usually use John Biggs, but since you used him to investigate your spouse, and that’s going to be a big part of your case and theirs, I don’t know that we can use him here, which is unfortunate. He’s really quite good. We’ll have to find someone else.”

They spent fifteen minutes discussing options, and nobody really struck them as right. “I’ll have to give it some more thought,” Lyman muttered. “But we’ll need to find someone soon.”

“I have a somewhat out-of-the-box idea,” Ann Hilary suggested. “I know someone who is not working right now, who is in town, and is really good—better than anyone you could possibly find.”

Meredith looked at her mother. “Who? Who do you know?”

“Think about it.”

She read the mischievous look on her mother’s face and saw the twinkle in her eyes. “Mom, no.”

• • •
 

They’d both digested the Sunday morning papers with particular interest in the coverage of the Sterling murder. A reporter had an anonymous source inside the investigation and provided a fair amount of detail on the case against Meredith.

“She’s in a world of hurt,” Mac muttered, staring at his laptop screen, “although it’s still a pretty quick arrest.”

“It’s going to be a show trial,” Sally suggested, folding her paper. “At least Lyman will love it.”

“That will be months from now,” Mac answered. “I’ll want to make sure I’m not around.”

“Would it be tough for you? Would it be hard for you to watch?”

Mac sat back, stirring his coffee. Sally was asking an important question for him, and he supposed, for her as well. What kinds of feelings did he really still have for his ex-wife now that she was in serious trouble? “I honestly don’t know, but I don’t really want to find out, you know what I mean?”

“Yeah, you don’t want to see her suffer,” Sally answered reasonably, but she wanted to hear more.

“Suffer like this?” Mac shook his head. “No, even I’m not that vindictive. However, I do appreciate the fact that Sterling ran around on her. I told her that would happen. It was entirely predictable.”

“Karma?”

“Karma is one angry bitch,” Mac replied. “But Sally, this?” He shook his head slowly and sighed, looking away. “I don’t want Meredith to spend the rest of her life in prison. I was bitter, but I wasn’t that bitter, especially the way things have worked out,” he answered, reaching for Sally’s left hand and running his thumb lightly over her engagement ring and the large diamond.

Sally smiled, now reassured. She leaned in, and he kissed her.

“She won’t get life, Mac. Lyman won’t let that happen,” Sally suggested, relaxed back in her chair now but still letting Mac hold her hand. “Lyman will take good care of her.”

“Yeah, but no matter what, her life will end up ruined.”

“Mac,” Sally replied, getting up from the table, “she has only herself to blame for that.”

Mac finished loading the dishwasher with their breakfast dishes and pans and put away the other food, drinks and condiments. They had to be at the airport at 4:00 P.M. for the flight back to Washington. That left the late morning and early afternoon for them to relax. Sally planned on doing some work. As for Mac, the Vikings were kicking off at noon against the Lions, and he planned on parking his butt on the sofa and taking it in.

The doorbell rang, and Sally yelled, “I’ll get it.”

Mac set the dishwasher to start its wash cycle. He turned around and sipped his coffee while watching the FOX football pre-game show.

“Mac, there’s someone here to see you,” Sally called from the front of the house.

He picked up his coffee cup, took a quick sip, and walked into the living room and stopped in shock. Standing in his foyer was Lyman Hisle along with Ann and Edmund Hilary.

“Mac, can we talk for a bit?” Ann asked.

Lyman and the Hilarys explained what they wanted.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Mac said, dumbfounded, looking to an equally stunned Sally, who was sitting next to him on the couch. “I’m not a private investigator. I don’t even live here. Hell, I live in Washington. My life is in Washington, not here. I’m sorry. I have to pass.”

“Look, Mac, I know this is a lot to ask…” Edmund started.

“You’re damn right it is, Ed. I have spent four years putting everything behind me. I’ve moved on, I’m happy, I have a great life. I’m sorry about Meredith, I really am. I hate seeing this happen to her, but what you’re asking …”

“We’re not asking you to give that up, Mac. We would never do that. But …” Ann’s lip trembled. “Our daughter’s life … we’ve always loved you, Mac. What Meredith did to you was wrong, and I know what it did to you.” Ann looked at Sally. “I’m so happy Mac found you. We’re so happy for you both. I wouldn’t dare intrude on that, but …” Ann’s eyes watered, and she looked down. “But Meredith needs help. Mac, she needs your help. You’re so good at this.”

“Look, Ann, I appreciate how hard it must be for you to come here, but …” Mac started when Sally grabbed his hand and turned toward him.

“Can I talk to you for a second?” Sally asked, nodding toward the kitchen.

“O… kay,” Mac answered, a little surprised, not sure what Sally had in mind. He looked at Lyman and the Hilarys. “If you’ll excuse us.”

Sally led him to the three-season porch in the back of the house and closed the sliding door.

“I’m sorry about this, Sally. I had no idea that they’d …”

“I’m not mad,” Sally answered quietly. “I’m not mad at all. In fact, you know what I think?”

“What?”

“I think you should consider doing this.”

For the second time in the last fifteen minutes, he was completely gobsmacked. “You … you… you want me to investigate this? You want me to help? You want me to help my … my ex-wife?” He looked around the room for a camera. “Am I being Punk’d here?”

“You said it yourself, Mac. You didn’t want to see her spend the rest of her life in jail.”

“Yeah, but that was before …”

“Before what?” Sally replied. “Before two people who clearly still care for you showed up in your living room? Those are two very proud people asking for your help, begging for your help. I mean, Ann Hilary is a complete wreck. I can’t imagine they’ve ever begged for anything in their lives.”

“Well … yeah, but I have you and …”

“I’m not worried about us,” Sally answered, shaking her head dismissively. “I’m not worried about Meredith. This isn’t about me, or even you and me.”

“It’s not?”

“No, it’s about you.”

“Me?”

“Let me ask you a question.” Sally folded her arms and looked him in the eye. “Could you live with yourself—could you really, honestly live with yourself, knowing you didn’t help her when you could have and she ends up spending the rest of her life in prison?” Sally slowly shook her head. “I know you, and I don’t think you could. I think you’d regret it for the rest of your life. I think it would sit and eat at you. You would end up carrying this guilt, and you’d always be asking yourself, what if? Don’t do that to yourself.”

Mac walked back into the living room and looked at Lyman. “How bad is it?”

“Pretty bad,” Lyman replied and gave Mac a quick rundown. “Despite all of that, she says she’s innocent. She’s claiming she was set up.”

“And you believe her?” Mac asked, not caring that Edmund and Ann were sitting there. Hard questions needed to be asked. Might as well start now. “And Lyman, no bullshit lawyer answers here. I’m not about helping someone who is guilty. I’m about saving the freedom of somebody who is innocent. So I’m asking: Is she innocent?”

“Despite the evidence, I think she is,” Lyman answered, and then a little smile snuck out. “Don’t you think that was a quick arrest?”

“Especially without a confession,” Mac replied, nodding.

“Exactly.” Lyman pointed at Mac. “Exactly right, my boy. I think we have a rush to judgment.”

“Meredith is just not this dumb,” Mac added, shaking his head.

“No, no she is not. This whole thing is wrapped up all nice and neat with a big, red bow. In my experience, nothing is ever that neat. I guess the question is, kiddo, are you going to help me prove that?”

“Yeah.” Mac nodded. “I think I am.”
  


CHAPTER SIX

“Is the pity party over yet?”

Mac walked into the spacious lobby of the Wells Fargo tower in downtown St. Paul. There was scant activity in the lobby as Mac checked in with the guard at the security desk and was directed to the elevator bank for the seventeenth floor. In his hand he carried a leather folder with a notepad. On his shoulder he hauled a backpack with, among other things, his laptop inside.

As he came off the elevator, he walked into the lobby for the law firm of Hisle and Brown. Lyman and his firm had done well over the years, as evidenced by the opulent lobby with a marble water fountain, fine furnishings, and an eighty-inch big screen framed on the wall. Straight ahead through the lobby was a large and expansive conference room, where he saw Lyman sitting with his partner, Summer Plantagenate, and the Hilarys, not to mention Teddy Archer. The whole family was here.

Lyman and Summer, seeing his arrival, quickly came out to the lobby.

“Hey, Mac,” Summer greeted warmly, giving him a warm hug. “It’s been a while. Congrats on the engagement. How’s Sally doing?”

“She’s great, Summer, just great. She says hi. I dropped her off at the airport an hour ago.”

“Tell her hi back. Next time she’s in town, she needs to call me.”

“I’m glad to have you here—glad to have you on my side for once,” Lyman said, shaking Mac’s hand.

“I’ll do my best, guys,” Mac replied. “I have to warn you, though—it dawned on me on the way over that I’ve never investigated like this before.”

“Like what?” Lyman asked.

“Without a badge. Without legal authority. Without police resources. Without backup. I feel kind of naked.”

“Let me worry about the legal authority part,” Lyman answered. “There are a few more hurdles to investigating when you’re on this side of the fence. But if you find something you need to look into, let Summer or me know. We’ll get that taken care of.” Then Lyman lowered his voice. “But first, before we get going, there is someone who would like to have a word with you.”

Mac sighed and grimaced. “She’s here?”

Lyman nodded and then tilted his head left. “She’s down the hall, in a conference room, looking through some documents.”

Glancing to his right and down the hall, Mac muttered, “Well, we better get this over with.”

Mac deposited his backpack and folder in the main conference room, exited, and turned left down the hallway. He knew there would need to be an airing out between them. It was inevitable, but it was not a confrontation he would relish. Meredith knew how to push his buttons, and when she did, he could get nasty in response. It was a personality component that he’d kept locked up since he’d been with Sally. He had a temper and an ability to go for the absolute jugular in an argument.

They just needed to keep it civil.

Fifty feet down the hallway, he spotted her through the glass walls of the conference room. Meredith was sitting in one of the chairs and staring vacantly out the window. The dominant feature of her view was the St. Paul Cathedral awash in light, overlooking the city from the bluff to the west of downtown. He hadn’t seen her in four years, and now he was seeing her for the second time in three days. He tried to keep it light. “Hey, Meredith.”

She turned to face him and waved for him to close the door. He did as instructed but stuck close to the wall.

“I can’t believe you’re here.”

“Yeah, I wouldn’t have envisioned this when I woke up this morning, either.”

Meredith turned back to the window, looking outside. “You must be amused by this situation.”

“Amused?” Mac shook his head, looking to the floor, and said quietly, “No, Meredith, I’m not amused. I’m concerned…”

“Why don’t you just say it?” She turned back to him now. “Just say it.”

“Say what?” Mac asked, his arms folded, leaning against the glass.

“I told you so.”

He wanted to say it, was thinking it, and it was probably written all over his face, but he thought better of it. “Meredith, what good …”

“That Frederick was a two-timing loser when I left you for him.” She pushed herself out of the chair and stormed toward him with anger in her eyes. “That something like this would happen. That I’m a cold, calculating bitch who is probably getting exactly what she deserved in the end.”

“What good would that do at this point? I don’t see how that helps you.”

“That’s not exactly a denial.”

He read her and could tell she was spoiling for a fight. He tried to de-escalate. “Look, Meredith …”

“Oh, come on, Mac. I know you. How I reacted to you becoming a cop when your life was so set as a lawyer? Inside, you’re sitting there all smug and self-satisfied. That pride of yours has to be just welling up inside of you. Your life is a dream right now—engaged, rich, on a first-name basis with the president of the United States, a book deal, doing whatever you want. And mine? Mine has turned into a nightmare because I left you and married Frederick. Tell me you’re not standing there thinking that.”

“The irony is not lost on me, Meredith.” Even as the words left his mouth, he knew he probably shouldn’t have said that.

“The irony.” She snorted and walked away from him and back toward the window, running her hands through her long, black hair. “I can just hear that mind of yours—the irony that my bitch of an ex-wife who left me now needs me to bail her out.”

“Well, don’t you?”

“Whatever,” she replied as she wiped away some tears.

“Is the pity party over yet?”

“Excuse me?”

“You know, Meredith, playing the martyr doesn’t suit you,” Mac suggested, still leaning against the wall, arms folded, trying to stay cool but having a hard time. “Stop feeling sorry for yourself.” And then he told a little lie. “And for the record, I have not spent the past four years living my life to prove you wrong. I haven’t spent the last four years looking back at what I could have or should have done differently. I’ve moved on.”

“Really?”

Mac shook his head. “Did the divorce hurt? You bet. It hurt like hell. There were mornings there for a while where it was hard to get up. But in the end, when I examined everything that happened, when I took a really long, hard look at what happened, I largely blamed myself for it.”

“You blamed yourself?” Meredith asked, incredulous. “The great Mac McRyan thinks something was his fault? This is new.”

“A little introspection never hurts.”

“Introspection?”

“Yeah, you should try it sometime.” He should stop now. He shouldn’t take the bait. Instead, he should get her focused on the case.

But he couldn’t.

She wanted to fight, and he decided he did too. He had some things to say.

“So what did all this introspection teach you?”

“I should have seen it coming.”

“Seen what coming?”

“The divorce. I should have realized a lot sooner who, deep down, you really were, Meredith. To you, life was about getting ahead, projecting an image, material wealth, appearances, and all the other trappings of success. That’s what you were all about. I mean, your definition of what makes a good life ended up so different from mine. I should have seen that long before I ever even contemplated marrying you, because those signs were all there. But I got sucked in by what was on the outside and ignored what burned inside.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You were gorgeous and smart. You were so smart, brilliant really, and I was in love with that whole package. Problem was? You weren’t in love with me.”

“That’s not true,” she replied, shaking her head. “That is not true. I loved you.”

Mac snorted. “Bullshit. I’ve often wondered if you’re even capable of it.”

“I did. I did love you,” she answered defensively.

“Well, if you did, if you were in love with me at some point, when I stopped meeting all of the ‘husband criteria,’ that was the end of that. It was time for a new husband. Someone who could advance you to wherever it was you wanted to get to. As a cop, you didn’t think I could do that.”

“Oh, fuck you, Mac.”

“Now who’s not being honest?” He went for the jugular. “It got to the point I could never really believe a damn thing you said, because it didn’t feel like there was anything real about you.”

“Really? Then why are you here now? How can you possibly trust me now?”

“I didn’t say I did,” Mac answered. “I’ll question everything you say, but I just don’t think you did it.”

“Why? Why would you think that? I mean, you think I’m this cold, calculating, heartless, loveless person, so why wouldn’t I be capable of killing my husband?”

“I didn’t say you weren’t capable of it.”

Meredith was shocked. “You think I could kill someone?”

“The Meredith I divorced? There’s not a doubt in my mind,” Mac answered, narrowing his eyes on her. “But not like this. The murder of J. Frederick Sterling and Callie Gentry was a crime of passion, of emotion. You don’t have that kind of passion or emotion pumping through you. You wouldn’t have been so sloppy to have left yourself open to a murder charge like this.”

“I wouldn’t?”

“No,” Mac answered, shaking his head, going in for the kill. It was time for the argument to be over. “If you did this, you’d have planned it out to the nth detail, Meredith, so that there would be no way to possibly trace it back to you. I mean, if there were anyone in this world I’d bet on to plan the perfect murder, to make it look just right, it would be you. Hell, you’d be angry with yourself if it didn’t look perfect. That’s who you are, and that’s why I don’t think you did it.”

Meredith shook her head, looking down at the floor, the tears welling in her eyes. “You think that little of me.” She walked over to the window and wiped tears away from her face. She turned back to him. “Why are you willing to do this for me, then?”

Mac exhaled a long breath. “I loved you once. I really did. Those feelings were a long time ago, but they were real and honest and true. And that’s … that’s enough to make me not want to see you spend the rest of your life in prison. I’d rather have you spend the rest of your life hating the fact that you have to be grateful to me for keeping you out. I want you to wake up every day for the rest of your life and know you’re free because the cop you kicked to the curb saved your ass.”

Meredith shook her head at him, sighed, and said, “Well, at least you’re motivated.”

“Damn right. So let’s get to work.”

• • •
 

Lyman spent an hour walking Mac through the case while Plantagenate, Meredith, and her family listened in. Mac listened intently, taking notes, reviewing documents, and asking sporadic questions. There was a file at the ready for him to take home for his review and use. As he listened, he began forming his own plan of investigation.

Lyman started with the murder scene out at the house on Lake Minnetonka and worked through the investigative report, at least what they had at this point. “I will be getting more evidence after the arraignment tomorrow morning,” Lyman noted. “Needless to say, the evidence definitely points at Meredith.”

“Yes, it does,” Mac replied, looking back at his ex-wife. “Which is why she didn’t do it.”

“Why do you say that?” Plantagenate asked.

“Too easy,” Mac answered with one of his favorite investigative thoughts. There were those who said the simplest answer was usually the right one. That was usually true, except when it wasn’t. Besides thinking Meredith wouldn’t act in this fashion, he agreed with Lyman’s assessment—something smelled. “All I know is that I’d have taken more time, even with someone who looks as good for the murder as Meredith does. I’d have taken another day, maybe two, before I moved, just to think it through, just to evaluate if I was missing something. In my view, they were a little too quick to arrest.”

“Do you question the integrity of the investigators?” Ann Hilary asked.

“No,” Mac answered, shaking his head, “just their competence.”

Next, Lyman moved on to motive, reviewing the investigative file from John Biggs. Mac looked back at Meredith with a smirk. “You used Biggs?”

She smirked back. “You said something about irony earlier. He knew the mark.”

Lyman finished up with some preliminary thoughts on the approach to Meredith’s defense. He pushed himself out of his deep leather desk chair, went to a cabinet in the wall, and opened it to reveal a small bar. “Bourbon, everyone?” Lyman asked. He poured five glasses.

“So, Mac,” Lyman asked. “Any thoughts?”

“I need to investigate the murder first, which means I need access to that lake house, and I need to figure out a way to explain away that gun. The killer used it, which means they knew it was there somehow.”

“And they knew her finger prints would be on it,” Ann Hilary said.

Mac shook his head. “I think the killer got lucky with that, Ann. There is no way the killer knew her prints would be on it. For a killer, it would be enough that she knew it was there—her prints are a very lucky bonus.” He took a drink of the bourbon. “But to work through all of that, I need some help. I need someone to bounce ideas off of, to talk to, and to be my sounding board.”

“I’ll get you into the house tomorrow after the hearing. As for help, you have anyone in mind?” Lyman asked.

“I can get Lich for a day or two. He’s on vacation for the next few days and bored out of his mind. You’ll have to pay him, though.”

“Not a problem,” Lyman said. “I know the Richard Lich retirement fund can always use an infusion of cash. What else?”

“The other big issue is, if we take Meredith out of it, who else has motive to kill Sterling and Gentry?”

“You’ll need access to the law firm,” Plantagenate suggested, following the train of thought.

Mac nodded. “We’ll need access particularly to Sterling’s files. Callie Gentry was Sterling’s client first and his mistress second. Who is she? Meredith, do you know what they were working on?”

“Something up in North Dakota is all I know.”

“That’s it?”

“Yes,” Meredith replied defensively and then shook her head, looking away. “I mean, Frederick and I were drifting apart the last year or so anyway. He wasn’t confiding in me much, so I know very little about what was going on in North Dakota.” She went quiet for a few moments and looked down. “When I started getting suspicious, I looked in the working file and billing file on our network, and there was little detail as to what they were doing, just a lot of review file entries. What I do know is that they took lots of trips up there, which I suppose is what started to make me suspicious to begin with. She paid our firm a boatload in fees for the last several months, millions in fees, and as best I can tell, the only one who did work on those files was Frederick. He has a litigation team on his files, and they haven’t touched the case, so whatever it was, he was keeping it to himself.”

“Maybe the files won’t tell you much,” Lyman offered.

Mac shook his head, disagreeing. “Meredith was looking through those files as a wife suspicious of her husband, not as part of a murder investigation. There are things that would be irrelevant to one that could be very relevant to the other.”

“What else?” Lyman asked.

“We need to learn more about Callie Gentry. Who is she really? What’s her story? We learn of our victims’ story, and we may find out why they were killed. If we’re right, it’s no coincidence they were killed together.”

“Two birds, one stone?” Lyman suggested.

“Exactly,” Mac answered.

“So when will you start?” Ann asked Mac.

“Tonight,” he answered, holding up the large folder Lyman had given him. “Tonight.”
  


CHAPTER SEVEN

“That Catholic guilt of yours is no good for you, boyo.”

The Cleveland Grille rested, as the name would suggest, on Cleveland Avenue, not far from Mac’s St. Paul home.

Breakfast was Mac’s favorite meal to make and eat. He was on a lifelong quest to find the best breakfast around. In all of his years and all of his searching, in Minnesota and environs more distant, he’d found few places able to approach his love for the breakfasts of the Cleveland Grille.

The food and the décor were what did it for Mac. A throwback joint if ever there was one, the Cleveland was filled with red-vinyl booths, faded yellow-and-brown-striped wallpaper, and dated black-and-white photos of St. Paul’s past. The place was a total character-filled dive. The big, greasy-egg breakfasts were its specialty. It was what brought people back time and again, with the best being, in Mac’s opinion, the breakfast burrito, simply called the CG. Lunch would be unnecessary if you finished the concoction of eggs, sausage, bacon, ham, cheese, hash browns, peppers, onions, sour cream, and salsa wrapped in a freshly made from scratch tortilla. The only missing component was a liquor license so they could include Bloody Marys with breakfast.

Another reason Mac loved the place was the company. Lich ate there every day, in large part because of his love, Dot. Dot owned the place now but still dressed in her waitress uniform and waited tables for her regular customers. With his relocation to Washington, Mac’s appearances were now few and far between. So when he unexpectedly strolled in just before 7:00 A.M., he received a boisterous hero’s welcome, followed by a personal escort to his seat from Dot, who proceeded to fuss over him, ask about Sally, and then ask the question on everyone’s mind: “Have you two set the date yet?”

“Not yet,” Mac answered as he stirred cream in his coffee. “We’re working on it, though. Whenever we set a date, you’ll be two of the first to know. I mean, getting married is worth it, if only to see Dicky Boy here in a tux.”

“I’ll look like the Penguin,” Lich moaned.

“Burgess Meredith or Danny DeVito?” Mac cracked.

“Funny, asshole.”

“Well, I’m just glad to hear it, Hun,” Dot said, smiling. “You know I just love you two. I’m so happy for you.”

“How about you and Dicky Boy here? Are you two ever going to tie the knot?” Mac asked with an evil grin, which garnered a dirty look from Dick. He’d already asked her—many times.

“Come on, Mac, you know I’d love to marry the big lug,” Dot answered, her arm around Mac’s shoulder, smiling at her man. “We just have to finish getting his ass out of debt first. He’s getting there.”

“You see, Mac, with women, it’s always about the money,” Dick quipped. “Men are an ATM—nothing more, nothing less.”

“Well, maybe I can help with that,” Mac answered and looked at Dick, dropping the jovial tone. “I’m here to talk a little business.”

“I’ll leave you to it, then,” Dot answered and turned away, seeing another regular customer coming in the front door to greet with great fanfare.

Lich held up the front page of the newspaper, which showed pictures of Meredith and the lake house above the fold. “You have to be cackling at your ex-bitch’s predicament. Killing the douchebag she left you for because he was having an affair? You can’t make that shit up. I love it.”

“Actually”—Mac pointed to the front page—“that is why I’m here.”

He explained in detail.

“Are you out of your mind?” Dick bellowed his disbelief. “After what that whore did to you?”

Mac was often amused at the fact that Dick always seemed angrier with Meredith than even he himself was. “Her parents and Lyman came to me and asked me to help.”

“So the fuck what? Why help her?”

“Because I don’t think she did it,” Mac answered.

“Is that you or your dick talking?”

“Come on, you know better than that.”

“Do I?”

“Yeah, you do,” Mac replied with an edge. “And since you do, you’re going to hear me out.”

“Okay,” Dick replied, his hands up. “Okay, okay.”

Dick agreed with his characterization of Meredith as a cold, calculating woman, but he was otherwise unsold. “Mac, what about Sally? She can’t be happy with this. How can you put what you have with her at risk for Meredith?”

“Actually, it was her idea.”

“Her idea?” Lich clearly didn’t believe him, so Mac held his look. “You’re serious.”

Mac nodded. “I said no a couple times. I was actually kind of angry I was being asked, and then Sally said I should do it.”

“No way.”

“She did,” Mac answered. “She said I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I could have done something to keep Meredith out of prison for the rest of her life. Sally is …”

“Probably right about that,” Dick finished, with a slow nod of his head, and then pointed at Mac. “That Catholic guilt of yours is no good for you, boyo.” Lich sighed and slowly shook his head. “Still, I can’t believe Sally would encourage this. She knows what your ex-wife looks like, right?”

“She also knows what she’s like. She’s not worried about that. That ship has sailed,” Mac answered quickly. “I feel nothing for Meredith that way. Hell, I get in a room with her, and I tense up and turn all hostile. And to your earlier point, there is a part of me that says I told you so. Sterling was a philanderer when she hooked up with him, and leopards don’t change their spots. But there’s a difference between being cheated on and going to prison for the rest of your life.”

Dick nodded his agreement. “On that, I guess I hear you. Still, the bitch had it coming.”

“She had something coming but this?” Mac shook his head lightly while he refilled each of their cups with the pot Dot left behind. “Look, I’m doing this, and I could really use your help as long as you can give it. Heck, I’m even getting you paid.”

“Well, since I’m getting paid …”

“I knew that was the ticket.”

“For you, buddy, I’d do it for free, you know that. I just wanted to make sure your head was in the right place, which means not up your ass. I mean, that ex-wife of yours, bitch that she is—she could model for the SI swimsuit issue.”

“I’m fully aware of how fetching Meredith is, and you should have seen her last Thursday night at the presidential reception.” Mac gave Lich the rundown. “She looked ridiculously good. Lots of heads were turning.”

“And you felt nothing?” Lich asked, still somewhat skeptical.

“Nada,” Mac answered with a shake of his head. Then his eyes brightened, pushing Dick’s buttons. “Besides, you should have seen how fantastic Sally looked. I even have the pictures.”

“Let me see, let me see,” Dick begged.

Mac laughed and reached for his cell phone.

• • •
 

The Hennepin County Government Center was an ode to late 1970s drab office building design, square, with a brown façade and narrow dark windows. Yet there was some cleverness to the building, if you looked at it from the southwest or northeast. From those views, the building comprised two towers that formed the shape of a somewhat-stylish H. The two towers were connected by a large, glass-window atrium, with catwalks connecting the towers every few floors. The eastern tower was the courts tower, and the western tower was the county administrative offices.

It was the courts tower that naturally drew Clint’s interest late on Monday morning.

In an effort to be a little less conspicuous, Clint had exchanged his usual cowboy hat for a brown-wool outback hat to match up with his brown leather coat, black flannel shirt, and blue jeans. He rested in the atrium in the middle of a bench with a good view of the elevator bank for the courts tower. The Star Tribune and tall Grand Brew coffee made him look as if he were just relaxing and waiting for someone, which he was.

While Clint waited in the lobby, his partner, Royce, sans his usual Stetson, was doing his best impression of a reporter, dressed in a wool sport coat, navy-blue flannel shirt, black-rimmed glasses, jotting down notes on his steno book while squeezed into the back of the courtroom on the seventeenth floor. Meredith Hilary turned herself in first thing in the morning. For convenience, she turned herself in at the Minneapolis Police Department, where she was processed, printed, and then transported over to the Hennepin County courts.

The assistant county attorney was a veteran attorney who seemed competent enough to Royce. He argued for bail to be set at one million dollars. “The defendant has the means and financial resources at her disposal that make her a risk to flee.” It wasn’t an irrational argument, and the judge seemed receptive, at least until Lyman Hisle stepped forward.

Hisle was a man clearly in his element, even for something as simple as a bail hearing. Dressed authoritatively in a finely tailored three-piece black-pinstriped suit, the man took command of the courtroom smoothly, making the argument that his client should be released for no bail. “Your Honor, my client is a member of the bar in good standing, very well respected in the legal community, having received many awards, most recently for her work advocating for victims of child abuse. She is an accomplished lawyer and fully understands the case against her. In addition, she has long ties to the Twin Cities, her family is here, her job is here, and she has every intention of proving her innocence and will be here for trial—if this case even goes to trial.”

“You question the prosecution’s case, Mr. Hisle? I’m shocked,” the judge retorted, a smile on her face while she looked over the glasses hanging low on her hawk-like nose. This was not her first rodeo.

“I most certainly do, Your Honor,” Hisle replied seriously but in a comfortable tone. “Sure seems like we’ve moved awfully quickly here.” It was a statement that drew a glance and snort from the prosecutor. Hisle noticed it and turned to the prosecutor. “Assistant County Attorney Goodman is doing his job and very well, as always. But as I’ve said to him and I now say to the court, I think there is plenty to question in the county attorney’s case. We certainly plan to explore all of those questions fully in the coming months as we approach trial, and my client will be here for that trial, if it comes to pass.”

There were additional arguments made, and while the county asked for a million in bail, the judge ordered bail at one hundred thousand dollars. Ten percent was ten thousand, and Royce noticed that Hisle’s assistant, the tall blonde with the bob haircut, leaned back and took a check from whom he assumed were Meredith Hilary’s parents. Ten grand would not be a problem.

“Counselor, I also note you’ve raised several preliminary discovery questions?” the judge asked Hisle.

“We have, Your Honor. We’ve discussed them with Mr. Goodman as well.” Hisle looked at Goodman, who nodded.

“We have no objections to the defense’s requests, Your Honor,” Goodman replied.

“Then we’ll approve of those as well,” the judge answered.

There were a few other perfunctory items discussed, and then the hearing was ended. Royce pretended to jot down notes as Hilary, her lawyers, and her parents quickly exited the courtroom. Royce eased himself out of his seat and slowly strolled out of the courtroom. Once outside, he placed a call to Clint. “She got bail and was released to the custody of her lawyer, that Hisle character.”

“How was her lawyer?”

“He was very smooth.”

“How was the prosecution?”

“County attorney seemed fine, but if this goes to trial …”

“You like Hisle?”

“The man has some presence to him, and I have no doubt he’ll spin a good story for the jury.”

“I’ll get photos as they come out, and I’ll follow for a bit. My man is outside and mobile. He’ll follow them from here.”

Two minutes later, Clint looked up and saw the swarm of cameras and microphones exit the elevator. A moment later, another elevator emptied, and Hisle and the woman lawyer led Meredith Hilary and her parents through the crowd. Hisle stopped to make a few comments for the assembled media and then pushed through them and out the south doors from the building.

Clint casually followed behind at a safe distance, snapping photos with his phone. The reporters eventually stopped giving chase as Hisle and company walked across the street and met two other men leaning against a black Yukon, drinking coffee. One man was tall and athletic looking, with short blond hair, and the other man was shorter, squat, with a bushy mustache and weathered brown fedora on his head, and was much older than the athletic-looking one. Clint loitered on the corner, a hundred feet away, snapping pictures with his phone.

The group engaged in some brief discussions before those with Hisle jumped into a silver Cadillac Escalade while the other two slipped into the Yukon. Clint kept taking photos, including the plate on the black Yukon.

• • •
 

“Surprised she got bail?” Lich asked as Mac pulled away from the curb and into the bustle of downtown Minneapolis traffic.

“Nah,” Mac answered. “She has no record, and with Lyman as counsel, it was just a matter of the amount.”

“So we hit the lake house first thing tomorrow?”

“Yeah. Today, we do three things: One, we go back to Lyman’s office, and we walk through the night of the murder with Meredith. I want your take on that. Two, we get down to Gentry’s hotel in Bloomington and do a sweep through there. Then third, we go back to my house and we lay out the case, set up the board, and start—”

“Investigating,” Dick finished.

“It’s go time,” Mac replied, warming to the task.

A half hour later, Mac and Lich sat down in a conference room with Meredith, Lyman, and Plantagenate for what Mac figured would be one of many discussions with his ex-wife about her case. He hoped he could keep it civil.

Mac sat down in a chair across from Meredith, notepad and tape recorder in front of him. Lich was standing behind him, leaning against the wall, arms folded, chewing gum. The two of them must have done this a thousand times over the years—Mac sitting, Lich standing, ready to do the good cop, bad cop routine. Mac the ass, the enemy at the table; Lich the conciliator, the friend in the room. It wasn’t really an interrogation, but as homicide detectives, old habits, approaches, mannerisms, body language, and attitudes die hard. “So last Thursday night, your husband and Gentry left around 11:00 P.M.,” Mac stated, sitting in an office chair, eye to eye with Meredith. It wasn’t a question.

“I think that was the time,” Meredith answered.

“No, it was the time. I saw him leave, and I saw the look on your face.”

Meredith looked at Mac quizzically. “You did?”

“Sally and I were watching, remarking that all didn’t seem right in marital paradise.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Meredith replied wryly, shaking her head and muttering. “Cripes.”

“Point being, Meredith,” Mac noted with a focused tone, “if I noticed it, others may have as well, and that won’t necessarily help. I guarantee the Hennepin County attorney will be interviewing as many people as possible from the event that night.”

“Understood,” Meredith answered.

“So when did you leave event?” Dick asked.

“Midnight.”

“To be exact, it was 12:07,” Mac stated directly. “That’s when they have you picking up your silver Mercedes from the valet parking in front.” He slid the photo in front of her. “So let me ask you—when you left the hotel, which way did you drive?”

“What do you mean?”

“What direction did you go?” Lich asked. “I mean, you were getting out of the city, right?”

Meredith looked at Mac, then Lich, and then away. “I went north on …”

“Marquette Avenue,” Mac finished then led. “Tell me why.”

“Because I was going to my parents’ place, and to get there, I needed to go up to Third Street and turn left to take 94 North out of Minneapolis.” She stopped and then smiled slightly. “If I’m going that way …”

“That is not the way to your lake house. If you were going out to Lake Minnetonka, and were going to take the shortest route, you’d have turned left on Marquette and taken an immediate right on Tenth to First Avenue …”

“To take I-394 West, out toward Lake Minnetonka,” Dick added.

“This helps, doesn’t it?” Meredith asked.

“A little,” Lyman replied. “We need to see if we can get traffic-camera footage on I-94 North to see if we can track Meredith out of the Cities. If we could do that …”

“You’d hurt the prosecution’s timeline,” Mac answered. “But let’s not get our hopes up that we’ve killed their case in five minutes here. I’ve spent years looking at traffic footage at night to try and find something. Once you’re out of downtown, if we can even track you that far, we won’t be able to see much detail on the footage, especially at night,” Mac noted. “Additionally, the murder is alleged to have taken place at 1:30 A.M., and even going north of downtown, the prosecution will argue she took her time getting out there to compose herself and make her plan. However, it’s a piece, a possible building block. So tell me about the drive up to your parents’.”

Meredith sat back in her chair and exhaled. “I remember very little about it. I played music and drove. I had a ton on my mind, and it was a long day. I’d confirmed my husband was having an affair.” She looked at Mac. “I’d just seen you for the first time in four years on the same day, and if you say anything about irony again, so help me God …”

Mac was thinking there was an amusing symmetry to it but didn’t dare say it, keeping things civil. “Not a word. What I care about is the drive.”

“With all of that going on, I just kind of zoned out and drove until I got there.”

“Like driving to work,” Lich suggested. “You get in the zone, you drive, and you don’t remember anything.”

“Exactly. It’s like you’re on autopilot.”

“No phone calls?” Mac asked.

“No,” she said then snorted. “Hell, I turned my phone off. I imagine that doesn’t help.”

“No.” Mac replied, but kept at it. “So you had no stops along the way, not even at a rest stop?”

“Sorry, no.”

“How about traffic stops? Do you remember seeing anyone pulled over? Do you remember anyone pulled over to the side of the road?”

Meredith thought for a moment and then slowly shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“What was your arrival time at the lake?” Mac asked.

“It was 2:30ish. Again, I didn’t really look closely at my watch, but I do remember the clock above the stove when I walked into the cabin, and it was after 2:30 A.M.”

“I remember going to that cabin,” Mac said. “Once you get off I-94 and drive up through Alexandria and then north on 29, you turn left onto that dirt road, and you have to go by what? Twenty-some cabins along that tight, winding road before you reach your folks’ place? Do you think anyone could have seen you arrive?”

Meredith shrugged. “I suppose it’s possible, but I have my doubts. I mean, it was really dark, and I just don’t recall any lights being on. It’s pretty quiet up there this time of the year.”

“There are some people who live up there year-round, though, right?”

She nodded. “Yes, but not in the cabins right around my parents’ place. Those are all strictly summer places for the most part, May through September. They’re not like ours, which is a year-round place.”

Mac looked over at Lyman. “To cover our bases, we need someone to check those cabins as soon as possible. Now, and then again next weekend, in case there were some people who only came up for the weekend.”

“Summer, I need you to make a call up to Rod Roach,” Lyman directed and then said to the group, “He’s a retired Edina cop who lives up on Lake Geneva now. He’ll do it for us.”

“I’m on it,” Summer answered, walking out of the room to make the call.

Mac turned back to Meredith. “What do you remember happening next?”

“I got the call a little after 9:00 A.M. that Frederick was killed.”

“What did you do?”

“I immediately jumped in the car and headed back home.”

Mac and Lich walked her through it again, but her story held—she left the hotel and drove to the cabin and remembered nothing significant about the drive.

“Meredith, I want you to keep thinking about that drive, morning, noon, and night,” Mac directed. “Anything you can remember, we need to know. If you do recall a traffic stop, a car pulled over changing a flat tire, a semi-tractor trailer parked on the side of the road and where it was, what time—if we could confirm that, it would help your alibi that you were over a hundred miles away when your husband was shot and killed. So think on it. Sometimes you see something and it triggers a memory, and that’s all it might take.”

“Okay.”

Summer came back into the room. “Mac, you and Dick can go down to the airport Hilton now and get into Gentry’s room.”

“We’ll see you at the lake house tomorrow,” Lyman said.

An hour later, Mac and Lich were admitted to the hotel suite at the airport Hilton. It was a large suite with a common area in the center and large bedrooms to both the left and the right.

“I’d imagine J. Frederick was having Gentry polish the Sterling in one of these bedrooms,” Lich remarked, his mind wandering to one of its usual locations. Despite his mature age, the man had an amusingly dirty, juvenile mind.

Mac didn’t disagree and made a note to check the hotel surveillance of the days Gentry stayed at the hotel and then to see what else might appear in that video.

“I’m surprised she rented a room down here in Bloomington,” Lich remarked as he pulled open drawers with his gloved hands.

“If they were in downtown Minneapolis, it might be a little difficult for Sterling and her to hook up. Someone might see them. Down here, there’s a little less likelihood of that.”

“I suppose,” Lich answered, looking up.

The bedroom to the left was slightly larger and plusher and was the room Gentry was using. Her clothes were hanging in the closet and were in the dresser. The toiletries were in the bathroom, spread over the counter. Mac went through everything and found nothing remarkable.

Lich worked the living room area, focusing on the desk. “No briefcases, computers, files, or anything. It seems to me, if you’re in town on business, you’d have evidence of business with you.”

“Agreed,” Mac answered as he glanced down into the garbage can, where there was one crumpled-up piece of paper. He unfurled it. “Hmpf.”

“What?”

He held up the wrinkled piece of paper. It had three words on it. “Williston, Ray, and Murphy.”

“Williston? As in Williston, North Dakota?”

“I’d presume.”

“Well, we know Gentry and Sterling have been up in North Dakota a lot.”

“Yup,” Mac answered as he took out his camera and took a picture of the paper and then jotted the words down into his notes.

• • •
 

Speedy yawned as he looked at his computer screen, looking at the statistics for his newly operating rigs, the output at maximum now, the company happy with the production, if not the price.

It was approaching 5:00 P.M. He pushed himself out of his desk chair and walked over to the small mini-fridge, opened it, and grabbed a beer. He opened the Budweiser, took a sip, and peered through the faded-yellow curtains to the rough-dirt parking lot. The cold northern breeze blew stray leaves across the road, the sun quickly setting over the flat, barren western horizon of North Dakota, tall gas flames from the rigs visible in the distance.

He heard a ring tone from the cell phone in the center desk drawer. He strolled back over, plopped himself down into his old desk chair, and slid open the drawer. It was the cell phone that was used for his special “additional” activities for the company. He had a new e-mail, which was a reply to his earlier report from Royce. The reply included photos of the two men standing by the black Yukon that Clint and Royce took earlier in the day down in the Twin Cities. As he read through the e-mail and scanned the pictures, descriptions and instructions, he started to shake his head. “Dammit, this thing just won’t die.”

He took out a different burner cell phone and hit the number for Royce.

“We have a problem.”

“Which is what?”

“That tall, blond guy you photographed by the Yukon this morning?”

“Yes, what about him?”

“Where is he now?”

“We’re on him kind of loosely. He’s at the airport Hilton in Bloomington. We presume he’s looking at Gentry’s hotel suite. Why?”

“His name is McRyan—Mac McRyan. Does that name ring a bell?”

“McRyan?” Clint replied and looked over at Royce. “Does the name Mac McRyan mean anything to you?”

After a moment, Royce slowly nodded. “Yeah, FBI guy who investigated that Reaper case out east last summer.”

“He’s the blond-haired guy leaning against the Yukon.”

Royce closed his eyes and wearily shook his head. “I reckon he is a man who will cause us some discomfort.”
  


CHAPTER EIGHT

“Just because she had motive doesn’t mean she did it.”

With the takeout BBQ chicken and ribs long since devoured, Mac and Lich retired down to the man cave in Mac’s basement and laid out the case.

“Kind of like old times,” Lich said as he rested on a barstool and savored his bourbon while Mac posted the last large sheet of sticky paper up on the long wall in the basement. There were four long sheets in all, labeled Motive, Alibi, Crime Scene, and Sterling/Gentry. These were the key elements of the case, and Mac wrote on the sheets what they knew, along with some key photos of the players and crime scene. For Mac, this was the only way he could visualize a case and all of its elements—by putting them up on the board, or in this case, the wall in his basement. He could use his laptop or, in a pinch, a legal notepad, but his preferred method was up on the wall. As he investigated, he would add pieces until the picture emerged.

“By old times, do you mean me running the white board and you getting pickled?” Mac asked, turning back with a smirk.

“Exactly, boyo, except now that you’re filthy rich, the booze is top shelf.”

“You know nothing but the best for you, Dicky Boy.”

For two hours, they worked through the case file, such as it existed. Lyman would receive much more from the prosecution through discovery in The People of Hennepin County v. Meredith Hilary. As that information came, Mac would add it to the wall.

“Thoughts?” Lich asked.

“We need more ”—he struggled for the terms—“information and answers. I’ve got a ton of questions, but I’m light on answers.”

“It’s early,” Dick replied.

Mac took a sip of his beer and then pointed to the wall. “The Motive and Alibi columns are particularly thorny issues.”

Photos from John Biggs’s investigation were placed under the heading of Motive. “Those photos of Sterling and Gentry had to infuriate Meredith,” Lich said, aggressively gulping his bourbon.

“You would think so,” Mac suggested in a tone that said he didn’t necessarily think she’d be infuriated. Like the chess player she was, she’d have been thinking of her next move instead.

“You would think so?” Lich asked incredulously. “As a homicide detective, I know so.”

“You can’t think that way,” Mac answered, looking back at Dick. “Nor can I. We’re not homicide detectives this time. We have to shift our point of view here. We’re not trying to prove her guilt; we’re trying to cast doubt on it.”

“Or prove her innocent.”

“Or prove her innocent.”

“So how are you going to attack motive?” Dick asked. “You and I heard what Meredith had to say earlier today. We picked her drive to the cabin apart for a couple of hours. Her alibi sure isn’t going to be a weapon.”

“We’ll have to look at the traffic cameras,” Mac replied.

“Yeah,” Dick answered but then shook his head. “But you know as well as I do that this ain’t an episode of CSI. Once she’s on the interstate, at night—” Lich shook his head. “Good luck.”

“It’s not impossible.”

“No, but you still have a timeline issue, because even if you could follow that fancy silver Mercedes of hers all the way up to Maple Grove, which is about the limit of the traffic cameras northwest of Minneapolis on I-94, she’d have gotten to that point by what—12:30 A.M.?”

“Which leaves an hour to get back down to Lake Minnetonka,” Mac replied.

“And the murder happened at 1:30 A.M. Mac, she could do that easily. The only way we really establish her alibi is to find someone who saw her arrive up there or saw her on the way up there.”

“Unlikely,” Mac answered. “I had a voicemail message from Lyman. His guy up in Alexandria hit all the cabins in the vicinity of Meredith’s parents’ place on Lake Carlos. There were only a few places that were inhabited, all by retirees, all of whom were in a nice, deep, warm slumber at 2:30 A.M. Friday morning.”

“I think it’s safe to say that alibi is going to remain a huge issue.”

“So is motive,” Mac added. “It doesn’t matter what my gut, head, or knowledge of Meredith’s character say. She had motive; Biggsy’s pictures and video will prove it.”

“Just because she had motive doesn’t mean she did it.”

Mac turned around, bemused. “Don’t look now, but you just defended Meredith?”

Lich shook his head. “Not necessarily. I’m merely pointing out that it is one thing to have motive but quite another thing to act on it. Lots of people would want to kill someone. That doesn’t mean they would actually do it. That deep down inside they would have it in them. So motive”—Lich shook his head—“doesn’t bother me as much as a lack of an alibi and the crime scene evidence and that fucking gun; that’s what’s killing her right now. We find something at the crime scene to debunk that shit, or you find something in Sterling or Gentry’s background that points the finger at someone else, and motive becomes less meaningful because multiple people have it. It only matters now because of the other stuff.”

Mac smiled at Dick’s breakdown of the case. His frumpy look and the way he slowly waddled around making off-color jokes often masked the fact that he was a hell of a street-wise cop. “I knew there was a reason I kept you as a partner.”

Lich gave Mac a sincere smile, and then he became the jackass again. “One could say it’s ironic that her private investigator will be the one who hangs her because he got the photos of Sterling pile-driving Gentry,” Dick mused, slurping from his drink, “Unless, of course, you’re able to prove otherwise. I got faith in you, buddy.”

“Let’s stay on motive though, for a second. Meredith had motive, but to your point, who else had motive?”

“That, boyo, means digging into Sterling and Gentry, going through their lives and files. That’s going to take you awhile, and I’ve got only one day left to help. So while you have me, what are we going to do?”

“Like a good coach, I’m going to effectively deploy my resources,” Mac answered, finishing the last of his Grain Belt Nordeast. “We’re going to focus on what you can help me with best, which is the murder scene. We need to pick that apart, and together, we’re pretty good at that. If we have witnesses and people to talk to, we’re a good tag team. Once you have to go back to being a cop, I’ll start focusing on Sterling and Gentry. Lyman, Summer, and even Meredith can help with that. But for now, you and I investigate the murder, and that starts with the lake house.”

Mac moved to the sheet that was labeled Crime Scene. He’d spent a lot of time looking at and thinking about that column, even when they were talking about other components of the case. He flipped through the crime scene photos they had. “I’m eager to get an actual look at the lake house tomorrow. Something bothers me about it.”

“What?”

“I can’t put my finger on it. I just look at it, and something is … off.”

“Off?” Lich asked, smiling, pouring himself another bourbon.

“Yeah, off. There is something in those pictures that is percolating in my mind, but it’s not a fully formed thought yet,” Mac replied as he walked behind the bar and reached in the fridge for another beer. “I want to see that murder scene. I want to work that hard, and I want to talk to the neighbors who saw her car leaving. I want to cast a very wide net around that house and see what turns up. Then, after we’re done with that, I’m going to take a good, long look at the lives of Sterling and this Callie Gentry. If Meredith didn’t do this, then it’s something in their backgrounds, particularly what they were working on, that was the trigger here.”

“Literally.” Dick snorted. “You’re right, if she’s innocent.”

“She is,” Mac answered.

“How can you know?” Lich asked.

“Call it my gut,” Mac replied. “You remain skeptical.”

“Your ex-wife is no angel. All history suggests a layer of ruthlessness lying underneath that pretty exterior. You, of all people, should understand that.”

“Oh, I do,” Mac replied. “And don’t confuse my thinking she didn’t do it with me thinking she isn’t capable of it. I could see her doing it—I really could, Dick. The Meredith I know could be totally capable of it. Just not like this, not in such an impulsive and messy way. That’s just not her. She’d have planned the thing down to the last detail.”

“On that”—Lich pointed emphatically at Mac—“I’m with you, buddy. That conniving bitch doesn’t take a shit without a plan.”
  


CHAPTER NINE

“Acquittals are made of alternate interpretations.”

Mac and Lich pulled up in front of the Sterling lake house. The crime scene tape flapped in the cold wind of a gray November day. The first little hint of winter was upon the Twin Cities, at 10:07 A.M., with the temperature at a not-so-balmy twenty-four degrees. They each took one last, long drag from their tall coffees, zipped up, and exited. Mac went to the back of the Yukon, opened the tailgate, and took out his black nylon backpack and another small duffel bag. They walked up the front steps to find a waiting Hennepin County sheriff’s deputy, who looked over their identification and then unsealed the front door to the lake house.

Lyman and Company would be arriving around noon. Mac and Lich wanted some time on their own to work the scene. Inside the front door, the two of them slid on white rubber gloves. Mac then kneeled down and opened the duffel bag and took out a brown expandable folder, handed a copy of the investigative report to Dick, and kept one for his own use.

It was one thing to read an investigative report and quite another to actually walk the scene. The crime scene photos—the angle they were taken from or perhaps the height of the photographer—made the lake house look large, yet now, standing inside, Mac was struck by its relatively quaint size. Lake Minnetonka was dotted with many a multi-million-dollar lake mansion. However, this lake house was very much a nice cottage—furnished immaculately, but really a normal-sized one-story walkout that had been remodeled in the not-too-distant past.

They were standing in the living room. To their left was a hallway leading to the guest bedroom and the murder scene. Straight ahead was an area that looked like a recent addition—the modern, open kitchen and den that overlooked Lake Minnetonka. To the immediate right, on the other side of the long wall of the house, was the small hallway to the two-car garage. Part of the den addition was also a master suite that was situated behind the back of the garage.

Mac and Lich each read from the investigative report and walked the house, going their own individual direction and getting a feel for the flow of the house and scene. There was no talk, no discussion, simply a long half hour of reading the report, mumbling, and walking the scene. They both spent a significant amount of time in the guest bedroom, where the murders happened. Even with the bodies removed, it wasn’t hard to visualize the gruesomeness of it all. There was a large pool of blood on the mattress, with blood spatter all over the headboard and the wall above, as well as the lampshade and window curtains to the right of the bed.

“It’s like a scene out of Scarface,” Lich muttered. “Blood and bullets everywhere, like a frenzy.”

Mac wasn’t sure he agreed but was not yet sure why.

According to the report, Sterling and Gentry left the Hilton together shortly after 11:00 P.M. The security system for the house was disarmed at 11:42 P.M., so it was assumed that was the time of their arrival. That made sense to Mac, given that it would generally take a half hour to get from downtown Minneapolis, drive southwest, and wind their way to the lake house. Sterling’s Jaguar was still parked in the garage.

They were shot around 1:30 A.M., according to neighbors who stated they heard the shots fired. The two were not in the master suite in the back of the house. Instead, Sterling at least had the decency to take Gentry to the guest room at the front of the house—the bedroom that was likely the master at one time, before the addition.

Mac flipped through the photos of the murder scene, and Sterling and Gentry’s naked bodies were intertwined with one another in a manner that suggested they were in the act or embracing one another when they were killed. As he analyzed the photos more closely, something about the body positioning looked off to him. The picture was speaking to him, he just didn’t yet understand what it was trying to say to him. He decided he’d let that marinate in his mind and then come back to it.

The gun was dropped on the floor at the foot of the bed, and then the shooter, whom the police presumed to be Meredith, ran from the house. The neighbors in the two houses to the south heard the shots fired and called 9-1-1. The dispatch logs recorded the first call coming in at 1:33 A.M. and the second a minute later. After they made the call, neighbors in both houses to the south saw a silver Mercedes sedan racing away from the scene. Based on photos, the witnesses identified the car as a two-door, sporty Mercedes S550.

Mac left the bedroom and walked back to the living room, once again feeling like something was amiss, but he wasn’t sure what it was. He was seeing something.

Lich was sitting in a chair, flipping through photos. “What do you think?” he asked.

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“Yeah, I don’t know,” Mac answered as he flipped through the photos himself. “We’ve both walked the house and reviewed the report. Let’s play it out.”

“Okay.”

They headed to the garage.

Mac went to the car, Sterling’s Jag, which was still parked in the garage. He looked inside the car and saw Sterling’s briefcase still in it—or at least he assumed it was Sterling’s. It was behind the driver’s seat. Mac opened it and found it empty. “Odd.”

“What?” Dick asked.

“His briefcase is here in back, but it’s empty.”

“So?”

“You only bring a briefcase home if you have something you need to bring home. You don’t bring home a briefcase just for the sake of bringing it home.”

Lich shrugged. “Something to ask about, I guess.”

“I suppose,” Mac answered as he closed the car door. “So Sterling and Gentry arrive out here at 11:40 or so. He pulls into the garage, and they proceed into the house.”

“He opens the door, they step inside the hallway here, and he …”

“Turns off the alarm,” Mac said, “and they start getting into it.”

“Right here?” Lich asked skeptically.

Mac pulled out a crime scene photo and set it on the floor. The photo showed Gentry’s coat on the floor near the back door. “There is no hook on the wall, and the coat closet is on the other wall. They embrace one another, start kissing, and the undressing starts here.”

“Did they get fired up on the way out here?”

“Maybe,” Mac replied, “or in the garage before they got out of the car, or it just happened organically. This is an affair Sterling is having. It’s new. It’s forbidden and dangerous. For a guy like him, the affair is exciting, and that raises in you—”

“A certain passion, heat, whatever,” Lich finished. “I get it.”

“However it happened,” Mac said, “once they were inside, they started getting into it.”

“Okay, on second thought, I think you’re right,” Lich answered, walking out of the short hallway and into the living room area, flipping through the photos. “Clothes started getting shed here, right behind the couch.” The photos showed Sterling’s tuxedo coat and Gentry’s high heels on the floor. From the couch, they turned right toward the hallway. Lich set down two more photos where Sterling’s black bow tie and shirt were dropped halfway to the hall.

Mac walked past Lich toward the hallway to the guest bedroom, stopped at the hallway entrance, and dropped two more photos on the floor. “His undershirt is here at the entry, and then her dress is down the hall. They were building up.”

“Yes, they were,” Lich uttered as he walked into the bedroom. “They finish undressing here. His shoes and socks and—”

“Her nylons, panties, and bra at the head of the bed here, and then they fall onto the bed.”

“And they get after it.”

“Or so it would seem. Forensics report found evidence of fresh semen in the bed. They definitely had sex, no question.”

They both took in the scene for a moment. “Next, a little less than two hours later, they’re dead,” Lich stated as he lay photos of Sterling and Gentry on the bed—naked, bodies tangled, shot multiple times, with the fatal wounds, one to the back of Sterling’s head and one to Gentry’s forehead.

“You know, Mac,” Lich suggested, “this could be what it seems. Meredith knows he’s having an affair, and she suspects he’s bringing her out here. After all, he did it with Meredith. She sees the pictures Biggs had, she knows his history, and she follows him out here to see. She sees all the clothes lying in the hallway, hears the two of them having sex, and she—”

“Snaps.”

“Yeah,” Dick replied. “She came out here to confront them, but then she sees them in the act, at the height of passion. She stands there, and maybe she watches a little as the anger rises inside her. Even the calmest and most levelheaded of people would be hard-pressed to not get … pissed. The bastard doesn’t even have the decency to go to a hotel—no, he brings her here. The son of a bitch brought her out here to their house—their house.”

“She’s angry.”

“Who wouldn’t be? Who wouldn’t be absolutely beside themselves in rage? And what is there, thirty feet away? A loaded Smith-9 back in the master bedroom. The rage she has, well, that turns the brain off—it’s all emotion and anger driving the bus now. She goes and gets that gun and says, ‘I’m going to smoke the no-good, cheating son of a bitch.’ Meredith comes in here and just unloads, letting out all of the anger, the frustration, and bitterness. She empties the damn gun and then runs.”

Mac nodded. It was exactly what the scene looked like. “I hear you.”

“But you don’t buy it.”

Mac shook his head while staring at the photos. “Hmmm.”

Lich saw the change in his partner’s expression. “I know that look. What is it?”

Mac stood up and pursed his lips. “I’m not sure. I see something in this picture of Sterling and Gentry on the bed … but I can’t quite figure out what it is.”

“Which picture are you looking at?”

Mac held up the photo. “Sterling is lying on top of her, and their bodies are kind of laced together.”

“Yeah, so?” Lich answered, not following. “Coroner thought they were having sex. Like you said, they found fresh semen. Sterling at least went out with a smile.”

“Sure, they get here, they get all fired up and do the deed, but does that take two hours? I like foreplay as much as the next guy, but when it starts how this starts, which is all hot and heavy, ripping each other’s clothes off as they make their way to this bedroom, to then downshift into a long session of foreplay before actually … you know … having sex. That doesn’t make sense. This has all the earmarks of a rush to the bed to get it on.”

Lich shook his head, not bothered. “Yeah, and then maybe they lie in bed for a while, talk, and then there’s … I don’t know, a round two.”

“Don’t take this wrong, but Sterling is nearly fifty years old, and Gentry is in her forties,” Mac replied skeptically. “I mean, are you and Dot getting your swerve on twice a night?”

“It’s not unheard of, Mac. Us men in our midfifties have not lost the desire for sex, especially with the little blue pill being so easy to get.”

“You need help to stand at attention?” Mac snickered.

Lich’s expression said it all.

“It’s okay, buddy, that’s what it’s for.”

“Fuck you. Wait until you’re my age, Superstar. The pharmacy will be your friend too.”

Mac laughed hard.

“Just you wait, you cocky little prick,” Dick retorted but with a knowing smile. “Just you wait. You’ll be sneaking Viagra to keep that fiery redhead of yours happy.”

After a minute of joint laughter, Mac turned back to business. “I’m still skeptical of round two, but we can ask Meredith when she gets here.”

“Oh yeah, I’m sure she’ll want to comment on J. Fred’s sexual stamina.”

“She liked round two back in the day,” Mac retorted. “Responding to questions regarding her husband’s sexual stamina and proclivities goes with her current predicament.”

“I get the sense that she and her husband had stopped getting it on for some time.”

“Probably true,” Mac answered. “But still, Dicky Boy, I swear to you, I’m seeing something here.”

“If they’re not having sex, then what are they doing?”

“Well, that’s the question, now isn’t it?” Mac replied, still boring in on the photos of Sterling and Gentry lying dead in bed.

Just then, the front door opened, and Mac heard Lyman, Plantagenate, and Meredith enter the house. Mac and Lich went to the front.

“How’s it going?” Lyman asked, taking off his leather gloves.

“Working the scene, trying to get a feel for it,” Lich said as he handed out rubber gloves to everyone.

Mac looked to Meredith, who was nervously looking around like a stranger in what was now her lake home, assuming she didn’t spend the rest of her life in prison. “Are you sure you can handle this?” he asked her quietly. “It’s”—he hesitated—“gruesome in there. I’m just telling you, it’s not going to be easy for you to look at.”

She nodded. “I’ll be fine … I think.”

“She almost wasn’t, an hour ago,” Lyman stated with a smile. “Media sneak-attacked her at her parents’ place when we came out the door. I had to throw myself in front of her.”

Mac froze, “Lyman, what did just you say?”

Lyman turned to Mac and could see the expression on his face. “I … had … to throw myself in front of her.”

“That’s it! I knew I was seeing something in that damn picture,” Mac exclaimed and rushed back to the bedroom while everyone followed, confused. He stood at the left side of the bed and leaned his head over the bed where a pillow would normally be and looked back toward the hallway. Then he looked down at the photos again. Then he walked around to the right side of the bed and did the same thing, lingering over one photo of Sterling lying on top of Gentry, his back riddled with bullet holes, and then the kill shot to Gentry’s forehead. “Excuse me.” He pushed through everyone to get back to the front of the house, where he opened his backpack and took out a large sheet of plastic, about the size of a painting drop cloth. He quickly raced back to the bedroom. “Dick, take the photos off the bed.”

“Okay, but what do you see?” Lich asked urgently, knowing his partner was on to something.

“An alternate explanation,” Mac answered. Once Dick swept the pictures off the bed, Mac threw the plastic sheet over the mattress, covering the large blood spot on the right side of the bed. “Summer, lie on the right side of the bed, on your back, like you’re sleeping.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“Okay,” she answered, taking off her long winter coat and handing it to Meredith. She did as instructed and lay down on the right side of the bed.

Mac walked back around to the left side and lay down as though he was sleeping, except he had the picture of Sterling lying on top of Gentry, all shot up.

“Mac?” Lyman asked, confused. “What is it?”

Lich was taking another look at the photos as well. He looked up and met Mac’s eyes.

“You see it?” Mac asked.

“Yeah, I think I do.”

“What? See what?” Lyman asked impatiently.

“Meredith, are you up for some play acting?” Mac asked.

“Uh … sure.”

“Okay,” Mac started, “let’s say you come down that hallway, you have a gun in your hand, and you see your husband in bed with another woman. What do you do?”

“I want … to … shoot him—kill him?”

“Perhaps,” Mac answered, “but let me ask you—would you say anything first?”

“Oh, yeah,” she replied, nodding, animated. “I’d been working through my mind what I was going to say to him when I confronted him with the pictures of him and that … woman. I’d have had plenty to say.”

“Exactly,” Mac exclaimed, pointing at her. “And if I’m your husband in that case, and I see that gun in your hand, what do I do?”

“You …” Lyman saw it now. “You jump out of bed. You … try to—”

“Talk me down. He says, ‘Oh, baby, I’m sorry. This isn’t what it seems. Don’t overreact, I can explain, blah, blah, blah,”’ Meredith finished, and then there was a gleam in her eye. “But you don’t think that’s what happened?”

“No, I don’t,” Mac answered, shaking his head. “I’ve been looking at these photos again and again, both last night and this morning, and something gnawed at me, and now I know in part what it was. It’s the way the bodies are positioned. They’re not tangled up like your husband and Gentry were embracing or having sex. They’d had sex, but that was some time before. The way his body is lying on top of her at an angle—I think he jumped on top of her to try and protect her. The killer didn’t come down the hallway and confront your husband and his mistress.”

“No,” Lich stated. “He came down the hallway and started firing.”

“And Meredith,” Mac continued, “your husband probably heard something and woke up, saw the killer in the doorway, probably saw the gun raised, and just … reacted and …” Mac dove on top of Summer at a forty-five degree angle.

“And shielded me from the shots,” Summer finished.

“Or at least some of them,” Lich noted. “She was hit six times anyway.”

Mac pushed himself up from Summer and kept going. “All of which explains the way his body is positioned on top of her,” he proffered, once again lying on his back, looking toward the hallway. “He sees the killer, the gun, and he rolls on top of her. It explains his body position. He was shielding her—that’s why he’s lying on her at an angle and not, for example, in missionary between her legs. They weren’t having sex, at least not then.”

“No,” Lyman said. “They were sleeping. He wakes up, sees the shooter, and he dives over on top of her. He takes most of the shots in his back, and then the killer comes up and puts one in the back of his head and one in the front of hers.”

“Given all of this—looking at it like this, Lyman, with the finishing shots to the head—does that sound like the act of an angry, emotional, scorned wife?” Mac asked, his face bright with the discovery.

“No,” Lyman answered, a creased smile on his face. “That looks like the act of a professional. The eleven shots are window dressing. The kill shots to the heads say professional.”

Mac lay on the bed for a minute. “This is possible, but how to prove it? I mean, the prosecution will simply say Sterling saw Meredith and dove to save Gentry. In fact, they will counter that he could have easily gotten out of bed and tried to talk you down.”

“But I wouldn’t listen and started firing anyway,” Meredith replied, following along.

“And Sterling jumped on top of Gentry in a futile effort to save her, which is how she was hit six times to begin with.”

Meredith sighed, plopping down into the soft chair in the corner. “I got hopeful there for a second.”

“Don’t give up so easily,” Mac teased, smiling, now more intense and enthused with this discovery. “I said that’s the counter to what we’ve seen. It doesn’t mean we’re wrong or that some people on a jury might not agree with our view of it. Acquittals are made of alternate interpretations. They create doubt – reasonable doubt,” he continued as he pushed himself off the bed, now a bounce in his step with this discovery. “Okay, so let’s say we are right—there’s another thing that bothers me. Say this is a pro—how does he or she get into the house? We have no evidence of forced entry.”

“Would a pro leave any evidence of their entry behind?” Lyman asked.

“Yes!” Mac and Lich answered in unison.

“You just have to figure out how he got in,” Lich finished.

“I don’t believe in perfect crimes,” Mac added. “There is always something to be found if you look hard enough for it and spend enough time visualizing what happened.”

The group reconvened in the living room of the house, wanting to get away from the blood. Mac and Lich were digging their noses back into the investigative report.

Lich shook his head. “There was just no evidence of forced entry, at least not that the forensics team found.”

“Because the police suspect Meredith came in the front door, because the deadbolt was open when the police arrived. But a hitter wouldn’t come in the front door,” Mac said as he walked to the back of the house. There was a sliding glass door out the four-season porch, the security bar still in the track. “So the killer didn’t come up through the porch.”

Next, Mac and Lich went down the steps to the basement to find another sliding glass door on the back of the house. As with the four-season porch, the security bar was still in the track. A check of the crime scene photos showed that the security bars were secured in both sliding-glass doors when the police arrived.

“So how would you get in?” Lich asked.

“Not through the sliding-glass doors. Besides, they’re both wired into the … security system.” Mac’s eyes lit up as he rushed back up the steps to the main level. “Meredith, the door into the house from the garage is on the security system, but what about the door out the back corner of the garage?”

“That door is not part of the system, as far as I know.”

Lich waved for Mac to follow him to the garage and the back door. Mac glanced right. “Is that an old-school wood speedboat?”

Sitting on a trailer, hidden under a canvas cover, looked to be a vintage speedboat. Mac saw that the cover on the left side of the stern was loose. He looked underneath and could immediately see the shine of the wood and the chrome edging. “I bet she’s a real beauty. Just the condition of the wood tells me he took great care of it.”

Lich reached the rear door, where he found it locked and dead bolted.

They both hunted around the door, and there was no sensor for it. Dick opened it, and Mac crouched down to look at the lock and dead bolt.

“See anything?”

Mac shrugged. “If he picked it, he probably knew how, so could you really tell? The lock is probably twenty, thirty years old. Heck, it could be as old as that boat.”

“Lyman could hire a private forensics expert to give it a look.”

“Yup,” Mac answered as he looked to his right out the door at the small, four-foot by four-foot cement slab that sat between the edge of the garage and the tall arborvitaes that marked the edge of the property line. Stepping out onto the slab, he looked right, back toward the front of the house and, could see the edge of the driveway. To the left was the backyard, which sloped gradually down to the lake. To the north of the backyard was a large, wooded lot, through which Mac could see the street leading to a small cul-de-sac. He thought it odd that someone had not developed the wooded lot as it led down to the lake.

“Find anything?” Lyman asked, Meredith in tow behind him.

Mac shook his head as he walked back into the garage and checked out the boat again. “Meredith, does this boat ever end up in the water?”

She nodded. “Frederick would put it in a few times a summer. Given its age, he never liked to have it sit in the water for too long, so he rarely slipped it down on the dock. He would launch it and then re-trailer it.”

Mac nodded as he looked down the left side of the boat, which was parked a few feet away from the side of the garage. He thought it was odd that the canvas cover back toward the stern was loose. “Hmpf,” he snorted as he slithered his way down the wall a few feet.

“What?” Lich asked.

“It seems to me that if you’re going to store a beauty like this and maintain it to perfection, you would make sure the cover was secured tighter. The knotting for the cover is undone over here.” Then he noticed a small streak of mud along the side of the boat and a footprint on the base of the otherwise pristine white Shoreline trailer. He lifted the cover a bit more and peeked into the boat.

“Meredith, was your husband meticulous in his care of this boat?” Mac asked, still underneath the canvas cover, sensing he already knew the answer.

“That would be an understatement. He loved this thing more than life itself.”

“So, any chance he’d leave chunks of mud in the boat?”

“None.”

“You’re sure? You’re absolutely sure?”

“Not a flippin’ chance.”

“That’s what I thought,” Mac answered as he lifted the canvas cover off the back of the boat. Everyone walked around to the other side, standing between the Jaguar and the boat. In the back seating area of the boat, were chunks of mud lying on the floor.

“There is no way Frederick would leave that in the boat. He just wouldn’t. It would ”—she searched for the word—“offend him. I’ve cleaned, polished, buffed, and vacuumed this thing out after a two-hour boat ride on a Sunday. He would never leave the boat stored like this. Never.” Then she had a thought. “And I’m not the only one who would know this. Lots of people have seen his anal-retentive, obsessive-compulsive psychosis with this boat. They all gave him endless shit about it.”

“You’re sure?” Mac asked.

“Absolutely positive.”

“Then write all those names down,” Mac answered and then asked, “When is the last time he had it out?”

Meredith thought for a moment. “It was Labor Day weekend. The weather was nice. We had some company out on Sunday, and he put it in. On Monday, he stayed out here after I left, to clean the boat and cover it.”

“Any chance he had it out since then?”

Meredith shook her head.

Mac looked at Lich. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Yeah.”

“Which is what?” Lyman asked.

“The killer hides in here,” Mac answered. “Otherwise, how does the mud get here? Your husband is freakishly meticulous about this boat, so there is no way he leaves this mud in here, so it was someone else. Why not the killer?”

“So he hides in the boat?”

Mac nodded. “I’m betting he knew that Sterling and Gentry were coming here because … the killer has been watching them, just like Biggs. I bet the killer scouted the house because, after all, they were coming out here. Heck, the killer might have even gotten inside another time and searched the house and found—”

“The gun,” Lich finished the thought. “I’m with you.”

“So that night, the killer picks the lock on the back door to the garage, slips in here, and hides in the boat.” Mac was rolling now. “Sterling and Gentry get here. The killer hears them, maybe gets the idea they’re amorous. So he lets them get inside and lies in wait for nearly two hours. Then, the festivities probably over, the two of them in bed, sleeping, he then slips inside the house, grabs the gun from the master bedroom, and then walks into the room and smokes them both.”

“Then, to complete the setup, he escapes out the front door,” Lich suggested.

“So no evidence of forced entry—he leaves the front door unlocked so it looks like Meredith came in the front door,” Mac added as he pushed the button to open the garage door.

“And he runs out the front door to the car that is parked to the north of the house.”

“Why do you say to the north?” Lyman asked.

Mac flipped open the investigative report. “Because the neighbors living in the two houses to the south called 9-1-1 to report shots fired. They also both reported seeing the Mercedes drive by their houses to the south.”

Lich smiled. “Mac, that’s two pieces that make this look like a setup.”

“I’d say. There is no reason for Meredith to hide in the boat, and in fact she couldn’t, based on the timeline. You’d only hide if you beat them out here, and she was at the reception when the alarm for the house was shut off,” Mac suggested. “Plus, there is a footprint on the boat trailer. It’s a tread for what I’d imagine is a hiking boot.” Mac walked to Meredith, kneeled down with a tape measure, and measured the width of her foot. He then went back to the boat and measured the width of the print on the trailer. The trailer print was a little over an inch wider than Meredith’s foot, and she was wearing boots.

“Mac, the killer came in that side door, loosened the cover of the boat, climbed up inside, and waited,” Dick concluded.

Mac shuffled his way back along the wall of the garage to the front of the boat. He went to the inside door, slowly opened it, and then closed it. He moved slowly forward and then stopped as he emerged from the back hallway into the main body of the house and living room. The floor of the house was wood, all the way back to the bedroom. “Would you leave your boots on?” he mumbled to himself. “Those would not be quiet on this floor. You’d slip them off.” He turned back to the floor mat and looked down. There were chunks of mud. “Dick!”

Lich pushed the door open. Mac explained what he was thinking.

“I agree,” Dick answered, nodding. “Good call.”

Everyone else approached, and Mac pointed out the mud on the mat. “We need pictures of this. We need it logged. We should have that mud tested to match it up with the dirt around the house,” he suggested.

“I’m going to hire my own forensics expert based on what you found,” Lyman stated. One look at Lyman’s face, and you could see a defense strategy forming.

“Do that,” Mac suggested and looked over at Lich, whose nose was back in the investigative report. Then Lich walked outside and down to the end of the driveway. He looked north and then south and then back toward the house. “What is it, Dicky Boy?”

“So the 9-1-1 log says the first call came in at 1:33 A.M.”

“Right.”

“Then the second call at 1:34 A.M.”

“Okay.”

“And both neighbors indicate that … it took them a minute or two to make the phone call. They weren’t sure if the sounds were gunshots because—”

“Something like that doesn’t happen around here often,” Mac replied but could tell his partner was on to something. “Keep going.”

“After the neighbors made the 9-1-1 call, it was then that they both saw the car go by. They both saw the car after the 9-1-1 call.”

“Right,” Mac answered and then smiled. “It’s like this thing is happening in slow motion, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Dick agreed. “They hear the shots fired, they thought at 1:30 or 1:31. It takes a minute or two for the shots to register. The calls to 9-1-1 are at 1:33 and then 1:34. Then they are up, probably turning on the lights, looking out the windows, and then they see the Mercedes streak by, and one neighbor said they thought that was at 1:35 A.M.”

“Does it take four to five minutes from shots fired to get to the car and drive away?”

“It shouldn’t,” Lich said. “Now you’ve explained some of the delay.”

“Putting his shoes back on,” Mac stated.

“But that doesn’t take but a few seconds, especially if you’re in a hurry of any kind.”

“Unless you’re not,” Mac suggested with a smirking grin.

Lich nodded. “Sterling’s house here is the last on the block. After the wooded area to the north, the street turns left and dead-ends down in that small cul-de-sac. No way out in that direction, so the only way out is south and past these houses. It shouldn’t take five minutes from shots fired to get to the car. The only way it takes five minutes is if—”

“Maybe, just maybe, you wanted to make sure someone saw you,” Mac finished, putting his hands on his hips and looking around.

“How did the sheriff’s investigators miss this?” Lyman asked, shaking his head.

“Because they focused on Meredith right away, because she checked all the right boxes—scorned spouse, prints on the gun, no forced entry, no alibi, huge motive, yada, yada, yada. So they didn’t flyspeck their investigation. We are.”

“And they missed some shit,” Dick said with a satisfied grin and then looked at Mac. “God, I miss working cases like this with you.”

Mac grinned. “Right back at you, partner.”

• • •
 

Three hours later, with their sweep of the lake house and interviews of neighbors complete, Mac stuffed his backpack into the back of his Yukon and closed the gate. A text from Riley said a group was meeting at the pub around 9:00. It was almost 8:00 P.M., and he could use a belt or two.

Mac looked up, and Meredith approached as Lyman and Plantagenate headed for his Escalade.

“I just wanted to say thanks,” Meredith said, stopping ten feet short. “Watching you work today. That was”—she struggled for the word and then settled on—“Interesting.”

“We found some things today.”

“It still doesn’t prove me innocent,” Meredith stated, doubt in her voice, looking down.

“No,” Mac answered, shaking his head. “But this is a start. Think of it as we’re building a wall brick by brick. We found some bricks today.”

“Is this how most of your investigations start?”

“Yeah, I suppose,” Mac answered after a moment. “In some cases, the killer’s identity is clear. Someone saw him or her do it, and it’s simply a matter of tracking them down. Others, like your case, you don’t know who it was. So it’s a matter of picking away at the case, looking at things, and talking to people until you find a thread, and then you start pulling on it to see what shakes out. Personally, I like those cases better. They’re more challenging.”

“Glad I’m creating some recreation for you.”

“Sorry, Meredith, I didn’t mean to suggest …”

Meredith gave a small smile. “I’m teasing, Mac. I’m not serious. I got what you meant. You always liked puzzles. So what are you doing next?”

“Tomorrow, I start looking into your husband’s law files.”

“Dick’s not helping?”

Mac shook his head. “He’s going back to the day job tomorrow.”

“So what do you hope to find in Frederick’s files?”

“You were set up. I believed that before today. I know so now. I think the by whom of that will be found in your husband’s life, which is largely his law practice.”

“And in what he was doing for this Callie Gentry?”

“Maybe. Or possibly she was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

A cold look washed over Meredith’s face. “Oh yes, she was in the wrong place at any time.”
  


CHAPTER TEN

“Maybe we can get rid of McRyan, without getting rid of him.”

For three days, Mac worked the case as he’d work a normal homicide investigation, which meant around the clock. In three frustrating days, he’d learned little about his case but plenty about Sterling’s law firm. Unfortunately, the only thing he’d really learned was that it was a craven place without a soul.

How else could you explain a place that just kept on humming as if nothing had happened, as if J. Frederick Sterling, a man who’d devoted nearly twenty-five years of his life to the firm, made it millions upon millions of dollars, had never existed. Here it was, a Friday night at 8:00 P.M., and the place was still a hub of activity.

A lot of legal work is pure drudgery, and while that is also true of other professions, those other professions don’t require eighty-hour-plus weeks as a demonstration of fealty to the profession. There was no way all these lawyers were working on matters requiring around-the-clock attention. The courts were not open on Saturdays, nor were most other professionally based businesses where executives would expect to contact their lawyers. Instead, the young lawyers were simply doing what young lawyers were expected to do in large law firms—work around the clock in a show of commitment to the practice, to show they were worthy of future promotion and eventually the holy grail—partnership. Mac had no doubt many of these people would be back at their desks Saturday morning, grinding away while the rest of the world enjoyed a much-deserved day off.

What truly struck Mac, however, was how many partners, including many senior partners, were still working at this late an hour, and on a Friday, no less. Didn’t they have families? Didn’t they have friends? Didn’t they have interests outside of work? Didn’t they want to go to dinner, a play, or a game? His impression was that after a long career spent at their desks or in courtrooms, these lawyers simply didn’t know how to function outside the office. The job was all they had. The job was really all they knew how to do. It was their social sphere, comfort zone, and native habitat.

He could have ended up this way. Were it not for that tragic event those many years ago, he could be one of these people grinding away. He’d be senior associate, junior partner age now, had he stuck with it, and he was set at a large firm not unlike the one he was now standing in. Maybe he’d have realized it on his own and escaped without the deaths of Peter and Thomas. He hoped he would have.

There was so much more to life than constant work.

Mac was once again realizing that truth as his week was coming to a frustrating end.

The week started so promisingly on Tuesday, with the developments at the crime scene. However, when Mac transitioned to the law firm on Wednesday, the momentum came to a screeching halt. He’d worked the case for three days, almost around the clock, and had found little to nothing that seemed helpful to Meredith’s defense, not one lead that pointed to someone other than Meredith.

J. Frederick Sterling was the highest-powered lawyer in a firm chock full of them. His corporate clientele, which kept a team of lawyers busy, netted the firm over twenty million annually in legal fees, of which Sterling collected a twenty percent origination on every hour billed on his files, in addition to the large amount earned from his own billable time. Historically, his practice was focused on litigation, some class action work, as well as corporate matters for a number of larger companies in the Twin Cities. Lyman, in passing, suggested that local corporations kept Sterling on retainer as a prophylactic measure just so he wouldn’t bring actions against them.

Mac reviewed Sterling’s currently active files for his corporate clients and a few slower-moving litigation matters he was pursuing. While he took copious notes and developed a detailed spreadsheet of cases, names, and outcomes or potential outcomes, none of the cases struck him as the kind that developed enough spite that someone involved would want Sterling dead. Rather, what he’d discovered was something he was loath to admit: Sterling was a great lawyer.

He may not have practiced law, but Mac knew quality lawyering when he saw it. There was precision in how Sterling handled and positioned cases, and in perusing a few deposition and trial transcripts, Mac discovered that Sterling was an absolute master at tying witnesses in knots. He played litigation as if it was a game of chess and he was Bobby Fischer, moving pieces on the board and letting the outcomes speak for themselves. J. Frederick Sterling may have been a philandering hound dog, but if you needed a civil trial lawyer in this part of the country, he would have been on the very short list.

Unfortunately, the immaculate attention to detail, the meticulous organization, and the sly chess moves seemed to have ended with the Gentry Enterprises file.

The file was simply titled Gentry Enterprises. There was no opposing party listed. In the last several months, Sterling’s practice was focused almost exclusively on the Gentry matter. Yet within the file was vanilla information that revealed little. There was literally nothing there.

Gentry Enterprises listed a corporate address in Bermuda. Mac called down, and the phone was answered by an answering service, and nobody physically occupied the office space. Bermuda’s lax business and tax regulatory structure made it an attractive offshore business address. Consequently, a business arrangement of this nature would raise nary an eyebrow.

The corporate trail did not end there. It ended in one more step, with an entity called EMR Group. The Caymans, like Bermuda, were a tax haven, and the EMR Group arrangement in the Caymans was similar to the Gentry Enterprises arrangement in Bermuda—a small office with an answering service. Mac could not reach a live body that could tell him anything about Gentry or EMR Group.

Lyman had an associate in his office dig into the tax and business records of Gentry Enterprises and EMR Group, and he found little. Gentry Enterprises rented various parcels of land in North Dakota to farmers, and that was the company’s income from which it paid taxes and then a salary of one million dollars to Callie Gentry. Her individual tax records showed income commensurate with that amount, as well as significant investment income from various holdings in numerous energy companies.

Something smelled.

There had to be more to this.

Entities like Gentry Enterprises and EMR Group and their opaqueness said there was something to hide.

The opaqueness didn’t end with the corporate structures. It flowed to Sterling’s file on Gentry.

Mac knew most cases generated piles of paperwork, whether a merger or acquisition or particularly if it was a litigation matter. Discovery in a large case, one in which millions in legal fees were billed, would lead to dozens of Bankers Boxes full of documents or thousands of electronic documents maintained on a litigation management software system. Not true with the Gentry matter.

No opposing party was listed, so it didn’t appear that what Sterling was doing with Gentry Enterprises was a litigation file, at least as of the time they were both murdered. Yet there was little other documentation to indicate it was a corporate acquisition matter. Mac couldn’t really tell what it was Sterling was doing for Gentry Enterprises. Sterling billed Gentry monthly. The first four months, the billings were $250,000 per month. Then the last two months were one million each. Yet on the billings, there was little to no detail, simply billing for attorney work. The billing records read like a retainer, but clients didn’t pay millions in legal fees for nothing, at least usually.

“What did you bill three million in legal fees for there, J. Freddy?” Mac mumbled to himself, shaking his head in frustration.

The only records that provided any insight on the activities up in North Dakota were a binder-clipped pile of property records for large tracts of land in and around Williston. A memorandum on top of the stack indicated Gentry owned ninety thousand acres, although when he worked through the clipped documents, there were only ownership records for eighty-eight thousand acres.

Interestingly, the parcels were located right in the heart of the Bakken Oil formation. Yet, no oil or gas drilling was taking place on the property holdings, at least on the holdings he could find in the file. He had a lawyer in Lyman’s office do a search on the eighty-eight thousand acres, but they were strictly agricultural, no oil drilling, no leases nor permits to drill for oil and gas.

Gentry Enterprises owned the land, having purchased it ten years ago from an entity called Sioux Companies. Sioux Companies, which no longer existed, was a North Dakota corporation established in 1976, and it appeared to exist for the simple purpose of purchasing and operating the parcels of land. The articles of incorporation were filed by a Bismarck law firm that no longer existed and by a lawyer long since deceased, so there was no way to determine who was really behind Sioux Companies or who made the decision to transfer the property to Gentry Enterprises, at least yet.

Then there was Callie Gentry herself.

The file contained no information on the client.

What Mac was able to cobble together was that Gentry had an address in the Woodlands, which he knew was one of the more desirable addresses in the Houston area. She was a graduate of Rice University and had an MBA from the University of Texas. She was divorced nine years ago and had no children. Her tax records showed annual income in the millions, but beyond her large earnings, her history was that of a successful businesswoman but otherwise unremarkable.

She’d worked for Houston-area energy companies up until eight years ago. Her tax records showed she was employed by Gentry Enterprises from that time forward, but what Gentry Enterprises did was unclear beyond the ownership of the tracts of land in North Dakota.

The one interesting insight on Gentry was that she traveled extensively. Summer Plantagenate had researched her travel pattern for the past year, which included multiple trips not only to North Dakota, but also to the Cayman Islands and Bermuda on almost a monthly basis. This was in addition to her travel to New York, California, Colorado, Wyoming, Montana three times, as well as Canada, Mexico, and London, England. “I bet she hadn’t sat in coach in ten years,” Summer noted.

None of the information told Mac anything about what Sterling was doing for Gentry, or more importantly, what, if anything, they were doing that would make someone want to kill them. Yet in his gut Mac felt that whatever the two were mixed up in was what got them killed.

He discussed it with Lyman.

“We’re going to have to roll up our sleeves and use whatever contacts we have to find out more about Gentry Enterprises, who this EMR Group is, and where it gets its money from,” Mac observed. “Somewhere at the end of the line, someone controls the purse strings. We need to find out who. The money goes and comes from somewhere.”

“What’s your passport status?” Lyman replied. “Because you may have trips to Bermuda and the Caymans in the near future.”

Dorothy Olson was Sterling’s secretary and, along with a senior partner, was overseeing Mac’s review of Sterling’s legal files. On Wednesday, when he arrived, Dorothy was cold, but slowly but surely Mac was winning her over. Never-ending politeness and a couple of timely and slyly delivered lattes helped. That and fixing a parking ticket in St. Paul went a long way to at least getting Dorothy to sit and talk to him in ways other than being compelled to do so. Mac felt particularly bad that she was being required to hang around the law firm as long as he was there. So he asked her about the Gentry file late on a Thursday night.

“Dorothy, Mr. Sterling kept immaculate files, for which I’m sure you’re largely responsible. Yet this Gentry file seems light, like there should be more—a lot more, given all the money Gentry Enterprises paid the firm. Is there any other file? Is there any other place these records might be kept? If so, is there any reason why they are not in the file?”

Dorothy couldn’t help. “I’m sorry, Mr. McRyan, but I’ve searched Mr. Sterling’s office and our file room, and this is all there is.”

“Is this unusual?”

The secretary nodded. “I usually know everything that is going on with his cases. However, with this case he was very tight lipped. All he did tell me one time was this one could be somewhat lucrative.”

“Was the term ‘somewhat lucrative’ code?”

Dorothy nodded. “Oh yeah, it meant it could be really big.”

“But how?” Mac asked as he gestured toward the one red-rope file that three million in legal fees had generated. “There’s nothing there.”

“I don’t know. Maybe he took it with him.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, the day he was killed, he and Ms. Gentry worked right in this conference room all day long, going through documents of some kind.”

“Just the two of them?”

Dorothy nodded. “He used this room because there is only the small window on the side of the door here. He called this his war room, and it had a lock. Those few days before he was killed, he spent a lot of time in here.”

“So tell me what happened on that last day.”

“Mr. Sterling and Ms. Gentry worked all day in there. They took a lunch break but then were back in the afternoon. Then at the end of the day, they both packed up their briefcases and left.”

“Did you say Gentry had a briefcase as well?”

Dorothy nodded. “Yes. They both stopped by my desk to say goodnight, and they both had briefcases. Ms. Gentry, hers had a shoulder strap, very stylish, very expensive. Mr. Sterling had his, which had a shoulder strap as well because he carried his laptop computer with him.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.”

That might explain the lack of information in the Gentry files. But then where did it go? Sterling’s briefcase in his car at his lake house was empty, and Gentry’s had yet to turn up.

Given the dearth of information in the Gentry file, Mac turned to interviewing anyone who had regular interaction with Sterling, his files, and Meredith. In a firm of over three hundred lawyers, it was amazing how few people actually interacted with Sterling on a regular basis. It was clear that he was very particular about who touched his clients and files, and he had the clout to make it that way. He had a select group of lawyers who worked on his litigation cases and another select group that handled corporate matters. In all, there were twenty people who really worked with and had exposure to Sterling and his clients—four partners, six associates, five paralegals, three secretaries, and two in accounting who handled his billings. Sterling’s partners were at a loss to explain how any of the matters they’d been involved with could lead to someone wanting to kill Sterling. They were routine matters that had been handled for years without problem.

Interestingly, none of these people worked with or had any familiarity with Gentry Enterprises.

Andrew Fasth, a partner specializing in mergers and acquisitions, stated, “Frederick’s track record provided him a great deal of freedom in how he conducted his practice, so if nobody else touched the Gentry case, we wouldn’t have questioned that.”

“That wouldn’t have raised at least some ethical concerns? Three million in fees, and all the bills say is legal services—that wouldn’t make you at least ask what the case was about? What the firm was getting into?”

Fasth shook his head. “Frederick at times might have played a little fast and loose, but there were never any ethical complaints by either clients or opposing counsel. You have to understand, he was such a good lawyer, and frankly, made us so much money, he was granted significant latitude to conduct his practice. He was a rainmaker, one of the best lawyers in town, the best one in our firm certainly, so my partners and I generally let him handle matters however he desired.”

That included some of his less-savory traits, such as womanizing. Anita Cornelius-Ronning, who worked closely with both Sterling and Meredith, stated it best. “Frederick was impulsive and easily bored. He always had to be pursuing something, finding something new to go after and conquer. It was all about attainment—the pursuit and winning. But there never seemed to be enough. If it was a new client, he just wanted to collect it. If it was a car, he just wanted to buy it, and if it was a woman”—she smiled—“he just wanted to bed her.”

“Marriage didn’t matter?” Mac asked.

The lawyer shook her head. “I think it did, but only for awhile. I think each time he was married, he thought he was committed to the marriage, but you are who you are. I mean, you know this about him, am I right?”

“That’s what I told Meredith when we got divorced,” Mac said.

“And she didn’t listen.” Anita smiled. “Few do. Frederick had this innate ability to get people to gravitate to him, regardless of his character flaws. I swear he could talk the president of the United States out of the keys to the White House.”

Anita, in her late forties and dressed in a sharp power suit, wasn’t the least bit unattractive. “Did he ever take a run at you?”

She smiled. “He did, and I told him if he didn’t stop I’d kick him in the balls.”

“Did that stop him?”

Anita grinned at the memory, “He said it would only make him try harder, but he did stop, eventually. I think your ex-wife told him the same thing, at the start at least.”

“But she succumbed anyway,” Mac answered.

“Yeah, she did. But then again, she was a different person back then.”

Mac looked at her quizzically. “What do you mean, different person?”

“In the beginning, she was an impressive climber, pursuer and collector of things like position and prestige. She was the female version of Frederick. She was always in pursuit of something.”

“That sounds like the Meredith I knew. I don’t imagine that made her popular around this place.”

“No, she wasn’t, at least amongst her contemporaries,” she replied “And when she started with Frederick, you can imagine a lot of people thought she was simply trying to sleep her way to the top. But to me, that discredited her. She was a very good lawyer—is a very good lawyer.”

“My ex-wife might be many things,” Mac answered. “Dumb isn’t one of them.”

“No, she’s not. That’s why this thing doesn’t make sense to me. Very out of character for her, especially given how she’d changed.”

“That’s the second time you’ve alluded to her changing. I’m curious—how did she change?” Meredith did seem a little different to him. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but she wasn’t the same.

Anita thought for a moment. “I think it was the work around child abuse. One of the things I always thought about her when she first got here was that the reason she was always pursuing something new, whether it was the job, work, or even Frederick, was that she didn’t know who she was. So I think she thought that if she got this or that, it would make her into something. That she would have the answer to who she was. Then she found this work with the Prevent Child Abuse Network. These kids the Network puts you in touch with have been through a hell you and I can’t begin to imagine. Meredith’s lived a very privileged life, had every advantage, and I think seeing what happened to these kids who didn’t have any of those advantages really got to her. She found a calling, it seemed, because she was willing to put her partnership in peril for it.”

“How so?”

“Hours and dollars are the lifeblood for a firm like this. A lot of the work she did for the Network was at a much lower rate or was donated, and that was at the expense of billable time for the firm. She was up for partner last January and needed eighteen hundred hours plus revenue of six hundred thousand dollars in the prior year, and she just barely made it. Some people thought that Frederick slid some money into her column to make it happen, because the hours she spent on truly billable work and then the Prevent Child Abuse Network—the arithmetic just didn’t add up.”

“Were they wrong?”

“No, he pushed her over the top.”

“Yet he cheated on her.”

“I think he cared for her, Mr. McRyan—I do, but he just is who he is. As Bill Parcells once said, you are what—”

“Your record says you are,” Mac finished, smiling at the recitation of one of his favorite truisms from one of his favorite coaches. “I love that quote because it is so very true.”

Mac put the last of the Gentry Enterprises papers, such as they were, into the file, and his cell phone rang. It was Sally.

“How’s it going?”

He provided a recap. “There’s nothing in the files. If you charged a client three million dollars in legal fees, you’d expect to give something in return, right? Wouldn’t there be more documentation than I’ve found?”

“I know big firms do charge flat retainers regardless of the amount of work performed. It’s big-firm, large-corporation legal work. It’s a little old school, but it still happens.”

“Okay, but as best I can tell, Gentry isn’t a large corporation. Additionally, given what I’ve learned about Sterling, he wouldn’t just sit around and do nothing else. He’d have worked on other matters, but for the last two months he hasn’t; this Gentry business has been his total focus.”

“Well, Sterling was focused on Gentry, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Mac replied with a tired laugh. “But still, where’s the beef?”

“It’s missing, or maybe it’s stored somewhere else.”

“I had that same thought. I asked Meredith, but she doesn’t know where that would be. It’s odd, which in this case makes me all the more dubious. Problem is, I can’t seem to find a good thread to pull on to pursue those suspicions.”

“Well, you aren’t going to solve this thing in a week.”

“I guess not. It seems like the more I investigate, the fewer answers I find and the more questions I have. For example, there are gaps in Gentry’s background, the paper trail on her company, the parent company called EMR Group in the Caymans. I have a lot of questions. It’s going to take a lot of time to find the answers.”

“How’s Meredith holding up?” Sally asked, switching gears.

“Okay, I guess. I talked to her about this file and how little documentation exists, but otherwise, I’ve steered clear. I haven’t seen her since Tuesday.”

“Good,” Sally answered with approval. She suggested he investigate the case, she didn’t suggest he spend a lot of time with his ex-wife. “So what are you doing this weekend?”

“I don’t know,” Mac sighed. “I have to get away from this for a day or two. My mind is turning to mush.”

“Then come home,” Sally suggested. “Let me look at flights …” He could hear Sally making some keystrokes. “Wow, there are some cheap flights.”

“Oil prices are dropping, so fares probably have been as well,” Mac answered. “My energy portfolio has taken a little hit as of late. Something I noticed when I was doing my idle millionaire routine.”

“There’s a flight to DC in the morning at 7:00 A.M.” She made another keystroke. “I’m booking you on it. I need to see you.”

“Then I’ll be on it.”

Mac packed up his belongings and walked out of the conference room to find Dorothy getting her bag ready. “Will you be back on Monday?” she asked.

“I suspect so.”

“Okay, what time, because my bus usually doesn’t arrive until 8:30.”

“8:30 is good,” Mac answered as he headed toward the elevator bank and then stopped. “You aren’t taking a bus home now, are you?”

Dorothy nodded.

Mac gave Dorothy a look. She was a small woman, a little over five feet. “At this time of night?” It was 9:52 P.M. “Dorothy, where do you live?”

“Brooklyn Park.”

That was a large suburb north of Minneapolis, requiring a bus ride through some more questionable areas of north Minneapolis to get home.

“No,” Mac answered, shaking his head. “Come on, I’ll get you home.”

“Oh, you can’t drive me,” Dorothy replied in a whisper, looking around the offices. “That wouldn’t look right. People might get the wrong idea, that I was telling you too much.”

“All right then, I’ll call a car for you. Come on.” Mac clicked on a car service app on his phone. In four clicks he had a town car set to arrive in ten minutes.

The two of them rode down the elevator together. Mac waited in the building lobby with her for the car to arrive.

“I have to say, I’m surprised you’d be willing to help your ex-wife like this,” Dorothy declared.

“You’re not the only one,” Mac answered with a chuckle and rueful smile. “Truth be told, I had to be talked into it by my fiancée and Meredith’s parents. But I think I’m doing the right thing.”

“You know, Mr. Sterling was always very good to me. I have a daughter who has some special needs and he always … just took care of me with time off, bonuses—heck, one time he paid for some things out of his pocket.”

“I’m not surprised,” Mac answered. “From what I’ve learned, despite his many, many personal flaws, he was generous toward the people he really cared about.”

She nodded. “I’d hate to think Mrs. Hilary did this. I always liked her.”

“She didn’t, Dorothy—somebody set her up.”

“You’re certain of this?” Dorothy asked.

“As certain as I can be,” Mac answered. “I can’t tell you what I’ve found, but I’ve found enough to know she didn’t do it. Proving it? Well, that’s what I’m trying to do.”

“What do you need?”

“I need to find some reason that someone would want to kill Mr. Sterling and Ms. Gentry. I expected to find that in the files, but there’s nothing there. I haven’t found anything, at least yet, that helps Meredith.”

Dorothy nodded, and the car arrived. “Thank you, Mr. McRyan. I wasn’t really looking forward to the bus. It can be crazy on Friday.”

“No problem, and you don’t have to call me Mr. McRyan, at least out here. Mac is just fine. Here’s my cell number. Just send me a text and let me know you made it home safely.”

• • •
 

Clint and Royce, with Speedy in the backseat, watched as McRyan opened the rear passenger door for Sterling’s secretary. Their immediate boss wanted to get a read on the situation in the Twin Cities. Five minutes later, they saw McRyan’s black Yukon arise out of the parking ramp from beneath the IDS tower. Clint fell in behind him, keeping back a half block as McRyan motored east on Sixth Street, heading toward I-94.

“So since Wednesday, this is all he’s done?” Speedy asked.

“Yes, he arrives around 9:00 A.M. and has worked late,” Royce reported. “He goes to a late lunch by himself, and I’ve seen him grab a sandwich a few times around 6:30 P.M. or so, but otherwise he’s been keeping to himself upstairs in that law firm.”

“Any luck getting up into those offices for a look?”

Royce nodded. “I got up there late last night. There isn’t much in the file on Gentry Enterprises. There is just one file with very little in it. In my two minutes looking at it and taking pictures I found this,” he answered, handing back a sheet of paper. “Just a reference to EMR Group, which I think we’ve seen one other place.”

“Bermuda address,” Speedy replied, reviewing the page. “We haven’t found where it goes from there, but it goes somewhere—it has to. All there is in Bermuda is an address, which is an office-share situation. So it stops there, but there must be something else—the money must come from as well as go to somewhere.”

“But from where? Or to whom?” Royce mused. “And if not from Gentry, then from whom, Speedy?”

“If there is another level above Gentry, we don’t know who or what that is. So until we do, we keep a close eye on this guy and on his ex-wife and her legal team,” Speedy answered as McRyan motored east on the interstate, taking the Cretin Avenue exit.

“So how worried is the boss about this guy?” Royce asked from the passenger seat.

“Worried enough that I’m down here with you two watching him,” Speedy answered.

“That’s not an answer.”

“This guy is a methodical pit bull. You’ve seen his track record. He’s a hunter, and he is very smart. You two watched him pick apart that crime scene on Tuesday. It’s possible he could pick this thing apart if he has enough time, and he can access all kinds of resources if he needs to. When the president of the United States or someone like Judge Dixon is in debt to you, you’ve got favors you can call in,” Speedy answered as they watched McRyan drive his Yukon up his driveway.

“To move against him, though, is to invite all of those resources to come down on us,” Clint replied.

“Maybe we’re looking at this all wrong,” Royce offered.

“How so?” Speedy asked.

“Maybe we can get rid of McRyan, without getting rid of him.”

After a minute, Speedy raised his eyebrows. “Now that’s a thought.”
  


CHAPTER ELEVEN

“Sometimes Mr. Sterling kept things off the books.”

Washington, DC.

The Saturday morning flight home was uneventful, although he did down a Bloody Mary as he watched A Most Wanted Man. Phillip Seymour Hoffman was brilliant in the movie, as he always was. Mac liked all of his movies and would miss him. Why were all the brilliant actors so tortured? Phillip Seymour Hoffman, Heath Ledger, John Belushi. Well, maybe not the last one, although Animal House was a classic, or so he good-naturedly argued with his seatmate the last hour to Reagan National.

Mac arrived at the White House at noon. After the routine check-in, Mac made his way into the West Wing and Sally’s office, where he found her on the phone. He dropped himself into the soft guest chair across from her and kicked his feet up on her desk. Sally rolled her eyes, not at him, but at the voice on the phone. In another five minutes she was able to hang up. She came around the desk and gave him a hug and a little kiss.

“It’s good to be home,” he murmured as he wrapped his arms around her.

“Good to have you home,” she answered, burying her head in his chest, “even if it’s only for a day or two.”

Mac grabbed his bag, and they walked out of the office holding hands, when the Judge greeted them. “Mac, do you have a minute?”

They went to the Judge’s office. “I had a friend from the FBI look into Soutex Solutions, the company Shane Weatherly was working for. I figured no problem, but …”

“Problem,” Mac finished.

“Yes. The PO Box in New Orleans was arranged by the company, which has a corporate address in the Cayman Islands. The Caymans office is an office share arrangement in Georgetown. There is an answering service at that office and an office that the answering service says has never been occupied. Now, the Cayman address is, naturally, to hide the true owner of the company. My contact did find some filing documents that indicate that Soutex Solutions is a subsidiary of RIG Resources. RIG Resources is located in Bermuda.”

“Anything there?”

The Judge shook his head. “Not yet.”

“This sounds all too familiar,” Mac answered with a smile.

“How so?” The Judge asked.

“This thing I’m working on back home has some ties to what looks like a front company in Bermuda, but what I’ve found out is there are literally thousands of companies that use Bermuda as an address to avoid taxes, kind of like what people are doing with locating to Ireland for a tax advantage, that inversion thing you guys are all fired up about.”

“Maybe you’re right. The whole situation suggests someone is trying to stay hidden. Given this sleight-of-hand, corporate setup, I keep wondering if Soutex Solutions are actually the ones who killed Shane.”

Mac could talk conspiracy theories all day but looked over at Sally, who was eager to go. “Judge, I’ll leave you with this: Soutex probably didn’t kill Shane. It’s more likely the person or persons behind Soutex are staying hidden because of what they had Shane doing. They don’t want to end up like he did.”

“Or maybe they already have?”

“Or maybe they already have,” Mac answered, nodding. “What was it Deep Throat said? Follow the money. My advice is to stay on the money trail. At the end of that is a person. Find that person, and you’ll get the answers you’re looking for.”

“Okay, but will you at least convey what I’ve found to your friend in DC homicide?”

“It would be my pleasure.”

They exited the Judge’s office and walked down the hallway toward the exit. Sally noticed the far-off look on Mac’s face. “What are you thinking?”

“Huh?” Mac asked, snapping out of his daze. “Oh, something the Judge said about Bermuda and the Caymans. It’s probably nothing.” He looked at his beautiful fiancée, forgot all about the Judge, and asked, “So what are we going to do all afternoon?”

Sally whispered in his ear. “It involves no clothes and your handcuffs.”

• • •
 

Edina, Minnesota.

Meredith packed the rest of her clothes into her small, rolling suitcase. The media swarmed her Lake of the Isles home in Minneapolis in the immediate aftermath of the murder and arrest. To avoid the spotlight, she’d escaped to her parents’ suburban Edina home which was situated at the end of a quiet street that backed up to Interlachen Country Club. The press found her there as well, but with the story over a week old now, the media had finally moved on, and the street was quiet.

Back sleeping in her old bedroom at her parents’ house. How life had changed in less than a week. Her parents, loving as they were, were hovering over her nonstop. Are you okay? How are you feeling? Did you sleep well? Can we get you anything? And worst of all, have you heard from Mac?

Have you heard from Mac?

It was a question with both an obvious and yet hidden meaning. Lyman, Summer, her parents, Uncle Teddy, and even she herself reluctantly acknowledged that her fate largely rested in his hands. Had he made any progress since Tuesday? Was there anything new to report? Were there any new leads? There had been radio silence since Wednesday, so she assumed little progress had been made. Of course, the hidden meaning of their questions was had you not run off with Sterling, none of this would have happened in the first place.

As if she didn’t know that.

It was getting to be too much.

She needed to escape.

So when Mom and Dad left for Sunday church, she made a run for it and left for Minneapolis and her home. As she pulled up the steep driveway, she thought about how much she loved the house—a beautiful, expansive, Spanish-styled two-story overlooking the west side of Lake of the Isles. The house was perched atop a hillside, overlooking the lake below, with the modern glass skyline of downtown Minneapolis visible over the mature trees framing the eastern side of the lake. She pulled into the garage, put down the garage door, pushed her way through the back door, dropped her keys on the counter, and soaked in the peace and silence.

Meredith went upstairs, changed into sweats and slippers, and slowly meandered through her immaculate home, in deep thought, asking herself once again, had it all been worth it? Was leaving Mac for Frederick, for the multi-million-dollar home overlooking the lake, the place on Lake Minnetonka, the condos in Vail and Cabo, the Mercedes, the bells and whistles—was it all worth it?

For a time, it seemed the answer was yes.

It was everything she thought she wanted.

Now she knew otherwise.

Frederick was who he really always was. The material wealth was just that—material, and Mac was gone.

That was a mistake she would never be able to correct. Whatever one-in-a-million, delusional chance she thought there might be of her getting another chance with him was quickly dispelled when she saw him with Sally at the presidential reception. They were a couple very much in love—real love. She could see it in Mac’s eyes. She’d been on the receiving end of that loving look once. She didn’t realize at the time how important the loving gaze of someone was. Now, when Mac looked at her, she saw no love for her in his eyes—just bitterness, pain, and worst of all now, pity.

“Boy, you’ve made a mess of things,” she moaned, shaking her head, looking out the massive picture window.

Her phone rang in her pocket. It was her mother. No, she wasn’t coming back today. No, she was fine. “I just need a little alone time, Mom. I’ll call later.”

She walked back into the kitchen. In the refrigerator was a bottle of white wine she’d recently opened. She poured herself a glass and glanced left and noticed the thick hardcover book sitting on the table in the eating nook. It was Gillian Flynn’s Gone Girl, a book she’d started two weeks ago. Meredith picked it up, grabbed her glass of wine, went into the small den off the kitchen, turned on the gas fireplace, curled up in a blanket in the soft chair by the window, and opened the book, getting back into the story, thinking, If only I could be a gone girl.

• • •
 

Mac was very relaxed on the flight back to the Twin Cities, his body light, loose, and completely at ease. It was a revitalizing day and a half. There had been yesterday afternoon and the fun with the handcuffs, and then a quiet dinner at their favorite little Italian place in Georgetown, and then back home for a late-night movie they started but did not finish.

“We could break in the new couch?” Mac suggested as he pulled his lips a centimeter away from hers.

“I think we should,” Sally answered seductively as she pushed him down.

“Be gentle.”

“You know you don’t mean that.”

On Sunday, they lounged around all morning, ate a leisurely breakfast, and read the paper. In the afternoon, they snuck upstairs again, and then after a quick homemade dinner, Sally dropped him off at the airport.

“Stay safe,” she warned lightly.

“I always do.”

“Yeah,” she laughed nervously, “right.”

Four hours later, he strolled through the terminal at the Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport and out to the parking ramp on the cool November night. It was sixty degrees in Washington when his flight departed. It was considerably cooler in the Twin Cities a little after 11:00 P.M., his breath hanging like little clouds in the crisp air.

He jumped into the Yukon, put it in drive, and began exiting the parking ramp when his phone rang. The dashboard screen displayed a local 763 number he didn’t recognize.

“Hello.”

“Mr. McRyan, this is Dorothy, Mr. Sterling’s secretary.”

He sat a little more upright. People didn’t call at this time of night unless they had a reason—a really good reason. He kept it light to start. “Dorothy, didn’t I tell you to call me Mac?”

“O-o-okay.”

She was nervous. “Dorothy, are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m … fine. I’m just not sure I should tell you this.”

Mac’s heart skipped a beat. “Tell me what, Dorothy?”

“I’ve been thinking about this all weekend. You’re sure Ms. Hilary didn’t do this? You’re absolutely sure?”

“Yes, I am. Now, Dorothy, what did you call to tell me?”

“It’s about the Gentry Enterprises file. This isn’t the first time something like this has happened, where important parts of one of his files go missing. Sometimes Mr. Sterling kept things off the books.”

“Off the books?”

“Yes.”

“What does that mean, exactly?”

“He told me once … a number of years ago … he kept a separate file at his home on matters that were sensitive. There was a case where he suspected someone in the firm was feeding information to opposing counsel. In that case, and I think in some others since, he kept some sensitive documents at home until the case went to trial. He said they were safe and secure, whatever that meant. In any event, I thought that since—”

“There weren’t any documents in the Gentry Enterprises file …”

“And there should be, and he ended up dead, and that the documents he put into his briefcase are missing, that maybe the documents of the case were so sensitive that he decided to keep them in his secure place at home.”

“Dorothy, I’ll look into this,” Mac answered, and he was eager to do so this very minute.

“Please don’t tell anyone I told you this,” Dorothy pleaded. “I can’t afford to lose my job.”

“Your secret is safe with me, Dorothy.” He ended the call with Dorothy and called Meredith. It took several rings for her to answer.

“H-h-hello.” Meredith was groggy. “Mac?”

“Sorry, Meredith, I know it’s late.”

She yawned and then said, “Geez, its 11:33 P.M. Don’t you ever sleep?”

“I just got off the plane from DC. Listen, I have it on good authority that your husband sometimes kept sensitive law firm matters at home. Perhaps there is some of that Gentry file somewhere in your house. Can you meet me there in the morning to go through the house and search?”

“I’m already there.”

“Wait a minute, you are?” Mac answered, surprised and somewhat concerned. “I thought you were staying at your parents’ house.”

“I was. But Mom’s clucking over me like a mother hen, and all Dad does is pace around with his hands behind his back wearing a groove in the carpet. You could cut the tension with a knife, and the trial won’t be for months. I couldn’t take it. Could you?”

“Uhh … probably not.”

“Exactly. Now, as for what Dorothy told you …”

“Dorothy? I never said anything about Dorothy.”

“Please, she’s the only one who would know something like that about Frederick,” Meredith replied. “She’s been his secretary for like forever.”

“So is it true?”

“I honestly have no idea,” she answered, yawning again. “But as you know, my husband was good at keeping secrets, so who knows—she could be right. We’ll have to hunt around. First place I would look would be his home office over the garage. He designed that down to the style of nail and nail gun to be used. It is something of an off-limits place.”

“That’s probably a good place to start.”

“Wait.” And he could tell Meredith sensed the sudden eagerness in his voice. “Do you … want to come here now?”

It was late, and it wasn’t as though he could do anything with it at this hour anyway. Yet now he was just too curious to let it go. “Yeah, I’ll stop by for just a quick look. Be about fifteen minutes.”

“Ooookay,” Meredith answered with another yawn.

• • •
 

After the phone call, Meredith lay in bed for a few minutes, staring at the ceiling. Her old bed at her parents’ house was comfortable enough, but the body craves what it knows, and it just felt good to be in her own bed, molded perfectly to her body. Three glasses of wine and hours of reading had let her fall fast and hard to sleep. Now awake, she reached to the right for the lamp on her nightstand. She turned the knob, but the light didn’t come on. “Hmpf, the light bulb must have burned out.”

She pushed herself out of bed and slowly walked to the wall to flip the light switch, and again, nothing. She flipped it up and down again, and there was no light. Then she glanced back to her left to the nightstand on the other side of the bed, and the clock radio was black, no red lights displaying the time.

“Is the power out?” she muttered under her breath.

She exited the bedroom and walked along the carpeted catwalk overlooking the expansive foyer and winding staircase to her right and could see the streetlight on West Lake of the Isles Parkway still illuminating the street corner to the north. It wasn’t a neighborhood power outage.

That’s odd, she thought to herself as she stopped on the catwalk and looked out the large windows over the double front door.

Then there was a light but unmistakable creak of a door opening in the back of the house.

• • •
 

Mac was driving west on Lake Street, just crossing Lyndale Avenue, in the stoplight-clogged Uptown area of south Minneapolis, ten minutes from Meredith’s, when his phone rang again. It was Meredith, probably calling to ask him to wait until the morning. “Hey—”

“Mac!” Meredith whispered urgently, and he could hear the fear in her voice. “All my power is out, and I think someone just came in the back door.”

“Call 9-1-1 right now! I’m on my way!” Mac hung up and punched the accelerator. He used the Yukon when he was a St. Paul cop, and there were certain modifications he’d made. One was flashing lights in the truck’s front grill and a siren. He flipped open the center console and hit the button to activate it all.

• • •
 

“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?”

“I think someone is breaking into my house,” Meredith whispered quickly and gave the address as she stood just inside her bedroom door. Then she sensed someone moving towards the front of house as she peeked out the door and over the banister and down into the large foyer. “Someone is definitely in the house,” she whispered anxiously.

“Help is on the way,” the dispatcher answered. “Can you stay on the line?”

“I’ll try,” Meredith replied as she slithered back into her bedroom, slowly closing the door, leaving it slightly open. She then immediately realized that was the wrong move. If someone was here, they were here for her, and at this point of the night, where would they look—the bedroom.

She quickly glanced around. What to do? She needed to buy time.

Meredith raced back to the bed and arranged the pillows under the comforter in the form of a body. Then she went back to the bedroom door, peered back out the crack she’d left open, and could see the outline of a dark figure set against the white plaster walls of the grand staircase, slowly making his way up the steps, one arm hanging low, holding something.

She was trapped.

There were two options—the bathroom or the closet. The closet was big, had hiding places, clothes, and lots of things to throw if need be. She ducked inside and moved to the right side—her side of the closet, where there were more long, hanging clothes. As she glanced left to Frederick’s side of the closet, she saw something long and shiny. It was Frederick’s putter, the Odyssey two-ball one with the oversized, heavy steel head on it. She grabbed it and then slipped behind a long row of dresses on her side. As she looked back toward the closet door, she was able to view the antique mirror she stood in front of every morning as she dressed. It was angled toward the bed.

“I’m in my closet now,” she whispered anxiously to the 9-1-1 operator.

“Help is coming.”

• • •
 

Uptown was hell to drive through—stoplights every block, heavy stop-and-go traffic, even late on a Sunday night. There was a blockage at a light ahead at least ten cars deep in both westbound lanes. The eastbound lane was mostly empty, cars waiting a block down at a stoplight.

“Shit. Gotta do it!”

Mac veered left into the eastbound lane and buried the accelerator, racing ahead into the brightness of eastbound headlights that had the sense, despite now having a green light, to hold their position as he approached. At the intersection, he jerked the wheel right and veered back into the westbound land, car horns honking all around him. A minute later, he reached West Lake of the Isles Parkway on the southeast corner of the lake. It was a one-way street winding its way counterclockwise east around the lake.

Problem was, Meredith was on the west side.

The fastest way was clockwise.

“Shit. Gotta do it!”

• • •
 

She heard the door to the bedroom creak open.

“I think he’s in my bedroom,” Meredith reported in as soft a whisper as she could muster. Her heart was racing as she watched the mirror, gripping the putter. Then an arm appeared in the mirror’s reflection, and she watched intently as it slowly and deliberately came up, holding something long.

Her hand went to her mouth.

Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!

The shots were muffled—suppressed—but they were shots nonetheless.

She held her breath, her arms shaking, and it felt as though her heart was going to explode out of her chest. Go away, she thought. You’re done. You’ve killed me—now leave.

But he didn’t.

The shooter realized something wasn’t right.

The body in the bed didn’t react to the shots. Meredith could see the shooter’s reaction and confusion in the mirror. He moved to the left side of the bed and whipped off the blankets and saw the pillows underneath. The shooter immediately turned to his right and looked in Meredith’s direction, toward the closet and bathroom, the only two options for someone to escape.

The man started toward her, moving cautiously, gun up, getting closer.

Meredith crouched down to set her phone on the floor. Then she slowly stood up and tightened her grip on the putter with both hands as the man—big, dressed in all black—bit by bit moved toward the closet door.

He disappeared from the view of the mirror, and she knew he’d moved close to the wall as he approached the closet door.

She couldn’t just try to hide.

This man killed her husband. He killed Gentry.

He was there to kill her, to finish the job.

She had to fight.

She had to get past him and get out of the house.

Meredith slid out of her hiding spot, breathing rapidly through her nose as a bead of sweat ran down her forehead.

She could sense him approaching the opening to the closet.

The man was being oh so cautious. He knew she was in the closet, hiding and maybe waiting to attack.

Her hands became moist as she gripped the putter, slowly raising it from the floor over head.

There was a siren.

It was faint in the distance at first, but the sound rapidly increased in intensity.

It was closing fast.

Then colored light flared through a window, illuminating the white walls of the bedroom.

There was a flash of movement in the mirror.

• • •
 

Mac roared north along West Lake of the Isles Parkway. Two cars ahead saw him coming and veered off to the side.

As he came around a right bend, he saw Meredith’s house up on the left and hit another button inside the center console. The glove box opened, and a tray dropped down from above with a Glock 9mm resting inside.

He turned hard left into the driveway and accelerated up, reaching for the gun as he turned to the right and slammed the brakes, screeching to a stop under the large portico to the front door. Out of the truck, he sprinted to the front door and tried the knob. Locked. He stepped back and kicked it in just below the knob and then jumped to the left side, crouching low, scanning the inside of the foyer, gun out front.

A shadow appeared on the landing of the second floor. Mac looked up. His arms followed.

“Mac! Mac, is that you?”

“Meredith, are you okay?”

“He just went out the back, I think through the door to the garage!”

“Stay in the house!”

Mac pivoted back out the front door and ran to the south side of the house, stopped, gun up, scanning. Across the driveway was a two-foot crevice between the fence for Meredith’s property and the wrought-iron fence for the mansion to the south. He ran across the driveway to the corner of the fence and quickly peered around the corner, and then in a crouch made his way through the crevice to the alley. When he reached the opening to the alley, he stopped, dropped low, peered out, and listened.

He heard rustling to his left.

At the far end of the alley to the south, he saw a runner.

The flashing lights for the Minneapolis police were approaching quickly, brightening the clear night sky, and Mac could tell they were coming from the north down the parkway along the west side of Lake of the Isles. That was quickest route to the house, but the wrong direction from the chase.

Mac stayed close to the edge on the left side of the alley, running but crouched low, gun up, expecting the intruder to look back around the corner. Thirty feet short of the end of the alley, he darted across to the right side, placed his back against the tall, white fence, and quickly moved to the end of the alley and peeked around the corner down West 28th Street. He saw the exhaust of a dark SUV idling a block up and a man running to reach it.

Mac darted around and ran along the sidewalk, his gun hanging low in his right hand.

The first bullet caught the tree to his left, and the second whistled by to his right as he dove behind a large tree between the sidewalk and street. Two more hit the tree, but there was nary a firing sound. “Fucking suppressor,” he mumbled bitterly as he peeked around the right edge of the tree to see the man running for the SUV getting inside.

Mac rolled to his right, pushed himself up, and burst out into the middle of the street as the SUV accelerated away. He set his feet and fired, pelting the back of the SUV, shattering the glass, but it did not stop. Several blocks ahead, it turned left.

“Shit!”

He reached for his phone to call it in and realized he’d left it in his truck.

“Shit!”

“Shit! Shit! Shit!” he growled as he started sprinting back towards Meredith’s house.

• • •
 

“Dispatch, we have shots fired, just west of this location,” Sergeant Norman calmly reported into the radio mic on his left shoulder as he stood on the front stoop with Meredith, his right hand resting on his service weapon.

“Oh God! Oh God!” Meredith groaned worriedly. “He better not get himself shot!”

“Who?” a uniformed officer asked. “Who better not get himself shot?”

“Mac. He was chasing after the guy.”

“Mac?” the patrol officer asked and looked at Norman.

“The only Mac I know is Mac McRyan,” Norman said.

“That’s him,” Meredith answered nervously.

“Figures,” Norman replied, shaking his head and reaching again for his shoulder radio, “Dispatch, be advised there is a former St. Paul police officer named Mac McRyan giving chase to the west of this address.”

More police cars flooded into the area, two approaching the house, another two turning right onto West 28th Street. Four more officers approached the house. Two of them glanced left and instinctively reached for their weapons.

Mac emerged from the crevice between the fences.

“Hands up!” the officers ordered, guns drawn.

“Easy! Easy!” Mac answered, tiredly and half-heartedly putting his arms up. “The name’s McRyan. I’m a former St. Paul cop. You need to put out an alert for a large, dark-colored SUV. It will have damage to the back—bullet holes in the tailgate and shattered rear-window glass. It could still be in this general area.”

The officers hesitated, unsure.

“Do it!” Mac growled. “Do it fucking now!”

“I recognize him. He’s McRyan,” one officer stated. The other spoke into his shoulder radio, requesting the alert.

“Jesus, Mac!” Meredith exclaimed as she approached him. She didn’t embrace him or even try to, but after a moment of inspection, she did stick her right index finger in the hole in the right arm of his leather jacket. “Nice,” she noted, shaking her head. Then she looked him in the eye, angry, yet with a modicum of concern, or maybe guilt. “Are you trying to get yourself killed, dumbass?”

“Well, you could have told me about the silencer,” Mac replied, amped up. “That would have been good to know about.”

“I … I …” Meredith sputtered.

“Mac? What gives?”

Mac looked left of Meredith and saw a familiar face. “Hey, Normy,” he exclaimed to his old friend, Paul Norman. “How the heck are you? And look at you, a sergeant no less. Congratulations.”

“What in the hell are you doing, Mac?” Norman asked, seeing the gun in Mac’s hand and the police lights still flashing in the grill of the Yukon. “Last time I checked, you’re not a cop.”

Mac looked at the hole in his coat, the holes in the left leg of his jeans with some blood oozing through, and the scrapes on his left hand. Looking at Norman, he simply said, “So arrest me.”

“Riiiiight,” Norman replied, “Just hand me your gun and tell me what the hell is going on here.”
  


CHAPTER TWELVE

“It does if it causes Mac to stop poking around.”

Mac explained to Norman what the scene at Meredith’s was all about. Then he asked for a favor. “So listen, Normy, any chance I could get a couple of old friends on this?”

“Who do you have in mind?”

Mac told him.

Norman chuckled and understood exactly what Mac was looking for. “Let me make a call.”

A half hour later, veteran Minneapolis detectives Ed Gerdtz and Bud Subject arrived on the scene, followed by a crime scene crew. The beauty of the two veteran detectives and friends working the scene was that certain protocol and procedures were ignored. They let Mac tag along.

Problem was, there wasn’t much to find.

It was clear there was a break-in. The back door of the garage leading into the pool area was wide open, and the main circuit breaker in the fuse box was turned off. Crime scene was printing both the fuse box and the door, not to mention all other surfaces in the house that might have been reasonably touched by the intruder on the way in, based upon Meredith’s recap. Ballistics would be taken on the gun. There were four shell casings.

“Pretty quick thinking by your ex-wife there, Mac,” Gerdtz observed.

“I’ll say,” Subject added.

“She’s smart and always had a pretty cool head under pressure,” Mac answered while the three of them were up in Meredith’s room, checking out the bullet-ridden bed, and then he walked over to the closet and noticed the putter leaning against the wall. Meredith had been hiding in the closet. She heard the siren approaching, and then, when the lights started reflecting in the room, probably when Mac was pulling into the driveway, the killer ran. He couldn’t help thinking that she should be dead. If he hadn’t called her when he did, she would be.

Later, Mac stood with Gerdtz and Subject around their sedan, which was parked down the street from the house. Gerdtz was puffing on a cigarette, the white smoke matching his white, unkempt-yet-thinning, Einstein-like hair while Mac and Subject sipped on convenience store coffees.

“I’m not holding my breath on prints,” Mac muttered, taking a drink of the now-lukewarm coffee. “A silencer, getting into the house like it was nothing, with a planned escape route and driver waiting—that guy was a pro.” He changed his focus to where they had a chance. “For now, that leaves the SUV. Any hits on that?”

Subject slowly shook his head, looking down into his coffee cup. “Not yet. If the guy was a pro, Mac—”

“That SUV is at the bottom of a body of water,” Gerdtz finished. “Or it’s already in a chop shop or being crushed at a junk yard or buried deep in a garage somewhere. Plus, we don’t know what kind of SUV it was, other than big and dark colored. I mean, we’re searching, but …”

Mac nodded in resignation. “It’s a long shot at best, I know. Nevertheless…”

“We’ll keep looking,” Gerdtz answered, exhaling smoke out his nose. “Everyone on duty has their eyes and ears open.”

“So Mac, what the hell is up with this?” Subject asked. “This whole thing doesn’t make sense.”

“Yeah, why would someone want Meredith dead?” Ed Gerdtz added. “Is there someone out there that angry about her husband’s death that they’d want to kill her? I mean, if you’re right, and you think she was set up, then why kill her? It just doesn’t make sense.”

Mac looked up at Gerdtz. “No, it doesn’t.”

“It does if it causes Mac to stop poking around,” Subject casually suggested as he slid a piece of Wrigley’s into his mouth. “I’ve been paying attention to this thing from afar, and your ex-wife looks guilty. But after tonight, I’m not so sure. So if you assume someone else is responsible for the deaths of Sterling and his mistress, whoever that is seems worried about something, and when I look at what’s changed in the case”—Bud pointed to Mac—“you’re the change. They’ve been watching, and they’re worried about you, Mac.”

“Why were you coming here, anyway?” Gerdtz asked.

“To search for something,” Mac answered and then waved for them to follow. “Come with me.” He quickly walked back up the driveway to the house. The power was back on, and the house was now filled with light. Meredith was in the kitchen with her parents, Uncle Teddy, and Lyman, who’d all now arrived on the scene.

“Meredith, where’s your husband’s office?”

“Go down the back hallway into the garage and then up the narrow staircase on the right.”

Mac made a beeline for the back hallway, Gerdtz, Subject, and the others in tow. He opened the door into the garage, which had a fairly low ceiling, and the steps up to the office cut a small hole in the back right corner. He ascended the narrow staircase, which was eight steep steps up to a landing and then turned ninety degrees and was another set of eight steep steps up to the open office above the garage. “Well, isn’t this nice,” Mac remarked with admiration. As a man who’d rehabilitated more than one house, he was impressed with the fine detail of the office.

No expense was spared in its construction and decoration. The office was expansive, with floor-to-ceiling, built-in, deep mahogany bookshelves on all four walls tastefully filled with books, pictures, mementos, and the like. A large, rectangular Iranian rug covered a significant portion of the dark-wood parquet floor. A large writer’s desk sat at the opposite end of the room with a high-backed leather chair and two soft-leather sitting chairs in front. On the right wall, halfway down, was a stone fireplace with a flat-screen television mounted above. Halfway down the left wall was a built-in wet bar. Behind the wet bar was a small bathroom. “If I had this kind of office,” Mac mused, “I’m not sure I’d ever leave it.”

“When he was home, he didn’t,” Meredith replied derisively. “He would bury himself in here. It was his little sanctuary.”

“Mac, why are we up here?” Lyman asked.

“Because apparently Sterling would at times store sensitive information at home rather than in the files at his law firm,” Mac answered as he walked around the room, looking at the shelves. “And this is the most likely place he would store that information if he did.”

“Big house, Mac,” Lyman replied. “He could have hidden stuff anywhere.”

“How often did you come up here, Meredith?” Mac asked.

“Almost never,” she answered. “He liked to be left alone up here to work, and I just kind of understood that I, and anyone else for that matter, should avoid coming up here.”

Mac looked over at Lyman.

“Okay, so if it’s in the house, it’s likely in here,” Hisle now agreed.

Meredith joined in, as did the others, looking for a place for him to hide or store materials. People checked the shelves and knocked on the walls on the back of the bookshelves for a hollow sound. Mac inspected the wood floors along the shelves to see if there were any floor markings indicating a shelf would move and checked behind pictures and the flat-screen television, yet nothing was found. After a half hour of searching, the group was losing steam.

“I don’t know, Mac,” Lyman suggested. “Great theory, but maybe he didn’t store anything here—or maybe not in this office. Like I said, it’s a big house, and it isn’t his only house.”

Meredith, physically and emotionally exhausted, looked as though she just wanted to go back to bed as she plopped herself down in a chair in front of the desk.

Now coming down from the adrenaline of the chase and the initial search of the office, Mac too was tired as he sat down at the desk and sunk himself into the deep leather chair and soaked in the room. Twisting in the chair, he looked up at the ceiling—the high ceiling with the thick wood beams and recessed lighting high above the floor. “The ceiling,” he muttered as he pushed himself out of the chair and went to the steps back down to the garage. The ceiling in the garage was finished but hung low. There was a drop-down ladder in the middle. He pulled down on the rope, unfolded the ladder, and climbed up into the storage space. At the top, he saw a chain for a light and pulled it on. There was a small crawl space, perhaps five feet in height, for storage. There were assorted boxes, along with tubs filled with Christmas decorations and lights. However, what drew Mac’s attention was a framed-in area covered in sheetrock to the left of where he thought the desk sat in the office. He crawled back into the storage space to the boxed-in area, with square sides three to four feet in length. Something was encased behind the sheetrock.

Mac exited the crawlspace, climbed back down the ladder, and saw he’d now drawn the interest of Lyman.

“Did you find something?”

“Maybe,” Mac answered as he climbed the steps back up to the office and went to the left of the desk. He threw back the rug and looked at the parquet wood, examining the seams of the floor. The dark parquet pieces were approximately three feet by three feet. Mac looked under the desk for a latch or button but didn’t see one. Behind the desk was a built-in credenza with filing drawers on the left and right and a two-door cabinet in the middle. “If you were going to run a latch, you’d run it down through the built-in, wouldn’t you?” he murmured as he opened the middle cabinet doors and felt up under the ledge until he felt a latch, pressed it, and smiled at the snapping noise. He looked back to his left, and a section of the parquet floor had popped up.

“Well, hello there,” Lyman exclaimed while everyone else came over to take a look. Mac got down to his knees and removed the piece of flooring. In the floor was a combination safe.

Mac looked at Meredith. “I suppose since you didn’t know this existed, you don’t have the combination?”

“No.”

“Well, I know a guy,” Mac suggested.

“You know a guy?” Meredith asked.

“Yeah, I got guys everywhere. This particular guy is a safe cracker. We’ll get him here tomorrow.”

“While you’re doing that,” Lyman answered, “I’m going to have a chat with the Hennepin County attorney. And Mac, you’re going with me.”
  


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“My conspiracy meter, and it’s on high alert.”

7:15 A.M.

Hennepin County Attorney Candace Johnson was an early riser. It was one of her political selling points as she was well into her second term—late to bed and early to rise, representing the legal interests of Minnesota’s largest county. And then there was her political ambition—she had it in spades and was eyeing higher office. A United States Senate seat was open next year. Johnson was positioning herself for it and therefore was on the constant hunt for cases and opportunities to burnish her already-robust resume.

This was one of them.

A victory over Lyman Hisle, putting a lawyer and the daughter of a prominent family in prison for murder, would only further enhance her cross-party appeal.

As a result, despite Lyman’s well-crafted and delivered arguments of the past twenty minutes, she was not dropping the case against Meredith. If anything, she was digging in her heels.

“Someone tried to kill her,” Lyman pointed out again, sitting comfortably in the leather chair in front of Johnson’s desk. To Lyman’s left was Assistant County Attorney Dan Goodman, who was the lead prosecutor on the case, although undoubtedly Johnson would play a role—she always did on the larger cases. Mac stood in the back of the office, leaning against a credenza, sipping what seemed like his sixth coffee.

Mac had slept two hours and felt that he needed a couple more but wasn’t sure when he’d get them. “They broke into the house, cut the power, took four shots at what they thought was my client’s body, and then fled the scene,” Lyman explained calmly. “I’m sure that is something that will be of interest to a jury.”

“As I said, Lyman, I’m relieved Mrs. Sterling is still alive,” Johnson answered, sitting back in her tall, leather desk chair, arms folded across her chest, right leg over the left. “But that’s all I am. I look forward to trying her case.”

“I don’t know, Candace,” Lyman replied skeptically, shaking his head. “It’s becoming increasingly clear she’s innocent of these charges. You know it, and I know it.”

“Do I?” Johnson retorted confidently. “I mean, what has really changed here?” She pressed. Johnson still held a strong hand. “Your client had motive, means, and opportunity, and despite your well-told and compelling story, you’ve done nothing, absolutely nothing, to disprove that. Your client has no credible alibi for the night of her murder. I have her prints on the murder weapon. I have no forced entry at her lake home. I have her car leaving the scene. Nothing you’ve said today disproves any of that, and yet you’re asking me to drop the charges? Seriously, Lyman? Why would I even contemplate what you’re asking?”

“If anything,” Goodman added, “we’re still asking if you want to plea this out.”

“If I wanted to talk plea, we already would have,” Lyman answered coldly.

“Well, as for last night’s intruder,” Goodman offered, “it’s all just a little too convenient for me.”

“How so?” Lyman asked.

“It just so happens that the one night she goes to her home, someone gets into her house? Oh, and the gallant Mr. McRyan here just so happens to be on his way to save the day to make it all look good,” Johnson proffered. “How convenient.”

“Oh, so you’re mocking us,” Lyman retorted with a little edge. “You think she set this up?”

“Makes as much sense as what you’re proposing, Lyman,” Goodman replied with a smile. “She has the resources to make this happen. And if Candace were to drop the charges, suddenly she’d have millions at her disposal to pay the intruder for making it look good.”

“And my theories are fanciful,” Lyman mocked and then grinned. “I think my client would welcome your in-depth investigation of her phones and financials. Someone tried to kill her last night—she didn’t set anything up.”

“Oh, come on, Lyman. Give me a frickin’ break. It’s a beautiful home in Lake of the Isles, full of treasure. Your client and her late husband are worth millions,” Johnson barked, jumping back into the fray, untroubled by the latest developments. “She’s been gone, staying at her parents. Why is it so hard to believe that someone would break in?”

“Then why have a silencer? Why, when he got into the house, was his first move to go up to the master bedroom and pump four into what he thought was Meredith?” Mac retorted with disgust, speaking for the first time. He was not impressed with Johnson or Goodman. “The man was not an intruder looking to steal a painting or a vase. Give me a fucking break.”

“How can you be so sure?” Goodman asked.

“Because, Daniel,” Mac mocked as he threw his empty coffee cup into the waste basket, “unlike you, I have experience in this area. The way the man moved, shot, and operated says he was a pro. And I got a news flash for you. Professional killers”—Mac shook his head—“they don’t break and enter to steal. They’ve already been paid. That man was there to do one thing and one thing only, and that was to finish the job and earn his money.”

“Too bad you didn’t catch him—we could have asked him,” Goodman needled. “Instead, he got away, and you’re left with nothing.”

“For now,” Mac replied icily.

“What proof do you really have, though, that this makes her innocent?” Goodman asked. “We need proof of innocence to drop the charges. Other than the break-in, for which there are a number of possible explanations, nothing has changed in this case.”

“Dan makes a good point—why the sudden need to off Mrs. Sterling?” Johnson asked confidently. “Why, just six days after she was arrested and supposedly set up, would the killers now want to eliminate her?”

“Because Mac’s investigating,” Lyman answered.

“Oh, well,” Goodman mocked, feigning fright. “I guess we should all just go home then, if the great Mac McRyan is investigating.”

Johnson laughed along. “Yes, I guess I should just take your word for it and save the county a bunch of money.”

“Lyman’s point is,” Mac suggested, trying to keep his composure, “that perhaps they’re afraid of what we’ll find. If they kill her, we stop looking—or at least I stop looking or they think I do.”

“You’re awfully confident, Mr. McRyan,” Johnson suggested.

Mac snorted. “I have a track record.”

“Arrogant much?” Goodman asked, looking Mac in the eye.

“You really think you’re going to win this, Mr. Goodman, Ms. Johnson?” Mac asked with a smirk. He’d taken the measure of Johnson and Goodman, and he wasn’t impressed.

“Do you?” Johnson asked, undeterred. “I go back to what I said a minute ago. I’ve got motive, means, and opportunity, and you’ve done nothing, absolutely nothing, to disprove that. Ask that fiancée of yours, who used to work for me, and she’ll tell you that’s a winning hand. So until you can convince me that I don’t have those things anymore, I’m not dropping the charges.”

“And last night means nothing to you?”

“It could have been staged. It’s a robbery. There are any number of possible explanations besides yours. All I really have is the word of your ex-wife that this all happened up in that bedroom. You didn’t see it happen, did you? You don’t know if this whole story of her hiding in the closet, ready to hit this killer with a putter is true. You saw what she wanted you to see.”

“I’ll tell you what, those bullets that nearly clipped me didn’t feel staged,” Mac growled in reply, displaying the hole in the right sleeve of his leather jacket. “You all might want to think about that.”

“I have,” Johnson retorted. “If she killed her husband and his mistress, do you really think she’d really care if you ended up dead as well? Ask yourself that, Mr. McRyan. Do you really think she’d care if you were dead? From what I understand, your divorce from Ms. Hilary wasn’t exactly pleasant. In fact, as it turns out, you put the screws to her in the settlement. If I’m right, she could look at this whole thing as two for the price of one—get rid of one cheating husband and an ex-husband who screwed her in her divorce.”

Mac shook his head. “You’re both so certain of your case, so certain that you have this ironclad read on Meredith, that you won’t even ask the obvious question. Why would someone want Meredith dead? You won’t even entertain the question, and that is just reckless,” he asserted. He and Lyman pushed themselves up to leave. Mac stopped at the door. “Eventually, you won’t be able to duck that obvious question. And in the meantime, her life remains at risk. I know what I was dealing with last night, even if you don’t. That was a killer who was in her house that I was chasing. They’re not going to stop until the job is done. If something does happen to her, you better think about how you’re going to explain that away. Because I guarantee you, should that happen, I will have plenty to say, and I’m pretty confident I’ll draw a big crowd when I talk.”

“We have our view of the case, and you have yours,” Johnson replied.

“Good luck with that,” Mac retorted. “I’m betting our explanation will play a lot better than yours.”

Mac and Lyman departed Johnson’s office. “It was worth a shot,” Lyman mused as they waited for the elevator.

“Please tell me you’re going to eat those two for lunch if and when this thing goes to trial,” Mac stated.

“Maybe,” Lyman replied with some modesty. “I didn’t play all my cards. I didn’t talk about what we found at the lake house, because I didn’t think they’d go for dropping the charges. Not this soon.”

“So this was an opening gambit?”

Lyman nodded. “This will not be the last dance on this topic. Let’s see what you find in that safe. Let’s see what the investigation of the break-in leads to. We’re barely a week into this thing, and we’ve made some progress. Today was about planting a seed of doubt.”

“I don’t think much of Johnson or Goodman, I can tell you that much.”

Lyman shrugged but then cautioned, “You’re not impressed with them, but let me tell you something. Candace Johnson is not just a politician; she’s also a damn good lawyer, and Goodman has won his fair share of cases. They are not real dynamic and tend to paint by the numbers, but they’ll do a very credible job with the case they have. And you know what, they’re not wrong. We haven’t yet credibly attacked motive, means, or opportunity. We put on an interesting show this morning, but that was all. There’s knowing, and then there’s proving. We’re really long on the former and really short on the latter. I need proof, Mac, and we don’t have much, at least yet.”

“Then I better get you some,” Mac answered. “And that starts with getting that safe open. But one other thing, Lyman.”

“What’s that?”

“Watch your back,” Mac quietly warned. “The man I chased last night was a pro, no doubt about it. I’m lucky, and Meredith sure as heck is lucky.”

“How so?”

“Lyman, they went for Meredith the minute she was out of her parents’ house and exposed. The only way they knew she was there is they were watching and following her. If I hadn’t called her last night when I did, she’d be dead. I woke her up with that call. Whoever is behind this is watching. So grow a pair of eyes in the back of your head. Set the security on your house, have security escort you to your car, and if you see something you don’t like in your rearview mirror, you call me.”

“You don’t think last night scared them away?”

“They’ll take a step back,” Mac replied but then warned, “but not for long. Whoever this is and whatever it is about, they’re all in. They’ll be back.”

“Then you need to watch your own back, son,” Lyman suggested. “Because if you weren’t on their radar before last night …”

“I am now.”

• • •
 

Clint breathed a small sigh of relief as he crossed the border into North Dakota on I-94. They were only crossing the Red River and a dotted line on the map, but it still felt as if they were leaving danger behind and heading for the freedom and safety of the plains.

He looked to his right at Royce, who was snoozing in the passenger seat, his cowboy hat askew as he leaned his head against his jacket, which was rolled and wedged between him and the passenger door window. All was calm now, but seven hours ago it was very hairy as they escaped Meredith Hilary’s house and the man who gave chase.

For the last two hours as he drove, he kept running the events at Hilary’s house through his mind, mystified as to how the mission went awry. They thought they’d caught a big break when she went home, totally exposed without any protection. At her parents’ house, there were too many people around, neighbors were too close, and there was a consistent hum of traffic, not to mention an Edina police cruiser that made its presence known. But when she went home and was all alone in a large house surrounded by mature trees and other large homes, three of which were not occupied that night, they had their chance. The house had been reconnoitered a few weeks earlier when their bosses became concerned about Sterling and Gentry, so they already had a good preconceived plan in place if they had to go in.

It should have worked.

He cut the power two hours after she turned the lights off in her upstairs bedroom. The entry into the house was pure stealth, with just a little creak as the door into the house from the garage opened. There was no way that in and of itself woke her. As he worked his way through the house and up to the second floor, he was cat quiet, light on his feet, and stealthy as he’d always been. But some way, somehow, she heard him coming, and with enough time to stuff the pillows in the bed and then call 9-1-1. When he yanked the comforter off the bed, he knew she was close, likely in the closet, but with the police rolling up on the scene, he couldn’t take the time to finish the job. Which was another thing gnawing at him—how did the police make it to the house so fast? The police were on the scene quickly—too quickly, he thought, and the man who chased him down the alley was no amateur. He was a cop, plainclothes of some kind, and he clearly had no compunction about throwing down.

It was a close call, maybe their closest ever. Even during all the years they were working for the drug cartel, nobody ever got that close to them. When they did a job, they were long gone by the time their work was discovered.

Not this time.

They were fortunate to have escaped.

After slipping out of the immediate area of Meredith Hilary’s mansion, they quickly dumped the Suburban just north of downtown Minneapolis, split up, and each hailed separate cabs back to the Embassy Suites hotel in Bloomington. They grabbed their bags and took the light-rail train over to the Mall of America, where Clint’s silver Chevy Silverado pickup with Texas plates was parked in the east ramp.

Now, hours later, as he motored west on I-94, the last vestiges of Fargo barely visible in his rearview mirror and the sun beginning to rise in the east, his partner started stirring in the passenger seat. “Where are we?” Royce asked through a yawn, scanning the flat and barren countryside.

“We’re west of Fargo a fair piece.”

Royce pushed himself upright in the seat and rubbed his face, trying to bring himself awake. “We should think about stopping for some breakfast.”

“We’ll be in Valley City in a bit. We could stop there.”

“That works,” Royce answered, running his hand through his thick hair and then putting his cowboy hat back on. “Has there been any word from the boss?”

“Not since last night, when he told us to get out of the Twin Cities. I don’t think we can go back there, not for a while at least.”

“No,” Royce shook his head, more the brains of their two-man operation. “We can’t. I felt like we were pushing it as it was, and now, we’re too hot,” he added as he started working his phone. “I don’t need another close call like that for awhile.”

“Amen, brother,” Clint responded and adjusted in his seat, his back barking at him a bit. He noticed Royce on his phone. “What are you looking for?”

“I wanted to read the news reports of last night’s events in the Twin Cities.”

It took Royce a half hour of scrolling through the websites for the Twin Cities’ papers and local television stations until he found something. “Channel six has it. They have someone inside the Minneapolis Police Department. They’re reporting it was that Mac McRyan dude who was chasing after us.” Royce twirled the edge of his mustache. “Too bad I missed.”

“Indeed, it could have eliminated a big problem.”

“Instead, he may continue to be one,” Royce said.

“Nah,” Clint replied casually. “We’re not going back down there, and he sure as hell won’t be coming out here.”

Royce pursed his lips, working it through his mind. “The thing that I don’t get is, how was it McRyan first on the scene. He beat the police. What’s he doing, out driving on Sunday within blocks of his ex-wife’s house?”

Clint shook his head. “I thought he’d left town. We followed him to the airport Saturday morning.”

“Yet he was back, and then he’s at the house. Why?”

“Just lucky, I guess.”

Royce was always the smarter of the two, and he didn’t believe in luck. He believed in precision, planning, and getting well paid for exercising his and his partner’s particular skill set. “It wasn’t luck or fortune that he was there. He was in that area for a reason. Something else is going on.”

“What?”

“I don’t know, but we’ll have to discuss it with Speedy. As for McRyan, I think you’re wrong, partner.”

“How so?”

“We’ll be seeing that hombre again.”

• • •
 

Lou Hacker the Safe Cracker showed up at 9:30 A.M.

“Meredith, everyone, this is my safe cracker,” Mac said, introducing Hacker.

“Mr. McRyan, I prefer to call myself a highly skilled vault technician,” Hacker counseled with a wry smile. “Hacking is such a crude term.”

“Yet your business name is what it is,” Mac retorted.

“It provides for good alliteration.”

“Are you one of those guys who tests vaults?” Meredith asked.

“Yes, ma’am,” Hacker answered as he began evaluating the safe in the floor. “Since I’m not doing this for speed, it should take about fifteen or twenty minutes.”

“Have at it,” Mac suggested. Meredith led him back down to the kitchen. Ann, Edmund, and Uncle Teddy were there as well, watching over Meredith. She better get used to being smothered, Mac thought. Because after the safe business was complete, Meredith was going back to her parents’ place. “I hired security,” Ann reported. “We’ll have around-the-clock guards for the time being.”

“She isn’t going anywhere without them,” Edmund added and looked at his daughter. “And that’s nonnegotiable.”

“Damn straight,” Archer added. “Your ass is on lockdown, girl.”

“Greeeeaaaat,” Meredith answered, looking at Mac, shaking her head.

Mac hid a smile as he surfed his phone and then chuckled.

“What?” Meredith asked.

“Lich,” Mac responded. “He just read the news accounts and has a few colorful texts. As do Riles and Rock. You can always count on those smart alecks.”

“How about Sally?” Meredith asked.

“I haven’t talked about this with her yet.”

“I suggest you do,” Meredith cautioned.

“Wait a second. Are you really giving me relationship advice?” Mac replied, bemused.

“I know, consider the source,” she replied. “But still, don’t let her hear about it from somewhere else first. She’ll be pissed.”

Mac shook his head, a bewildered smile on his face. “I feel like I’m in The Twilight Zone, my ex-wife giving me advice about my fiancée. I must need sleep.”

“She’s right, Mac,” Ann cautioned. “Call Sally.”

Mac turned to Ann. “You too, huh?”

Ann nodded.

“Okay, okay.”

Mac did as ordered. He could hear the nervousness on the other end of the phone, but he’d managed to stifle any huge blowup, plus he had a trump card. “After all, Sally, this was your idea. I was perfectly willing to say no.”

“Don’t remind me,” she answered with a sigh. “But you’re okay?”

“I’m fine. I just thought I should call you before you heard about this.”

“You didn’t think that.”

“I didn’t?”

“No,” Sally answered knowingly. “You’d never do that. You always hope I don’t find out, which is dumb, because I always do. No, Mac, this is something a woman would tell you to do. Since Wire isn’t there to counsel you, I’m betting on either Meredith or Ann Hilary. So which one was it?”

“Both.”

“See,” Sally answered with a laugh then settled into her business tone again. “This is becoming much more than it seemed, isn’t it?”

Mac nodded. “Yes, there is a lot more than Meredith to this. Somebody’s very worried about something, and whatever it is, it’s important enough to kill for.”

“Maybe you’ll get answers from the safe once it’s open.”

“Maybe.”

“Listen, Mac. Watch your tail, and take precautions,” Sally warned.

“Precaution number one is in my back waistline. Precaution number two is on the inside of my left ankle, and number three is in the truck. I have extra magazines for all in my jacket and the truck. I’m taking no chances. I’m well armed.”

“Okay, good. Do you want some good news?”

“I could use some.”

“Last night, after you left, a friend of mine here at the White House e-mailed me a link to the website for the Davidson Estate.”

He smiled. “This is a wedding venue, I take it?”

“Yes,” Sally replied excitedly. “It’s on the Chesapeake Bay, just south of Annapolis. It looks absolutely gorgeous. My friend, she has super good taste, and she went there for a wedding a month ago, and she says it’s amazing. She said there were about two hundred people, and the place was perfect.”

“So an East Coast wedding?” Mac asked.

“I was thinking … I like the smaller venue, smaller gathering, and there is one other thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Out here is a fresh—”

“Start,” Mac finished.

“Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking.”

“So tell me about it.”

“I’ve only seen pictures so far, but it overlooks the bay. There is this wonderfully quaint old reception hall with large windows and French doors that open out onto a flagstone patio surrounded by these amazing-looking gardens, and there is a perfect area for the wedding stage and the Chesapeake is in the background. I can just imagine the wedding pictures.”

“I bet you can,” Mac joked, which drew a laugh on the other end of the line.

“And there is something I know you’ll love.”

“Which is?”

“There are these cozy cabins on the far end of the property that overlook the water, that the wedding party and families could stay in.”

“It sounds interesting.”

“It looks just spectacular.”

They’d spent time looking at a few venues, and while there had been some nice ones, none seemed to really move them, to say this was the place. Now, Sally was clearly moved. “Sounds like you like it.”

“I have to see it, but I think—”

“C’mon, you’re going to love it. You know, it might be just right for a spring wedding.”

“It’s funny you should say that,” Sally replied, and Mac thought, Here it comes. “They just so happen to have two weekends open, one in late April, and another couple just cancelled in mid-May.”

“Then I think you should go look at it.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“But you’re not here.”

“Like that matters,” Mac replied. This was always going to be her call.

“Come on, you know that’s not true.”

It was true, but he wasn’t going to argue. Mac knew that if this was what she really wanted, this would be the place, and as a smart, evolved male, he would agree to it. “Look, trust me, I wish I were there, but don’t worry about that. I trust you, and when it comes to stuff like this, we’re usually of like mind.”

“That’s true.”

“So if you really like the place and you like those dates, then don’t hesitate—grab it.”

He could hear her excitement. “You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

“Good, because I already tentatively reserved the weekend of May 15.”

“Wow!” Mac laughed. Sally could be wonderfully impulsive. When she liked something, she did not hesitate—she pulled the trigger. “So we’re going to do this?”

“Yes. May 15. I’m going to want this place, and you know what—I think you’re going to love it, too.”

Of course he would. Only an idiot would disagree with his fiancée on this decision. “That’s good enough for me.”

They talked for another minute, and she promised to call back later in the day after she’d had a chance to go check the place out. He walked back into the kitchen, and his mood was lightened. It must have been noticeable.

“That call must have gone well,” Ann Hilary said.

“Yeah, it did.” He wanted to tell someone the date, but he didn’t think his ex-wife or his former in-laws should be the first to hear.

Hacker stepped into the kitchen. “The safe is open.”

They all rushed up to the office. Mac opened his backpack and took out his camera and slipped on rubber gloves.

“Is that necessary?” Meredith asked.

“Old habits die hard,” Mac answered as he opened the safe door. Inside were four red-rope files, which he pulled out. One thin file was labeled Life Insurance/Will, and he handed that file to Meredith. Another file was labeled Yellow Fields and Borman Industries. Meredith explained that those were cases from years ago that were sensitive for one reason or another. The fourth red-rope simply had Gentry written on the label. “Let’s see what’s in here,” Mac muttered as he placed it on the desk.

Inside were documents, but not many: simply a small stack of papers binder clipped with a yellow legal pad sheet of paper with scribbled notes clipped on top.

Meredith winced. “That doesn’t look like much.”

“So what is there?” Teddy asked.

“Notes,” Mac answered and held up the page. “Meredith, is that your husband’s chicken scratch?” he asked, handing her the yellow, lined sheet of paper.

She scanned the notepads. “Yes. He’s a lefty, and his writing is distinctive—lots of harsh, straight, left to right, vertical strokes.”

Mac scanned the notes, which were a long series of one or two word notations. Not a complete sentence on the pages. “Pretty … cryptic.”

“Frederick was dyslexic,” Meredith answered.

“Seriously?” Mac asked, surprised.

She nodded. “So, the problem with Frederick was that his notes never meant anything to anyone, except him. He had a system in his mind, so if he jotted down a name, a place, an object, a time, an event, whatever, there was always more to it.” She was scanning the page of random notations. “Unfortunately, three words could equate to a hundred with Frederick. It’s the way his mind operated, which was by memory. He’d hear or see something once, and he could just recall it. It always frustrated the lawyers he worked with, because they couldn’t understand his shorthand. They constantly begged him to dictate.”

The notations were many, with arrows and lines drawn to and between words, but as he scanned them, Mac understood what Meredith meant. They were almost in code, like the crumpled-up note in the garbage can from the night before. Williston, Ray, Buller family, County Road 4, Watford City, Telford, Deep Core, Murphy, PHI, and on and on with various dates listed but nothing tied to them. It was like one of his own mind-mapping exercises, where the notations meant something to him but others would have a hard time understanding what it all meant. He might have to call Dorothy to see if she could interpret Sterling’s hieroglyphics.

“What’s in the clipped papers?” Meredith asked.

“I have a death certificate. In fact, death certificates for a family of four and an investigative report from the Williams County sheriff—it looks like they were all murdered. They lived near Ray, North Dakota. There are the records for two thousand acres of property they lived on, which must be the record missing from the file at the firm.” He placed them on the desk, and then there were some other tax, land, and payroll records that he flipped through. It was not the bonanza he was hoping for.

Then he got to the last record.

“What is it?” Meredith saw his eyes widen ever so slightly.

“Uh … nothing,” Mac answered and then shook his head, yawned, and wiped his hand over his face to cover. “I’m just trying to keep my eyes open at this point. It was a long night.”

“Yes, it was,” Edmund replied, patting him on the shoulder. “Maybe you should get some rest, son.”

“Yeah, we can help you with all of this,” Uncle Teddy offered.

“No, that’s okay,” Mac replied, standing up and waving them off. “There’s not much here, but what is here I’ll run down to the law firm, discuss it with Lyman, and get copies made and take them home. I’ll get some sleep and then start going through all of this and see if I can make heads or tails of it.”

Mac gathered all the documents and placed them in the red-rope file, and the four of them descended the steps into the kitchen. Mac stopped and turned to his ex-wife. “Meredith, you go home with your parents, and don’t go anywhere by yourself. Take the security. I’m not kidding. Do you understand?”

She nodded. After last night, she wasn’t going to argue with him.

Mac showed himself out of the house and jumped into the Yukon. He drove south on Lake of the Isles Parkway, turned left onto Lake Street, drove east four blocks, and pulled over to the side of the street and parked. He dug out his phone and scrolled to the letter C and found the name.

The voice picked up on the third ring. “Coolidge.”

“Linc, it’s McRyan.”

“Mac, my boy. What’s up?”

“My conspiracy meter, and it’s on high alert. In my hand I have a copy of a cancelled check from Soutex Solutions to Shane Weatherly.” Mac knew Coolidge had a copy of the cancelled check as part of his investigation.

“How did you get a hold of that?”

“It’s a long story, but the very short version is that it relates to that case I stayed back here in Minnesota to investigate.”

“It involves your ex-wife, right? She’s accused of killing her husband. You’re doing the Spenser: For Hire bit on it.”

“Yeah, and you’re Hawk.”

“I like that,” Coolidge answered, a dapper dresser in his own right.

“Anyway, Meredith is accused of killing her husband and a woman he was found in bed with. I didn’t mention that when I saw you over the weekend. Here’s the kicker—the woman he was found murdered with is named … Callie Gentry.” Mac said her name slowly and waited for it to register with Coolidge.

It did, because after a few seconds of silence he could hear the DC detective rummaging about his desk. “Shit, Mac. Callie Gentry is the name signing the checks to Shane Weatherly.”

“Correct.”

“I’m listening.”

“Linc, I don’t know what I have here yet. I need a copy of your investigative file. Forensics reports, pictures, anything you got,” Mac stated as he thumbed through the documents from the safe again. “I think somehow your murder in DC and the ones I’m looking at here in the Twin Cities are connected, and it may all have something to do with land up in North Dakota.”
  


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“Someone higher up the food chain took care of it.”

The sun was dropping quickly to the west, and a bitter northwest wind was rolling into northwest North Dakota as Speedy rolled up to the long driveway to the isolated farmhouse ten miles south of Williston. The house, set back in a small grove of trees, was almost invisible from the winding road, and it would be in the summer, with the foliage in full bloom. The little house was a comfortable yet extremely out-of-the-way resting place for Clint and Royce, whom he wanted and needed to keep a low profile.

Clint and Royce were his aces in the hole.

They were whom he and the company called when problems truly needed to be eliminated. He’d known them since childhood, all of them growing up in the same neighborhood in Midland, Texas. Speedy, the running back, Clint and Royce, the linebackers, all played under the Friday-night lights. After high school, Speedy went off to college at the University of Texas-El Paso, blowing out his knee as a sophomore. Clint and Royce stayed around Midland for a while, moving from ranch job to ranch job, and then they both disappeared. Speedy didn’t hear from or see them for years, until a chance meeting at a cowboy bar outside of Lubbock, when all three were well into their thirties. Late at night, with all of them having a few too many beers, his two long-lost friends revealed where they’d been, what they’d done, and the kind of work they were looking for.

Speedy kept that in mind.

A year later, their talents came in handy. First, he used them on a project in Texas to discourage some protesting locals from causing trouble.

In that case, the locals took the hint.

Two years later, there was trouble in Wyoming, and they were called again.

There, some people didn’t take the hint this time, and they were dealt with, and all that were left were their tombstones.

He was using them to do the same thing again, except on an exponentially more lethal scale.

Speedy still thought of both of them as friends, albeit friends who now made him uncomfortable. These days, he found himself always on guard when around them. Back when they were growing up, they were both decent guys who liked to race around in their pickup trucks, fracture an occasional law, and get in a fight and then go drinking with the combatant. They just liked stirring shit up. They were good old boys seemingly bound for life on a ranch or as roughnecks out in the oil fields.

However, when he ran into them again those many years later, they’d both developed cold, lifeless, sociopathic eyes—especially Royce, always the smarter of the two. A glare from him, and the person it was directed at would turn and walk the other way for fear of what would happen if they stayed.

The boys were good at what they did and were well paid for their talents—well paid enough that they were talking retirement. Both had expressed their desire to put the guns away for good and retire down to their spreads in west Texas. You could do this kind of “work” for only so long before your past would catch up to you somehow or you ran into someone who was your equal.

If things worked out in North Dakota as he’d planned, Speedy had every intention of joining them. He was ready to leave his transient life of a year or two here then another year or two there out in the wilderness of places like Colorado, Wyoming, and now North Dakota.

He pulled to a stop in the driveway of the farmhouse, noticing the pickup truck parked in the small, slightly listing red-and-white barn set behind the farmhouse. As he walked up, Clint opened the door, bleary eyed and yawning, and let him in.

Speedy took a seat at the table in the small and tidy kitchen.

“Coffee?” Clint asked.

“Yes,” he answered as he tossed his leather gloves on the table. Royce came shuffling into the kitchen in sweats, his hair unkempt and heavy circles under his eyes. He sat down at the table, and Clint soon joined them.

“So you weren’t followed?” Speedy asked to get the conversation going.

They both shook their heads. “Dumped the Suburban, and we were on the road back here within a couple hours of that,” Royce explained as he drank his coffee. “We kept a good eye in the rearview on the way back up here, and there was nothing. Very quiet.”

Speedy nodded. “I’ve been doing a little discreet checking. The police down there have no leads, at least so far. McRyan told the police he thought it was a professional who broke into Hilary’s house, but he had no description beyond a male who jumped into a black SUV. The police continue to investigate the break-in and search for your vehicle. I imagine they’ll be scrubbing traffic cameras and whatnot, so hopefully you dumped the SUV in a place that was not monitored.”

Clint and Royce gave him a look.

“Okay,” Speedy answered nervously. “So you properly disposed of the vehicle in a place where it won’t be found. Then, I’d say you got away clean.”

“For now,” Royce suggested. “I don’t get a sense that this McRyan dude goes away real easily. I can’t help but feel as if we’ll be hearing from him again.”

“Which begs the question, why was McRyan at Hilary’s to begin with? Last we knew, he was in DC,” Clint asked. “Then all of a sudden he shows up at her house right when we’re there? How does that happen?”

“Maybe luck?” Speedy offered.

Royce shook his head. “Come on, Speedy. He was going there for a reason. I suggest you find out what that reason was. That may tell you whether we’ll be running into the man again.”

Speedy nodded. “We will. We’re not done paying attention to him. We have someone on that.”

“Who?” Clint asked quietly, his eyes dark.

“Don’t worry about it,” Speedy answered, waving him off. “I don’t even know. Someone higher up the food chain took care of it.”

“No, who?” Royce challenged. In this line of business, the minute they replace you is the minute when you have to start looking over your shoulder. You go from asset to liability.

Speedy knew what they were thinking. “It’s not a competitor, it’s not a professional, and you haven’t been the least bit replaced. We haven’t contracted with someone else, although to answer your question specifically, I don’t know exactly who is ‘watching’ McRyan. It’s someone the boss knows and trusts who is watching matters in a different way but has eyes on the situation. Look, as of now, McRyan’s in the Twin Cities, and we just need him to stay there, and thanks to you two, there is plenty to keep him occupied down there.”

“There’s nothing in the law firm files,” Royce stated. “We have everything from Sterling’s and Gentry’s briefcases and all the documents they had that matched up with what Weatherly had. So if McRyan just sticks to trying to get Sterling’s wife off, we should be fine. If he engages in mission creep and decides to spread beyond that …” He let the words hang in the air.

Speedy shrugged. “Let’s cross that bridge when—and if—we get there.”

“Let’s hope we don’t get there,” Royce replied. “He’s an hombre we have to respect. He’ll fight back, and he is not the least bit afraid to throw down.”

“Well, he’s not here now,” Speedy answered.

“I can tell you this much,” Clint stated, kicking back. “It feels good to be back here, hundreds of miles away. I feel like I could sleep for days.”

“Me, too,” Royce muttered.

“Then get some sleep and lie low for a few days,” Speedy suggested. “If anything comes up, I’ll call.”
  


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“Are you nuts?”

Mac took a two-hour nap when he got home, followed by a quick shower, and then a late lunch of tomato soup and a grilled cheese sandwich. By 4:00 P.M., he was energized enough to get back at it, the adrenaline of an interesting case coursing through his veins.

Since he stopped being a cop full-time, he didn’t miss the day-to-day paperwork and other mundane aspects of the job. He liked his freedom, the ability to take on other projects, and to live life on his terms. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t bored from time to time. And what he really did miss about the job was the juice he got from an interesting case. When he had a complex case, he could stay up all night thinking, ruminating, and noodling on it until he put the puzzle together.

Suddenly, that was this case.

It had gone from the simple question of did his ex-wife murder her husband to a possible layered conspiracy involving multiple murders in three different locales.

What would have made this even better in some respects would have been to have his usual white boards, lamps, and FBI or police resources at the tips of his fingers. Even better would have been to have his partners, whether they be the boys, whom he would see later, or Wire. She loved convoluted cases. The boys liked the rough and tumble of police work, the sweating of suspects, the confrontation of it, but Wire, ex-FBI, was a little more intellectual. She liked puzzles as much as he did, and the more twisted the better.

Alas, he didn’t have the resources or his partners, for the most part. So for now, the long sheets of paper on the wall in his basement would just have to do. By the time he’d dried off from his shower, he had Coolidge’s case file in his e-mail. Now it was printed off and spread across the banquet folding table he’d set up in the basement opposite the murder wall.

Coolidge’s investigative file had a ballistics analysis. The bullets used on Weatherly and Kane were from a .22, and it was thought a suppressor was used. Mac inspected the casings from last night—those from Meredith’s bed and from his chase—and he knew they were for a .22, and a silencer, one that effectively suppressed the sound, was used. Meredith said there was a “pop” when the intruder shot at the bed but that it wasn’t very loud, and Mac concurred based on his experience from the chase. Using a .22 and a quieter popping sound from a suppressor and Coolidge’s theory that these guys used a Ruger was making more sense. Discreetly, Gerdtz and Subject were going to see if there was a ballistics match with the weapon in Coolidge’s case. Mac wasn’t holding his breath, but it was worth a shot.

The dirt in Kane’s car was mud with some sand mixed in. The sand was a high-purity quartz type not necessarily indigenous to Virginia or Maryland. The boot tread was for a Lowa Renegade Hiking boot, size twelve, a popular hiking boot sold in stores all over the country. That was it for the forensics from Coolidge.

The credit cards or cell phones for either Kane or Weatherly had not been used since stolen. Other than Mac’s call to Coolidge about the Gentry connection, Coolidge’s investigation was ice cold, and he was working another homicide now—such was the life of a homicide detective in DC. Nevertheless, Weatherly was connected to Meredith’s case, which necessitated a new sheet for his murder wall, entitled Connections—Weatherly and Sterling/Gentry. When he started looking at the connections, the evidence started to fit together and make some sense.

The original connection was the check to Weatherly from Soutex Solutions, which was signed by Callie Gentry.

There were bodies in Washington, in the Twin Cities, and as he’d now learned, possibly in North Dakota. The Buller family murders, and more so how they were committed, created another possible connection.

According to the investigative report, Harold and Melody Buller and their two children were murdered nearly seven months ago, on April 19. All four of them were shot multiple times in the torso, but for all of them, the kill shot was the one to the forehead.

“That’s a connection,” Mac muttered when he wrote “Head Shots” on the page.

Sterling, Gentry, Weatherly, Isador Kane from the EPA, and now the Bullers, all shot multiple times, but all were also shot in the head, execution style, either in the front or the back. Even if they were found immediately, there would be no heroic medical saves.

“Even the kids,” Mac muttered, shaking his head, angry at the depravity of it.

The only saving grace was that at least with the head shot, death was instant. If their eyes never opened, then they didn’t suffer the fear of it. The lights just never came back on after they went to sleep. But the murders, the method of it all evidenced a special kind of ruthlessness and viciousness he’d seen before but still had difficulty getting his mind around. He just couldn’t imagine how a person could get there, no matter how many times he saw it. He accepted it, wasn’t even that fazed by it anymore, but it still mystified him. A person simply lacked a soul if they would murder an innocent child lying in bed.

A Google Maps search showed the Bullers’ land was two miles west of the small town of Ray in northwestern North Dakota, which was thirty miles, give or take, northeast of Williston. This put the Bullers right in the middle of the oil boom in North Dakota.

Since the mid-1950s, it was known that a massive oil pocket existed underneath western North Dakota, eastern Montana, and southern Saskatchewan. It was known as the Bakken Formation, named after the farmer who owned the land where the formation was initially discovered. However, the oil was buried deep down in shale, and the technology did not exist to extract it. Many attempts over the years were made to vertically drill for the oil but to no avail. Then, in the early 2000s, the technique of hydraulic fracturing and horizontal drilling advanced enough that it became possible to extract the oil and gas buried miles down in the rock below the earth in North Dakota. The resulting success of the drilling had led to the long-awaited oil boom in North Dakota.

The boom required workers, many more than the lightly populated northwest corner of North Dakota could supply. The boom coincided with the economic collapse of 2008. Workers, having lost their jobs in other industries, came from around the country to get in on the jobs and riches in North Dakota. And it wasn’t just field workers—you could get work for $18.50 an hour working a drive-thru in Williston, the shortage of workers was so acute. However, the workers flooding in from around the country weren’t always of the best character. Those of less character brought with them crime and drugs, both of which were now in heavy abundance, and there wasn’t nearly enough law enforcement and government resources in the desolate reaches of northwest North Dakota to deal with it. As a result, Mac was not surprised the Buller murders remained unsolved, particularly if they were the work of professionals.

As Mac read the investigative report, the narrative reflected that those involved in investigating the case were not in complete agreement regarding what happened at the Buller house. The investigation of the Buller murders was conducted jointly by the Williams County Sheriff’s Department and the Northwest North Dakota Drug Task Force. The Task Force was developed to deal with the drug issues becoming more prevalent in the oil lands. The investigation did not turn up a suspect or suspects. The Task Force strongly believed the Buller murders were related to methamphetamine, as the break-in bore many of the characteristics of other meth-related crimes, and there was evidence of removal of items from the home often used to make it. All of the cleaning supplies were gone, and the medicine and kitchen cabinets were emptied. However, the way the report was written suggested, at least to Mac, that the drafter didn’t necessarily believe that was the only possible reason for the murders. The investigative report was signed by Sam Rawlings, the sheriff for Williams County.

A discussion with Rawlings might be in order.

The Buller family was running a farm operation on the two thousand acres. The farm operation was owned by Gentry Enterprises.

“Why keep these records separated from the law firm files?” Mac asked out loud, standing, twirling a black marker in his fingers, soaking in the details on his murder wall. These records were held out of the law firm files, and he suspected the murders were why.

But why hold them out?

Were these just a copy?

Did Sterling have another copy of the report? Would that have been in his briefcase? Would there have been more with it? Was that why his briefcase was empty? Was that why Gentry’s briefcase wasn’t found?

Why was all of this relevant to Sterling and Gentry?

Were those murders why they made all the trips to North Dakota?

It didn’t fit.

Sterling wasn’t a criminal attorney of any kind, although he was a trial lawyer—an exceptional trial lawyer, which could suggest a personal injury case, so maybe that was the angle. But it didn’t feel right. That wasn’t the right connection. With the children deceased, who would be damaged enough to bring some sort of lawsuit? There was nothing in the documents to suggest a family member was pushing it. He wrote Bullers with a “?” under Connections. They were connected, but how they fit wasn’t clear—at least not yet.

He left the Bullers and looked at the check from Soutex Solutions.

That was another connection.

The check being in the file at Sterling’s tied the murders of Shane Weatherly and Isador Kane in Washington, DC to Sterling and Gentry. Judge Dixon had suggested Weatherly was, in addition to being a geologist, an avid environmentalist, and Kane worked for the EPA. The Bullers were farming land in oil country.

Was that the connection?

Was there oil being produced on the Bullers’ land?

Did the Bullers want the oil drilled on their land?

Did Gentry?

Did someone else?

Mac had read stories about how landowners in North Dakota sold the mineral rights under their land to speculators decades ago. This was due in part because the oil and gas was so far below the surface that the technology didn’t exist, and at the time there was reason to question if it ever would. So landowners took the money for the mineral rights while maintaining ownership of the land for farming and cattle purposes. Now those mineral rights holders were showing up to extract the oil and gas. Companies that owned the mineral rights could go onto land and pretty much put a well wherever they wanted, with little regard to the people occupying the land, the mineral rights trumping the land rights.

Was Weatherly evaluating whether there was oil under the Buller land?

Did Gentry own the mineral rights?

Those were questions that required more digging. Searching property records was not his thing, but he made a note to get Summer Plantagenate on that.

Mac took a look at his watch, and it was approaching 5:30 P.M. Thirsty, he went to the small bar refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of Vitamin Water. He sat back down on the floor with Sterling’s cryptic notes. There was a notation for Adam Murphy.

Who was Adam Murphy? Next to that notation were the words “Deep Core.” Was Deep Core a name, or did it reference something else?

Mac pulled over his laptop and a half hour later, he had what he thought was his answer with an article from the Williston Herald. Adam Murphy, aged thirty-four, found murdered in his Williston apartment six days ago, shot multiple times, including once in the head. He was a geologist employed by Deep Core Drilling, one of the many drilling companies operating in the Williston area. The police viewed it as a likely robbery, as his wallet, watch, car keys, computers, and vehicle were missing.

“I’m sensing a trend,” Mac muttered as he touched his forehead, thinking, Don’t become one of these people with a bullet to the brain. That also made two geologists who were now dead—that also tied in. Geologists studied the earth. In northwest North Dakota, there was nothing else to study in the earth but oil and gas and their impact on the earth.

Murphy’s murder, and more importantly its method, pointed to another connection. Sterling and Gentry, the house was broken into; the Buller family, the same thing; Murphy, and now Meredith last night. “Going in on the prowl, not a coincidence, but a commonality,” Mac murmured quietly as he wrote it up on the white sheet. Even Weatherly and Kane’s murders, while occurring outside, shared some of the same commonalities with the others.

Commonality was a good word.

There was a commonality to all of the murders, head shots, going in on the prowl, and no witnesses, no suspects. If they all were connected, then the murders were staged to look like one thing, such as a robbery or spurned spouse, when they were clearly for another purpose. That was evidence of trade craft. “Professional or professionals,” Mac said as he wrote those words under the Connections heading. The lone exception seemed to be Sterling and Gentry, where there were witnesses, but Mac and Lich viewed that as intentional—the killers wanting the vehicle seen so as to set up Meredith.

“And you set up Meredith so everybody looks at the affair, and nobody looks at what they were doing professionally,” Mac mused, drinking some water. It was a good misdirection play.

Mac’s cell phone rang, and the display showed Judge Dixon. It was just after 6:00 P.M. or 7:00 P.M. in DC, after office hours. “Judge, what can I do for you?” Mac asked.

“It’s what can I do for you for a change,” the Judge retorted. “I have information for you on Soutex Solutions. It turns out that enterprise is owned by—”

“Callie Gentry,” Mac finished.

“You are well informed as usual,” the Judge answered. “May I ask how?”

Mac explained the events of the last twenty-four hours and the theory of the case percolating in his head. He finished with, “I might not have put this all together if you hadn’t had me look into the Weatherly case in DC.”

“Watch your back, son,” the Judge cautioned. “I certainly don’t like how that one worked out.”

“Me neither,” Mac answered, staring at his Sig Sauer and Glock 9, both sitting on the coffee table five feet away. “So what else have you found, Judge?”

“In having my contact look into Soutex Solutions, they found the connection to Gentry and to her land holdings in northwest North Dakota. Those lands are held under a different company called—”

“Gentry Enterprises,” Mac finished.

“Correct. She bought these parcels of property ten years ago from the Sioux Companies.”

“That much I knew, Judge. I don’t suppose you can tell me who Sioux Companies bought the land from?” Mac asked, typing notes on his laptop.

“They bought it from Antonin Rahn.”

That got Mac’s attention. “Old man Rahn. No shit?”

“No shit.”

“Is he even still alive?”

“Honestly, Mac, nobody really knows for sure.”

Antonin Rahn was one of America’s wealthiest and most controversial figures thirty years ago. A man Mac learned about in economics classes in college and in an environmental law class in law school.

An unabashed oilman and the only child of one of Texas’s original oilmen, Wentworth Rahn, Antonin Rahn became a lightning rod when two Rahn Oil tankers collided during a storm in the Gulf of Mexico just outside of Galveston Bay. The collision and resulting spill of over seven million barrels of oil was a massive environmental disaster, to which Rahn Oil was slow to react and take responsibility. It was ultimately determined that Rahn’s ships didn’t have functioning radar systems, and in the storm and dark of the night, the ships didn’t realize the danger until it was too late. The investigation and resulting criticism and blame caused Rahn, an outspoken anti-environmentalist, who claimed the EPA as his sworn enemy, to lash out at his critics. He was eviscerated in the press, shunned by the oil industry, particularly in his home state of Texas, and destroyed personally in the process. The only thing he didn’t lose was all of his money.

For years, the Rahn name was synonymous with environmental disasters and oil spills. It took the Exxon Valdez spill in Prince William Sound, Alaska, seven years later, to let the Rahn name fade from public discourse.

“Rahn pretty much dropped out of public view after the Galveston Bay spill and the resulting fallout,” Dixon reported. “Then a few years later, his wife died, and he left Texas and disappeared completely. Nobody has heard from him in years, and nobody really seems to know where he is or if he is still alive.”

“Judge, how is that possible?” Mac asked incredulously. “Multibillionaires don’t just disappear. Not in this day and age. The world is too small.”

“He didn’t disappear in this day and age—he disappeared thirty years ago. And when he did disappear, he was still a very, very wealthy man. If he hid it, sheltered it, and made it hard to track by turning it to cash, he could disappear. This is especially true if he maintained the discipline to stay away and stay out of the fray.”

“And I suppose he went underground before we became so good at tracing money and where it went,” Mac speculated. “It wasn’t all done electronically as it is now. I doubt he was living check to check.”

“He wasn’t,” the Judge affirmed. “He was one of the richest men in the world at the time, and while he took a big hit, he still had plenty to spare and to live quite comfortably. That’s what is kind of amazing about this. He had billions, and nobody is really sure where it all went. He liquidated and sold everything, converted it to cash, and vanished.”

“Kids?”

“Two, both deceased. One, a son, died in a car accident before the oil spill. Another, a daughter, died of breast cancer about fifteen years ago, and his wife died not long after the spill, too. There are a few grandchildren but otherwise no real family to speak of.”

“Well, under your theory, Judge, he had twenty to thirty years to hide and shelter it. Soutex Solutions is essentially a dead end. Gentry Enterprises is a dead end. Sioux Companies is gone. So those all seem to be a dead end. You’re not finding anything else as to his business interests. He probably bought a country somewhere and is living out his days an obscure and wealthy man.”

“But then why have Gentry doing what she’s doing, assuming she’s doing it for him?” Dixon asked.

“How would we know that? Do we know that? Just because his name was once attached to this land doesn’t mean he’s still involved. I mean, is there a relationship between Rahn and Gentry?”

“Maybe,” the Judge answered. “Gentry’s father, Leroy, worked for Rahn years ago as his chief counsel out of a big Houston law firm. Maybe that’s the connection.”

“That’s really thin,” Mac replied, skeptical of the Rahn tie.

“I thought you liked thin. I’m operating on the assumption you like thin.”

“You’re looking for Rahn, aren’t you?” Mac asked, already knowing the answer.

“I have some inquiries out, but I’ve not heard anything back. He could be dead, and we don’t know it. But you said earlier the world is too small for someone like him to disappear. If he’s alive, he’s out there somewhere. So if I do find him, I’ll let you know.”

“If you do, I’d very much like to talk to him,” Mac replied, staring at his murder wall. “Maybe he would know what this is all really about.”

“Maybe he’s behind all of this?” the Judge speculated.

“Maybe. Someone with money is.”

“I’ll be in touch,” the Judge stated and then signed off.

Mac continued to work through the evidence, finally making his way back to Biggs’s pictures of Sterling and Gentry. Biggs followed Sterling and Gentry for nearly three weeks, so Meredith knew something was up with her husband. Mac never bought the stunned spouses when they found out about an affair. You know. He knew—he knew by behavior, excuses, timing, events, and just sense. He knew Meredith was being unfaithful.

Meredith knew as well.

Like him, she wanted proof.

Cynically, he briefly thought she might be looking to get back from Sterling what she’d lost from Mac. After all, it was Sterling’s infidelity clause that Mac used to blackmail Meredith into accepting his lopsided divorce terms four years ago.

Half of the Grand Brew stock would have left her with millions.

Mac got it all.

Biggs put in the work and the miles, as there were pictures from not only the Twin Cities but also Fargo, Bismarck, Minot, and Williston, North Dakota. There were pictures of Sterling and Gentry at restaurants, bars, walking into office buildings, touring land, and going into and out of hotels. It took the private investigator three weeks, but eventually he got the money shots in Bismarck at a MainStay Suites. They were similar to the ones Biggs got for him over four years ago.

Mac called Biggs.

“I wondered when you’d get around to me.” Biggs guffawed. “I suppose I should be saying thanks for the referral.”

“Funny,” Mac answered. “Where’s my commission, then?”

“The check’s in the mail.”

They discussed the case for a while, and Mac provided some insight into what he was thinking and how Meredith was set up. “So what were Sterling and Gentry up to?”

“Besides each other?” Biggs asked.

“Yes.”

“I sometimes wondered, Mac. I mean, I could tell, two days in, that there was something between them. But I did wonder what they were doing, and I couldn’t really tell you. They went to lots of meetings, met with lots of people, drove around Williston, Minot, and Bismarck, looking at land with oil fields, and I figured maybe they were scouting and looking to buy.”

Mac was looking through the pictures Biggs took and found one from Bismarck and did a double take on the third face. “Biggsy, in Bismarck, the restaurant—do you know who the third person was at the table?”

“That was at The Stockyard. Let me look.” Mac could hear Biggs shuffling through photos. “I got it, Mac.” Biggs took a moment. “I don’t know who that guy is. I think it was the only time I ever saw him. He seemed like one of many similar kinds of people they talked with. Why?”

“Because,” Mac answered, standing now, holding up the best of Biggs’s pictures with the man’s face and putting it up to another picture on the wall, “he looks a lot like a man named Adam Murphy.”

“Who’s Adam Murphy?”

“He’s a man who was murdered later on in the night that you took this picture,” Mac replied. “Let me ask you a question, Biggsy. Do you remember anyone else who looked familiar, who was maybe following Gentry and Sterling around?”

“Mac, I’ve been thinking about that for the last couple of days, and I don’t. To be honest, I was following those two and only paid attention to them and to not being seen. So you could say I had blinders on, but I don’t remember anyone or anything that sticks out. I wish I did. I feel like I ended up actually hanging Meredith out to dry.”

“Nothing you could do, Biggsy.”

“I know, but still.”

They talked for a few more minutes. Biggs promised to call if he recalled anything that might help.

It was a little after 7:00 P.M. Mac went back to the refrigerator and took out a Grain Belt Nordeast and plopped himself down on the part of the leather sectional couch that faced his murder wall and stared at it, the lines drawn among the connections, the people, and the elements, and shook his head. There was a lot going on, and Meredith’s role and her case were but a small part of a much larger picture.

“What the hell is going on here?” he muttered, repeatedly running his eyes over the wall.

Then he heard the door to the house open and a clatter of heavy footsteps above him, which knowingly made their way to the steps to the basement. Thundering down were Lich, along with two of his best buddies, the mass of humanity that was Detectives Pat Riley and Bobby Rockford. Riles, the far more senior of the two, was Mac’s father’s last partner, and Rockford, as menacing a detective as you could ever find, was more Mac’s contemporary in age. All were great cops and even better friends, not to mention world-class needlers.

“Did you solve it yet, Hot Shot, or do you need me to do everything for you?” Lich bellowed, punching Mac lightly in the arm.

Greetings were exchanged while the boys made their way to the bar and fetched whatever they wanted.

As a group, they stared down the wall.

“A lot of bodies,” Rock remarked. “A lot of bodies.”

“All shot in the head,” Riles added.

“The question is, why?” Lich finished.

“What the heck have you gotten yourself mixed up in here?” Rock asked Mac and then looked back at the wall. “Because whatever it is, my brotha, it looks bad, and it’s about way more than Meredith.”

Mac spent an hour walking them all through where he was at in the case, all while they continued to repeatedly raid his bar and beer fridge.

“Thoughts?” Mac asked.

“So the Bullers are killed on April 19, correct?” Rock started, following the timeline.

“Yes,” Mac replied, standing to the side of the murder wall.

“So that’s what, seven months ago, if my math is right,” Rock said, groaning as he slowly lowered his massive frame down onto the couch. “If these are all connected, and I tend to think they are, then they’re the trigger to this damn thing. What did that family do?”

Mac shrugged. “Best answer I have right now is something. They did something.”

“And somehow what they did, or maybe their death, or maybe both, caught the attention of Callie Gentry, because it’s about that time or not long after that she starts poking around up there and hires Sterling, right?”

“Yes,” Mac answered.

“So the Bullers get Gentry’s attention, then Sterling’s, and they bring everyone else to the party,” Riles suggested, sitting down next to his partner.

“I’m not sure that couch can withstand that much weight,” Mac tweaked. “I can already see it buckling under the pressure.”

“Whatever,” Riles replied with a middle-finger salute. “A more important discussion point other than our increasing weight is that Sterling and Gentry were looking into the same thing you’re now looking into, Mac. They were on to something up there. They got this Weatherly, Murphy, and maybe this Kane involved in it, and they are all dead.”

“Which tells me,” Rock suggested, “that whoever killed them didn’t just show up. They were following, watching, observing these folks, and when they got too close, took them out.”

“I talked to Biggs. He didn’t notice anyone following, although he admitted he was focusing on J. Frederick Sterling and Callie Gentry. He had no idea there was a bigger game going on.”

“That’s probably why he isn’t dead,” Rock answered.

Lyman descended down the steps.

“Now it’s a party!” Rock roared. “Maybe now Mac’ll let us drink from the top shelf.”

“You know where it is,” Mac retorted. “Like I’d deny you, big man. If I did, you’d sit your big, black ass down on me.”

“Gentlemen, are you all on my payroll now?” Lyman wisecracked.

“Just helping out our former junior detective,” Riles retorted. “I don’t have to tell you that he still needs seasoning.”

“What do you have, Mac?” Lyman asked.

“Connections,” Mac answered as he waved to the wall and quickly explained. “Lots and lots of connections.”

“To what?”

“I don’t know. I guess nothing, yet.”

“Fascinating,” Lyman remarked in his best Spock voice and held up an envelope that he handed to Mac.

“What’s that?” Mac asked.

“Our forensics report from the lake house,” Lyman answered as he made his way to the bar and found the Johnnie Walker and poured himself a glass and one for Rock and Riley, who joined him while Mac opened the report and started reading. He was particularly interested in the foot tread on the bumper. It was for a size twelve and for a work boot. The tread wasn’t a match to the one in DC, but there were two men involved, so it could have been the other. The mud in the boat and on the footprint on the trailer was a match to the backyard of the lake house but also contained a small amount of sand containing high-purity quartz typically found in southeastern Minnesota.

“That’s another link,” Mac muttered, shaking his head.

“What’s that?” Lyman asked.

“The sand,” Mac answered as he wrote “sand” on the Connections page and went to his laptop and ran a Google search. He quickly had his answer.

“Sand? What sand?” Lich asked, walking over.

“We had that mud from the trailer in Sterling’s garage analyzed,” Mac answered. “It contained sand—high-purity quartz sand. Same thing in Washington, DC—there was sand in the car that Weatherly was killed in. That sand was high-purity quartz sand.” Mac made a few more mouse clicks. “You know what that kind of sand is used for?”

“What?” Riles asked.

“Hydraulic fracturing,” Mac answered. “Which is what they’re doing up in North Dakota to get the oil and gas out of the shale. You use this type of sand, mix it with chemicals and water, and inject it into a wellbore down thousands of feet to create cracks in the rock. To do it, you have to have the right kind of sand—this kind of sand.”

“So you have fracking sand. That narrows it down to every well worker in North Dakota,” Rock stated. “Your suspect list is still in the hundreds of thousands. I mean, you have no idea where to start.”

“Sure I do,” Mac answered and walked to the North Dakota map on the wall. “Williston. This all started up there. The Bullers were murdered up there. Adam Murphy was murdered up there. Gentry and Sterling spent a lot of time up there. Shane Weatherly was up there. That’s ground zero.”

“Yeah, but you still don’t know who you’re looking for,” Riles stated. “Well workers with sand residue on their boots—good luck. You could spend weeks trolling the man camps, hotels, and oil and gas fields and not find squat.”

“You’re looking at this wrong,” Mac answered. “I’m thinking that if I ask the right questions and talk to the right people, they’ll find me.”

Mac’s answer hung in the air for a minute.

“Are you nuts?” Rock asked, a look of concern on his face.

“Certifiable is what he is,” Riles added, shaking his head.

“Cripes, Mac. In case you haven’t noticed, these guys play for keeps. They get a whiff of you up there, they’re going to …” Lich waved at the murder board. “Shit, we’ll be adding your name up here.”

“And if I get the scent of them, I can nail their asses.”

“You hope.” Riles sighed and shook his head. He knew Mac and what he was thinking. “This is very risky, buddy.”

Mac looked at Lyman. “I want an honest answer. Do we have enough up on this wall to win at trial?”

Lyman considered his answer. “I can’t say that for certain. Like I said, knowing is one thing—”

“Proving is another,” Mac finished the thought. “The prosecution has motive, means, and opportunity. Like you said this morning, we haven’t really countered that yet.”

The lawyer shook his head. “No. We need something. We need to find a motive for someone else to want to kill Sterling and Gentry. Find the motive to kill all these people, and we go a long way toward showing Meredith was set up. I can make a fancy case about how this is all about something far bigger than Meredith that a jury might buy.”

“But no guarantee,” Mac answered.

“No. In fact, I can anticipate the prosecution saying this is all very interesting and fanciful, but in the end, the facts still are that Meredith was seen leaving the scene, her prints are on the murder weapon, and she had motive. All our links and ties and fancy storytelling don’t change those facts.”

“So I have to go,” Mac answered. “That’s where the evidence leads.”

“Okay, now hold on,” Lich protested. “You’re sure you want to go out to the Wild Wild West out there without any backup?”

“That’s the job, partner. I’m not going to find the answers here,” Mac replied and then pointed to the Sig and Glock on the table. “The difference between me and everyone else on this board is that these people were not aware of the danger or capable of defending themselves. I am.” He walked over and grabbed a folder off the table. “Besides, I think I might know of one friend I could have out there.”

“Who?”

Mac explained the Williams County sheriff’s written report. “He has his doubts—it’s written in black and white, or at least in the space between the black and white.”

Riley gave the report a quick read and nodded in agreement but with caution. “You’re betting on the come with that.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time,” Mac replied. “Look. I’m going up there, boys. I’m going well armed and paranoid, and you all know my motto when it comes to paranoia.”

“Yeah, only the paranoid survive,” Lich answered. “But—”

“I’m on guard and will be checking my six at all times. I already am.”

“But, Mac—” Dick started.

“Listen, this isn’t just about Meredith anymore. This killer or killers now have nine bodies on them. Nine, including two children aged six and ten, murdered in cold blood in their beds—executed. They executed two little kids. Walked in their house and shot them in the head. I’m not letting that go. Be honest, would you?”

Their silence spoke volumes. He had them on this point. Someone needed to take on whoever was behind this. They didn’t have the freedom to do it. Mac, the idle millionaire, did.

“I’m going to poke around a little bit and see what comes of it,” Mac stated, standing his ground. “End of story.”

“Where’s Wire?” Dick asked, for once not a lecherous tone to his voice. “Can she come and back you up?”

“She’s in Europe. She’ll be back in a couple weeks.”

“Wait ‘til she gets back,” Dick pleaded. “Have her go up there with you.”

“The trail will go cold,” Mac answered. “I have to do this now.”

“But …”

“I’m going,” Mac replied, arms folded. The discussion was over.

“Okay,” Rock stated, looking Mac dead in the eye. “You’re going. You’re a big boy, and we can’t stop you. But we don’t have your back on this one. Nobody does. So here’s what you’re going to do. You’re texting us every two hours, calling us every eight, and that, my boy, is not negotiable.”

“And listen,” Riles offered, “I know a couple guys out in Dickinson two hours south. They’re guys I hunt with, and one is a cop and one is a sheriff’s deputy. I’m calling them tonight, right now in fact. If you get in a jam, you can bail down there and have some cover. And if you get any heat, sense any danger, you’re hauling ass down Highway 85 to Dickinson—do you read me?”

“I read you,” Mac answered seriously. His buddies were concerned, and as he started thinking about the trip, he wasn’t without apprehension. He was on his own.

“You text every two hours, you understand,” Dick ordered, poking Mac in the chest. “And you call every eight. Don’t fuck with us on that, or we might do something.”

“Like what?”

“Call Sally,” Riley stated. He wasn’t smiling.

“Every two hours it is, then,” Mac replied and then looked at Lyman, who shook his head.

“I’m worried, my boy.”

“So am I.”

“But you’re going.”

“I’m going to North Dakota.”
  


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

“Meredith, do you have some unresolved feelings for your ex-husband?”

Williston, North Dakota.

Nine years ago, Mac made the trek to Williston. Back then, he’d just finished the bar exam. With three other law school friends, he traveled the nine hours to play a golf course that was then known as Red Mike. All enthusiastic golfers, they’d read about the remote course while in law school and resolved they’d go play it after taking the bar. This was all before Mac’s life changed so dramatically, back when he was happily married to Meredith and his future seemed so set. The Red Mike course was spectacular and the trip a blast, so much so that it was now a recurring trip the four of them took every year to a golf destination. Now they took the trip in the dead of winter to a warm destination to get away from the cold and the snow for a few days. This year they were going to San Diego, with Torrey Pines being the main attraction.

Back at the time of the golf trip, the only place that had any nightlife of any kind was Williston, some twenty-eight miles away from the course. Nine years ago, Williston was a relatively small, quiet cow town filled with farmers and ranchers enjoying a simple life in the desolate reaches of northwest North Dakota. The farmers grew wheat, barley, oats, and corn, and the ranches were huge and expansive, and the pace of life was slow and leisurely. There were brief oil booms in the past, in the 1950s and 1980s, but they were short lived, and the booms quickly went bust.

It was clear that this boom was not a bust.

In the nine years since Mac’s last trek to this part of the world, the changes were dramatic. There were still the desolate rolling fields and valleys of ranches and farms, but now they also included oil and gas wells. You could see for miles in this part of the world, and the hills and valleys were now dotted with oil wells and their natural gas flares lighting up the sky. That wasn’t the only noticeable change either as he trekked the last hour up to Williston. Nine years ago, driving to this part of the world on Highway 85, you could drive for miles without seeing another vehicle, or human being for that matter. Now, ten miles south of the town, he was in the midst of yet another convoy of massive vehicles containing a mix of oil tankers, water trucks, and welders. Soon enough, a number of them turned left onto a red clay road leading off into the fields and an oil well visible perhaps a mile in the distance.

Mac yawned. He’d left St. Paul a little after 5:00 A.M. with a thermos full of coffee, two pieces of peanut butter toast, and a handful of energy bars. Other than a quick stop for fuel and a drive-thru breakfast in Valley City, he’d driven straight through, and he approached the southern outskirts of Williston at 3:00 P.M. It was a quiet ride, broken up only by one phone call, from Meredith.

“Michael Mackenzie McRyan, what are you doing?” There was no “Hi, how are you doing”—she went right to the confrontation. He was having flashbacks.

“What do you mean?” Mac asked.

“Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

“Uh, no, definitely not.”

“Then why are you going to North Dakota by yourself?”

“Do I detect actual concern for my physical well-being?” Mac asked mockingly, trying to deflect.

“Don’t be flippant, Mac,” she said. “You shouldn’t be going up there alone. You’re just asking for it.”

“I’m not going to solve this thing from the Cities.”

“But Mac—”

“Meredith, it’s not North Korea—it’s North Dakota. They have laws, they have police, and I’m heavily armed. I appreciate your concern, I really do, but I’ll be fine,” he said and then hung up. She tried calling back, but he ignored his phone for the rest of the drive.

On the edge of Williston, he pulled into a Shell station. “Man, $1.89 per gallon. I never thought I’d see the day gas prices were this low again,” he muttered to himself as he swiped his credit card and latched the gas pump on automatic. He turned and leaned against his Yukon, folded his arms, and scanned the area. Mindful of the warnings from Lich, Rock, and Riles to watch his back, he’d made a point of constantly checking his surroundings, and in particular seeing if anyone was following. The only things he’d seen for the last three to four hours were oil and water tanker trucks, which even now provided a constant rumble of noise as they rolled along Highway 85 leading into Williston.

Across the road was a truck stop with an expansive parking lot set to the north side. Between the parked vehicles operated a bevy of activity, very little of it legal. Two men standing between two large semi tractor-trailers were clearly engaging in a drug deal, while a hundred feet away a lovely lady dressed in a tight skirt and top and four-inch heels was jumping up into a semi, undoubtedly for a tour of the finely appointed interior of the cab. All of it taking place in broad daylight.

This was not the Williston he remembered.

“Hi.”

Mac turned to his left to find a woman in a long trench coat, heels, and a leather purse over her shoulder. She had long, blond, slightly frizzy hair, and more makeup applied than was really necessary. With some proper assistance, she could probably look pretty good instead of looking somewhat hardened. However, he imagined that in these parts, her current appearance was more than adequate. There was no reason to be unfriendly. “Hello.”

“I’m Amber. You look like you’re new in town.”

“Why do I look new?” This was actually something worth knowing.

“I suppose it’s the clean-cut look, clean clothes—kind of expensive clothes—and shoes, not boots. You’re not a worker in the fields, at least not yet.”

Mac nodded. “Okay, good to know.” He made a mental note not to shave, to throw on a baseball cap, and to lace on his hiking boots. “So are you from the Williston Hospitality Bureau?”

“No, of course not, although I can be quite hospitable,” she answered with a little laugh and smile. “What’s your name?”

Mac thought for a moment. “Mike.”

“Where are you staying, Mike?”

“Now, Amber, it’s a little quick for such a personal question, don’t you think?”

“That’s not an answer, Mike.”

“Okay, let’s just say I’ll be staying around here somewhere.” He wasn’t about to give out his hotel location.

The woman nodded, unfazed, and reached inside her purse and took out a slip of paper, wrote down her number, and handed it to him. “Well, in this town it’s easy to get lonely. I can help with that. If you’re interested, give me a call later and maybe we could have a little party.”

Mac took the slip of paper. “Amber, I’m curious—what’s a party run in these parts?” Mac wasn’t interested in Amber, but he was just in general interested to know what the going rate was.

“For me”—she unbuttoned her coat to reveal a voluptuous figure—“it’s usually three hundred dollars, but for a handsome sort such as yourself—well, we could talk.”

Mac smiled. “Well, Amber, I appreciate the hospitality and the offer,” he said, brushing her off gently.

“You’re welcome. Call any time.” She gave him a little wave and walked away.

“Unbelievable,” he muttered. “Propositioned at a gas station by a prostitute in broad daylight.”

He’d read the stories about the increases in crime, sex, drugs, and the theft and violence in the oil fields, but he had no idea—couldn’t believe, really—that it was all so open and so brazen. As he looked around, he didn’t see a police officer or a sheriff’s deputy anywhere, and he suspected there was just too much of this activity going on for them to deal with it all.

Mac watched as Amber waited and then quickly skipped across the road to the truck stop parking lot, finally jumping into a navy-blue, newish Toyota Rav4. At three hundred dollars a trick, if she did four a night, she made twelve hundred dollars. Do that enough nights, and she’d make some good money, and maybe, if she was lucky, get out of the trade and onto something better. That was probably more his hope rather than any reflection of reality.

Back across the parking lot, he saw another drug deal going down. A truck driver made the payment to one man, who then made a small gesture with his fist. A minute later the trucker, having walked along the north end of the parking lot, met another man who stepped from behind a semi-trailer another ten trucks down and handed him his purchase. It was the standard operation he’d seen many times before. They were taking precautions, but they weren’t being that cautious, as Mac could easily see it all go down. It was all out in the open, and nobody seemed to care—and as long as nobody got hurt, nobody would.

Williston was very different from nine years ago.

• • •
 

Phelps fell in behind and trailed McRyan as he’d crossed into North Dakota at Fargo. He was tracking him with his cell phone and was able to follow, trailing several miles behind. At this time, his orders were simply to follow the detective loosely and see where he went and who he talked to and report in every so often.

As he approached Williston, the signal for McRyan’s phone was louder and beeped constantly as he glanced to his right and saw the Yukon and McRyan standing next to it, talking to a woman. He kept rolling by and stopped a half mile down the road in the parking lot of a roadside café. Ten minutes later, McRyan motored by and continued into Williston.

• • •
 

Mac made his way into the sheriff’s office for Williams County. He introduced himself to the receptionist and asked, “Is Sheriff Rawlings around?”

“I’m sorry, the sheriff is over in Bismarck for the day, attending a conference. He should be back tomorrow.”

Mac left his contact information.

“Can I tell the sheriff what you wanted to ask about?”

“The Buller family.”

The receptionist looked up. “Now, why would you want to talk about that?”

He’d hit on a sensitive topic, and he suddenly got the sense that the receptionist was not a mere answerer of the phone. She had some wits about her.

“What’s your name?” Mac asked.

“Trudy.”

“Trudy, let’s handle it this way. Have him Google my name. I think he’ll be willing to chat with me about it.” Mac knew the Google search would happen two minutes after he walked out the door and would be waiting for Sheriff Rawlings upon his return.

“Is there anything else you’d like me to tell him?”

Mac thought for a moment. “Tell him I read his report on what happened at the Buller farm, and I agree with him.”

“You … agree with him.”

“Yeah.”

“I see.”

As Mac walked out, he figured the sheriff would know about this conversation within the hour.

The beauty of Williston was that he didn’t have to go far to find the police chief, as the sheriff’s Department for Williams County and the Williston Police Department were in the same building. However, the police department offices for Williston were a beehive of activity, and given what Mac had read about the oil boom, as well as what he’d witnessed his short time in town, there was far more crime than there was law enforcement. In the back of the offices, Mac was able to pick out the police chief, a man named Borland. The chief was talking on a phone, waving his arms, and then slammed the receiver down and yelled for someone. A female uniformed officer came running. The chief started in on her, dressing her down, the door wide open.

The receptionist looked back with a perturbed look on her face and a shake of her head. She turned to face Mac. “Can I help you?”

Mac nodded to the back of the offices. “I’m here to see the chief.”

The receptionist looked back to her upset boss. “You sure you want to do that?” she asked wryly.

Mac smiled. “I think I can handle it.”

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No ma’am, I don’t. I was hoping just to steal a few minutes of his time.”

“What’s your name?”

“Mac McRyan.”

“Okay,” the receptionist said. “What is it you want to see the chief about?”

“The Adam Murphy case.”

The receptionist nodded, wrote everything down, and then looked up. “Take a seat, and I’ll check with him as soon as he’s”—she looked back at the chief chewing out the officer—“as soon as he’s had a moment.”

“Understood,” Mac answered with a wink and a small smile. He sat down in a chair and took out his phone and texted Riley. “Propositioned by prostitute so far, but otherwise fine.” He chuckled as he hit send. The over-under on Lich contacting him was ten minutes.

Fifteen minutes later, and with no reply yet from Lich, the receptionist answered her phone and then looked up at Mac. “Chief Borland can see you now.”

He made his way through the bullpen to the chief’s office. Chief Borland looked harried, and while it was his duty to see citizens who had a question or an issue, he didn’t look all that happy to be doing so. Sitting in a chair was another plainclothes officer, a woman, whom the chief introduced as Leah Brock, his one detective for the town of Williston.

Mac introduced himself and started with his background as a former St. Paul homicide detective, hoping it might cause the chief to give him some time and some information.

Borland blew through it. “You had questions about Adam Murphy? What do you want to know—or is it that you know something?”

Mac nodded. “I was wondering if I could see your investigative file and see what you’ve come up with so far.”

“Why?”

“Mr. Murphy’s name came up in two murders I’m looking into down in the Twin Cities. I was thinking there might be a connection.” Mac provided some background on Sterling and Gentry and the time they’d spent in Williston.

“I don’t know how,” the chief answered, not looking up, instead flipping through a thick stack of pink message notes, uninterested in Mac’s questions or in what he had to say. “And I’m not inclined to just give some ex-cop access to our investigation.” He emphasized the ‘ex’ part of Mac’s past.

“Let’s try this,” Mac pressed. “Was there anything odd or out of the ordinary about the Murphy murder?” He didn’t look at the chief when he asked the question—he focused on Brock. Her expression said there was, but he could tell she wouldn’t talk until released.

“No,” Borland answered. “It has all the hallmarks of a standard break-in. He caught the perps in his apartment, and they shot him. It wouldn’t be the first time around here. Meth heads, rig workers strung out on drugs. We have a lot of that here.”

“I’ve noticed,” Mac agreed but kept at it. “Were there any signs of forced entry?”

“No,” Brock replied.

“Any witnesses? Anyone hear anything?”

“No,” Brock answered again, which drew a look from the chief.

Mac caught the look of displeasure as well, so he turned back toward Borland. “So meth heads or maybe oil rig workers went in on the prowl in a populated apartment building in the middle of town and didn’t make a sound,” Mac observed. “Isn’t that just a little counterintuitive?”

“I don’t know that I care for the tone of the question.”

“Did you find the guys who did it?” Mac asked, looking back at Brock.

“You can direct your questions to me,” Chief Borland stated. “And the answer to that question is no.”

“I see. Are you still looking?” It was a question, but it was a dig as well. He had already decided he didn’t like the chief based on how he conducted himself, how he treated his people, and how he clearly had to control everything. Now he didn’t like him because he could tell that Borland didn’t seem to get what his job was about, which was the victims. The chief was making it about himself and how overworked he was.

“What do you mean, are we still looking?”

Mac jumped on his soapbox. “Is it an active investigation? Is it still being worked? Are leads, such as the one I’m offering, being pursued? Murphy has been dead what—maybe a week or so? I know we’re past forty-eight hours, but is Detective Brock still working it? Is she still actively pursuing leads, interviewing potential witnesses—you know, typical police work when we’re looking for justice for the departed?”

“Ah, geez,” Brock muttered, shaking her head.

“You know,” Borland answered, slamming down a file. “The last thing I need is some arrogant, has all the answers, former big-city detective up here flyspecking my work.”

“It was a simple question, Chief. Is the investigation ongoing or not?”

“Of course it is. But do you have any idea how many issues we have to deal with up here?” the chief answered defensively, and Mac could sense the brush-off coming. “The oil boom is great for a lot of people around here, but my department doesn’t have the resources to investigate everything. None of that money is funneling down to help us with our needs.”

“I get all of that,” Mac responded. “I’ve read the articles, and I’ve been in town for just a short while, and I can see you absolutely have your hands full, Chief. You really do. So I understand some things slide, go to the bottom of the pile, or are written off as not that important in the grand scheme of things. I’ve been there.” He wanted to be sympathetic—he was trying to be sympathetic—but as he looked at Borland, his attitude and his posture, how put-upon he was acting, he just couldn’t. It was clear that the chief was not going to be helpful, no matter how sympathetic Mac was going to be. So instead, he took the inadvisable cheap shot. “I just figured maybe a homicide might stay on the top of the pile a little longer. I guess you’re telling me it doesn’t.”

“Mr. McRyan, are you a licensed investigator in North Dakota?” the chief asked.

“Nope,” Mac replied, shaking his head, smiling, knowing the brush-off was coming.

“How about Minnesota?”

“Nope, not there, either.”

“Are you licensed in any state?”

“No, sir.”

“And you’re an ex-cop. There must be a reason for that.”

“I’m retired as a cop.” He could have explained but decided the chief wasn’t worth the explanation.

“Yeah, and I doubt that was voluntary,” the chief suggested with derision.

“You might be surprised,” Mac rejoined.

“Whatever. I’ve got work to do in my town, Mr. McRyan. I don’t have time to help you with work in yours.” Borland waved toward the door. “You found your way in—you can find your way out.”

“Thank you for your time,” Mac offered and turned toward the door. Then he stopped and looked back and stated, “Chief, you might want to take five minutes and look into my background. When you do, you’ll look back at this conversation and realize I wasn’t just looking for you to help me, I was looking to help you.” He eyed Brock as he said this. Her look told him that she would have been interested in talking. Mac closed the door behind him, snorting and shaking his head.

“He’s having a bad day,” the receptionist suggested as Mac walked past her desk.

Mac nodded and then stopped. “Is every day a bad day?”

The receptionist quickly looked back at the chief’s closed door and then shrugged. “These days, pretty much.”

Mac took a look at his watch. It was just after 3:00 P.M. Deep Core Drilling was just down the street.

• • •
 

“Why did he go up there?” Meredith asked, standing in front of Lyman’s massive desk with her hands on her hips.

“I don’t know, Meredith, maybe to get the answer as to who set you up.” Lyman looked confused. “I would think you’d want that.”

“By himself?” she replied worriedly. “It’s different up there these days—way different. Frederick didn’t tell me much about what he was doing up there, but he did tell me that much. He said it was like the Gold Rush—every man for himself. Mac says in North Dakota there’s law and order, but according to Frederick, it was really rough, borderline dangerous out there, unlike anything he’d ever seen—a total sense of lawlessness. Frederick saw some shit in his career, but this was unlike anything he’d ever seen.”

“You know, Mac is pretty good at this sort of thing. Actually, he is really, really good at it. It’s why we have him helping us. That’s his job. And protecting himself?” Lyman waved dismissively. “I understand your concern, but I’ve seen the boy in action, up close and personal. It’s whoever is on the other side of his gun who should have pause.”

Meredith was undeterred. “Two nights ago, he’s got people shooting at him, and that’s down here, in the Cities, where it’s his home field and he has the advantage. Now he’s going to play on their home turf, and he’s alone,” she answered, walking away and toward the large windows overlooking the Mississippi River to the south. “If anything happens to him …” Her voice drifted off, and she just shook her head.

Lyman sat back in his large leather desk chair and steepled his fingers under his chin, taking in his client’s worried demeanor. “Meredith, do you have some unresolved feelings for your ex-husband?”

She sighed, her arms folded. After a few seconds, she shook her head. “No, Lyman, I … I have a lot of regrets, and I … I screwed up, and I’ll always have to live with that. He’s moved on, he has Sally, and he’s really happy, and his life is set.” She turned and walked back over to Lyman’s desk and pointed. “I don’t want him to throw that all away trying to prove something to me.”

“Prove something to you?” Lyman shook his head with smile. “I’ve known the boy a good long time. He is as confident and cocky a young man as I’ve ever met. I honestly don’t think Mac really gives a shit what people think.”

“That’s mostly true, but he cares what I think,” she replied with a knowing look.

“What you think?”

Meredith nodded. “Lyman, I know him—better than he’d ever be willing to acknowledge. He’s doing this in part because that’s the kind of person he is. If someone he cares about needs help, he’s the first one to offer a hand. He’s always been that way.”

“And that’s what he’s doing here, I think,” Lyman suggested.

“Yes, that’s part of it. But there’s another part, the part that involves his pride, his ego, and wanting to prove me wrong.”

“Prove you wrong?”

“Sticking it to me is part of his motivation here.” Meredith laughed and shook her head, an annoyed smile on her face. “God knows I gave him plenty of reasons to feel that way. But Lyman, part of the reason he’s doing this is to prove to me that what he’s done with his life wasn’t a waste of his abilities, like I said it was.”

“Well, on that point, you’ve clearly been wrong.”

“You don’t think I know that?” Meredith answered as she rolled her eyes, exasperated, walking away from Lyman’s desk and then turning back. “You don’t think I haven’t followed his career? How he saved your daughter a couple years ago? That election investigation he pulled off that put Thomson in the White House? Catching that Reaper guy out east? You think I don’t know about all of that? You think I haven’t seen him do all those things while I slowly realized that the man I left him for was not the man I thought he was, and that life didn’t go where I thought it would go—that my life choices have completely blown up in my face? Between the papers and, of course, my mother, I couldn’t possibly avoid it.”

“Well, as painful as I’m sure that must have been, it should also at least give you comfort,” Lyman answered. “You have one hell of an investigator working your case.”

“I do … know that,” she replied. “I know that, but I also know that he will push things to the edge. He will keep going, no matter the risks. That’s who Mac is—brilliant, self-righteous, arrogant, fearless, yet totally careless. He thinks he’s indestructible.” She turned back to Lyman. “So now you’re going to do me a favor.”

“Which is?”

“You’re going to give me Sally Kennedy’s phone number.”

Lyman shook his head violently. “No, no, no.”

“Lyman!”

“Meredith, no. That is not a good idea. I can’t do that.”

“You can … and you will.”

“What are you going to say to her?”

“That her fiancé is putting himself in danger. She ought to know.”

“Don’t you think he’d have told her?”

Meredith laughed—a knowing, experienced laugh. “No. Mac makes decisions first and tells you about them after they are made. It’s why we ended up divorced; at least to the extent you apply any fault in that to him.”

Lyman was hesitant. “You’re sure?”

“Yes. Maybe she can talk him into getting the hell out of there.”

“You know, if she does that, it will hurt your case.”

“Then I guess you’ll just have to make do with what he’s found so far. That’s my risk to bear, not his.”

Lyman leaned forward on his elbows and stared at Meredith. She wasn’t leaving until she got the number. “Okay,” he sighed.

Meredith immediately punched the number into her phone. “Sally, this is Meredith. Yes, that Meredith. Yeah, hi. Look, I know this is a little … awkward … and I hate to bother you, but do you have a minute to talk? It’s important.”

• • •
 

Deep Core Drilling had an office in downtown Williston, which Mac stopped into. When he asked about Adam Murphy, they directed him to Murphy’s boss, Dan Wheeler. The receptionist said Wheeler could be found at the North Station, a series of oil wells just north of Williston.

Mac didn’t know much about oil or drilling for it, but he did know it could make a heck of a mess and was a dirty business. Yet everything at the North Station looked new to him. Maybe it was the light, almost whitish color of the concrete or the shine of the steel and aluminum. The only thing that looked older was the double-wide, which appeared as if it were simply dropped at one end of an open dirt area. That area, Mac saw, served as a makeshift and pothole-filled parking lot. Old, faded, dented, and rusted, the double-wide trailer had seen its fair share of work sites. Mac climbed the four weathered-wood steps and knocked on the door.

“Come in,” he heard a voice yell.

Mac opened the door, stepped inside, and said, “I’m looking for Dan Wheeler.”

The man behind the desk was looking down at some papers and answered, “You found him.”

“Hello, my name is McRyan.”

Wheeler looked up quickly, and Mac got a hint of recognition in his eyes. “McRyan?”

“Yes, Mac McRyan,” he stated, stepping forward to extend his hand. “This is quite the operation here. It looks brand new.”

Wheeler nodded. “It is. So, what can I do for you, Mr. McRyan?”

Mac took a seat in a folding chair in front of the desk. “I’m a … I guess you would call me a private investigator working for a lawyer down in St. Paul named Lyman Hisle. His client is a woman named Meredith Hilary. Meredith is accused of killing her husband and his lover, a woman named Callie Gentry. Have you ever heard of her before?”

“Callie Gentry?”

“Yes.”

“Can’t say that I have,” Wheeler answered as he casually put both legs up on an open desk drawer.

“How about J. Frederick Sterling—have you heard of him? He’s a prominent lawyer, or was a prominent lawyer, down in Minneapolis. He was the husband in question.”

Wheeler thought for a moment and then shook his head. “No. I can’t say that I have. Should I?”

“I don’t know. Maybe,” Mac answered, looking Wheeler in the eye, trying to get a read on him. Wheeler didn’t flinch. He was going to ask about Adam Murphy but changed up. “How about Harold and Melody Buller? They had a farm place out near Ray. Are you familiar with them?”

Wheeler nodded. “Sure, I know about the Bullers. Everyone does, at least around here. It was awful what happened to them.”

“What do you know about that?”

The Deep Core man shrugged. “I suppose what everyone else does. Word is that meth addicts broke into their farmhouse and killed the whole family. At least, that’s the story floatin’ around town.”

“How about …” Mac made a show of looking at pages in his spiral notebook and then looked up. “How about Adam Murphy?”

There was a little flinch. “Adam? Of course I know Adam, he was my … my … employee. He was … murdered in his apartment. God, it was just last week.”

“Tell me about him.”

Wheeler shrugged. “He was a good kid, hard worker. I liked Adam a lot.”

“Did you work with him closely?”

“Closely? I don’t know, I suppose I did, in the sense that he reported to me. He worked for the company for a number of years, so yes, I did know him fairly well.”

“What did he do for you?”

“He was a geologist.”

“And what does a geologist do for you?”

“Uh, he did the typical work of a geologist for a company like us. His job was related to oil and natural gas exploration. He helped with the locations of our wells in and around Williston, for example.”

“His death—it must be quite a loss for you.”

“It is,” Wheeler agreed, nodding. “People like Adam are very hard to replace, but we’ll have to try.” Wheeler’s face went tight, and his mood darkened. “You said you were investigating a murder in the Twin Cities of a lawyer and a woman—what does that have to do with Adam?”

“My client’s husband had a file with some interesting documents in it, including a notation about Adam Murphy.”

“A notation?”

Mac kept going. “You indicated you’d never heard of J. Frederick Sterling. Yet Murphy’s name was in his file on Ms. Gentry’s business dealings. Can you think of any reason why my client’s husband would be interested in Adam Murphy?”

“I have no idea. I don’t know who any of these people are.”

“Well, Adam Murphy worked for you, right?”

“Yes, so?”

“And his name appears in the files of a very prominent Twin Cities attorney on a matter he was representing Ms. Gentry on. Turns out Mr. Sterling and Ms. Gentry were spending a lot of time up in this part of the world. In fact, she owned land that was being rented and farmed by the Buller family. Don’t you find that odd?”

Wheeler’s eyes lit up. “That’s perhaps why Adam’s name shows up. He sited the wells that are close to the Buller property. As you indicated, this Gentry lady owned that land, so maybe that’s the connection. Other than that, I don’t know why Adam’s name would pop up in what you’re looking into. What I do know is he was a good kid, a good worker, and his loss is …” The man’s voice trailed off. “Well, it’s been tough for all of us around here who knew him.”

“Did he ever have any dealings with the Buller family?” Mac pressed.

Wheeler shook his head. “No, or at least not that I know of, again unless it was part of locating of the wells, but we made that call a few years ago. Besides, our wells are not on the Buller property. It’s on the land of the next owner over.”

Mac kept asking. “Did Adam ever have any trouble with coworkers?”

“No—or at least I wasn’t aware of any.”

“Did he have trouble with anyone here in town? I mean, it’s a little rough around here.”

Wheeler shook his head. “Not that I ever recall. Certainly nothing I ever remember him mentioning to me. You have to understand, Adam was not someone who went out a lot. He was not a real social guy. He was a geologist, a scientist—a bit of a geek really, particularly when you look at most of the roughnecks around here now. Those guys, if not working, are out carousing and causing trouble. For Adam, I think a good night for him was quiet time with his computer. He liked research, searching for oil and gas, and he worked hard, very hard, and was very committed to his work.”

“And he worked all those hours for you?”

“Yes.”

Mac sat back and stared down Wheeler, skeptical. “But you have no idea why Adam’s name would show up in my case?”

“Other than maybe the placing of the well out by the Bullers’, I don’t. I’m sorry. I wish I knew more. Adam was my guy, my employee. I want to know what happened to him. It’s been very frustrating. The local police seem to have accomplished nothing in the investigation.”

Mac didn’t necessarily buy Wheeler’s profession of love for his employee. It felt forced. “It’s odd—he ends up dead, the Bullers end up dead, Sterling and Gentry are dead, and the one thing they all seem to have in common is …” Mac spread his arms.

“Is what?”

“Deep Core.”

Wheeler was taken aback. “What are you implying?”

“I’m not implying anything … right now,” Mac replied, glaring, waiting for Wheeler to flinch.

“You think Adam’s death has something to do with the Bullers? You think his murder has something to do with these murders down in Minnesota?”

“I’m just noting some interesting connections—at least at this point.”

“Well, if there is something about Adam’s work with the company and what happened to the Bullers, I don’t know what it is. I do know that I’ll do anything I can to help you, if you can show me that there is.”

This time the response seemed more earnest. Mac was having trouble getting a read on Wheeler. He would need another run at him, so he asked, “Are you serious about that?”

“Damn straight. Have you talked to Chief Borland about this?”

Mac nodded and then shook his head. “In one week’s time, the Adam Murphy case has quickly found its way to the bottom of the pile.”

Wheeler sighed. “Sadly, I can’t say that I’m surprised by that.”

• • •
 

Dan “Speedy” Wheeler spread two dated beige blinds on the window of the double-wide as McRyan climbed into a black Yukon.

He pursed his lips and watched as the Yukon’s taillights disappeared south on Highway 85 back into Williston.

He’d handled himself well, especially given the surprise nature of McRyan’s arrival. However, it was still clear to him that McRyan would not simply go away based on their discussion. He might have dissuaded him some, but McRyan wasn’t completely disabused of the notion that Deep Core was at the center of what he was looking into.

The man would be back.

He reached inside his pocket for the burner phone. He punched the number. “You two best think about saddling up. McRyan’s in town.”
  


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

“And you are?”

Hotels in Williston were in short supply and in heavy demand. It seemed that as soon as one opened, some oil company would swoop into town, buy it, and turn it into lodging for its employees. So if you wanted a hotel room in Williston, you were going to have to pay and pay big, considering the area of the country. As a result, the hotel for the cost-conscious traveler, the Traveltel, was charging a robust $289 per night per room. Mac might have been working for free, but Edmund Hilary would be paying for his room and the adjoining room, both registered under the name of Junior Ortiz. The Hispanic name wouldn’t raise eyebrows in this part of the country, with oil workers galore from the southern United States, and Mac doubted anyone would pick up on the obscure reference to an old Twins back-up catcher.

As required, he sent a text updating Riley, affirming the fact that he continued to breathe air. Lich had finally texted several suitably snide comments in reference to the prostitute. Mac replied that he’d call him later with the full story, which actually got him to thinking about Amber for another reason.

In the meantime, he went about setting up his protection, a tool that his friend Jupiter Jones gave him from his newest tech business start-up. Twenty minutes later, he conducted a final check of the new program on his laptop. It was operating as Jupiter said it would.

Mac pushed himself off the bed and away from the laptop and went to the small refrigerator and grabbed a Miller Lite. He cracked open the beer and plopped down on the bed to relax for a few minutes, thinking about his next move.

He’d covered some good preliminary turf, checking in with the police chief, a man overwhelmed by a job he probably lacked the requisite skills to handle. Then the meeting with the Wheeler guy at Deep Core.

At some point, he needed to get more information on the Adam Murphy murder, and he had one idea percolating in his mind on how to accomplish that. He was going back to the sheriff in the morning. Perhaps if he had better luck there, the sheriff could grease the skids on access. If that didn’t work, he could always call Judge Dixon. The Judge would call someone in North Dakota, and he’d get a copy of the Murphy investigation file that way, but he hated having to play that card. On pride alone, he wanted access on his own terms.

He took another swig of his beer and flipped on the television, catching the local news, which included a number of stories involving the oil fields and the politics surrounding a needed pipeline. The last story before the break was about Deep Core and their North Station operation going online ahead of its lease deadline of January 1. The irony was their operation had to go at the same time that oil prices were going down, half the barrel price of a year ago.

It made him think again of Deep Core. The company was playing some role in this game, and he needed to figure out what that was. It got him to thinking about the Buller family, and he hoped the sheriff could help shed some light on those murders and whether he had any thoughts on who was really responsible. As Mac quickly flipped through the sheriff’s report, it was again all too clear Sam Rawlings didn’t buy the meth angle, despite what the black and white of the page provided. He would get into that tomorrow.

As for today, he still wanted the inside story on the Adam Murphy murder. That brought his mind back to the first person he’d met in town—Amber.

Mac dug the slip of paper out of his pocket and smiled. He dialed her up.

“Amber, this is Mike. You met me at the gas station this afternoon.”

“The good-looking guy just coming into town?” she asked, the surprise evident in her voice.

“That’s an accurate description, if I do say so myself.”

“I must say, I wasn’t expecting to hear from you. I have some availability tonight. What did you have in mind?”

“Amber, I hate to disappoint you, but the reason I called is that I need some information, and should you make yourself available a little later, I’d be happy to pay you a little something for it.”

“Pay me for information?”

“Yes.”

“Are you a cop? Because I’m not a snitch.”

“I used to be a cop. Now, I guess I’m a private investigator, and I’m looking into a case and could use a little help.”

“What kind of help?”

“Where do the police go to drink in this town?”

“That’s all you need?”

“For now, yeah.”

“That’s easy. It’s a place I never go, for obvious reasons. It’s called the County Line.”

• • •
 

He tweezed open the blinds one more time, scanning the immediate area. The only people and vehicles he could see were ones he recognized and knew should be there—the vehicles of members of the crew operating the nearby well. With the sun now well down in the west and the dark moonless sky enveloping western North Dakota, Wheeler set the security system and locked the dead bolt on the double-wide office trailer and jumped into his Deep Core pickup truck.

On the off chance McRyan was following, he took a circuitous route to the farmhouse, taking several rights and lefts and driving through the residential neighborhoods of Williston. Other than tanker trucks, there was nothing in his rearview mirror as he turned off Highway 85 and made his way down the desolate dirt road to the farmhouse.

Inside, he found Royce and Clint waiting, sitting at the kitchen table, fresh coffee awaiting his arrival.

“You weren’t followed?” Royce asked, easing himself down to the table.

Speedy shook his head. “No. I took my time, did a couple of double backs, and nothing but oil and water trucks. I don’t think he’s that suspicious.”

“Yet,” Royce suggested.

“That’s right, yet,” Speedy agreed. He pulled out his cell phone. “The old man wants to talk about this.”

“O’Herlihy?” Clint asked with a hint of nervousness.

Speedy nodded. “I don’t have to tell you what’s at stake here for all of us and for him.”

Two minutes later, Deep Core President and CEO Selwyn O’Herlihy was on the line with his deep Texas drawl. “No pun intended, boys, but y’all just can’t seem to cap this well, can ya?”

“No, sir,” Wheeler answered while Royce and Clint both nodded.

“These people are like cockroaches,” O’Herlihy complained. “You kill one, and two more appear.”

“In this case, one, but he’s not like the others,” Royce answered. “This one fights back.”

“Any chance this McRyan fella could recognize you two gunslingers?”

“I don’t see how,” Royce answered, shaking his head. “The only time he would have even seen us was when we tried for Hilary. He saw the truck and fired at us, but it was dark—he couldn’t see us. If he had our faces, they would be out there for the world to see. They’re not.”

“Y’all failed on Hilary,” O’Herlihy drawled.

“We did,” Royce answered.

“But we didn’t the other nine times,” Clint answered tartly, his back up a little. Wheeler and Royce both waved for him to be cool.

“I will tell you one thing,” a new voice added. “McRyan won’t quit. He’s going to keep coming—looking, pressing, digging—you name it, he’ll do it. There’s no backing down in that boy. Not a lick. Do you have a plan for that?”

“And you are?” Speedy asked, wondering who the new voice was.

“He’s with me, boys,” O’Herlihy replied easily.

“Listen,” Royce replied. “We know the score here, boss. We know what the stakes are. You’ve made that clear with the actions you’ve had us take.”

“And the money we’ve paid,” the new voice tweaked, “to all of you.”

“And we’ve earned it,” Clint snapped again, but this time Speedy and Royce didn’t respond. They didn’t like the tone from the phone either. Who was this guy?

“Look, Mr. O’Herlihy, I don’t know who the other man on the line is, but we’ve been handling the problem,” Royce stated. “My issue with McRyan is if we do him, with his profile …”

“The result will be that even more will come, because that will send up red flags telling people there is something to hide up here,” Wheeler added, finishing the line of logic. “He has friends in places you have no control over. You’ll have the FBI up here digging around, and unlike McRyan, they’ll have government power behind them you can’t control.”

“I disagree,” the voice countered. “We can fend off the EPA. We can control the North Dakota Industrial Commission. That just takes money, and once these wells get humming along, even at the lower barrel price, we’ll have plenty to spread around if we need to.”

“And,” O’Herlihy added, “if McRyan stays alive, he might bring those federal resources to bear with a couple of phone calls to his friends in Washington. From what I’ve learned of the man, he’s far more capable than the people from the FBI satellite office in Minot.”

“Either way, you’re going to have to deal with him,” the other voice added.

“Do we?” Royce asked. “I’m not afraid of doing it. I question if we need to. We recovered everything. There are no other documents out there.”

“Can you be sure of that?” the voice asked. “He has clearly found something—otherwise he wouldn’t be up there. He knows about the Bullers, or at least he has their name now. Now, you boys recovered everything that Murphy, the Bullers, Sterling, Gentry, and this Weatherly had, but those were the people we knew of. However, McRyan has clearly made some sort of link between all of these bodies. What if there is another player out there? Was Gentry the end of it? What if there are other copies floating around, hidden, just waiting to be found? If there is, I believe, in time, McRyan will find it.”

“What are you saying?” Royce asked.

“What I’m saying,” O’Herlihy replied, “is that if he keeps digging, if he finds anything or it looks like he finds anything, then …” His voice trailed off.

“We understand, sir,” Wheeler answered.

The discussion lasted another minute and then ended.

“Who was that other guy on the call?” Clint inquired.

“I’m not comfortable with another player in the game here,” Royce added.

“I don’t know who he is,” Speedy answered. “But the money for our little operation here is not coming out of the company bucket. O’Herlihy is getting the money from somewhere, and not just for this—he had to get outside money to keep this ship afloat, to get these wells online in time. Otherwise, the company goes tits up. I suspect that voice was the somewhere. I mean, think about it—if you were the one supplying this kind of money, wouldn’t you want to know what was going on?” Wheeler poured himself another cup of coffee. “Rich people stay rich because they know where every last dime is.”

“If I were him, I’m not sure I’d want to,” Royce suggested. “Because while he might look at me as a loose end at some point, I can assure you I might view him the same way.”

Wheeler stared Royce down for a moment. They were friends going way back from the ranch lands of western Texas. They’d have each other’s backs, but talking about loose ends with two professional killers gave him pause. Friend or not, Speedy knew he could be one of those loose ends at some point. That was an issue for later. “Let’s focus on the here and now and the problem directly in front of us. We can deal with the ‘voice’ later if we need to, because I agree with you—he’s a possible loose end we don’t know like we know O’Herlihy. That man has always had our back, he’s proven himself. Wouldn’t you agree?” he asked Royce.

“I would.”

“Then you’ve got your marching orders. Eyes on McRyan, and when the chance presents itself, you do what you do best.”
  


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“Bait.”

The County Line was located on the eastern end of Williston, in a long, two-story, tube-like building. While there was a small parking lot to the east of the bar, Mac parallel parked along the south side of the street.

Inside the bar, the lighting was dim and the mood subdued, the perhaps twenty or so patrons mostly spread out in groups of two to four occupying the booths and the small tables. Kenny Chesney’s American Kids played quietly from the jukebox while an early-season college basketball game was displayed on the four big screens hanging above the long bar that ran along most of the right side.

He immediately knew Amber was right about the County Line. Of the twenty or so patrons inside, at least half were cops, based on the inspective looks he received. The cops sized him up as he unzipped his jacket and stuffed his leather work gloves in the pockets. The glances and glares were of assessment—professionals determining whether Mac was a friend or potential problem.

Mac took no offense.

It was just what cops did. It was instinctual.

Mac was thirsty, and sitting at the far end of the bar having a beer by herself was who he’d come hoping to find—Detective Leah Brock, wearing a black leather jacket, black hoodie, and jeans. Her shoulder-length brown hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. As Mac approached, he saw Brock was close to being finished with her bottle of Miller Lite.

“You look like you’re nearly empty. Could I buy you another?” Mac asked.

Brock nodded slowly, and Mac ordered her another beer and a whiskey for himself as he took a seat on the barstool next to her.

“I looked you up,” Brock stated, looking straight ahead, not wanting to seem too friendly.

“I thought you might.”

“You did?”

“Yes,” Mac replied. “Call it my insightful ex-cop instinct.”

“Hmpf,” Brock snorted and took a pull from her beer. “You went from St. Paul homicide to Washington, DC, and the president’s investigator—or at least that’s how the Washington Post described you after that Reaper case last summer. That’s pretty heady stuff.”

Mac nodded.

“Why did you leave St. Paul to begin with?”

“I followed a girl.”

“Ahh, your fiancée. I read about her, too,” Brock replied with a little smile. “You might have outkicked your coverage there. She is really pretty. I saw her on that television over the bar not a half hour ago.”

“Yeah, she’s doing more and more of that these days,” Mac answered. “I guess that’s what White House Deputy Directors of Communication do.”

“I see. So while she’s in DC for the whole world to see, what are you doing up here at the end of the earth, and what is your interest in Adam Murphy? It all seems kind of random for you.”

“I assure you, it is not random—not random at all. A point I tried to make to your chief this afternoon,” Mac answered. “He’s kind of a tool, by the way.”

Brock slowly nodded. “He’s not the greatest cop or chief, but in his defense, he’s overwhelmed. Heck, we all are. Every cop in this bar—there’s eight of them and a couple of sheriff’s deputies. We literally have so many fires burning, there’s something new every day. If you’re a business owner in this town, you’re killing it because of the oil. So many people have money they’d never dreamed of, but the rest of us?” She shook her head. “Not so much.”

“I hear you,” Mac replied.

“Do you?” Brock asked, sensing a throwaway remark.

“I stopped at a gas station on the south side of town as I rolled in here this afternoon. Within five minutes, I saw a drug deal go down and a prostitute jump up into the cab of a semi just before I was offered services by a not-completely-unattractive lady of the night, and I didn’t see a cop or sheriff until I got to the law enforcement center fifteen minutes later,” Mac answered seriously. “I get it—there is more than you can handle going down around here. The infrastructure hasn’t caught up with the growth.”

“Exactly, Mr. McRyan. If we can’t close it within a day or two, it very quickly finds its way to a pile and slowly but surely finds its way to the bottom. Until you showed up today, I hadn’t thought about Adam Murphy in three days, and he’s been dead a week.” She sighed, shook her head, and took a drink of her beer. “I felt a little ashamed.”

“First, call me Mac. Mr. McRyan just doesn’t sound right. Second, what bothered you about the Murphy case?”

“Who said I was bothered?”

“You did. You said it in your chief’s office with your eyes, your body language, and the mere fact that you looked up who I was after I left. All of that says to me you think there’s something amiss. So, Detective Brock, tell me what bothered you about the Murphy case.”

“If I’m calling you Mac, you’re calling me Leah.”

“Okay. Fair enough. What bothered you about it, Leah?”

For the first time since he’d sat down next to her, Brock looked Mac in the eye. “It wasn’t a break-in. It was a hit.”

“Did they come in on the prowl?”

“They?”

“If I’m right about who did this, there are two of them. So … on the prowl?”

“Yes, I think they came in on the prowl.”

“No surveillance system in the apartment building?”

Brock went back to watching the TV. “No. Until recently, those weren’t things that were needed around here. But even without it, to get into that building without being seen, to get into the apartment without being seen?” She shook her head and sipped her beer. “That takes skills. Skills you don’t find in the people around here. That’s something you bring into town.”

“Tell me about what you saw, what you found, and what you think,” Mac suggested as he casually twirled his whiskey glass and then finished the last of its contents.

“The medical examiner set his time of death as between 3:00 and 4:00 A.M.”

“Cause?”

“Shot between the eyes.”

“Hmm, figures.”

“What? Why?”

“Where was he found?” Mac asked, dodging the question for the moment.

“He was lying on the floor, on his back, in the hallway that ran from the bedroom out to the family room.”

The bartender approached, and Mac ordered another round and took a quick look at the menu. “Did you eat?”

“Yeah, but go ahead. They make a solid stuffed burger in here.”

“Cheese-stuffed, Juicy Lucy-like?”

“Yes.”

Mac ordered a stuffed bacon cheeseburger basket. “So what do you think happened the night of the murder?”

“Murphy got home around midnight.”

“How do you know?”

Brock took a drink of her new beer. “A neighbor came into the building same time he did.”

“You check the neighbor out?”

“She’s not involved, unless she and her two roommates were all in on it, and they weren’t. They were all freaked. The witness is just a young girl, maybe twenty, who was getting home from her shift working the drive-thru at Burger King.” Then she turned a little sour. “By the way, do you realize they’re paying people $18.35 an hour to work the drive-thru?”

“I’d read that somewhere.”

“She makes more than I do.”

“Seriously?” It was Mac’s turn to be surprised.

“Yeah, I’m making barely thirty-five thousand, and I have a son I’m supporting.”

“What about Dad?”

“Who knows?” Brock answered bitterly. “He blew town three years ago, and I have no idea where he is.”

“Must be tough,” Mac offered. “Your job isn’t the easiest one for a single mom.”

“You’re right about that. I can’t afford a house, and the rents are sky high around here for an apartment or townhouse, so for the last two years we’ve been living with my folks.”

“That helps, right?”

“Yeah,” Brock nodded. “They like watching their grandchild, but still …” She looked down at the bar and her beer. “Ten years ago, my salary would have bought me a decent house and a nice, quiet life. Now …” She exhaled. “I wonder if we can even stay, given the cost to live here and what’s happening to our town. I know it’s been great for a lot of people, but honestly, there are times I wish they’d never found a drop of oil around here.”

“Not that I’m not interested in your living arrangements, but …”

“Right, sorry.” Brock nodded. “Sometimes I just need to vent for a second, you know?”

“I do,” Mac offered in a toast. “Ours is not an easy job.”

“True that,” Brock replied with a little smile. “As for Murphy, he got home at midnight, and I think he went to bed. His alarm was on, set for 6:30 A.M., and the way the blankets were flipped up suggested to me he was sleeping, heard something, flipped off his blankets, and got out of bed. He came into the hallway in a T-shirt and boxers and started walking toward the family room and then boom—one right between the eyes.”

“So why does the chief say it’s just a break-in?”

“Because that’s what the evidence says, for the most part. Murphy’s wallet, cell phone, and computer were gone, and the place was ransacked. Apparently he liked watches and had a collection of them. They were all gone. In fact, anything relatively small and of value was gone. Given that evidence, it was easy for him to chalk it up to a break-in for anyone who asks. If it was a hit, that gets more complicated to investigate and would require resources that—”

“You don’t have, or if you use them, it leaves you way short somewhere else. I understand. I don’t agree with the approach, but I understand how that decision gets made.” He finished the last of his whiskey and flagged down the bartender for a beer as his burger basket arrived. Mac took a couple bites of his burger. “So for all intents and purposes, it looked like a break-in.”

“But it wasn’t,” Brock answered. “At least I didn’t think so.”

“Why?”

“He was shot in the head, professional-like.”

“And let me guess,” Mac asked, “nobody heard a thing.”

“Correct. I was thinking maybe a silencer?”

“Leah, if the guys I’m thinking of did Murphy, I’d almost guarantee it. That’s how they came at me two nights ago.”

“They came at you?” Brock asked.

Mac explained who Sterling and Meredith were and described the break-in at Meredith’s and the chase through the neighborhood. “Meredith is lucky to be alive. Heck, I’m lucky.”

Brock just shook her head. “What the hell is this all about?”

“I haven’t figured that out yet,” Mac answered. “Tell me—what do you know about the Buller family?”

Brock turned in her chair and gave Mac a good, long look. “That was the sheriff’s case, but that was just …” She heaved a big sigh. “Just awful. I mean, the children…” Her voice trailed off.

“Why were the Bullers killed?”

“I heard they attributed it to meth addicts, that the break-in had all the hallmarks of it.”

“Yeah, just like yours had all the hallmarks of a burglary.”

“You’re saying they’re connected?”

“I think they are.”

“What links them together?” Brock asked.

“I’m looking for that link.”

“You’re not up here just looking? You have something that connects it, don’t you?”

Mac nodded.

“What?”

He hesitated.

“I’m waaaay too interested now. You can’t leave me hanging.”

“I found the Bullers’ property records and a copy of the investigative report on their murders in a hidden safe in Sterling’s office. Now, why would he have all that?”

Brock shrugged. “I don’t know, but I bet Sam—excuse me, Sheriff Rawlings—would be interested to hear about it. Unlike Borland, Rawlings desperately would like answers to those murders.”

“I plan on it when he gets in tomorrow.” Mac noticed Brock catching herself when mentioning Rawlings. “You know the sheriff well?”

“Sure,” Brock answered. “We work in the same building. We’re cops. I see him around often. He’s a good guy.”

An hour later, another beer and just some light talk, Mac paid their tab and scanned the bar one last time. If he was looking in the right places and talking to the right people, he was going to be drawing attention that would draw interest. That interest could be waiting around a corner or following.

As he drove back to the hotel, he took a lengthy route, doubling back twice, constantly monitoring his rearview mirror, but he didn’t sense or a see a tail. When he arrived at the hotel, he circled the parking lot, his Sig under his right thigh, but nobody was waiting. He found a parking spot in the front row underneath the windows for his room and backed in and parked, watching the entrance to the parking lot for a few minutes, but there were no new arrivals or vehicles loitering that gave him pause.

Inside his hotel room, he checked the security tool, a small, closed-circuit system with cameras mounted in the room, one in the hallway, and another set to monitor the parking lot. He watched the live feed for the parking lot for a few minutes. Two vehicles, a white sedan and a light-colored pickup truck, arrived and parked. Two pickups left, and then a dark-colored SUV pulled into the lot. It looked a lot like an Escalade. Mac watched as the SUV did a pass through and then exited the lot, going back from the direction it came. Mac went to the window, but the Escalade kept going off into the distance. He watched for a few minutes more, but the SUV did not return. In fact, no other vehicles entered or exited the lot. With the parking lot quiet, he quickly fast-forwarded through footage for the hallway and room, and there was nothing of concern. He secured each of the doors to both of his rooms, putting three strips of duct tape over the gap between the door and the doorframes. If anyone tried to come in, he’d have the noise of the tape ripping loose to help him react. Not to mention he would be sleeping with a gun under his pillow.

His cell phone rang.

He’d dodged her calls for a while now, but he had to answer. “Hey, Babe.”

“I was wondering when you’d finally get to me,” Sally replied, and he picked up the tone. She had something on her mind.

“It’s been a busy day.”

“How’s it going?”

“Fine.”

“How’s Williston?”

It never failed—she always knew. “How did you …”

“I got a call from someone.”

Mac closed his eyes and shook his head, a rueful smile on his face. “Meredith called, didn’t she?”

“Yup.”

Mac sighed and let out a weary, soft laugh. “I bet that was awkward.”

“Maybe a little, but I have to tell you, I’m glad she called so I could find out what my future husband is up to. You’re up in North Dakota in cowboy land on your own? I mean, what could possibly go wrong?”

The boys wouldn’t call Sally if he did as instructed, and he figured he’d finesse it if she asked too many questions about his whereabouts. He never counted on Meredith being the rat. He never thought she’d have the guts to call Sally. Unfortunately, his inability to read women’s minds, emotions, or courage remained solidly intact.

“I’m sorry you had to deal with Meredith.”

“I’m fine. She was fine. We talked.”

Mac cringed, almost afraid to ask. “About?”

“About recipes, you moron,” Sally replied tartly, the annoyance in her voice clear. “What do you think we talked about? We talked about you, and actually, believe it or not, about our wedding plans. Your ex-wife is worried you won’t make it to that date.”

“About our wedding plans?” Mac asked skeptically. “You talked about our wedding plans with Meredith?” This was not going well. He started staring at the mini-bar.

“Yes. The date we think we’ve set, where we’re having it, possible colors and styles for bridesmaid dresses, and possible honeymoon locations. You know, the stuff girls like to talk about.”

“Oh, yeah, I bet,” he replied, rolling his eyes. “My fiancée talking to my ex-wife about my wedding plans. Yup, just a normal phone call between two old friends catching up. Riiiight.”

“Well, maybe not.” Sally managed a small giggle, taking some joy in torturing him. “But she called to tell me what you are doing because, based on her own experiences with you, she figured, and rightly, I might add, that you wouldn’t have told me what you’re getting into. She called me to suggest I try to talk some sense into you, and buster, you better not hang up on me!”

Mac was smart enough not to do that but held his ground. “I’m not coming home until I get some answers.” He was ready to fight on this point. There was something up here, and he needed to figure it out.

“I know you’re not.”

“You do?” Wrong again.

“I can’t talk you out of this—I never can. I know you. You’re going to go all in on this just like you always do. That’s who you are. I’ve learned to accept that, and honestly, one of the things that I absolutely love about you is your determination to find the truth. Lord knows we could use more people around here who think like that.”

“So … you’re not mad?” Now he was completely confused.

“Mad?” He heard her sigh. “Yeah … no, I’m just, you know … worried. A cat has only so many lives, Mac. I guess the one thing that gives me faith is that, as reckless as you can be sometimes, you usually have a plan. So what’s your plan?”

“I do have one. I’m in the middle of it.” He explained his day and what he’d learned. “Tomorrow, I go see the sheriff about the Buller family murders. Depending on what I find there, I might be on my way back to the Cities very soon.”

Sally wasn’t convinced with the plan. “I don’t know that this sounds like a plan as much as a fishing expedition.”

“Sometimes that’s the plan. I mean, you can’t catch anything if you don’t fish.”

There was silence on the other end for a moment. “Cripes, you are, aren’t you?”

“What?”

“Bait. Tell me you’re not using yourself as bait.”

“Come again?” He winced. The fishing analogy was a bad choice. She’d figured out the part of his plan he didn’t really want to talk about.

“You’re using yourself as bait. Tell me a big part of your plan isn’t to draw some attention, draw some interest, and get those guys who tried to smoke Meredith to come out of hiding. You’re trying to draw them out.”

He didn’t respond. His silence undoubtedly spoke volumes.

“Jesus,” Sally muttered. “Really?”

“I am being extra, extra careful.” He explained the weaponry and the surveillance system he’d set up. “One thing about being out here in the middle of nowhere, you can see people coming. In the hotel here, I’m well protected both in the location of my rooms and the little system I’ve set up. I’m being as cautious as I’ve ever been because I realize, as you said, I don’t have any authority or a badge. I am on my own. But if I see them coming, I’m ready.”

“Yeah, if. If you see them coming. What if you don’t see them coming?”

“What I do is not without risk.”

“I know.” He could almost hear her shaking her head in worry. “I know.”

“Look, I’m finding information that will prove helpful in Meredith’s defense. Lyman and I know she didn’t do it, and we know she was set up. But knowing it is one thing …”

“And proving it is another. But just remember that the goal here is to create reasonable doubt, maybe prove her innocence, but not to prove her wrong.”

“I’m not up here to prove her wrong.”

“Bullshit. I know it. And you know what? Your ex-wife knows it, too. She knows you well, Mac. You’ve always said she didn’t understand you, but I think you’re wrong. I think she knows exactly what makes you tick. Her concern is genuine, and as ill at ease as I might have been in talking to her, I’m glad she called me.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Yes, I am, but it was … it was a little strange, I’ll admit. And there’s another thing.”

“What’s that?”

“I can hear it in her voice. She knows she screwed up with you, Mac. I think she’s trying to make it up to you.”

“Make it up to me? How, by calling you? Tell me, how does calling you qualify as making it up to me? Please explain that concept to me.”

“By making sure you don’t screw it up with me.”

“Am I screwing it up with you?”

Sally sighed. “No. No, it’s just that I’m kind of looking forward to spending the rest of my life with you. So come back in one piece here, would you? Please actually be as careful as you’re telling me you’re being.”

“I will.”

“You promise?”

“I promise. Now can we please talk about something else?”

“Let’s. So tell me, how crazy is it up there? Is it anything like the stories say?”

“I don’t think they do it true justice. I mean, I’m not here five minutes before I got approached by a prostitute at a gas pump.”

“Excuse me?”

• • •
 

Phelps stifled a yawn as he pushed out the door of the County Line. McRyan had flipped his credit card out onto the bar to pay for the drinks and burger and seemed done talking to the Williston detective. Their conversation had lasted well over an hour.

He walked across the street to the apartment complex and jumped into his already started and warming SUV. With the headlights off, he watched McRyan exit the County Line, his head on a swivel, checking his six as he made his way to his Yukon. McRyan was being careful. In the bar, Phelps noticed the slight bulge in the man’s lower back as well as the slight bulge on his lower left leg.

Phelps let McRyan pull out of the parking lot and let him go a good twenty seconds before he pulled out, continuing to track him via his cell phone signal. Despite a couple double backs, McRyan’s destination was clear—his hotel.

Ten minutes later, Phelps, pulled into the parking lot of the Traveltel and did a quick sweep, pulling by McRyan’s Yukon, parked nose out, and peered up to see the light on in his hotel room.

There was nothing more to be learned for the night, so Phelps exited the parking lot and made his way to the townhouse back on the eastern edge of town. Once inside, he pulled up the laptop computer and checked McRyan one more time, and the signal was strong from the hotel—he was settled in for the night.
  


CHAPTER NINETEEN

“In twenty feet of water.”

With the sun up and the sky overcast, Mac studied the laptop screen, and the camera focused on the half-empty parking lot. He counted seventeen vehicles, all unoccupied. There were no threats in the parking lot at 7:00 A.M. on a brisk November morning.

Mac stood up from the desk, went to the window, and lightly pulled the curtain back an inch or two. He quickly scanned the lot with his own eyes and then took a broader view, looking to the convenience store across the street as well as the parking lot for a small strip of an office building. Mac committed the vehicles in his view to memory, let the curtain fall closed, stuffed his Sig in the back of his waistline, and then strapped the holster for his back-up piece to his left ankle.

Five minutes later, Mac sat down in the hotel restaurant for a bowl of oatmeal while he texted Riley, Lich, Lyman, and, thanks to Meredith, Sally that he was alive, well, rested, and breathing. He sat with his back to the wall, alternately reading from his phone and scanning the small restaurant, which opened out into the hotel lobby. With his breakfast devoured, he made his way out of the hotel to his Yukon. Sheriff Rawlings’s receptionist told Mac he would arrive promptly at 8:00 A.M., “Unless something happens overnight.”

Mac made the trip in five minutes, his eyes on the rearview mirror every thirty seconds, cataloging the vehicles behind him. At 7:50 A.M., Mac made his way to the sheriff’s office, said good morning to the receptionist, and took a seat.

“He should be along any minute,” the receptionist said as she stood up from her desk with a coffee cup in search of something with which to fill it.

When a man who looked as though he could be a linebacker for the Vikings walked in the door five minutes later wearing blue jeans, a black, button-down, collared dress shirt, a .45 on his right hip, and a black cowboy hat, Mac knew he was looking at the sheriff. The tall man strode over to the secretary’s desk and picked up some pink message slips.

Mac stood up.

“You must be McRyan,” the sheriff stated without turning around, scanning the message slips.

“Yes, sir,” Mac answered respectfully.

The sheriff turned around and leaned back against the desk and folded his arms. “I got Trudy’s message and did as you instructed. So I gotta ask—what brings someone with your pedigree to my neck of the woods?”

“The Buller family.”

The sheriff’s eyebrows rose in interest. “You don’t say.” Rawlings nodded and then waved with his right arm. “I think we best retire to my office and chat on that, then.”

Rawlings showed Mac into his office and into a soft leather chair in front of his desk.

It might have been the most comfortable office chair he’d ever sat in. “I gotta get me one of these,” Mac suggested, checking the chair out.

“My daddy, who was the sheriff of this county for many years, bought those chairs many moons ago.”

“Well, they’ve stood the test of time, that’s for sure.”

“When I took the job a few years ago, I brought them back. There are times I sit in those chairs rather than this new one behind the desk,” Rawlings said as he sat in his chair and leaned forward on his elbows. “So. Mac McRyan is in my office, and he wants to talk the Buller murders. Why?”

“Let me tell you a story,” Mac said and recapped what had brought him to Williston.

“So their names show up in the notes of a big shot lawyer in Minneapolis. That lawyer and his lady friend are shot dead. Your client, the lawyer’s scorned wife, is accused of that murder, and yet you think that whoever killed those two down in the Twin Cities killed the Bullers up here. Why?”

“I don’t know—yet. There are holes in my theory,” Mac replied. “But I read your report, Sheriff Rawlings. It was in Sterling’s safe.”

“How would he have gotten hold of that?”

“Please. He was a lawyer, a really good lawyer, with money and connections. You get the idea.”

“What’s your point?”

“Between you, me, and the wall, you don’t believe meth heads killed the Bullers, do you?”

“You know I don’t.”

“You played politics with the task force, probably because you need their help, right?”

“I do.”

“But you don’t buy their conclusion.”

Rawlings stood up from his desk chair. “Coffee?”

“Black is good, thanks.”

Rawlings handed Mac a cup of coffee. He took his seat and opened a locked filing drawer to his desk. “You saw the written report. Here’s the file—evidence, pictures, everything. Give it a look, tell me what you see.”

Mac flipped through the evidence, paying particular attention to the forensic evidence, or the lack thereof. No prints and no forced entry. Then he looked at the photos of the bodies.

“What do you see?”

“I think I see what you see, and I think I see something I’ve already seen,” Mac answered. “Any chance we could go out to the farm?”

“Sure, let’s go.”

The Buller farm was located a half hour northeast of Williston. The farmhouse, a one-story ranch style, was set back a hundred yards north of Highway 2. To reach the farmhouse required a left turn off the highway onto a long dirt road and then another left turn onto a gravel driveway fifty yards in length. The house itself was set inside four large trees sitting on the four corners of the farmhouse’s yard proper. Farther north, another thirty yards behind the house, were three green aluminum-sided barns containing the machinery to farm the surrounding acreage. Looking even farther north, along the dirt road from the highway, Mac noticed a drilling platform, the natural gas flame burning in the overcast sky. He looked back past the farmhouse to the highway and began to appreciate the isolation of the farm: another house not visible in any direction, the only traffic along the highway being oil-related trucks, the odd pickup, and then a black Escalade.

Mac glanced back over to the back door of the farmhouse, where Sheriff Rawlings cut the seal and then put a key into the dead bolt.

“Sheriff, I’m a little surprised this is still a sealed crime scene seven months later.”

Rawlings nodded. “Me too, but the Bullers were renters, and I’ve heard nary a peep from the owner, Gentry Enterprises, so it’s just been sitting here as is.”

“Hmpf.”

“Isn’t costing anything at this point,” Rawlings continued. “And I still view it as an open investigation, so I’ve been content to leave it as is until someone comes forward.”

Inside the house, Mac opened the case file and took out the photos, focusing on the ones of the victims. He walked through the kitchen and turned right, down a long hallway back to the bedrooms. The master bedroom was to the left. The bed and the bloodstained mattress remained, along with the spatter on the white wood headboard. Mac set the picture of Harold Buller on the left side of the bed and the one of his wife, Melody, on the right. Both were shot several times, but both were also shot in the forehead.

Next, he went out to the hallway and to the bedroom on the left, the son, Adam’s, room, where the scene was the same. Mac placed the picture on the boy’s bed, him lying peacefully on his back, sleeping. It was the same in Sydney’s room, the little girl shot three times in her upper chest and then in the head, leaving no doubt. Mac’s anger welled up inside. A little six-year-old girl murdered in cold blood. It wasn’t an accident, an act of negligence, a case of wrong place at wrong time, or even a senseless drive-by shooting. This was the purposeful murder of a little girl. There could be no possible witnesses left behind.

Mac looked back at the sheriff.

“Worst case I’ve ever had,” Rawlings said calmly, yet a despondent look occupied his face.

“It’s not your first homicide investigation, is it?”

Rawlings shook his head as he leaned against the doorjamb. “I worked homicide in Chicago for six years before I came home here to Williston to run for sheriff. As you can imagine, I saw some shit down there, but there was never …” His voice drifted off as he took his cowboy hat off and scratched the back of his head. “I never saw anything like this. The kids …”

“The assassination of a six-year-old girl and ten-year-old boy,” Mac replied angrily. “This is no damn break-in by meth heads. Who is that task force fucking kidding? There are no signs of forced entry, there are no prints, and the shots are of a professional—the ones to the chest are just to cover that.”

“That’s what I think too. It has all the looks of meth guys shooting the place up and then taking everything out of the medicine cabinet, laundry room, and from under the kitchen sink. It wouldn’t be the first time something like that happened around here since the boom started. Meth is a huge problem, no doubt. And I’ll admit I kind of thought that is what it was at first as well. But then a day or so later, when I was sitting in that chair you so like, having myself a quiet little whiskey and looking at these crime scene photos, I realized that was not the case.”

“You realized they used a silencer,” Mac suggested, thumbing through the photos. “Am I right?”

Rawlings nodded. “It’s not like you would need to out here. Not another house for miles, but they used a silencer. That is the only way you end up with four dead people lying in bed, as if they never moved …”

“Because the killers were silent and—”

“Professional,” Rawlings finished. “Tweakers on meth aren’t using silencers.”

“Did you mention this to the task force?”

“I said I had my doubts, but I kept my cards close to the chest, because other than these suspicions, what did I have? Like you said earlier, I eventually played the game after a couple of weeks. I had no leads, no witnesses, and no resources to try and find a professional or professionals and to figure out why they would want to murder the Bullers. Additionally, when you buck this task force, they get vengeful and withhold resources. We have a lot of problems around here, so I need all the help I can get.” Rawlings sat down on a chair and sighed. “I’m not proud of it.”

“You do what you have to do, Sheriff. I’ve been here a day, and I’ve seen the challenges.”

“I wrote the report the way I did so that I had wiggle room if something came along that would give me a new avenue to pursue.”

“It’s the shots to the head that are the tell for me. I saw the same thing in Washington, DC, shots to the chest but then the one to the forehead. They did it to Sterling and Gentry. I think they did it to Adam Murphy.”

The sheriff raised an eyebrow. “Adam Murphy?”

“His name showed up in the file, just like the Buller family,” Mac replied. “They’re all connected for some reason.” He took one last look at the little girl’s bed and suddenly felt the urge to get outside. “I need some air.”

Mac quickly walked through the house and out to the backyard and took in some air, leaning over.

“It’s tough in there, no matter how many scenes you’ve handled,” Rawlings stated as he came back from his truck with two bottles of water.

“I had a police chief in Virginia marvel at the fact that I was so clinical looking at one of the Reaper’s victims with her abdomen cut wide open, her insides splayed over a flower garden. I said I’d seen enough that I wasn’t fazed by it anymore. I was always bothered I could respond that way.”

“But this one got to you a little?”

Mac nodded, still sucking in some air, looking back to the house. “Kids. There is nothing worse than kids, and these two little kids had no chance, didn’t do anything wrong—they’re just sleeping, dreaming, and they never got their lives.”

“At least they didn’t suffer—their death was instant. They’re with the angels now.”

“And their parents,” Mac added, and the two men stood in silence for a few minutes.

“I’d love some closure,” Rawlings said. “I’d love to nail whoever did this. This case? This one wakes me up a lot of nights.”

“That’s why I’m here,” Mac replied. “This case is personal to me. The wife of the lawyer, the one accused of murdering the lawyer, Sterling, and woman, Gentry, is my ex-wife, Meredith.”

“Your ex-wife?” Rawlings asked with a wry smile. “Really?”

“I know, seems crazy. She didn’t do it; she was set up. And while our divorce wasn’t pretty, I want to make sure she doesn’t spend the rest of her life in jail. Now, I want to make sure the murderers of these two kids do.”

“What’s your next move?”

“Figure out what connects all of these victims, other than they’ve either lived in or been to Williston a lot in the last several months—and since the Bullers were killed first, I think the answer is around here somewhere.” Mac exhaled and steadied himself. “I need to go back into the house.” As he started walking back to the house, his left foot slipped on some mud, and he started to fall. He caught himself with his left arm, but his hand ended up in the mud as well. “Shit,” Mac muttered, shaking the mud off his hand and brushing it off his left knee.

“You can wash up in the house,” Rawlings stated.

Mac untied his hiking boots and left them on the back stoop. Inside, he went to the kitchen sink to wash his hands.

“You have some mud on your face as well,” the sheriff stated. “You look like a roughneck.”

“Thanks a lot,” Mac replied as he dropped his face down to the sink and washed with the tap water, and the smell hit him. “Wow, is that bad.”

“What?”

“The water, the smell,” Mac answered, leaning back down to sniff the water running out of the tap. “That’s disgusting.”

Rawlings came over to the sink, leaned down and smelled the water, and then looked up. “I’m not sure, but I’m getting a whiff of … I want to say gas. Methane, maybe?”

“This can’t be safe, can it?”

Rawlings shook his head, “I suspect not. I mean, that’s pretty bad.”

“This house would have well water, right?”

“Yes, and some methane isn’t uncommon in well water.”

“But this much?” Mac asked. “This doesn’t seem natural.” He took a small sip of the water and grimaced and spit it out and started coughing. “There is no way you could drink that.” Mac scanned the house. There was no separate water system that he saw, no water filter on the tap, no drinking water system.

The sheriff smelled the tap water again and then walked out the back door and looked north, and a half-mile up the road was an oil well. He and Mac shared a look as they walked over to the sheriff’s Tahoe. They drove up the road to the well, where three large trucks, two tankers, and one dumper sat. The tankers were delivering water, and the dumper provided sand, both needed in copious and constant amounts for the hydraulic fracturing process to work. A man in a hard hat approached them.

“Can I help you?” the worker asked.

“Are you the man in charge out here?” Rawlings asked.

The man nodded. “I’m the foreman, Byron Westrum.”

“I’m Sheriff Rawlings. This gentleman is Mr. McRyan. Can you tell me how long this well has been here?”

Westrum thought for a moment. “I want to say nearly two years, sheriff. The one farther up the road went in last January, but this one has been running for two years.”

“And you’re drilling every day?” Mac asked.

The foreman nodded. “Yes, sir. Pretty much nonstop. The trucks keep coming, we keep drilling, and they keep a-pumping. It’s the oil cycle of life.”

“Who owns this well?” Rawlings inquired.

“Deep Core, sir,” Westrum answered.

“Deep Core?” Mac asked, seeking confirmation.

“Yes, sir. This is Deep Core 4. We have that rig as well,” Westrum pointed farther northwest. “That’s Deep Core 5. We have five total wells up in this area.”

“And then the field back near Williston, correct?” Rawlings asked. “The one you just got online? What do they call it, the North Station?”

“That’s right. That’s a big field over there by the town.”

“Do you have any other fields or locations up here?” Mac asked.

Westrum shook his head. “No, sir.”

Mac and Rawlings shared a look as they turned to walk away. Mac stopped and walked back. “Say, partner, I got one more question.”

“Sure, what’s that?”

“Did you know Adam Murphy?”

The man nodded. “Sure, I knew Adam.”

“Did you work with him?”

“A few times. He would help us when we were setting up the wells, making sure we drilled in the best place possible based on the makeup of the earth beneath us.”

“So he helped you place the well?”

“Right. He set the wells out here in this oil field and then the wells at the North Station.”

Mac and Rawlings walked back to the Tahoe. Rawlings saw the faraway look in Mac’s eyes, “What is it?”

“You know what other name was in the notes Sterling had?”

“Deep Core.”

Mac pointed to his nose.

“Interesting,” Rawlings replied, sneaking a peek back at the oil rig.

Mac smiled inwardly. He now had a partner.

• • •
 

“Where has he been today?”

“To the sheriff’s office and then the Buller place with the sheriff,” Phelps replied.

“And now?”

“He’s with the sheriff in his Tahoe. They’re riding back toward Williston.”

“What did he find?”

“I don’t know. I couldn’t get close, and it is impossible to hide out there. All I know is they were there for a long time.”

• • •
 

A little after 5:00 P.M., the detectives’ bullpen quietly murmured with activity. Bud Subject sat with his feet up on his cubicle desk, thumbing through a forensics report for a three-week-old homicide that had stumped them. Gerdtz, sitting behind him, was engrossed in a television report—the Hennepin County Sheriff’s Department Search and Rescue Squad in the river north of downtown Minneapolis, pulling the body of a man from the Mississippi. The man had gone missing the night before. His Jeep Cherokee was found parked nearby. There was some evidence he’d been out on an old cement pier.

“I bet the sucker was drunk, was pissing off that pier, slipped, and fell in,” Gerdtz mused. “That pier is nothing but an old, slick, uneven cement block jutting out into the water.”

“And the river current pulled him under,” Subject added as his phone rang. “Homicide, Subject. Yes … we still are … what makes you think it ties back to that? Three holes… in the back tailgate, black, a Suburban… okay, we’re on our way.”

“What?” Gerdtz looked back while checking his watch. They were off duty shortly.

“You know that SUV McRyan thought he popped a few slugs into last Sunday night?”

“Yeah.”

“Hennepin County thinks they found it.”

“Really? Where?”

“Right there.” Subject pointed at the television. “In twenty feet of water.”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY

“I prefer to view it as deductive reasoning.”

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

“Rattle his cage,” Mac replied.

“You know, you’re not exactly a cop with any jurisdiction up here,” Rawlings stated while making no attempt whatsoever to stop Mac. “He has no obligation to talk to you.”

“I know,” Mac answered. “And he knows that too.”

“So then why would he talk to you?”

Mac stopped and turned. “Because I think he knows exactly who I am, and the last thing he wants is me hanging around, asking a bunch of questions.”

“He doesn’t?”

“No,” Mac replied, shaking his head. “He wants me to go away. So he will try to deal with me, try to convince me there is nothing to see here. If he doesn’t, that only makes me more suspicious—makes me want to look around more, keep poking around more, hang around, and dig for more. He wants less of me, not more, so he’ll try to answer my questions and answer enough so that I go away.” Mac stepped up to the door for the trailer and turned back to Rawlings with a sly smile. “Besides”—he pointed at the badge on Rawlings’s coat—“you add a certain air of authority and authenticity to the festivities.” As he opened the door and walked in, he added, “Feel free to join in You know you want to.”

“I’m curious.”

“You’re more than that.” Mac didn’t knock. He barged right in on Wheeler.

The Deep Core man was at his desk, staring at his computer screen amongst the piles of paper when they entered. He was startled. “Mr. McRyan and … Sheriff Rawlings … is something wrong?”

Mac walked and stood right in front of Wheeler’s desk. “Mr. Wheeler. You didn’t tell me the whole truth yesterday.”

“What do you mean?”

“You omitted some things.”

“Like what?”

“I was out at the Bullers’ house this morning.”

“Okay. So how does that apply to me?”

“Have you ever smelled the water out there?”

“No.”

“It smells awful,” Mac replied. “And tastes even worse.”

“It smells like methane, Mr. Wheeler,” Rawlings added, leaning casually against the wall, arms folded. “Like a lot of methane.”

“So?”

“I’m no hydrologist, but I know that water doesn’t end up smelling that foul naturally,” the sheriff asserted. “It had to have some help. We’re going to have to look into that.”

“So?”

“You have a well—two wells in fact—Deep Core 4 and 5, just down the road,” Mac added.

“Again,” Wheeler replied, nonplussed, “so?”

“Let’s see,” Mac answered, leaning down. “I have the foulest smelling water I’ve ever experienced. Where that water is, I have a family of four dead—murdered in cold blood. I got a Deep Core well just down the road, a well that uses a toxic mixture of chemicals to extract oil and gas. Your geologist who set that well is dead—murdered. The owner of that land, Callie Gentry, is dead—murdered. Her lawyer, an exceptional lawyer, and you have no idea how much it pains me to say that, is dead—murdered with Gentry. And then there are the others.”

“Others?”

Mac bored in on Wheeler’s eyes. “Shane Weatherly and Isador Kane.”

“Who’s Isador Kane?”

“So you know who Shane Weatherly is, then.”

Wheeler hesitated and then shook his head, flustered. “I don’t know either of them.”

“Bullshit. I think you know exactly who Shane Weatherly is. Or was, for that matter,” Mac answered, not moving, searching Wheeler’s expression for more. He was flustered, but that could be Mac and Rawlings’s presence, or it could be something else.

“I have no idea who you’re talking about.”

“Quit fucking with me. You know who Weatherly is.”

Wheeler sat back in his chair, trying to relax. “Enlighten me.”

“He was a geologist. He was hired by Callie Gentry. Now, why would she hire a geologist?”

“I have no idea. Maybe she wanted to drill on her own land for oil. Lots of people hire geologists around here to do that, you know. Everyone wants their little piece of the action. Everyone wants to get rich.”

“She was in the oil industry for years, you think she didn’t know there was oil under her land. Your problem, I think, was that she was concerned about something else under her land, like the water. The water used by the Bullers, to be used by cattle, and to be used to irrigate. So she hired Weatherly to test the water on her land? Maybe Harold or Melody Buller called her to complain about the water, and that’s what she was doing.”

“Maybe they did,” Wheeler answered.

“And that wouldn’t bother you?”

“We’re a drilling company. We get complaints all the time, and we deal with them.”

“Yeah, by buying off the North Dakota Industrial Commission, among others,” the sheriff muttered bitterly, and Mac liked him more by the minute.

“I would know nothing about that,” Wheeler replied, acting casual, sitting comfortably back in his chair, right leg crossed over the left.

“Mr. Wheeler, did you ever get a complaint from the Bullers about their water or about your well or about the trucks driving by their home with all of the chemicals—anything like that?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“It’s a yes or no question.”

“The answer is no.”

“So,” Rawlings asked, “if I came out here with a search warrant to go through your records, I wouldn’t find any record whatsoever of the Bullers calling and filing some sort of complaint with the company?”

“No.”

“None?”

“None.”

“Of course there isn’t, Sheriff,” Mac replied sarcastically then gestured toward Wheeler. “He’s had what, six, maybe seven months to eliminate it from their records?”

Wheeler snorted his disgust. “Mr. McRyan, I’ve been cooperative with you because that’s generally my nature. I’m not looking for trouble, but I think I’ve had quite enough of your questioning. Are you a cop with any jurisdiction up here?”

“Nope,” Mac responded, holding his ground. “But let me ask you a question. Do you really think that makes me less dangerous to you?”

“Is that a threat?” Wheeler asked.

“What do you think?” Mac retorted, glaring.

Wheeler looked at Rawlings. “Sheriff, is Mr. McRyan working with your office, either officially or unofficially?”

“No, Mr. Wheeler, he is not. But he is someone who is a serious person that I have to respect. He’s asking questions, interesting questions, about a case I care very much about.”

“Sheriff, do you have a search warrant for my premises?”

“No, I don’t, Mr. Wheeler.”

“Am I or my company under investigation?”

Rawlings shook his head. “Not by my office at the moment, but I remain interested in the Buller case. Four people were murdered, including two very young children. Mr. McRyan has raised certain specific issues that have once again piqued my interest in that case.”

“I understood that case to be closed.”

“It is perhaps not an active investigation, but it is not closed,” Rawlings replied. “There’s been no arrest. There is a theory as to what happened, but that’s all it is—a theory.”

Mac looked back with a cunning smile and said, “Theories change, Mr. Wheeler. Evidence, like oil, bubbles up to the surface.”

“That’s enough,” Wheeler retorted, standing up, coming around the desk, and getting into McRyan’s space. “I don’t like your tone or what either of you are accusing me or my company of.” Wheeler pointed to the door. “Sheriff, you want to get a search warrant, get a search warrant, but I think you won’t. And Mr. McRyan, if you want any more information, here’s the number for our lawyer. Now, both of you can get the fuck out of my office.”

Mac pushed himself up out of the chair and turned to follow Rawlings out but then stopped and turned back. “Mr. Wheeler, you might think we’re done here, but we’re not. In fact, we’re far from done. You’ll be seeing me again, and again, and again.”

Outside, Mac looked over to the sheriff as they approached his Tahoe. “Thanks.”

“For what?”

“Having my back in there. That was kind of fun.”

“Not that it will do much good.”

“Come on, Sheriff, you don’t believe all of these coincidences, do you? You think something is going on here, right? Wheeler’s story is as bad as the water at the Bullers’.”

“It doesn’t matter what I think. What matters is—”

“What you can prove. I agree with that. I can’t get Meredith off the hook without proof.” He looked at his watch and then back west to the sun working its way down in the sky. “You know when I do my best work, Sam?”

“When?”

“When I have a beer and a burger in me,” Mac replied. “And I’m buying.”

“Give me two hours,” Rawlings answered. “Around here, us cops like to eat and drink at The County Line. You know where that is?”

“I was there last night, talking to Leah Brock in fact.”

“And?”

“We talked about the Adam Murphy case.”

“Interesting,” Rawlings answered. “I want a recap, in two hours. If I’m not at the bar when you get there, tell them you’re with me and you want my table.”

“You have a table?” Mac replied, amused. “My family owns a bar, and I don’t have a table.”

“What can I say?” Sam answered. “I guess I’m a pretty big deal around here.”

• • •
 

Detectives Gerdtz and Subject stood on the cement pier in their trench coats, holding coffees—Gerdtz, as always, smoking a cigarette. The two of them were patiently watching as the Suburban was slowly being pulled from the Mississippi by the winch on the back of the wrecker.

The back of the submerged SUV became visible, and the two detectives moved to the right edge of the old pier as the winch dragged the truck out of the muck and toward the steep and muddy shoreline. The back window of the SUV was out, only shards of glass remaining around the edges. Then, on the tailgate were the bullet holes, three of them. Most importantly, though, was now they had a license plate, which Gerdtz jotted into his notepad.

The two detectives hustled back to a patrol unit, and Subject slipped into the driver’s seat and punched the license plate number into the computer.

“What do you have?” Gerdtz asked as he blew smoke from his cigarette.

“Rental,” Subject answered. “I’d say we’re heading down to Economy Rental at the airport. Let’s see if they have identification on who rented this thing.”

• • •
 

Phelps pulled around the corner and parked nearly a block away from the bar’s entrance. He killed the engine as well as the lights and slumped down in his seat. He settled in as he watched McRyan approach the front entrance for the County Line.

• • •
 

Mac scanned the street as he walked along the wide sidewalk fronting the County Line. Cars and trucks sporadically parked along both sides of the street, including an Escalade he thought he was seeing for at least the third time in the last twenty-four hours. He made a quick visual note of the plate and thought it might be time to have Rawlings run it for him.

Mac walked in the front door and was greeted by the waitress from the night before. “You’re back?”

“I am,” Mac answered as he scanned the bar and didn’t see Rawlings. “I’m going to be joined by Sheriff Rawlings. Does he really have his own special table? Is that really true?”

The waitress smiled broadly. “Sure is. It’s in the back, over in the left corner—the tall, four-top table with Property of Sheriff’s Department stenciled on the wall. Can I get you something while you wait?”

“Do you have a Summit?”

“Ahh, you’re a visitor.”

“The locals don’t drink that, huh?” Mac asked, curious.

“Nah, the domestics get the play around here.”

“I see.”

Ten minutes later, Rawlings strolled into the bar, now without his uniform, such that it was. He was in a dark-brown Carhartt jacket. It took him awhile to make it back to the table. Sheriff Sam Rawlings, unlike Police Chief Dave Borland, was a popular man and made small talk with at least six different people on the way back to the table—people Mac presumed were local cops or sheriff’s deputies. There were hugs, handshakes, pats on the back, and laughter.

“Do you go anywhere without the cowboy hat?” Mac asked as Rawlings sat down.

The sheriff smiled and tipped his hat back off his forehead a bit. “No, sir. One thing about Chicago was there weren’t many opportunities to wear this thing without receiving a heaping pile of ridicule. Up here, I keep it on wherever and whenever I want. I do appreciate that.”

“So how did a native of Williston, North Dakota end up a homicide detective in Chicago, anyway?”

“How does a St. Paul homicide detective end up in Washington, DC?”

“I followed a girl,” Mac answered with a big smile.

“Ditto.”

“Tell me.”

“You know, typical boy-meets-girl story. I went to college at North Dakota State, played basketball, majored in beer and chasing tail, and minored in criminal justice,” Rawlings answered after the first beers were ordered. “Sandy was a pretty brainiac who took to an athletic meathead.”

“Not a meathead,” Mac answered, shaking his head. “Give her credit.”

Rawlings nodded with a smile. “I was lucky though. Lots more guys than gals at NDSU, so there was competition for her, of that I can assure you. In any event, she went to medical school down in Chicago, and I followed her and went to work for Chicago PD and worked my way up. I made homicide nine years ago.”

“What happened to bring you back?”

Rawlings looked down and then took a sip of his beer. “Sandy died of cancer, five years ago now.”

“I’m so sorry, Sheriff.”

“Me too,” he replied, looking briefly away, wistful. “I miss her.”

“So did that bring you back?” Mac asked, turning his beer bottle in his hands.

“Not right away,” Rawlings replied. “My boy and I stuck it out for a year. But for both of us, it seemed like everywhere we went and everything we did reminded us of her. I was thinking of moving us and actually looked into jobs in Minneapolis and St. Paul, since Sandy’s family was from the Twin Cities. Then the sheriff up here announced he was retiring. My dad called and said he’d managed to retire with our good name intact. He suggested I come back and run, so I did.”

“Was it a good move?” Mac asked, taking a long sip of his beer.

Rawlings took a sip of his own and gave the answer a moment of thought. “On the whole, I think so. It was good for my boy. His grandparents are here, he has some aunts, uncles, and cousins nearby, so he has family and support, which is good, because at times, this job is more than I might have bargained for.”

“How old is your son?”

“He’s thirteen now. He’s been here four years and has adjusted pretty well. He’s going to be tall, two to three inches taller than me, and likes hoops, so he plays lots and lots of basketball. Plus he likes horses, hunting, and fishing, so it’s been good for him.” The waitress reappeared, and they ordered burger baskets and another round of beers. “Tell me, do you like living in Washington? I mean, I assume you live there.”

“I do, most of the time.”

“And you like it?”

Mac shrugged. “If you can take the politics out of it, it’s an amazing place to live. We have a brownstone in Georgetown, and I love the area and the history, and Sally is there. On the other hand, there’s the politics.” Mac shook his head. “The town is full of bloviating idiots, both elected and appointed, Democrat and Republican. In my personal opinion, after having the opportunity to engage in some up-close analysis, we do not have the best and brightest running the country—we have a shit show. I talk to some of these people, and my head wants to explode.”

“Don’t hold back—tell me what you really think.”

Mac laughed.

“You followed a girl. She works at the White House, right?”

Mac nodded. “She does, and we’ve been there a year now, and her enthusiasm for working there has not waned even a little. She loves it. How, I don’t know. It would drive me bat shit crazy. But she’s very happy, so that makes living there good.”

“Are you going to make an honest woman of her?”

“May 15 next year, or at least that’s the tentative date. We kind of set it the other day. Heck, we haven’t even told our families yet, so keep that under your cowboy hat.”

“Congratulations,” Rawlings cheered, raising his beer. “Of course, she’s not your first.”

“No, she’s not,” Mac answered, in a sign it was time to talk business.

“Which, after all, is why you’re here,” Rawlings stated and took a long pull from his Coors Light. “Do you really think Deep Core is behind all of this?”

“Maybe,” Mac answered. “I hear skepticism in your voice, yet here you are tonight to talk about it.”

“I got nothing else to do,” Rawlings replied lightly.

“Bullshit,” Mac replied.

Rawlings smiled, took a quick drink, and pointed the bottle at Mac. “Once a homicide detective, always a homicide detective. Sure, I got a hit off our talk with Wheeler—the expression, the body language—he was uncomfortable. There is something there, no question.”

“Yes, there is.”

“Does Wheeler strike you as a killer?”

“No,” Mac answered, shaking his head dismissively. “He’s not a guy who would get his hands dirty that way. You have to be pretty cold to kill nine people. He doesn’t have it in him to pull the trigger.”

“You never know. People will do things you never thought they would—for money.”

“This I know,” Mac answered darkly, gesturing with his beer glass. “I know it all too well. Someone had nine people killed, Sheriff. It’s about money somehow.” He looked Rawlings in the eye. “Whoever did this, they need to go down for it.”

“Agreed.” Rawlings sat back in his chair and took a long drink from his beer. “However, while I’m intrigued, I’m also troubled. Tell me, is your theory on this case that Deep Core killed the Buller family, Adam Murphy, the lawyer and his client in the Twin Cities, and these two guys in Washington, DC because the tap water at the Buller house smells?”

Mac smiled yet dropped his head a little. The sheriff cut right to the hole in his theory, the same hole Mac had been thinking about for the past two hours. He was thinking he was on to something, but when he put it all down on a notepad, it didn’t look like as much. “Well, when you put it that way…”

“It’s not just me who would put it that way, Mac. For example, a prosecutor or judge I might ask for a search warrant would put it that way. The Industrial Commission would look at it that way if I came to them about the smell in the water. A judge and jury down in the Twin Cities might look at it that way if that’s your defense theory for your ex-wife.”

Mac nodded and sat back in his chair. “So there has to be more, right? Or there has to be something else.”

“Has to be. That’s just not enough to kill for. The water is a problem, a big one, but also a fixable one I think. Only way this theory makes sense is that this is about more than the tap water at a farmhouse.”

Mac leaned forward and smiled. “Unless …”

“Unless what?” Rawlings asked.

“What if what was happening out at the Buller house is indicative of what is happening at other Deep Core sites?”

Rawlings leaned back in his chair and nodded slowly.

“Think on that a little bit.”

The burgers arrived, and they dug in and watched a little of the Timberwolves game on the big screen. Mac was a hockey player; he watched basketball but he didn’t really understand it, didn’t understand what was and wasn’t a foul, what a two-three zone or triangle offense was. Rawlings did and provided a tutorial while they ate.

“The goal of the offense is to fill those five specific spots on the floor, Mac,” Rawlings explained with a diagram on napkin. “This creates good spacing between all of the players and allows each one to pass to any of the four others on the floor. Every pass and cut has a purpose, and everything is dictated by the defense. Do you understand a little better now?”

“Certainly more than I did before,” Mac replied, “It’s a little like running a power play in hockey.”

“I love it. The triangle is great old-school basketball offense, not simply bombing three pointers.”

Once the burgers were finished, the baskets were cleared away and another round of beers arrived, and they got back to business.

“Sheriff, let’s say, just for the sake of argument, that whatever was happening at the Buller house is not the only place it’s happening. That’s all I’m saying.”

“They were the tip of the iceberg?”

Mac shook his head. “Maybe, although it seems to me that if that were the case, others would have come forward by now.”

“Maybe they were bought off.”

“That’s possible, I suppose.” Mac nodded. “But then why not buy off the Bullers?”

“Maybe they said no. Maybe they thought there was a better deal to be had?”

“No, that’s not it,” Mac answered. “It doesn’t explain the other players in this. We’ve got nine bodies. They’re all connected.”

“How do they all end up linked together?”

Mac sat back and pulled his beer to his lips while a thought formed in his mind—a good thought. He took another hit from his beer, and then he smiled. “Maybe the Bullers talked to Callie Gentry, the land owner, and instead … she calls Sterling … who is a litigator.”

“A lawsuit? Against an oil company?” Rawlings asked, skeptical, shaking his head, dismissive.

“They’re not really an oil company,” Mac answered, holding up his phone. “They’re an exploration and drilling company.”

“Up here that’s a distinction without a difference?” Rawlings replied derisively. “Oil, drilling, gas, trucking, railroads—you litigate against them, you even threaten to litigate against them, and they will bury you in legal fees and paper. They have armies of lawyers and bottomless amounts of money. They’ll make the case so expensive you can’t possibly fight them. Plus, they have most of the politicians in their pocket. The oil and gas industry owns the Industrial Commission; it comprises the governor and two of his lackeys, who get thousands in contributions from all of the companies.” The sheriff laughed. “A lawsuit would get steamrolled.”

“Everyone goes along to get along?”

“For sure around here. I mean, I’m guilty of it, Mac. My family, we have a thousand acres five miles northwest of town, and on the far end, far away from our houses, there are two wells. My dad, and his dad, never sold the mineral rights under our family land. So we’re leasing to a drilling company and getting nice monthly royalty checks, even with the drop in oil prices.” The sheriff sat back, tipped up his cowboy hat, and drank from his beer. “Let me tell you, we have more money now than we’ve ever had in our lives, Mac. My dad shares it with my boy and me, with my brother and sister, and we’re all very secure financially. I mean, I can pretty much retire whenever I want—we’re that set. But that’s the tradeoff. A lot of people are making it, and in many ways the community is benefiting from it, and in many ways it’s not.”

“Heck, just the trucks,” Mac blurted.

Rawlings nodded in agreement. “There you go. Just driving around here has become infinitely more dangerous because it’s tanker-truck central. It takes millions of gallons of water to frack just one well, and the only way that water gets there is with trucks. I’ve done the research, Mac. You need in the neighborhood of four hundred trucks to haul water and supplies to an oil well—just one well—and there are hundreds—heck, thousands—of wells around here. That means traffic at all hours of the day, and it’s a dicey proposition on the roads around here, especially at night. There have been so many more bad accidents and fatalities than you would have ever imagined possible up here ten years ago. All of that is part of the oil and gas boom, not to mention the crime, drugs, and prostitution. So yeah, some of us have it good, but that’s the bad, and we’re losing that battle, Mac.”

“I’ve met Chief Borland. He’s not up to the task, in my opinion.”

“Before the boom, he’d have been fine. But now, you need someone with a lot more management and people skills, and Dave Borland just doesn’t possess those. I mean, Williston has a population of twenty thousand, and the legal problems of a town ten times that size. Borland and I just don’t have the manpower or resources we need, and I’m not sure we ever will.”

“So you’re screwed?”

“Yup,” Rawlings replied with resignation. “But there is good too. We’ve been able to build this beautiful new community center that has indoor and outdoor pools, basketball courts, workout facilities, community meeting rooms, and more. It’s great. A town of this size in this part of the world could never have something like that without all of the tax and corporate revenue generated by the boom. It’s a trade-off.”

“Does the trade-off include murder?”

“No,” Rawlings answered, shaking his head. “We look the other way on a lot of things. A lot of things. We have to. The land and the environment will never be the same up here, but a lot of people are getting …”

“Paid.”

“Yup.”

“Like you said, people will do a lot of things, or not do things, or not object to things, if they get paid a lot of money.”

“Yeah, but Mac, there are still lines that can’t be crossed. The Bullers and all the others? That can’t be allowed to stand. We gotta draw a line somewhere.”

“So the Bullers, maybe they didn’t sell out. Maybe they, or Callie Gentry, or Adam Murphy decided to do the right thing.”

“But what’s the right thing?”

“Not go along to get along,” Mac suggested. “The Bullers—or later on, Adam Murphy, and then Callie Gentry, Sterling, Shane Weatherly—all of them figured out what Deep Core was up to.”

“Up to what?” Rawlings pushed. “You keep saying they’re up to something. I mean, it is one thing to say it’s Deep Core—they’re the ones, but what is it they’re up to? What is it that would make them drop nine bodies?”

Mac shrugged. “I don’t know.” He gave it some thought. “Let’s go back to what I said awhile ago,” he took a long swig of his beer. “What’s happening at the Bullers isn’t the only place it’s happening or …” His eyes brightened. “Not the only place it will happen. Deep Core, they’re an oil and gas drilling company. They’re fracking, right?”

“Only way you can get the oil and gas out of the ground around here. It’s the technique that led to the boom.”

“I don’t understand the process well, Sam, but doesn’t fracking involve injecting water, sand, and chemicals into the well?” Mac inquired.

“Yes,” Rawlings replied knowingly. “Like I said, it takes four hundred tanker trucks with water, chemicals, and sand to frack one well. Fracking is basically the process of drilling the well and, once drilled, injecting fluid, water, and chemicals, along with a special kind of sand called frac sand, into the well at a high pressure. There’s a formula for it all. The well goes straight down thousands of feet and then turns horizontal. When the pressure reaches the horizontal part of the well, it is injected into the shale. That injecting of the pressure fractures the shale and allows for the release of the oil and gas in the rock, and that’s what comes back up the well.”

Mac pulled out his phone and did a quick search of the hydraulic fracturing process. “Cripes, the chemicals they use to do this read like a periodic table. Lead, uranium, mercury, radium, hydrochloric acid, diesel, formaldehyde, and here’s one that’s familiar—methane.”

“So?” Rawlings replied.

“So presumably when you drill down, you’re drilling down through the water table. Well water comes from the water table.”

“So?”

The thought was forming in Mac’s brain. He reached into his backpack and took out a map he’d printed of the Williston area. “So there is a lot of pressure in that well, on the cement and steel casing in that well going down, right?”

“Not my area of specialty, but I suppose there is,” Rawlings answered. “Mac, what are you getting at?”

Mac kept his eyes on the map and asked a question, a leading question, pointing at the Bullers’ farm on the map. “And the Bullers’ water came from a well in the ground, right?”

“Yes.”

Mac then moved his index finger just north of Williston, to the area where Deep Core was now drilling, and tapped it with his index finger and looked up at the sheriff.

Rawlings’s eyes suddenly went wide, recognizing where Mac was going, and then he said, “No. Do you think?”

Mac nodded. “Where have they started drilling now?”

“Just north of town.”

“And how many wells do they have up there?”

“I don’t know. A lot. Maybe fifteen, twenty—could be more.”

“And they just started drilling there, right?”

“Within the last couple weeks. Those wells are on state property. They were under some kind of a deadline to get them online by year-end, or the drilling rights covered by the lease would revert back to the state.”

“And how much is all that oil worth to a drilling company like Deep Core?”

“Millions. Many millions,” Rawlings answered. “Who knows, with as many wells as they’re putting online, maybe billions in the long run.”

“And if there were concerns about their drilling, or maybe their drilling method, such that it was damaging groundwater or perhaps the water supply for a town of twenty thousand. Even that, my friend, might be enough for people to stop and take notice, to maybe”—Mac’s eyes lit up—“maybe stop a company from drilling. That’s a lot of money that would be lost. Maybe that’s where Sterling comes in. He and Gentry were formulating some sort of lawsuit on that basis, perhaps a class action against an oil drilling company representing a town of twenty thousand who were about to have their water damaged. How about that? Would that be substantial enough for you?”

The sheriff nodded, looking away, and shaking his head. He put his beer to his lips. “Now that’s a theory.”

“Indeed it is,” Mac agreed, taking a satisfied beer sip of his own. But the reality of the problem was still there. “Still, it’s only a theory.”

“And a theory we should keep quiet about, at least until we have proof.”

“How do we get proof?” Mac asked.

“I don’t know.”

“You know who might have had proof?”

“One of your murder victims.”

Mac pointed to his nose. “That might explain something else, as well.”

“What? Explain what?”

“So when Shane Weatherly was in Washington, DC, he met with an employee of the EPA named Isador Kane.” Mac reached inside his backpack and found another folder with the security camera screenshots of Weatherly and Kane from the East Union Tavern in DC. “This is Weatherly on the right and Kane on the left. They spent a couple hours in this bar, discussing all of these documents. Then they left the bar out the back and were both shot and killed in Kane’s car. And all these documents right here…” Mac pointed.

“Were gone.”

“Yeah.”

Rawlings nodded. “Your proof?”

“Maybe,” Mac answered. “Another occurrence that makes sense now was that Sterling and Gentry both had briefcases with them the night they were killed. Gentry’s briefcase was gone, and Sterling’s was still in his car but empty. Adam Murphy’s apartment was ransacked, and his computer and files were gone. The Buller house was ransacked. So what if all these people had proof and—”

“Deep Core did whatever they had to in order to get their hands on it,” Rawlings finished. The sheriff leaned back and folded his arms and then let out a slow whistle. He shook his head. “That’s a hell of a story ya got.”

“I prefer to view it as deductive reasoning,” Mac answered, sipping his beer. “I do love a good conspiracy, though.”

“I imagine a feller like you does. So you said this Weatherly was a geologist, right?”

“Yes, he was.”

“He was murdered in DC, two weeks ago?”

“Yes.”

“And Murphy was killed a couple nights later.”

“Yes, which was then followed by the murders of Sterling and Gentry back down in the Twin Cities at Sterling’s lake house. Can you say cleanup operation? They took out everyone who could hurt them.”

“But why go after your ex-wife, then?”

“I was investigating by then,” Mac answered. “Without being too full of myself, Sam, I do have a track record of getting to the bottom of shit. I was poking around, like I am now. Although to be honest, I hadn’t found a ton at that point. If Meredith was dead, then maybe I stop hunting around and I never make these links on the case. Heck, I wouldn’t have tied this all together if Judge Dixon hadn’t had me take a look at that murder in DC for him.”

“God,” Rawlings muttered. He took a long pull from his beer. “I wish I knew how to go after these people. I just don’t have the resources.” He looked at Mac. “You have some connections,” Rawlings suggested. “A fiancée working in the White House and all, you could pull a string or two.”

Mac smiled and nodded, somewhat satisfied with himself. “Sometimes access to those folks does have certain … advantages, especially when Shane Weatherly was the godchild of Judge Dixon.”

“You don’t say?”

A little after 11:00 P.M., after one more round of beers, more case discussion and then a cup of coffee, Mac and Rawlings walked out the front door of the County Line and turned east on the sidewalk.

“So what’s your plan, Mac?”

“It’s late, so I’ll call the Judge early in the morning and see what he thinks. He’s very good at getting the machinery to move in DC.”

“How about out here in North Dakota?”

“We’ll see. That might be a heavier lift, but it all starts by talking, informing, and asking. The man is amazingly persuasive when he wants to be, and everyone in the world seems to owe him favors. He’ll be motivated to help any way he can.”

“I’m across the street,” Rawlings stated, extending his hand. “It’s been an interesting day, Mac McRyan.”

“It has, Sam,” Mac answered, shaking the sheriff’s hand. “I’ll be in touch.”

“I look forward to it.” Rawlings walked between two cars and looked left before walking across the four lanes of East Broadway. His phone rang, and it was his son. “Hey Bobby, what’s up?”

Mac continued walking down the sidewalk, looking down at his phone, texting to Riley, “All good, heading in for the …” but stopped when he heard loud honking and then the roar of an engine behind him. He turned back to his left. “Sheriff, look out! Look out!”

Rawlings looked left as a black SUV bored in on him. He tried to jump to his right but was struck by the truck and sent hurtling through the air.

Mac instinctively moved toward Rawlings, but then in a blink, saw the passenger-side window of the SUV open, and he saw it—a gun. The SUV was veering towards him. There was a flash and a pop. He dove to his left, down behind a car. Bullets ricocheted off the car and the pavement and glass shattered and rained down on him. Then he heard the truck accelerating, pulling away. He reached for his gun on his back and jumped up, turned back to his left, reflexively checked the background, and fired back three times as the SUV roared east down East Broadway and eventually out of sight. Mac saw brief brake lights and then the taillights turning to the left far in the distance.

He glanced back left to see Rawlings lying in the street, not moving. People came streaming out of the front of the County Line as Mac sprinted across the street. “Call 9-1-1! Call 9-1-1!” Mac yelled. “The sheriff is down! The sheriff is down!”

Mac reached Rawlings, who was lying on his back, his legs pointing in unnatural directions, and bleeding heavily from the impact, but he was breathing, gasping for air. “Oh God!” he croaked. “Oh God!”

“Hang in there, man! Hang in there!” Mac exclaimed, checking the sheriff’s body for injuries, quickly finding oozing blood coming from the area above his left pelvis, his abdomen sliced wide open. Two police officers who were in the bar raced across the street with their guns drawn. Both had their cell phones to their ears, barking orders into them. The waitress and a bartender soon followed. The waitress had two towels in her hands.

“Give me those! Give me those!” Mac covered the wound with the towels, applying pressure.

The sheriff’s eyes were open but fluttering, his breathing labored, in gasps. Mac put his face down close. “Stay with me, Sam! Stay with me! Help is on the way!” And Mac could hear sirens in the distance. “Sam, God dammit, you stay with me!” he screamed as Rawlings’s eyes closed. “Sam! Sam!”

Then he heard a voice, shouting from the cell phone still in the sheriff’s hand, which he was holding close to his chest. “Dad! Dad! Dad!”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

“You’re the black Escalade.”

The warm water ran over Mac’s hands as he scrubbed the blood off. Then he looked down and noticed that it had soaked into his jeans. He dampened a paper towel and pressed it to his right thigh to absorb the blood and extract it from the denim. Then he noticed blood all over the bottom of his black shirt, and even the tips of his hiking boots. He was a total mess, and he decided to accept it and turned off the water. He leaned over the sink and looked in the mirror at his tired face and relived the events of the last hour.

The ambulance had raced to the hospital, trailed by a convoy of sheriff’s deputies and patrol cars and then Mac.

Rawlings was unconscious but breathing, barely, and had just a faint pulse when the ambulance arrived at the hospital. He was rushed into the emergency room. In the craziness, with everyone standing around watching the doctors frantically work, he crashed. The doctors were able to restart his heart, stabilize him, and then rush him into surgery.

There had been no further word.

Mac exited the restroom, drying his hand with a paper towel, when Detective Brock approached with Borland.

“What happened?” Brock asked quietly, taking the lead, handing him a cup of coffee.

Mac sat down in a chair and leaned forward on his elbows, holding the Styrofoam cup in his hands, staring alternately at the floor and the blood on his clothes. “We left the bar, I think just after eleven,” he started quietly. “We were walking down the sidewalk toward our trucks. Sam started across the street. I think he was talking on his phone, and I was texting on my phone when I heard … a horn … a car horn. Someone was laying it on behind me. I turned, and a dark-colored SUV was hauling ass down the street right at Rawlings. I yelled out to him, but …”

“There was a report of shots fired,” the chief said.

Mac nodded. “First shots were fired at me from the SUV. I ducked down behind a car. As the SUV pulled away, I returned fire.”

“Did you hit them?” Borland asked.

“I honestly don’t know,” Mac replied. “It was hauling ass away, and it didn’t slow down after I fired, so while I might have hit the truck, I doubt I did any damage to the occupants.”

“Occupants, plural?” Borland inquired, confused.

“Had to be. One was driving, and one was shooting. The truck hit the sheriff, and a man in the passenger side was firing at me. We were both the targets.”

“Tell me about the SUV,” Brock asked.

“Black, or dark,” Mac answered. “Big, might have been a Suburban, Yukon, Expedition, Tahoe—I’m not sure. It happened fast, and it was dark. My glimpses were quick, blink-of-the-eye kind of things.” He made a mental note that the truck didn’t have the distinctive look of an Escalade.

“License plate?” Brock asked.

Mac shook his head.

“Do you have any idea why these people would come after you two?” Borland asked.

Mac looked up at him and thought for a second. He decided this was not a question he was going to answer right now. So he shook his head and replied, “No.”

“No?” Borland asked skeptically.

Mac shook his head. “No.”

“You expect me to believe that?”

“Believe what you want.”

“A couple of deputies told me you and Rawlings spent the day together,” Borland replied, notebook in his hand. “What were you doing?”

“Talking, taking a look at some things of interest for me and him.”

“Like what?”

“I’d rather not say.”

“Do you really think you’re in the position to not say?” Borland asked, annoyed, his voice rising. He leaned down and pointed, his finger inches from Mac’s face. “I have the Williams County sheriff hanging on by a thread here, and he was with you when this all went down. I want answers.”

“Chief, I don’t know you,” Mac answered, setting his coffee cup on the table next to his chair. “And frankly, my assessment of you is, you don’t know dick about police work. So I don’t trust you. I can’t trust you with what I’m working on.”

“I don’t think you get to decide that.”

“Are you going to arrest me?” Mac looked up and smirked. “Good luck with that.”

“Now listen here, hot shot …” Borland stated loudly—too loudly—leaning down, poking Mac in the chest.

It was a bad move.

“No, you fucking listen, you incompetent shit,” Mac roared as he burst out of the chair, throwing his right shoulder into Borland, and sent the Williston chief flying into a wall across the hallway. The impact caused Borland to slump to the floor, groaning in pain.

Brock jumped in front of Mac. “Jesus, what are you doing?”

Other officers stepped in between as Borland slowly pushed himself up off the floor.

“Shit,” Mac muttered.

“Take the chief down the hall to cool off,” Brock suggested to the other officers and then quickly led Mac by his right arm down the hall in the opposite direction. “What in the hell are you trying to do, Mac?”

“That stupid fuck. How do you work for him?”

“Because I have no choice,” Brock replied sternly. “What were you and the sheriff doing today?”

“No.”

“Mac? Borland is right,” Brock pressed. “You can’t just not answer that question.”

“Leah, I’m not answering Borland because he’s an idiot who has no clue. I’m not going to answer you right now for your own protection.”

“My protection?”

“Yeah, the less you know right now, the better. Rawlings and I think we know who might be behind all of this—behind Adam Murphy, behind the Bullers, behind a lot of shit that’s been going down around here. And after tonight, somehow, some way, I think they know we know. At a minimum, they’re worried we’re getting close. What just happened confirms it.”

“Who?”

“I’m not saying.”

“How? How would they know?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Well, give me something to work with, Mac!” Brock demanded, hands on hips.

“If I give you something, Leah, then you end up on their radar. Heck, you might already be on it. Those weren’t two kooks coming after Rawlings and me tonight. Those were hitters with orders.”

“So?”

“So, I already have one boy who might lose a parent tonight, and I’m the one who put the sheriff in danger.” He looked Leah in the eyes. “I’ll be damned if I’m going to expose your son to that possibility. This is for your own good, so let me handle this. I think I know who or what is behind this, but I can’t prove it—yet. When the time is right, and if it’s safe, I’ll bring you in.”

“Borland is not going to accept that.”

“Make him accept it,” Mac counseled. “For his safety and for yours, let it go for tonight. See if you can find a dark SUV that might have been shot up. Canvas the area around the County Line. Pull traffic camera footage, if that even exists around here. Talk to others in the bar, and ask them if they saw anything. Do the other police work that needs doing. For now, I’m not talking about what Rawlings and I were working on today.”

“I don’t know, Mac,” Brock replied, not wanting to let it go.

“Do it, Leah. Do it,” Mac urged. “Have your people work the scene. Trust me on this. You looked me up. You know my history. I know what I’m talking about.”

Brock stared him down for another minute, reading him. “Okay.” She sighed, unhappy, and stuffed her notebook in her wool-coat pocket. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

“That makes two of us.”

There was a commotion to their left, and it was Rawlings’s father, the former sheriff, and Sam’s son, Bobby, who looked terrified.

“That poor kid,” Mac muttered, shaking his head, sick.

“I need to go.”

“Yeah, you better.”

Brock walked away, and Mac leaned against the wall, closed his eyes, and exhaled, wondering what to do next. The night was like a bad dream. He had no idea what his next move needed to be. He didn’t even want to think about it.

“Are you Mac McRyan?”

Mac opened his eyes to see a nurse standing in front of him with a cup of coffee in her hand. “Yes, I am.”

The nurse was shy. “This is weird, I know, but five minutes ago a very nice man asked me to bring you this coffee and this envelope.”

“A man?” Mac asked, on alert now, scanning the area.

“Yes,” the nurse answered. “He’s gone now.”

“Did he give you a name?”

“No.”

“Can you describe him?”

“Yeah, he was … maybe six-foot, thick, with wide shoulders and a barrel chest. He had silver, whitish, short hair.”

“How was he dressed?”

“In all black. He was wearing a black wool coat, black turtleneck, and black pants and shoes. He was dressed pretty sharp for around here, actually—kind of distinguished.”

“And all he said was to hand this to me?”

The nurse nodded.

“Okay, thank you.”

The nurse walked away. Mac looked to his left down the hall. Brock was talking to Borland, Rawlings’s dad and son, as well as with other officers, restoring calm. There was a hallway ahead of him, and Mac walked down it, out of the view of everyone, and into an empty hospital room. He set the coffee on a table and opened the package. Inside was a note and cell phone. The note provided a number and said: Call this number. It’s important.

Mac did as instructed.

“Mr. McRyan, I presume.”

“Who is this?”

“A friend.”

“A friend? Friends don’t need nurses to deliver burner phones.”

“I sent coffee.”

“Why do I remain skeptical?”

“I don’t blame you, based on the events of this evening. I saw what happened to you and the sheriff. I was parked just back up the street from you.”

“You saw?” Then Mac quickly thought back to just before Rawlings was struck by the SUV. “You’re the black Escalade. The honking horn? That was you?”

“Yes. I wish I could have done more. I really do, but that black SUV was on you before I really recognized what was happening. The horn, I’m sorry, that was all I could do.”

“You’ve been following me.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I wanted to see how far you would get. Or more accurately, my employer wanted to see how far you would get.”

“Why?”

“Because he thinks he might be able to help you.”

“Help me? Help me how?”

“You’ll have to ask him yourself.”

“Who is he?”

“Not yet. My instructions are to take you to him.”

“Take me to him?”

“Yes. Do you want to go for a ride?”

Mac thought for a moment. Was this a setup? He was right to think that way after all that had happened. But then again, why would they do something so elaborate one hour after trying to so crudely gun him down in the street? They wouldn’t—probably—and he wanted answers. “I’m game.”

“Good. Meet me at the Williston airport in one hour. And Mr. McRyan, there’s one other thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Come alone.”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

“Mr. McRyan, my name is …”

Leah drove Mac back to his hotel, escorted by two other patrol cars. She came up to his room, and the two of them cleared it while two other patrol units carefully prowled through the parking lot. “I’m going to station someone outside,” Brock suggested. “You need to get some rest, and you can’t get it if you’re constantly watching the door.”

Mac grimaced. “Leah, I really wish you wouldn’t. In fact, I need you to do me a favor that you’re really not going to like doing.”

“What?”

Mac explained.

“You’re right, I don’t.”

“But will you?”

Brock assessed him quickly and then sighed. “You’re going whether I help you or not, correct?”

“Yes.”

Twenty minutes later, after a quick shower, a change of clothes, and a quick text to Riley, Mac was sliding out the back of the hotel, dressed head to toe in black, with his hood pulled over his head, jogging through a gap between two buildings to find Brock waiting for him in her unmarked cruiser on the street on the other side.

She drove him to the Williston airport.

“Good luck.”

“I just might need it,” Mac answered, checking his Sig one more time before he tucked it behind his back in his waistline. He did the same with his backup Glock on his ankle, and then he exited the car, taking his backpack with him.

Mac walked into the small empty terminal and saw a man meeting the description the nurse gave earlier. A white-haired man, dressed all in black, was waiting for him by a door leading out to the tarmac.

“Mr. McRyan.” The man extended his hand. “My name is William Phelps. Retired, United States Secret Service.”

Mac sized Phelps up. “Retired, huh? How long?”

“Eight years.”

“Did you work protection?”

Phelps nodded and answered with a confident grin. “I did. If you want, call Judge Dixon. He knows me pretty well.”

“Does the Judge know you’re up here?”

Phelps shook his head. “No. He knows nothing of this, but again, if you want to call Judge, do it. I’m confident he’ll vouch.”

Initially hesitant to call, Mac also suddenly remembered that, to a certain degree, the Judge got him into this to begin with. Mac woke the great man up from his slumber. “Mac?” a groggy voice growled. “Christ, it’s … 3:04 in the A.M.!”

“Sorry, Judge, couldn’t be helped,” Mac retorted lightly. “I have a question for you. Does the name William Phelps mean anything to you?”

“William Phelps? … William Phelps…” the Judge mumbled quietly. “Wait a minute. Do you mean Bull Phelps?”

Mac took one look at Phelps and thought the moniker might fit. “Says he worked for the Secret Service back in the day?”

“Yeah, you could say that. He was the head of the presidential detail before he retired.”

“And was his retirement honorable?”

“Yes, it was,” the Judge answered with a yawn, still waking up.

“Can I trust him?”

“Three presidents of the United States did.”

“Judge, that wasn’t my question. My question is can I trust him?”

“Mac, why are you asking? What the hell is going on?”

“He’s standing in front of me here at the Williston, North Dakota airport, asking me to go somewhere on a Lear jet with him to meet someone. He won’t tell me where we’re going or who I am meeting. In other words, this is a total leap of faith. So again, I ask you, can I trust him?”

“Put him on the damn phone.”

Mac handed the phone to Phelps. “You’re up.”

“Judge, sir, how are you? Yes, sir, it’s been a long time.”

The two men spoke for a few minutes, and then Phelps finished with, “Judge, he’s in good hands. I trust the man I’m working for. I give you my word. Yes, sir.” Phelps handed the phone back.

“Mac,” the Judge stated, fully awake now, “he won’t tell me who it is either, but I know Bull. He’s a good man, an honorable man. You can trust him.”

“That’s all I needed to hear, Judge.”

“Is this about Shane?”

“It is, and the other things all tied up in that. I think I know what happened to Shane, Judge. I’m hoping this mystery man will be able to help me confirm it and prove it, or all this is just a big waste of time.”

Phelps led Mac out to the jet. Once inside, the plane was immediately cleared for takeoff and began taxiing. “The flight will be about an hour. We’re heading west.”

“Are we going to so remote a place I won’t figure out where we are?”

Phelps smiled and shook his head as the plane lifted off the ground, “No. I imagine not. We’re flying to Bozeman, Montana, and then we’ll take a forty-five minute drive.”

“South, I assume?”

“Affirmative.”

“Big Sky?”

Phelps nodded. “That’s the general area.”

An hour later, the jet landed, and Phelps led Mac to a waiting white Ford Expedition. They were forty-one minutes into the drive south of Bozeman on US Highway 191 when Phelps turned the Expedition right off of the highway, motored through an arched entrance, and carefully made his way up a winding switchback-filled road. Five minutes later, they pulled to the main entrance of an expansive and well-lit lodge.

Phelps led Mac inside into the foyer and then left down a long hallway that led into a spacious library. Sitting in a chair by a roaring fire was an older man, dressed in a dark green quarter-zip sweater and tan slacks, with a mane of gray hair combed back. He was much older now, in his midseventies by his estimation, but Mac recognized him from pictures and video he’d seen long ago.

“Good morning, Mr. McRyan. Thank you for coming,” the man greeted with a slight drawl. He stood and extended his hand. “My name is—”

“Antonin Rahn.”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

“I may be an environmentalist, but I didn’t stop being a capitalist.”

“I see that you’ve heard of me, Mr. McRyan,” Rahn stated, finishing the handshake with enthusiasm. “Please sit down. Bull says you’re smart. My first impression is that he is correct.”

“Mr. Rahn, why am I here?”

“You’re also very direct.”

“It saves time.”

Rahn nodded. “Let’s sit down. Relax, Mr. McRyan. You’re quite safe here.” With everyone seated, the old man answered Mac’s question. “The direct answer to your question, Mr. McRyan, is that Callie Gentry was my goddaughter.”

“Goddaughter?”

“Yes. Her father was my closest and dearest friend. He made me her godfather. When he died of cancer ten years ago, he made me promise to look after her. I was doing pretty well until a couple of weeks ago.”

This explained, at least in part, why Rahn had surfaced. “Then you know who Shane Weatherly is.”

“Oh, I do indeed.”

“He was the godson of Judge Dixon,” Mac replied.

“Then I imagine the great man loved Shane like one of his own.”

“He did.”

Rahn nodded and then reached for the fireplace poker and adjusted the burning logs and embers, goosing the fire. “My children have both died, Mr. McRyan. Unfortunately, my relationships with them were”—the old man sighed—“very poor. Nonexistent really, which is my fault and my fault only. I have some grandchildren but no real relationship with them either, though I’ve tried. So Callie, while being my employee, was also the closest thing I had to family. I feel I have some responsibility for her death. It is why I thought it time that you and I meet. I think I may be able to help you.”

“In return for what?” Mac asked guardedly. If he’d learned anything in life, it was that people like Antonin Rahn didn’t do favors for free.

“Justice for Callie,” Rahn replied, his voice showing a hint of fire. “Boy, you are cynical.”

“Cynicism born of a time spent around people of power and wealth.”

“What do you know of me, Mr. McRyan?”

Mac thought for a moment and then shrugged. “I suppose just what I learned in college and law school, Mr. Rahn.”

“Which is Galveston Bay and the lawsuit, I imagine.”

Mac nodded.

“Well, then you know about me from thirty years ago,” the elderly man rejoined. “That was a long time ago. Times change, people change, what they do changes, what they believe in changes.”

“To be perfectly honest, Mr. Rahn,” Mac declared, “what I’d really like to know is what you’ve been up to the last six months.”

“I imagine you would, as it seems that our interests have crossed paths,” Rahn replied and looked at his watch and patted his stomach. “Are you hungry, Mr. McRyan? I know to you it’s 5:00 A.M., but for me, this is when I get up. And when I get up, I usually eat. Are you hungry?”

All the adrenaline and action of the night had Mac low on fuel. “I could eat.”

Rahn led Mac and Phelps back to the spacious kitchen, where a cook was already up brewing coffee, which he brought over for Mac. “I was told you prefer black,” the cook stated.

“Yes, thank you,” Mac answered and looked over to Rahn. “I see you’ve been looking me up.”

Rahn took a cup of coffee for himself and nodded. “Ever since you became involved in this matter, I’ve been learning about you. I put Old Bull here on your tail when you headed to North Dakota.”

“To watch me?”

“And to protect,” Rahn answered and then sadly shook his head. “There are too many dead.”

“So can you tell me why that is?” Mac asked.

“Well, it’s a long story. Let me give you some background before we get to the present day. I left Texas in 1985 after the mess in Galveston Bay. I was ruined, Mr. McRyan. I had nary a friend left, other than Callie’s father. Leroy Gentry stuck with me.”

“Call me Mac.”

“Okay, Mac, I was done in Texas. I was toxic, so to speak. So I left and bought myself an island in the southern Caribbean.”

“And did what?”

“I sold and completely liquidated my original companies. Then I started new ones, doing the same thing under a new name and structure with new people in charge. With shell companies, holding companies, trusts, hedge funds, I was able to put several layers between me and the actual business. The people running the businesses had no idea they were working for me. To do all that, I kept a team of lawyers in New Orleans busy for the first four years and then a new team of lawyers in New York busy for another five. Now, my lawyers are based in London—a small, obscure firm of seven highly skilled lawyers with one very wealthy client.”

“How did you run your company or companies?”

“I did it from my little island and my various other homes around the world. You see, I moved around a great deal under fake identities. I grew beards, let my hair go long and gray, lost a bunch of weight, and I dropped out of sight.”

“You ran.”

“I sure as hell did. I needed to figure things out, and I couldn’t do it in Texas. In fact, I haven’t been back to Texas since I left, not a once. Texas didn’t want me around anymore, and I can’t say I blame them. In the end, I didn’t want to be there either. There’s nothing there for me anymore.”

“Judge Dixon was looking into finding you,” Mac offered. “He’s not had any success, as far as I know.”

“I’ll take that as a badge of honor,” Rahn replied happily. “If the great Judge Dixon, with all of his resources, can’t find me, I’ve done one hell of a job.”

“So what, you’ve spent thirty years on the run, operating your oil company?”

“Yes, although it is many, many companies now, all smaller entities with anonymous names nobody could possibly associate with the name Antonin Rahn.”

“Like Gentry Enterprises? Soutex Solutions? EMR Group? Like Rig Resources?” Mac proferred, now knowing the answer.

“Indeed.”

“All oil-related companies?”

The old man’s eyes came alive. “Not all. In fact, I like to think I’ve done quite a bit more.”

“Like what?”

“I became an enthusiastic environmentalist.”

“You?” Mac laughed heartily in reply, incredulous. “You, Antonin Rahn, the man who once said he would nuke the EPA if he could, became an environmentalist—an enthusiastic environmentalist?”

“You don’t believe me?”

“Leopards don’t change their spots. Oilmen stay oilmen.”

“Oh, I’m still an oilman. What’s not true is an oilman can’t also care for the world. I didn’t thirty years ago. Not a lick. Now, I do.”

“Really?” Mac remained skeptical.

“You’re really a cynic, aren’t you?”

“Well, when you consider my profession …” Mac replied.

“Fair point. In any event, once I left Texas and bought my island, I had to fill my time. I spent a lot of it becoming an excellent scuba and then deep-sea diver. I discovered the wonders of nature below the surface, and I was captivated. All those years in Texas I worked nonstop, never taking a vacation, never going for a swim, never going to a kid’s ballgame, never taking a break to enjoy the world’s wonders. Instead, I spent every day, every waking hour trying to make every last dollar every honest, crooked, cheap, and sleazy way I could.” The old man shook his head. “What a waste. Years I can never get back.”

“What changed you?” Mac asked, sensing the conviction in his host’s voice. “What really made you see the world differently?”

“The Exxon Valdez, Mac. When that happened, I saw the damage an oil company could cause. I fought blame for what happened in Galveston Bay. I never looked at or cared about the impact of that on the Gulf. But when the Valdez happened, I went to Alaska and saw it for myself.”

“With a different set of eyes?”

“Yes, very much with a different set of eyes this time—a set of eyes that were opened to the wonders of the world as a diver. I walked that shoreline, I saw the birds coated in oil, the wildlife being choked by the negligence and greed of my industry, and I vowed to do what I could to make a difference.”

“How?”

“First, my companies are privately owned—none are public anymore. I don’t answer to a single shareholder, only to myself. My companies operate above and beyond what is required for safety. When we drill, we drill with the environment in mind first. My people work with authorities to make sure every code is followed to the letter, and in many cases, beyond what is required. We’re always, and I mean always, looking for safety improvements. I have a nonprofit totally dedicated to it.”

“That approach has to impact the bottom line negatively.”

“Perhaps a little, but I’ve found not dramatically so. And I’ve used those profits to fund research on alternative fuels, solar and wind, and I own companies that do all of those things. Through various foundations, we’ve funded research, promoted legislation and regulations, and when necessary, provided money for lawsuits to protect the environment. They don’t know it of course, but my organizations are one of the best allies the EPA has. If anything, I’d like the EPA to have more teeth, not fewer. I’d like to see that president of yours, the man from the Land of Ten Thousand Lakes that your lovely fiancée works for, be the environmentalist and conservationist that deep down inside I know he is.”

“You’re doing all of that?” Mac asked, still dubious.

Rahn smiled. “Mac, it is very safe to say, I have my fingers in everything energy and environment—everything. My interests expand by the day, and until recently, I was having an absolute ball with it all.”

“And nobody knows?”

Rahn shook his head. “And I’ve wanted to keep it that way. I fear if my name were attached to any of these ventures, they could suffer greatly. I’ve spent twenty-five years trying to make a difference. I couldn’t care less about getting any credit for it.”

“You don’t want the world to know you’re a changed man?” Mac asked, starting to believe Rahn.

Rahn waved in disgust. “Nah. I’ve grown to love my anonymity. It’s funny; when I was younger, there wasn’t a camera I wouldn’t talk into, a commercial I wouldn’t film, nor a picture I wouldn’t pose for.”

“And now?”

“I couldn’t care less. When I go to the gates of heaven, I hope what I’ve done with my life the last twenty-five years will outweigh what I did before. Besides, I had Callie. Everything funneled through her, and a few other people, and then up to me. She was my public face for many of my companies, foundations, and organizations. She was the one building her name, her reputation, and when I went, she was going to tell my story and take everything over.”

“Okay, so I now know the story of the last twenty-five to thirty years. What I really need to know about, however, is your recent interest in northwest North Dakota,” Mac said, refilling his coffee cup.

“Originally, it was to frack for oil and natural gas. I prefer gas and believe gas, more than oil, is the future. But we drill for both. Hydraulic fracturing, while it is not perfect, is not as bad as it’s made out to be, especially when done right. Fracking is the future, and it is a way for our country to become more energy independent. We need to get our asses out of the mess that is the Middle East. This is one way to do it.”

“One could say you’re playing both sides of the street.”

“Oh, I am,” Rahn replied, not the least bit ashamed. “I’m in all of it, and when one industry goes up, the others might go down, but energy, in the end, Mac, is always good. It always pays. Even with these lower oil prices, it still pays. As long as we’re around sixty dollars a barrel, we’re making money. I’m just prouder of the way it pays now. I sleep well at night knowing we’re doing it right.”

“How does Callie Gentry get involved up in Williston?”

“The Buller family and our farm property northeast of Williston. That property is in the name of Gentry Enterprises that, at least on paper, it looks like Callie owns, but I ultimately own it. Those poor folks were starting to get sick, very sick, and then their water was starting to smell.”

“I’ve smelled that water,” Mac said with a grimace and looked at his watch. “Fifteen, sixteen hours ago.”

“Then you know it’s bad.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“The Bullers were smart enough folks, and they thought it might have something to do with the oil well drilling nearby. So they first complained to Deep Core. They took a jar of the water with them and went to Deep Core and met with a gentleman named—”

“Adam Murphy,” Mac finished.

“Yes, very good, Mac. Murphy came out and saw firsthand what they were dealing with, so he did some testing, or so the Bullers told Callie. They said for a couple of days he was out in the field behind the house, in the pasture, between the house and the Deep Core wells, drilling down and taking samples. But then some days later some not-so-nice folks from Deep Core showed up and told the Bullers the wells had nothing to do with their water problems and that they should be careful about making any allegations against Deep Core.”

“A little intimidation,” Mac answered. “Hardly the first time that has ever happened.”

“No, it’s not,” Rahn replied with a knowing shake of his head. “I’m not proud to say I sanctioned such behavior in my younger days. In any event, the Bullers got scared and called Callie, saying they needed off the farm, that they were scared. She went up there to see them, and they told her about Murphy. The next day, she did some poking around town, tried to go see Murphy, and met with Deep Core’s local man in charge, a fella named Wheeler.”

“She met with Wheeler? The man lied to me about that.”

“That’s what she said, but then—”

“That night, the Bullers were murdered,” Mac finished.

Rahn nodded.

“Did she finally talk to Murphy after that?”

“Not right away,” Rahn answered. “The first time she talked to him, he denied the whole thing.”

“I bet,” Mac replied. “Murphy saw what happened to the Bullers.”

“I imagine so. But Callie”—the old man smiled—“she was not one to give up easily. She kept on him, calling him every so often, grabbing a seat next to him at a coffee shop, showing up at a conference he was attending. She had a bit of honey badger in her.”

“She stalked him,” Mac suggested.

“Stalking … is a strong term,” Rahn suggested with a knowing grin. “I prefer wearing him down. She sensed and was right, that Adam Murphy had a guilty conscience. About six weeks ago, he finally reached out to her. She met him in Bismarck, at a satellite office for Sterling’s law firm. Murphy reported that he’d tested that water, and he found evidence of significantly increased diesel fuel in it. Diesel fuel contains toxic chemicals, such as benzene, that cause cancer or other serious health problems, even at relatively low doses.”

“There must be a reason to use the increased diesel?”

“Yes.” Rahn nodded. “There are a couple of reasons. One, diesel fuel creates greater separation pressure at the bottom of the well, which causes bigger fractures in the shale so as to release more oil and gas. Problem is, when that greater pressure is released back up the well, it can create cracks in the well casing. The result is leakage, and those chemicals that leak get into the groundwater.”

“Which I assume the company would know, so, again, why do it?”

“Because Deep Core was in financial distress,” Rahn answered. “They, too, are a privately owned company.”

“Who is the owner?”

“Selwyn O’Herlihy, a third-generation Texas oilman. They’ve been rivals of mine off and on for years. Selwyn’s company is a fairly small player in the oil exploration and drilling world, but he was doing quite well for himself until four years ago.”

“What happened four years ago?”

“There was a rig explosion on a controversial drilling project down in Wyoming. O’Herlihy’s company was found liable and forced to pay millions in damages. I know that, at least in part, because I funded the litigation.”

“What made it controversial?”

“Where and how they were drilling mostly, which was near the town’s water supply and schools. See if this sounds familiar, the drinking water was going bad.”

“Has a certain familiar ring to it.”

“We were helping fight that as well. It was ugly—three locals who were protesting and rallying the town’s residents turned up dead, and then there was the rig explosion. About the time Deep Core finally resolved all of those issues in Wyoming, there was then a train derailment, explosion, and massive oil spill in western Kansas.”

“I read about that,” Mac noted.

“I imagine you did. It was a pretty big national news story for a few days. There was footage of the explosion, which was right on the edge of a small town. That was Deep Core and the railroad in that one. In any event, those events cost Deep Core most of their financial reserves. O’Herlihy was tapped out.”

“But they’re still operating here in North Dakota,” Mac replied.

“They are,” Rahn replied, “but just barely. They couldn’t get their proposed wells at that North Station going because they didn’t have the money.”

Mac suddenly saw where this was going. “But if the wells out by the Bullers were paying big, they could finance it.”

“That’s right,” Rahn answered. “If they paid hugely—which, at the start, they did. Those wells were churning out huge amounts of oil, more than you’d think was really extractable, and with prices approaching $120 a barrel, they were in business. But then oil prices—”

“Started cratering last spring,” Mac finished the thought. “So they didn’t have the money coming in. But—”

“Then they did,” Rahn continued. “O’Herlihy got himself a financial partner.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been trying to find out, but no luck so far. His is a private company, so it doesn’t have to be disclosed. But he got the money he needed to get the North Station project operating.”

“Okay, great,” Mac stated. “The water is bad at the farm, but I still don’t understand why we have nine bodies down?”

“Because of Adam Murphy,” Rahn answered. “Remember our little problem out at the Buller place. Murphy originally reported that to the company, and here’s the kicker—he put his findings in writing.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope. The son of a gun wrote a memorandum to the company regarding his tests, and I have a copy of it right here.” Rahn reached into a folder, pulled out a small binder-clipped set of papers, and slid them across the table to Mac.

Mac quickly read through the memo and shook his head. “This thing is the definition of a smoking gun—if it’s real.”

“It’s legit.”

“So you say, but it is a copy,” Mac replied, excited at its prospects but rightfully wary of its authenticity. “I don’t suppose you have the original or, even better, his research to support the memo?”

“No. Callie had them, as did Sterling, and so did that Weatherly fellow they hired to run independent tests as confirmation. She was going to get me a copy of all of it. She was coming to see me and was going to bring Sterling along to put things in motion, but then they were all killed.”

Mac read the page in his hand again. The memorandum summarized the findings, with special attention paid to the diesel component, noting that people coming into contact with the water and consuming it would likely become ill. The water would smell of gas, which was why Mac and Rawlings thought of methane. The report finished with: In conducting drilling, the chemical formula needed to be adjusted to reduce the use of the diesel fuel and ease the pressure in the well. Of course, Mac thought, if you use less diesel fuel, you get less oil out of the deposit and less profit.

“And it wasn’t just one well, Mac. This Weatherly fellow confirmed it was at multiple wells that Deep Core was operating. One can only assume they are doing the same just north of Williston as we speak. They have to be. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be going to such brutal lengths to cover it up.”

“How much does the increased diesel fuel affect what a well produces?” Mac asked.

“It can be significant, Mac. The more you extract, the better, the more profitable the well. And someone like Deep Core can claim they’ve refined their drilling process so as to get more out of the wells. You see, if wells are profitable, it’s easier to get an investor or investors to pony up the money to allow you to get your other wells up and running. Like I said, Deep Core was having some financial issues.”

“But those well projections would encourage someone to invest.”

“Exactly,” Rahn answered. “The history of oil is full of boom and bust oilmen. Selwyn O’Herlihy is one of them. Ole Selwyn was hurting, but he had one asset left that could save his ass—his drilling leases in North Dakota. He bought those lease rights when he was flush with cash, so if he got the operation going, he could make his money back and then some. He just needed to get off the ground. Those wells had to pay to get the investment Selwyn needed to get the wells closer to Williston going.”

“So corners get cut,” Mac suggested.

“Risks get taken,” Rahn replied. “I know, I’ve been there. I’ve made those decisions to cut those corners and take those risks. I ended up with Galveston Bay. They ended up with Wyoming, with Kansas, and then to try to make it all back, they ended up with this.”

It came into focus for Mac. A lawsuit was the potential problem. “You were going to sue Deep Core, weren’t you?”

“Damn right,” Rahn growled. “The North Dakota Industrial Commission wouldn’t do jack shit. But a court? That’s a different story. We were going to hang them with their internal memorandum and findings from Adam Murphy. And we were going to go after them for murdering the Bullers, and we were going to shut down their operation at the North Station for polluting the water supply.”

“And Shane Weatherly was going to confirm those findings?”

“Yes. He found the same things as this Murphy fellow, almost identical, if not worse, and Weatherly tested not only the Buller property, but also three other places that Deep Core was drilling. Now, those wells weren’t near homes and their well water for drinking, but he found the same readings in the water table. Too much diesel, among the other heightened chemicals.”

“What was the purpose of Isador Kane with the EPA?”

“Well, Mac”—Rahn sat back, a small smile creasing his face—“much to my chagrin, the EPA of today has lacked the balls it had back in the 1980s. These days, a little political pressure from a home-state senator or two, and they fold like a cheap suit. However, armed with what we found and with a lawsuit financed by us—a lawsuit that would not lack for financial resources—Callie thought the EPA would have the courage, and the political freedom, to put the hammer down on Deep Core and companies like Deep Core that go too far.”

“And by too far, we’re talking their drilling practices, which I assume are the same practices they’re using just north of Williston?”

“Correct. Now, you know what it was doing to the Buller family. They were getting sick. Now imagine what it would do to a town of twenty thousand folks, because where Deep Core is drilling is …”

Mac’s eyes lit up. “Right on top of the town’s water supply. The sheriff and I were talking about this tonight. We were speculating, of course. What you’re telling me is, our speculation was on the mark.”

“Yes, it was. Callie’s plan was to file the lawsuit and at the same time go after Deep Core at the Industrial Commission and get their drilling leases pulled.”

“For you to swoop in and seize, I presume.”

“Still cynical, aren’t you?”

“Yup.”

“Well, I am still an energy man, after all, and the Bakken is a vast reservoir of oil and natural gas. If those drilling leases became available”—Rahn shrugged—“well, one of my companies might have possibly become interested in the acquisition.”

“I’m sure,” Mac replied, rolling his eyes.

Rahn was unbothered. “That’s business, son. That oil and gas is coming out one way or another, Mac. Might as well do it right. I may be an environmentalist, but I didn’t stop being a capitalist. Besides, our longer-term plan was to use all of this as a catalyst to get better regulatory oversight on fracking. I mean, in reality, there are almost no regulations on fracking under either federal or state law. That has to change, and that’s really my goal—to push people to be as responsible as us. Fracking is great, is the future, but we also have to make it safer for the environment.”

Breakfast came, and there was a smorgasbord of food: eggs, bacon, sausage, breakfast potatoes, toast, fruit, and sliced tomatoes. Mac scooped a little of everything onto his plate.

“Eat up, son. You need food, I can tell,” Rahn stated, filling up his own plate. “You’ve been going flat out for days, I imagine.”

Mac nodded and dug into his fried eggs, mixing them in with the potatoes. The food was excellent. “My compliments to the chef.”

“How do you keep going like this?” Rahn was genuinely interested.

“I get juice, adrenaline from the case.”

“Yet you don’t have a job.”

“Yet,” Mac replied with a tired yet rueful chuckle, “I don’t seem to be out of work.”

“Touché.”

“You know, Mr. Rahn, some friends have said to me that lawsuits against the oil and gas industry are suicide.”

“Are you familiar with The Art of War?”

“Sun Tzu.” And Mac realized where Rahn was going. “The battle is won before it is fought.”

“Very good, Mac,” Rahn replied with approval. “Most people suing don’t have all the resources and money needed to throw at the problem, nor do they have the evidence we had. That case was over before it was ever filed, and I had no interest in settling it. That sucker was going to trial, which is why we retained Sterling. I would have buried Deep Core in legal fees a thousand times over and had billions upon billions left. Deep Core is a pimple on my financial ass. I would have happily bankrupted them. And like we discussed, Deep Core had financial issues and had to get outside investors to get their North Dakota operations going. We’d have buried them.”

“Which again might explain the ruthlessness with which they’ve operated here,” Mac answered as he leaned back in his chair, putting his hands behind his head. “They saw Callie Gentry coming with Sterling and knew they might have the goods on them. They were trying to head off the lawsuit before it started.”

“I would agree with you. These wells needed to hit and hit big for the company to truly survive and for whoever fronted the money to get paid. A lawsuit, allegations of contaminating the water supply of a town of twenty thousand—as you see, the story writes itself.”

“That’s motive. Means and opportunity are easy from there,” Mac answered. “The lawsuit would have killed them.”

“That was the plan.”

“Not a bad one, Mr. Rahn. Sterling, as much as it pains me to say, was a damn good lawyer.”

“That he was. Callie and I studied up on him. Unfortunately,” Rahn muttered, “she studied a little too closely.”

Mac nodded. “I doubt it was strictly her fault. The man had a history.”

“So did she,” Rahn answered sadly, looking down at his plate. “I loved that girl, but she had a history of, shall we say, bedding the men she worked with.”

“I suppose that was her social sphere.”

“It was. She was married years ago, but it didn’t last. Callie loved business, loved the chase of it, loved the wealth she was accumulating, and didn’t seem particularly interested in things like marriage or children—those didn’t drive her. But she, like anyone else, had needs. And unattractive she wasn’t, so I imagine she did a good job of seducing Mr. Sterling.”

“Sterling was who he was,” Mac answered. “He didn’t really seem to care who his sexual pursuits affected.”

“Ahh, the reason you are here,” Rahn noted. “Your ex-wife. Only a man who had feelings for the woman would be putting himself through all of this.”

“Nah,” Mac replied, shaking his head, picking up some potatoes with his fork. “Not those kinds of feelings, anyway.”

“Really?”

“Who’s the cynic now? Meredith is innocent, and I don’t like the idea of someone getting away with nine murders and then an attempted tenth on her, and then an eleventh and twelfth last night.”

“I will tell you this—whatever her mistakes, I don’t want to spend the rest of my life, what little there is left of it anyway, knowing someone got away with killing my goddaughter.”

“So let’s talk about that,” Mac suggested. “All you have is the copy of the memorandum?”

Rahn nodded disappointedly. “That’s it. I wish I had the research, but I don’t. It never reached me. What I do know is Deep Core, or people tied to Deep Core, did it.”

“And the ‘who’ of Deep Core may be those men who tried to run you and the sheriff down last night,” Bull Phelps stated.

Mac turned to his left to Phelps. “What did you see?”

“Two men in a black SUV,” Phelps answered. “I looked for a plate, but they’d killed the lights that illuminate it. I just know it was a Tahoe, a newer one.”

“The boxier model?” Mac asked Phelps.

“Correct. Like I mentioned last night, I didn’t see them coming up on you until it was too late. I mean, they timed it perfectly.”

“A little too perfectly,” Mac mused, biting into a piece of bacon. “It’s like they knew we were coming out.”

“Eyes inside?”

“Maybe,” Mac answered and then thought of his hotel room in Williston and his surveillance system. “Eyes or perhaps ears.” He made a mental note to check a couple things when he got back to Williston. Then his phone beeped. It was a text from Bud Subject: “911- Call Me!” Mac looked at his watch. It was 6:03 A.M. Mountain Time. Subject was up early in Minneapolis.

“Mr. Rahn, I need to make a call. Where I am or who I am talking to will not be a part of it, but it could be about this case.”

“Go ahead.”

“I’ll put it on speaker.” Mac dialed. “Bud, Mac. What’s up?”

“Where the heck are you?”

“Working my case at an undisclosed luxury location, enjoying one of the best breakfasts I’ve ever had. Where are you?”

“At my desk, drinking cold coffee, and eating a stale, vending-machine muffin, you little prick. Ed and I’ve been at something for you all night. I think I found the driver of the SUV you took shots at last Sunday behind your ex-wife’s house. Do you have a computer nearby? It’s hard to read this stuff on your phone.”

“I have my laptop.”

“I’m sending you an e-mail,” Subject replied, and Mac dug into his backpack and pulled out his computer. Rahn slipped a note across the table with the network access key for the lodge’s Internet.

It took a minute, but the laptop was up and connected. Mac clicked into his e-mail. He opened the file from Subject, which showed an Oklahoma driver’s license for a man with a mustache and bushy eyebrows who was six feet one, 190 pounds. He took his photo in a collared flannel shirt and light-blue jean jacket with wool collar. “Billy Joe Hutchinson?”

“Yeah, we think it’s a cover ID,” Subject speculated. “We only have credit and driving back three years, and then nothing before that. But he rented the black Suburban SUV down at the airport three weeks ago, so he and his partner likely weren’t in town just that night. We think they’ve been around for awhile. We did a little checking around the hotels out there, and Billy Joe and another man were staying at the airport Embassy Suites. They registered a black SUV with this tag for his parking pass. The desk clerk remembered him because he wore a cowboy hat. In fact, he and his partner both did.”

“Partner?”

“Yup,” Subject answered. “His name is R.C. Wilton on the room registration. These two had adjoining rooms. I looked up good old R.C. This, too, is a cover ID, we think. Credit history and driver’s license goes back just a few years. I’d say these two boys are a team.”

“I don’t suppose you asked for hotel surveillance footage?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Gerdtz bellowed from the background. “Click down further in your e-mail, and you’ll see it.”

Mac did as instructed, found the video icon, and clicked on it. The footage was from twenty-two days ago, when the two men checked into the Embassy Suites. He studied the video, with Phelps looking over his shoulder. “Recognize them?”

Phelps squinted, stared for a minute, and then shook his head no.

Mac watched a little more of the two men in cowboy hats, and something registered. “Ed, is this the only footage you have?”

“If you scroll down further in the e-mail, there’s another link from the night they checked out.”

He clicked on the other icon and gave it a look. The cowboy hats, the mustaches, the jean jackets, and the tobacco chew bulge in the lower lips—something about all of that registered. He’d seen these guys somewhere.

Mac reached into his backpack and pulled out a large brown folder. He flipped over the flap and thumbed through various manila folders until he found the ones labeled Biggs and Coolidge. He pulled the photos out of each and spread them across the kitchen table and scanned the images.

“Mac, are you still there?” Subject asked.

“Yeah, Ed, I’m still with you,” he replied, spreading the photos out across the table. “I’m looking at pictures for a match. Hang on.”

“There.” Phelps pointed to a photo from Coolidge. “That’s this Hutchinson guy,” he added as he held the photo from the East Union Tavern next to the laptop picture of the Oklahoma driver’s license photo.

“I have them both here,” Mac answered Phelps, pointing to two pictures taken by John Biggs in Bismarck. “See here?” Mac pointed to the first picture. “This picture is focused on Gentry, Sterling, and Murphy, but these two guys in the foreground—two cowboys sitting at the bar. It’s a little dark, but there they are in this photo, and then in this one there’s a little more illumination. They’re sitting at the corner of the bar. No doubt about it, it’s them.”

Phelps nodded. “I sure think so.”

“Ed, I think I’ve tied those guys to some other photos I have. You’ve really come through. Now I need you to do one more thing.” Mac told him what it was.

“That’s an interesting thought. That would practically clear Meredith. We’re on it, Mac,” Subject stated enthusiastically. “We’ll be in touch.”

Mac thought for a second, smirked, scrolled through his contacts, and clicked on the next number.

“Homicide, Coolidge.”

“Linc, it’s Mac. I’m going to send you an e-mail with some footage and pictures courtesy of the Minneapolis Police. I think I may have identified who killed Weatherly and Kane.” Mac sent the e-mail and waited for Coolidge to review it.

“Mac, that sure looks like our guy in the East Union Tavern. I mean, I can’t say for sure, but boy, the similarities are pretty tight between the DMV photo and these.”

“Then let’s try to confirm this a little better.”

“How do we do that?”

“By seeing when they came to DC.” Mac explained what he was thinking.

“I’m on it,” Coolidge answered. “I’m going right now. You’ll know as soon as I know.”

Mac hung up and then had another thought and dialed again, this time for Leah Brock.

“Mac, you’re alive, at least.”

“I’m in good hands. How’s the sheriff? Any update?”

“He’s still in surgery.” Brock sighed. “Mac, the chief wants to talk to you. What should I tell him?”

“To fuck off.”

“Seriously, Mac? I can only stall for so long.”

“I’ll give him time later. For now, how is security around the sheriff?”

“There’s anywhere from six to eight people on him at all times. Nobody is getting near him. Everyone from the sheriff’s office and our force is on duty and looking for a dark-colored SUV missing part of a left front headlight. So far, nothing has turned up.”

“I’ve got a witness that says it was a Tahoe. Let that be the focus.”

“Witness? What witness?”

“An eyewitness who for now shall go nameless. Remember my warning.”

“Tahoe, got it. Anything else?”

“They could have blown town. But on the off chance they haven’t, I have two men for you to look for. I think they were the ones from last night, and I’m betting they’re the ones that killed Adam Murphy and the Bullers,” Mac replied and typed the e-mail and attached the pictures. “Get these photos out to everyone in law enforcement. They could still be hanging around.”

“How did you get these guys?” Brock asked.

“Minneapolis police, mostly. Remember what happened at my ex-wife’s house last Sunday? The break-in, attempted murder, and then the chase?”

“Yeah.”

“Minneapolis found the SUV I popped a bunch of holes in. They found it and traced it to these two.”

“Sounds good. I’ll get going on these. What do you think about using the media?”

“No. If they are around, they’ll certainly run if they show up on the news. If they run, they might be gone for good, so just strictly law enforcement for now. That’s my advice.”

“I agree. Anything else?”

“There is one other thing to do that might be a little trickier.” Mac told her what he wanted. “What do you think?”

“Why do you want it?”

“If they say what I think they might say, I’ll tell you when I get back to Williston.”

“That’s all you can tell me?”

“For now. By the time I get back, I should know a few more things, and then I’ll tell you what this is all about. So what do you say?”

“I think I’ll get to work on it.”

Mac hung up and then thought of one other thing he could do to get things going. “One more call.” Mac hit the button for the Judge.

“Mac, is everything going all right?”

“Yes, Judge, better than expected. Now your godchild needs a favor.”

“Name it.”

“I’m wondering if you could grease the skids over at the FBI. I have two probable cover IDs for a couple of what I think are professional killers. They look like cowboys. Just from their look and attire, and without being completely stereotypical, I’m thinking Texas, Oklahoma, and maybe Colorado might be good hunting grounds for these guys. I’m wondering if we have someone over at the FBI who’d be willing to see if they can figure out who these guys really are.”

“Get me the pictures, and I’ll see what I can do.”

Mac sent the pictures via e-mail to the Judge. He checked his watch. It was just after 7:00 A.M. He yawned. He’d been up over twenty-four straight hours, other than a half-hour catnap on the flight.

“What are you thinking, Mac?” Rahn asked.

Mac sat back in his chair, looked at Rahn, and sighed. “Mr. Rahn, I’m thinking that as much as you don’t want to, at some point very soon, you’re going to have to come out of hiding. You’re going to have to speak to how you obtained this memorandum and of what you know. Are you going to be willing to do that?”

Rahn clasped his hands together and leaned his chin down on them in thought. After a minute, he exhaled and nodded slowly. “For Callie, I will.”

“Good,” Mac replied. “I respect what you’ve done. I’ll do what I can to keep the people who have to know at a minimum until the time comes. But sooner or later, I think you’ll have to speak, if we’re going to get what we want here.”

“I understand,” Rahn answered. “I knew that if I took this step, I might have to do that. Let the chips fall where they may.” The old man poured himself another cup of coffee. “So what’s next?”

“Sleep,” Mac replied tiredly. “I need to sleep for a few hours. Do you have a place I could crash for a bit?”

Rahn smiled. “I think we can fix you up.”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

“The Art of War.”

Wheeler watched his rearview mirror as he approached the right turn. The only vehicles behind him were the bright headlights of the two tanker trucks he’d passed, transporting the fluids that made the oil and gas fields work.

Fifteen minutes ago, he dropped his alibi off at her apartment. They met up at their usual place, the Wolf’s Den, sat at a table in the middle of the place, visible to all, made PDA spectacles of themselves and didn’t leave until nearly 1:00 A.M. She spent the night with him, and he never went near the County Line, never took a call, and acted suitably horrified when word reached him about the sheriff. His alibi was as solid as it could possibly be.

He turned right and motored down the rough country road, vigilantly watching the rearview, but nobody turned to follow. Two miles down the road, he reached the turn to the farmhouse and took the lengthy approach road to the house, where only a sliver of light glowed out of the small, vertical gap in the kitchen-window curtains. He parked, slid out of his pickup truck, and looked to the right at the aluminum barn. The double doors that were typically slid open were now completely closed, concealing the Tahoe.

He walked up the steps and pushed his way into the kitchen to find Royce sitting in a chair, a .45 in his hand, pointed at Wheeler.

Wheeler put his hands up.

“Were you followed, Speedy?”

“No.”

“You’re sure?”

“Positive. I was very, very careful,” Wheeler answered, panicked. “Jesus Christ, would you put that fucking gun down?”

Royce lowered it and looked to his right as Clint walked into the kitchen, his .45 in his hand, hanging casually toward the floor. Clint walked to the window and spent a moment peering through the narrow gap in the curtains. He turned and shook his head. The coast was clear.

“After last night, we’re not taking any chances,” Royce cautioned, resting the gun back in his lap. “At times like these, it’s not always easy to know who your friends are. Someone could suddenly decide we’re a liability,” he suggested.

“It wouldn’t be me,” Wheeler answered. “How far do we go back?”

“Since we was kids,” Royce replied.

“That’s right,” Wheeler stated hotly before sitting down. “If you two are a liability, I’m a liability.” He pulled a burner phone out of his pocket. “We need to call O’Herlihy.”

“Why would we even stay around here?” Clint asked. “We need to get the hell out of Dodge.”

“Agreed,” Royce affirmed. “Why stay? Why push it?”

“O’Herlihy will make it worth your while,” Wheeler promised. “He wants to talk, and he’s putting more money on the table.”

“I don’t know,” Clint replied.

“Look,” Wheeler pleaded, “I know you two can run and nobody will be the wiser, but I can’t run. Not like you two can. I need your help for just a little longer.”

Royce looked over at Clint, who shrugged the shrug that said, “We gotta have our guy’s back.” The three of them went back to childhood. That meant something to all three of them. Wheeler took the less violent route through life, but he’d always been there for them the last four years with work—good-paying work—and they needed to pay him back now that he was in a spot.

“First, what’s the latest on the sheriff?” Royce asked as he grabbed the coffee pot and three cups off the counter and poured everyone a cup.

“I don’t know for sure,” Wheeler answered, sipping the coffee. “Last I heard, he was still in surgery.”

“He jumped at the last second,” Clint offered, shaking his head in disgust. “But man, even still, I hit him but good. It should have been enough.”

“And McRyan?” Wheeler inquired.

“I just plain missed,” Royce answered flatly. “Based on what we saw yesterday and then heard on our wire over his table at the County Line, we needed to make the move last night. No choice and we had to improvise on the fly.”

“Someone laid on a car horn,” Clint noted. “That gave them both just enough warning.”

“Still,” Royce moaned. “I had McRyan in my sights but, at the last second, he saw us coming and dove, and I just … missed him. Is there any word on his whereabouts?”

“He’s at his hotel. I’ve got someone at a very comfortable distance, watching his Yukon, and it hasn’t moved,” Wheeler answered.

“And the police haven’t come to see you?” Royce asked Speedy.

“No. I’m kind of surprised.”

“Me too,” Royce answered. “Why do you think that is?”

Wheeler shook his head in confusion, and then his eyes flashed. “Perhaps McRyan hasn’t said anything about what he and Rawlings were up to. I mean, think about it—with Rawlings out of play, who would he trust around here?”

“Certainly not Borland,” Royce answered. “That guy is not up to the task, and I’m sure McRyan concluded that as well.”

“So that maybe bodes well for us,” Speedy Wheeler speculated. “It gives us some time. Are we ready for O’Herlihy?”

Clint and Royce nodded. Wheeler hit the pre-set number on the burner phone.

O’Herlihy answered on the first ring. After the update from everyone around the kitchen table, their boss took over. “Listen, everybody sit tight for now. Clint and Royce, you two stay at that farm while there’s daylight. You two can’t be out and about in the light—it’s too dangerous.”

“Agreed,” Royce answered.

“Dan, you go to work and conduct business as normal,” O’Herlihy ordered and then asked, “You have a solid alibi for last night, right?”

“I was at the bar until late and then went home with company, and she stayed the night,” Wheeler replied, “so my alibi is tight. I was nowhere near the County Line. If they want to check my cell phone records, they’re clean, and I already dumped the burner I’ve been using to contact Clint and Royce. I have a new clean one. So if they come and question me, I’m solid.”

“As far as we know, nobody has anything on Clint or Royce, not even what they look like,” O’Herlihy declared. “Once it’s dark out, you boys get rid of that Tahoe—burn it, bury it, drown it, destroy it, whatever you have to do, but get rid of that damn thing.”

“Then what?”

“Then you hunt McRyan down and kill him,” another voice replied, the one they’d heard one other time. “Another million will be wired to each of your accounts. He has to go down—whether up there or down here in the Cities, you have to take care of him and do it soon.”

“We can handle Rawlings if he survives,” O’Herlihy added. “He’ll be gun-shy after this. He’s got his son to think about.”

“And if he isn’t?” Royce asked.

“And if he isn’t,” O’Herlihy continued, “we’ll take care of him with our political friends, and if that doesn’t work … well, there’s other ways.”

“But McRyan will not stop,” the other voice continued. “He’s onto us now. He’s focused on Deep Core. You heard it on the wire, and you’ve seen it in his actions. I’m telling you, he won’t stop until he’s buried us or we’ve buried him. It’s as simple as that.”

• • •
 

Big Sky, Montana.

Mac’s cell phone alarm awoke him shortly after 10:00 A.M., after nearly three hours of deep, hard, and restful sleep. He’d always been someone who could function on three or four hours of sleep. In college, law school, and even in his job, he could go for days, full throttle, and get by on just a few hours of sleep here and there. He never understood why that was—it just was.

He rolled out of bed and pulled his black hoodie back on over his T-shirt then pulled on his hiking boots and laced them up. He slowly and sleepily shuffled out of the bedroom and found Phelps and Rahn back in the library, relaxing by the fireplace. Mac was mildly surprised. He’d half expected for the two of them to have flown the coop while he slept.

“Feel better?” Rahn asked, pouring a cup of coffee for Mac.

“Yes, thank you.”

“I’ve been thinking, Mac,” Rahn mused. “Is the memorandum enough to go after Deep Core?”

“I’m not going to have just that,” Mac answered. “I have a few other things percolating to which I should have answers soon.”

“Lining things up,” Rahn suggested and then smiled knowingly. “The Art of War.”

“But with a twist. I want to win the battle before there’s a fight—or at least another fight,” Mac replied with a smile. “There’s been enough bloodshed.”

“So what’s next?” Rahn asked.

“Back to Williston.”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

“Self-preservation.”

If it were possible to be totally amazed yet completely unsurprised, that was how Mac felt. The lengths people, often wealthy people, would go to for money and power always amazed him yet no longer really surprised him.

Mac thought of himself as wealthy—not remotely Warren Buffet, Bill Gates, or Antonin Rahn wealthy, certainly, but he would never have to worry about money. And that always made him wonder about wealthy people who would go to any lengths for more money, for greater wealth, for more power. Why? When would there be enough? He didn’t yet know exactly who was calling the shots, but he knew, at the end of the line of authority, would be someone very wealthy for whom their fortune simply wasn’t enough, or for whom their fortune was worth more than nine lives.

It left him in a somber, dark, and angry mood.

It left him in a mood that matched the world around him.

November was always a gloomy month in the Midwest—cloudy, windy, and progressively colder, the month the Midwest transitioned from fall toward winter. It was a month in which, in this part of the world, nature reminded you daily of the bitter cold and snow soon to come. This was when the wind started coming with increasing velocity and ferocity from the north-northwest, with that chill from Alberta and environs farther north. Day after day, the clouds in multiple shades of gray enveloped the sky as far as the eye could see.

And today was such a day.

As the jet now dropped below the cloud deck, he peered out the window, sipping his coffee, taking in the vast expanse of gently rolling topography of western North Dakota. The fields long since harvested of their summer crops were now simply dotted with oil and gas wells. As the pilot announced the approach into Williston, Mac made a quick count of twenty wells in his view out of one side of the plane looking to the north, easy to see because of the gas flames burning off at the top of the oil derricks. Billions in oil and natural gas were being harvested. In North Dakota alone, there were over a million barrels of oil being produced a day—a day. And if his view of Highway 2 was any indication, the convoys of tanker trucks would make sure today was another million-barrel day.

Mac was a capitalist— he believed in making money and making it from energy. His investment portfolio was full of such investments. This was the crux of his conversation with Sally while he was on the phone. “It’s just like always, Sal—it’s about money. The way this company is drilling, the chemical composition they’re using, and the bodies they’re dropping—it’s all about money.”

“What should I tell the Judge?”

“Tell him that in about a day I’m going to give him information that he can pursue with the EPA, North Dakota’s Congressional delegation, not to mention the FBI, and who knows, maybe even the SEC if he wants to. I guess that will be up to him.”

Sally was worried. “I’m really wishing I’d never said you should do this.”

“There’s been a time or two the last few days I wish you hadn’t as well.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Mac replied with a small laugh and then quickly became more serious. “Someone needed to do something about this.”

“Just make sure they don’t stop you first,” Sally cautioned. “You’re still on your own up there.”

“I know the nature of the game, Sal, but this thing? I have a feeling this thing is going to be over today.” He hoped that was the case.

The plane landed at the airport in Williston just after noon. As it taxied toward the terminal, Mac’s phone buzzed. It was Detective Lincoln Coolidge.

“Linc, what do you have?”

“Son, you can’t walk anywhere in and around Reagan National and not show up on camera, especially if you’re an asshole wearing a cowboy hat. I got your boys Wilton and Hutchinson coming into DC on the same flight from Minneapolis as Shane Weatherly. The two came off the jetway maybe five seconds after Weatherly, and they split. I’ve got the one named Wilton, if that’s really this boy’s name, following Weatherly through the airport first to baggage claim and then out of Terminal B to the cabstand. He watches Weatherly get into a cab, and then a Black Tahoe sweeps in to pick up Wilton. I presume it was this Hutchinson who was driving the Tahoe. It was a rental, and guess what.”

“Hutchinson rented it?”

“Yup,” Coolidge answered. “We also have the odd traffic camera operating in and around the East Union Tavern, particularly as a vehicle would come over the Eleventh Street bridge, and lo and behold, what do we see?”

“The Tahoe?”

“Better than that. I have the taxi and then the Tahoe.”

“And I would say it was this Wilton who was in the East Union Tavern,” Mac stated, looking through the photos again.

“Mac, I’ve re-watched the video several times, took some more screen captures, and I sure think it’s him. Perhaps we could have some people do some enhancement on this footage, and we could even get a better look, but I’d bet my pension it’s him.”

“Did they stay in DC that night?”

“Yes,” Coolidge answered. “They stayed at the Hampton Inn and flew out first thing in the morning, first to Minneapolis, and then up to Bismarck.”

“Which fits,” Mac concurred, “because the next night, I’ve got a photo of the two of them in a bar in Bismarck.” Thank you, Johnny Biggs, he thought. “That’s a lot of circumstantial evidence.”

“I’ve worked with a lot less, but even so, Mac, I have guys out right now checking with businesses in the area of the tavern again. Now that we know exactly what to look for, I want to see if we can tie this up further.”

“Great work, Linc. Keep me posted,” Mac clicked off from the call as he descended the steps of the jet and walked across the tarmac to a waiting black Ford Explorer driven by Leah Brock. “What did you find?”

Brock handed him a manila folder. “A week before they died, the Buller kids were seen by their family doctor here in Williston. In fact, the whole family reported headaches and difficulty breathing. The two kids were vomiting, and Melody reported constant diarrhea.”

Mac read through the folder. “It’s like they were being poisoned. Why didn’t this show up on the autopsy report?”

Brock shook her head. “Because the cause of death was obvious—lead poisoning via execution. Why look for anything else?”

“Right, because if there was evidence of poisoning—”

“People might start wondering why,” Brock finished as she drove east on Highway 2, toward the Buller residence.

“You guys have people on the lookout for our two cowboys?” Mac asked as he closed the folder.

“Yes. It’s going out as we speak in conjunction with the sheriff’s office, and it will be statewide within hours. Of course, the chief asked how I happened across this information.”

“What did you say?”

“I told him I got it from you, that it came from your contacts in Minneapolis, and that in general he needed to pull his head out of his ass and start helping and not hindering you.”

Mac laughed. “How’d he take that?”

Brock shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t really care.”

“Thatta girl. Did it feel good to do the job?”

“It might cost me my job.”

“Nah,” Mac answered. “And if it does, you just let me know. I’ll get you a job.” And then he added with a mischievous smile, “Or maybe I’ll find a way to get rid of your chief. I know people.”

She gave him a horrified look.

“I mean political people.”

“Speaking of people, do you think these two killers are really still hanging around?”

Mac looked up and stroked his chin and then slowly shook his head. “I kind of doubt it. Did you ever watch the HBO show The Wire?”

“Shiiitt.” Brock smiled, doing her best Clay Davis. “Best show ever.”

“I knew there was a reason I liked you,” Mac answered, smiling broadly. “These two guys went after the sheriff. Remember what Omar yelled to Wee-Bey after he shot Stink?”

Brock grinned broadly. She knew the quote and repeated it in Omar’s voice, “Yo, listen here, Bey. Come at the king—”

“You best not miss,” Mac finished enthusiastically and then raised his eyebrows. “They missed, and now the heat is going to be too much.”

Brock turned left off of Highway 2 and drove along the dirt road then turned left onto the driveway, bringing them to the back of the house. A sheriff’s deputy awaited their arrival and then cut the seal on the door. Brock and Mac pushed inside the house.

When Mac was in here twenty-four hours earlier, he was under the belief that the crime scene had been staged to make it look as though meth heads had robbed and killed the family. He went to the room the family had used as an office. This was the one room that had been left largely undisturbed, in part because there would be no reason there would be anything in this room of interest to a meth head. But there would if the crime scene was staged and the killers were after more than simply killing the family.

He opened the first file cabinet, and it was clear it was the farming cabinet, with folders containing the records for the farm. Mac turned to the second filing cabinet. While the upper drawer contained more farm records, it was the lower drawer that proved more illuminating. “I love organized people—they make it so much easier to investigate,” he exclaimed. The lower drawer contained several empty slots where green hanging folders once hung. Documents had been removed.

“Did you run their credit cards and bank statements?”

“I did, and we also got copies of the store receipts from Walmart and Albertsons,” Brock answered and pulled out another folder. “It was as you suspected.”

The Bullers’ credit cards charges and receipts going back two months showed increased purchases for bottled water. Even more importantly, there was the purchase of a water cooler from Blue Water starting in February. Mac walked the whole of the house, and there was no water cooler anywhere. “Why remove the water cooler?” Mac asked, looking at Brock.

“Let’s call Blue Water and see what happened.” Ten minutes later, Brock had the answer. “The water cooler was never returned. The company stopped the deliveries after they found the police tape up.”

“It was taken because they didn’t want to leave any evidence behind that there was a problem with the water. The credit card charges show four cases of bottled water were purchased two days before they were killed. They’re all gone. No family of four drinks four cases of water, ninety-six bottles, in four days,” Mac stated as he took one last look in the small kitchen pantry. There were still dry and canned goods in the closet as well as some soda, but no water.

“It’s circumstantial,” Brock suggested as she followed.

“Yes, but add piece after circumstantial piece and you get a pattern, you get a picture, and you end up with an incontrovertible answer,” Mac replied. He looked off in the distance, out the kitchen window toward the oil well a half mile up the road, and thought of one of the things he’d discussed with Rahn. “I wonder,” he muttered as he pushed out the back door.

“You wonder what?” Leah asked, following him out the door.

“Let’s go ask.”

“Go ask what?” She didn’t understand.

“You’ll see,” Mac answered. “Let’s drive down to that well.”

“Okay.”

Brock drove farther north, back to the Deep Core 4 oil well. She put the Explorer in park, and Mac jumped out of the passenger seat and made a beeline for the foreman, the man he spoke with yesterday.

“Mr. Westrum, do you remember me from yesterday? I was out here with Sheriff Rawlings.”

“I sure do. I heard what happened to the sheriff. Is he okay?”

“We’re still awaiting word,” Mac answered. “I asked you about Adam Murphy yesterday.”

“Yeah, I remember.”

“Okay, Mr. Westrum, I want you to think back to last spring. Do you ever remember him being out here last spring, maybe in April sometime?”

Westrum turned his head slightly in thought, and Mac could tell something was registering with him. “Now that you mention it, I … I think he was.”

“Doing what?”

“He was running some tests of some kind, or at least that’s what it looked like.”

Mac and Brock shared a quick look. “What kind of tests?” Mac asked.

The man shrugged. “I don’t really know. I never asked.”

“How do you know he was running tests?” Leah asked.

“Well, that’s what it looked like to me, ma’am. I saw him doing things, using equipment and computers out in the pasture there where the horses used to graze, but I didn’t really watch him, if you know what I mean. I have enough right here to keep me busy. But he was out there, and I noticed him.”

Mac was jotting down notes and asked, “How long did he run tests?”

The man thought about it for a bit. “At least a few days.”

“What’s a few? Two? Three?” Brock pushed, taking notes of her own.

“I think it was two, ma’am, but I can’t be sure. It was more than one day, I know that much.”

Mac looked up from his notepad. “Was it before or after what happened at the Buller place?”

Westrum took off his hardhat and scratched his head. “You know, Mr. McRyan, I think it was before.”

“Do you know why he was running tests?” Brock asked. “Assuming that’s what he was doing.”

The man shook his head. “No, ma’am. I don’t even think I talked to him. I just saw him out there, might have waved to him, but he was out there working.”

“He was in the Bullers’ pasture. Did he ever talk to the Bullers?”

“The family killed down the road?”

“Yes.”

The man shrugged. “I don’t know. He could have, I suppose … but I honestly don’t know.”

Mac and Brock spent another five minutes following up, and then she tipped her head for them to leave.

They drove halfway back to the farmhouse, and Mac said, “Stop for a second.”

Brock pulled to the side of the road.

Mac jumped out and approached the barbwire fence, carefully slipped through, and walked out in the pasture fifty yards or so to a thin wood stake with a small orange streamer flittering in the wind. The stake was hammered into the ground in the middle of a large, round, bare patch of the pasture. Mac crouched down and lightly picked at the dirt of the bare spot. He was halfway between the farmhouse and the well. He stood up, took out his phone, took pictures of the site, and then walked back to the truck.

“What did you find?”

“Maybe the place Murphy was running those tests. It’s just a stake in the ground, but if you look closely, it appears some digging took place. He runs his tests, gets his results, writes his memo, and gives it to someone at Deep Core. The tests show the water is being poisoned by the chemicals used to drill that well and probably the one farther in the distance. The date on that memo is April 14, the same day they went to the doctor, and then five days later, the Bullers are dead.” Mac shook his head and muttered, “Those fuckers.” He turned to Brock. “Leah, I should have thought of this sooner. We have these cover IDs. We need to see what kind of activity is on their credit history around the time of the murders of the Bullers. Were they in the area? Did they fly up here? We know they flew from Bismarck to Minneapolis to DC and then back. Do you have someone who can run that?”

“I do,” Brock answered and called it in while she drove past the Buller house and turned right on Highway 2, heading west back toward Williston. “I have the chief on it,” she reported.

“The chief?”

“Let’s just say he’s coming around on you.”

“Self-preservation.”

“That too. He’s over his head and kind of a dick sometimes, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t want to get it right.”

“He just doesn’t know how to get there.”

“Sometimes, no.”

Mac’s phone rang. It was Bud Subject. This was the call he’d been waiting for the most.

“Bud, tell me good news.”

“It took Ed and I awhile, but I’ll be damned, Mac, we found it. R.C. Wilton rented himself a silver Mercedes S550 from Twin Cities Mercedes the day Sterling and Gentry were killed. They returned it the next morning. It’s an exact match to the model Meredith drives, Mac. And guess what, you were right about that and …”

“The GPS?” Mac asked excitedly. “It was turned on! Tell me, tell me, it was turned on!”

“Bingo!” Gerdtz bellowed. “Turns out you don’t rent a Mercedes without turning on the GPS, at least not from Twin Cities Mercedes. We’ve got the track on it, Mac. They drove it out to Lake Minnetonka, right to the lake house.”

Mac closed his eyes, smiled, pumped his fist, and grunted a quiet “yes” through a gritted smile.

“What?” Brock asked.

“I just cleared Meredith.” Then he said to Subject, “Ed and Bud, I love you guys! I really do. I can’t thank you two enough.”

“All in a day’s—or make that night’s—work,” Subject answered.

“Bullshit!” Gerdtz bellowed in the background. “I expect an open tab at the pub, Mac! And I get to smoke inside.”

“That’s against the law, Ed.”

“Aren’t the McRyans the law in St. Paul?”

“On that night, we will be.”

“Okay, now get your ass out of there, would you,” Subject ordered. “Your work is done. You’ve got her clear—that was your job, and mission accomplished—get your ass out of there.”

“My work is almost done,” Mac answered. “There are a couple more things to take care of.”

Mac hung up as Brock rolled them up to the County Line.

“Are you going to tell me why we’re here?” Brock asked when she put her Explorer into park right in front of the bar.

“Just come with me. I’m satisfying a hunch,” Mac ordered as he jumped out of the truck and strode inside and back to the sheriff’s table. He looked under the table and around the pictures hanging near Sam Rawlings’s favorite table, and then he looked up to the light canister in the ceiling. He pushed the table out of the way and pulled over one of the stools and stood on it. Peering inside, he saw it and shook his head, almost in amusement.

“What?” Brock asked.

Mac held his finger up to his mouth and climbed back down, went to Brock, and whispered in her ear. “The man I got on the plane with last night saw the whole thing go down outside. He said the Tahoe that hit us timed it perfectly. The only way they could do that is they knew we were coming out. I was thinking they either had eyes inside or …”

“Ears!”

“Give the girl a cigar.”

“How’d you come up with that?” Brock asked in wonderment. “How would you even think to look for that?”

“I kept trying to think why the sudden urge to take the two of us out last night,” Mac replied. “Only reason is if they knew what we were actually thinking and discussing. Nobody sat near us in the bar, nobody in the bar could have possibly overheard our conversation so the only other answer was …”

“A wire. Unbelievable,” Brock muttered.

“Get your camera ready.” Mac recommended.

He jumped back on the table, pulled a rubber glove on his left hand, and then reached up into the recessed lighting canister and pulled down a thin cord with a small microphone on the end of it.

Brock snapped several photos and started jotting down notes.

“How long has that been up there?” Leah asked in a whisper, taking pictures with her phone. “I mean, how would they know you and the sheriff would even be here?”

Mac thought for a second. “I bet it’s been up there since the Buller murders. I mean, that was the sheriff’s case, right?”

“Yes.”

“And he had reservations, right?”

“He did.”

“If he got too close …”

“They would act. But he never got anywhere, despite his reservations.”

“Until last night, that is,” Mac answered. “We noodled the case for a couple hours right at this table, under this light, and both of us were talking Deep Core and that we needed to pursue Deep Core, and then what happens?”

“You got too close,” Leah stated.

“And they had to act.”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

“It is far too late in the game to have second thoughts now.”

Wheeler sat at his desk, anxiously drinking his coffee. There was a little whiskey mixed in as well, a little something to calm his nerves.

He was on edge, things having spun completely out of control. When the Bullers came into the offices in downtown Williston, complaining of the headaches and the vomiting, he knew it was trouble. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen it.

Right away, he knew what was causing the Bullers’ issues. It was just like Wyoming.

He had warned O’Herlihy repeatedly that there would be problems when they increased the use of the diesel fuel among other things. It worked in enhancing the output of the wells, but other oil and drilling companies had done it, and it always led to trouble, particularly with water supplies. The well casings simply couldn’t handle the pressure. But he was told there was little choice—North Dakota had to pay, or they were all finished.

And it wasn’t just Deep Core that needed the money.

There was a reason Wheeler went along with this.

He needed the money.

There was a lot of land and plans in west Texas he’d yet to pay for, and he needed the money soon. The wells had not to just pay but pay big. The greater the production, the larger the profit, the more his bonus would be, the more his small interest in the company he’d negotiated from O’Herlihy would be worth. He bartered for that. If he was going to be a part of all of this, bring in Clint and Royce to do what he knew they did, the risk had to be worth the reward.

As he looked at the monitor, if they could get the wells running, produce what they needed and then sell the leases, which was the long-term plan, he could walk away, go back to Texas, and be a rancher. That was what he really wanted. It was why he’d subjected himself to the hellhole that Williston was to him. No man in his right mind could possibly want to stay here, to live in a man camp or hotel and suffer the cold and isolation of this part of the country. It was a place only the locals could love. He wanted out of his long-term hotel room, out of the endless continental breakfasts and sterile dinners. West Texas—the flat land and the warm weather—was what he wanted.

The reports for the day—for the past several days—since the North Station went online showed the kind of production they had to have. And it wasn’t that they had to produce for years. The reality was that if the wells hit for four to five months, they would be out of the woods. At that point, Wheeler figured he could get out. If not, at least they could start drilling a little more safely.

He pulled out his cell phone to call his man watching McRyan’s hotel. “Any sighting of him yet?”

“No,” the man answered. “His truck has not moved.”

“Do you have a man in the lobby?”

“I do.”

“And nothing?” Wheeler asked, checking his watch. It was getting into the midafternoon now.

“Nothing. It was a late night, lots of stress—he’s probably still sleeping.”

“Or holing up until nightfall.”

“Maybe so. He might be looking to sneak out of town after dark. Do you want me to keep on this?”

“Yes.”

• • •
 

Brock cut the seal, inserted the key, and opened the door to Adam Murphy’s apartment. There was a short hallway the led into the main living space, which was furnished in young-single-male style—a cheap, soft couch, an easy chair, and a coffee table for holding remote controls all arranged to view a fifty-five-inch flat screen situated on a low-cost television stand. To the right, there was the small galley kitchen and then a hallway back to two small bedrooms, one serving as an office.

“Now, you said this looked like a robbery, correct?”

“Yes, looked like,” Brock replied, pulling out her case file. “I always had my doubts.” After a few minutes of watching McRyan walk around, she asked, “What do you see?”

“Nobody heard the murder take place? Nobody heard any shots?”

“Not a sound.”

“They used a silencer. They always do,” Mac stated as he walked down the back hallway and into the office. “So the computer was gone?”

“The company said he had a laptop they issued him. It was gone, although if you’re right, they have it. If he had another one that was his, it was gone as well. We searched the apartment, his car, and his small cubicle with the company here in town.”

“Did he have a safe deposit box?”

“Not that we found. No evidence of one.”

“He was so naive; he didn’t understand what and who he was really dealing with until it was too late,” Mac answered. “If he sensed that kind of danger, he’d have done something like that and given himself an insurance policy.”

“He was a geologist. Who kills a geologist?”

“These guys do. They killed two of them. They kill anyone who gets in their way.”

Mac made his way back to the small room used as an office. There were two file drawers for the desk. One drawer was full of hanging folders with various records regarding insurance, bills, and tax records. The other drawer contained his work history, resumes, and previous work, and there was a large gap in the files. “Just like at the Bullers’, it looks like someone grabbed some folders,” Brock observed.

“How long did Murphy work for Deep Core?”

“At least five years, as I recall.”

“Yet there isn’t one single record, not a piece of paper relating to the company. As if they were looking for any evidence of—”

“What he found at the Bullers’.”

“That’s right. Stage it like a robbery, but the watches, the money, the credit cards, jewelry—all of that was for show. What they were after was right here. Computers, files, anything that related to Deep Core were what they were after. It’s the same as what they did at Sterling’s lake house. Killed them, made it look like a crime of passion, framing Meredith, and then they grabbed all the papers about Deep Core out of Sterling’s briefcase and simply took Gentry’s. It’s why they took all of Weatherly’s documents and his computer in DC. It’s why they cleaned out the files at the Buller house. They were cleaning up.”

“But you have the memo,” Brock replied. “By the way, are you going to tell me where you got that?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Try me.”

“You ever hear of a man named Antonin Rahn?”

Brock looked at him quizzically. “The oil guy? Isn’t he dead?”

Mac shook his head. “No. He is very much alive and appears to be very much a different man. He actually owned the land the Bullers lived on. Callie Gentry was his goddaughter and worked for him. She had the memorandum and gave him a copy. Turns out Adam Murphy, after some pressure from Ms. Gentry, developed a conscience and reached out to her and gave her a copy of the memorandum. Rahn gave me a copy.”

Brock was in shock, shaking her head. “Antonin Rahn. Go figure.”

Mac walked back into the hallway, looking at the crime scene photos from Brock’s file. Murphy was found lying flat on his back, shot in the forehead. “He comes down the hallway, probably because he heard something. He takes a couple steps, and one of those guys is waiting behind the wall. In fact, he could see Murphy coming down the hallway in that mirror.” Mac pointed to a small mirror hanging on the wall to the right of the coat closet. “He can see Murphy coming down the hall. He takes one step around the corner and pops him before he ever knew what happened. Clean and silent, the kind of thing only someone who’s killed before could do—what only a pro could do.”

“And it was these two”—Brock held up the DMV photos of Wilton and Hutchinson—“who did Murphy.”

“I’d bet big on it. They did Weatherly and Kane in DC; I think we can prove that. They did Sterling and Gentry; we can prove that. They tried for Meredith; I can prove that. All these murders are connected. They did the Bullers, and I think they did Murphy.”

“Find them and …”

“You close your case. You close your case and the sheriff’s case. We close all the cases.”

Brock’s phone rang. “It’s the chief.” She answered. “Uh-huh … uh-huh … that sounds right… uh-huh … uh-huh… okay … really? That’s a relief. Yes, we’ll go over there right away. Thanks, Chief.”

“What?” Mac asked anxiously. “Tell me.”

“Two things,” Brock answered, deliberately putting her phone in her coat pocket, keeping him in suspense. “Wilton and Hutchinson flew into Bismarck and then made their way over here to Williston on April 16. There are intermittent credit charges from that day through April 22, which was the day they flew out of Bismarck to Minneapolis and then on to Dallas, and from there, we don’t know.”

Mac gave her a satisfied grin. “They were here when the Bullers were killed. Tell me they were in the area when Murphy was killed.”

“In fact, they were. The chief checked that as well. Credit card charges at a local gas station. And one other thing.”

“What’s that?”

“There are credit card charges from yesterday—gas station, four blocks from the County Line. The chief sent an officer over to look at the surveillance tape. Guess what they were driving.”

“A black Tahoe.”

Brock simply smiled.

“Man, we’ve got them.”

“It’s still all circumstantial,” Brock suggested. “We don’t actually have the Tahoe.”

“It’s not all that circumstantial anymore. All you have to do is break someone at Deep Core, like that Dan Wheeler, the guy who Adam Murphy wrote the memo to, and it’ll all come crashing down. The sheriff and I rattled that guy’s cage yesterday, and we had zip. You now have significantly more. He’ll fold under pressure. All you have to do is apply it.”

“Speaking of the sheriff,” Brock replied, “that was the other thing the chief told me. Sam is awake.”

• • •
 

O’Herlihy drank from his Scotch as he looked east out the window of his fortieth-story luxury condo, looking down on Houston and, in particular, the late-day emptiness of Minute Maid Ballpark, the home of the Astros. Ironic, he thought, that the ballpark was originally known as Enron Field.

He walked back to his desk and looked at his computer monitor. The wells in North Dakota, particularly those at the North Station, were roaring today—had been for the last few days. His investment partner, sitting in the chair in front of his desk, was also having a Scotch, cool as a cucumber, looking at the same information on his iPad.

“Five to six months like this, and we’ll be golden, absolutely golden. You and the company and me—I’ll be very, very happy,” the investor noted gleefully. “The payoff will be huge.”

“The price we’ve paid is huge. The risks we’ve taken? We can’t go back. Even with all we’ve done, I’m not sure how long we can dodge this.”

What O’Herlihy alluded to did not escape his guest, who remained unbothered. “Business is business, and you do what you have to do. It is far too late in the game to have second thoughts now. You didn’t have a choice—you were going down. There is no getting out of this now, so sit back and watch the cash roll in. Your boys just have to take care of McRyan.”

“You never know. He might take care of them.”

“It’s possible, except McRyan will still play by the rules. Your boys won’t, and that gives them the edge.”

O’Herlihy nodded, accepting the reality of this situation.

“Relax,” the investor suggested, raising his glass. “Like I said, five or six months, and everyone makes out and makes out big.”

“If we can make it that long,” O’Herlihy replied. He wanted to get out of the city. “I gotta get out of here and get away from all of this. Let’s head out to my ranch. Nobody’s out there.”

“That’s a helluva a good idea.”

• • •
 

“You’re awake,” Mac exclaimed as he walked into the hospital room for Sheriff Sam Rawlings.

“And you two have been busy,” the sheriff replied with a raspy, heavily medicated voice. His eyes were slits. He had casts on both legs and heavy dressings over his abdomen, not to mention the many stitches and butterflies on his face and in his scalp. He had a broken hip, two broken legs, a fractured wrist, a concussion, and internal injuries. Alive and awake, he was. Out of the woods, he wasn’t.

Mac noticed how Brock came alongside the sheriff and touched his left hand while he gave her a small, familiar smile.

Rawlings turned his attention to Mac. “Have you found the men who did this to me?”

“Not yet. But we know who they are.” Mac pulled out the photograph of the two men.

Rawlings held the photo in his right hand, took a look, and then looked up at Mac and asked, “Why? Why do …” He coughed. “Why come after us?”

“Because as it turns out, you and I were right about Deep Core last night,” Mac replied and then told the sheriff about the Adam Murphy memorandum, the smoking gun that he was going to leave behind. Then he told them about what Coolidge found in Washington and what Subject and Gerdtz confirmed in the Twin Cities. “Our little theory-building session over beers was overheard by a little microphone hanging over your favorite table. I’m guessing they heard everything we said. But now, we know who these killers are, or at least we have their cover IDs. The hunt is on around here, and soon it’ll be on around the country. I have some friends in DC trying to determine these guys’ actual names, and the minute I hear from them, I will call you. With what I’m leaving you and what will be coming, I think you’ll have plenty to go to the Industrial Commission to get them to start investigating Deep Core. I’m leaving you all kinds of information with Leah here, and you all can take them down for the Bullers and for Adam Murphy.”

Mac decided to leave Brock and Borland with Rawlings and stepped into the hallway. He quickly took out his laptop and checked the surveillance system at the hotel. As he fast-forwarded through, he saw that nobody had bothered his room other than room service. A quick run-through of the surveillance on his truck showed nobody had approached it. If they were still around, if they were coming after him, they’d have shown at the hotel.

Brock exited Rawlings’s room and approached Mac while he shut down his computer.

“So,” Mac asked, a little smile on his face, a little knowing tone in his voice, “how long have you and Sam been an item?”

Brock looked at Mac in shock but then thought for a moment and realized she’d let her guard down ever so slightly in the hospital room. “I don’t know that we’re an item” was all she could muster in reply.

Mac gave her a look.

Brock relented. “A month, I suppose. It’s not super serious but … I like him, he likes me, and it feels good to be with someone again. We have a lot in common.”

“Single parents?”

“And cops.”

“He’s a good guy, Leah,” Mac stated happily. “Take care of him. He’s going to need that. It’s going to be a long way back for him.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’ve done what I came here to do. I’m going to drive back to the Twin Cities, and tomorrow we’re going to get the murder charges dropped against Meredith. And after that, I’m going home to DC, I’m going to hug Sally, and I’m going to sleep for about a week.”

“You don’t want to see this through?”

“There is nothing left I need to see through. I’m leaving it in good hands. You, the chief, and Rawlings, once he’s able, can handle the Buller and Murphy cases. Soon enough, there is going to be a nationwide search on for Wilton and Hutchinson. Even if it takes a long time to find them, we know what they did. You don’t need me; you have all you need. And when the time comes, we’ll have Rahn come to town. And Leah, I’m always a phone call away.”

“You’re sure?” Brock asked.

“Yeah,” Mac replied, tired yet relaxed and satisfied. It was over.

“Is there anything I can do for you?” Brock asked.

“How about a ride to my hotel, and I want you to drop me off where you did last night.” He wasn’t dropping his guard completely. He wanted to quietly slip out of town.

Fifteen minutes later, Brock stopped where she’d picked him up the night before, the night now dark, a few light flurries starting to fall. Brock extended her hand. “Mac McRyan, it was a pleasure to work with you.”

Mac shook her hand. “The pleasure was all mine, Leah.”

• • •
 

“Mac, you’re sure?” Lyman asked. “These are the two who tried to kill Meredith last Sunday?”

“Yes,” Mac answered as he stuffed his clothes in his duffel bag. “Gerdtz and Subject chased it down for me. They were the ones from Sunday night. They were the ones who killed Meredith’s husband and his lover. They rented the Mercedes, and the GPS puts that vehicle at the lake house at the time of the murder. It was a setup.”

“But you don’t know who they really are?”

“Not yet. Wilton and Hutchinson are not their names—I’m pretty sure those are cover IDs. Judge Dixon has some friends over at the FBI doing a search for these two to see if we can get real names and identities.”

“I take it nobody has seen them around there since last night?”

“No, and they’re looking hard. They’re pretty smart guys, so I think they’ve blown town. Their pictures are with law enforcement all over the state, soon nationally, and it will all go public later tonight, and for once they’ll be the hunted instead of the hunters.”

“They’re professionals?”

“Have to be. We traced them to Washington, DC. They followed Shane Weatherly out of the airport, and Wilton shows up in the East Union Tavern. I have them both in a couple photos that John Biggs took while he was following Sterling and Gentry in Bismarck. Early the next morning, Murphy was killed, and it was a hit, in his own apartment. We’ve got financial confirmation they were here in Williston around the time Murphy was killed.”

“So you’re coming back?”

“I’m not pushing my luck around here anymore. I’m leaving in ten minutes. I’ll drive through the night and be at your office in the morning. This thing is over.”

• • •
 

Wheeler dropped his keys and cell phone on the counter in his kitchen, reached inside the refrigerator for a beer, and plopped himself down on the couch and kicked his feet up. He turned on the television, finding the Thursday night NFL game—the Broncos and Chargers. He slipped a pillow under his head and settled in and then faded … away.

Riiinnnggg!… Riiinnnggg!… Riiinnnggg!… Riiinnnggg!

The sound startled him awake.

Riiinnnggg!

It was his cell phone. He scrambled off the couch and bounded to the counter. It was his man at the hotel. “Yeah.”

“Jesus, Dan, where have you been? I’ve been calling you for twenty minutes.”

“I fell asleep,” he replied, rubbing his eyes and looking at his watch. It was 8:08 pm. “What’s going on?”

“It’s McRyan. He’s left the hotel,” the man reported to Wheeler. “He loaded all of his luggage into his Yukon and pulled away from the hotel. You weren’t answering, so I followed him.”

“Where is he now?”

“Shit, we’re at least fifteen miles south of Williston on Highway 85. I think he’s blowing town. Do you want me to keep following him?”

“Yes! Yes! Stay on him. Don’t let him out of your sight. I’ll call you back in a minute.” Wheeler hung up and pulled out his burner phone and hit the one pre-set number.

“Yeah?” Royce’s voice answered.

“We’ve found McRyan,” Wheeler reported as he pulled on his coat and grabbed his keys. “Meet me at the end of the road in ten minutes.”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

“Enough of this shit.”

Mac settled in behind the tanker truck, keeping a comfortable distance. The intensity of the blowing snow increased, starting to come across the road in light, wispy sheets. It wasn’t going to be a full-on blizzard, just a few inches of snow and some wind. Nevertheless, in this flat and windy part of the country, roads could end up treacherous in a hurry. There would be some blowing and maybe some reduced visibility, but that was supposed to be it. It was also supposed to stay north of Interstate 94. Mac just wanted to get down to Dickinson and turn east on I-94, and he thought he’d roll into the Twin Cities in the early morning. He had some windshield time in front of him, so he started making phone calls.

“So you think you’ll be home tomorrow night?” Sally asked, excited.

“I hope so. I need to see you, I need to sleep in my bed—I need to just sleep.”

“I’m yours all weekend,” she stated mischievously. “I’m not going to work Saturday or Sunday.”

“I like that kind of talk.”

“I think you’ve earned it,” Sally replied. “You did a good thing here. Have you talked to Meredith? Have you told her?”

“No. I figure Lyman can handle that.”

“You just don’t want to talk to her, do you?”

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

“Because every time I talk to her, it’s like the hair on the back of my neck starts itching, my chest gets tight, and I feel the angst—”

“Or anger?”

“Whatever it is, it rises up in me, and I don’t like who I become. I really think it’s just better if we don’t.”

They talked for another ten minutes, and Sally had to go. If she was skipping out all weekend, she needed to get more work done.

Next up was Riley.

“You’re still breathing. I heard there were some fireworks up in Williston last night,” Riles asked. “You’re okay?”

“Yes. It was a little hairy, but when I have the time, I’ll give you all the details. Last night, Riles”—Mac paused—“well, that was a night you just can’t make up.”

“And you think you have Meredith clear?”

“Yes. Lyman and I are going to go see the Hennepin County attorney in the morning. I don’t see how they don’t drop the charges.”

“And you’re on your way back?” Riles asked, wanting to make sure.

“I’m a half hour south of Williston. I’m on my way.”

“Good. I was worried about you up there.”

Lich was the last call. “So, tell me about this Detective Brock.” Years of experience told Mac where the conversation was going. It was going where it always went with Lich.

“She wasn’t your type,” Mac answered.

“Why not?”

“Let’s see—she’s a cop, so she’d see through your shit. She’s a single mom, so a guy like you wouldn’t want anything to do with that. And I think she’s spoken for. She and the sheriff up there have a little thing going.”

“The guy who was run down last night?”

“Yes.”

“He’s injured pretty good, right?”

“Yes.”

“So you’re saying there’s a chance.”

“Hey, it’s just a nine-hour drive up here to see. Dot’s not with you, is she?”

“Ah, no,” Dicky Boy replied, and they chatted for ten minutes about nothing in particular. “Get your ass home, my boy. Northwest North Dakota is no place for a citified cop like you.”

Mac checked his coffee, which was low, and then looked at his navigation map. Watford City was five miles ahead. There wasn’t really another town of any size until Dickinson, another hour and a half south. He needed to stop.

• • •
 

The snow was blowing across the road, and visibility was quickly deteriorating. The wind was increasing and rocking their Ford F-150 as the gusts blew across the prairie. Clint quickly passed another tanker truck and then jerked the wheel hard right and ducked back in front of it just before the oncoming tanker hit them, both trucks hammering on their horns as he punched the gas.

“Jesus!” Wheeler screamed from the backseat. “Be careful, would you.”

“Do we have the time to be careful?” Royce answered as he chambered a round in his .45. “He’s got fifteen, maybe twenty miles on us.”

“If we could just get free from this parade of tankers, we could make up some time,” Clint moaned as he was quickly approaching another tanker.

Wheeler’s phone rang. “Yeah, where? Okay, stay with him.”

“What?” Royce asked.

“McRyan stopped in Watford City at a gas station,” Wheeler answered. “He’s fueling up.”

Royce looked at Clint. “How far to Watford City?”

“Ten to fifteen miles, I’d say.”

“Let’s hustle.”

• • •
 

Mac jumped back into the Yukon with a tall coffee, a bottle of water, and four energy bars. He’d lingered inside for a few minutes, a little hungry, evaluating boxed pizza slices and wrapped sandwiches. They just didn’t look appetizing, and only a little over an hour into his trip, he didn’t want to go someplace and sit down. His plan was to drive a long stretch and stop in Bismarck for a sit-down meal.

“You heading north or south?” the attendant at the register asked as he rang up Mac’s items.

“South. I’m going to the Twin Cities.”

“Oh, wow! You have a long drive ahead of you, then,” the attendant answered, waiting for the credit card to go through. “You sure you don’t want one of these energy drinks? Truck drivers swear by them.”

Mac shook his head. “Thanks, but no thanks.” He’d tried them before, and they made him feel too wired up, almost jumpy. He was more worried about the weather—it was worse than he’d expected. “What do you know about this snow?”

The attendant shrugged. “No big deal, at least around here. A few flurries, some blowing, the usual stuff, but from what I’ve heard, not totally blizzard conditions. The roads won’t be closing. You just watch yourself around all these big tanker and semi trucks. It can get a little crazy between here and Dickinson. There are lots of twists and turns in the road and some rough terrain. There have been some bad accidents out there.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Mac answered appreciatively. “Thanks.”

Back inside the Yukon, he put his coffee and water in the cup holders, put his phone in its customary slot in the dashboard, and stuffed the energy bars in the center console on top of his Sig. His backup piece was still strapped to the inside of his left leg. He reached down and took that off, hit the button for the gun compartment, and slipped the pistol inside. All the mechanics complete, he dropped the gear shift and pulled away.

“Thank the Lord for satellite radio,” he muttered as he found the Minnesota Wild game on the NHL radio network. That would keep him entertained for the next few hours, he thought.

Mac turned left onto the Theodore Roosevelt Expressway, also known as Highway 85, and had a small laugh. It was anything but an expressway. It was one lane in either direction. As he motored south and consumed his coffee, he once again found himself in the mix with tanker trucks going in both directions. It didn’t matter: day or night, the oil industry never slept.

Settle in, he thought with his coffee in his right hand. With these conditions, he was unlikely to be doing a lot of passing.

A half hour later, he took a last sip of his coffee. The Wild were off to a good start, a 2-0 lead over the Calgary Flames after the first period. As the between-periods radio host ran down the out-of-town scores in his unmistakable deep, gravelly voice, his voice faded out. There was an incoming call. On the dash screen, he could see who it was.

Meredith.

In a sense, he knew she was trying to call and say thanks and make some amount of amends. She’d been trying. He just didn’t want to let her. He wasn’t going to let her off the hook.

So he let the call ring, and after a minute, the call eventually dropped.

As he motored along, he came up to the back of another tanker truck, which was spewing up snow, water, and rock. He either needed to drop back or pass, and he’d followed this truck for a long stretch. Quickly, he checked the navigation map, and he was on a straight stretch of road. He veered just a little left to get a look ahead. There were no oncoming headlights.

Mac accelerated, veered left, and began passing the tanker. Then, in the distance, headlights quickly appeared. He hit the accelerator a little harder and slipped back into the southbound lane. A few seconds later, the tanker in the northbound lane roared past.

“Man!” he muttered. “You have to be careful out here.”

He heard the truck lay on the horn after passing. Mac peered up in his rearview mirror and saw another passing vehicle, a pickup truck or SUV, just slip back into the southbound lane in time.

“Patience out here, Mac, patience,” he muttered to himself.

His phone was ringing again. It was Meredith.

“Do I get this over with?” he asked himself. Maybe he should. At least here he wouldn’t be face-to-face with her—it would be easier to fight back or at least fight off any emotional appeal she would make. Plus, if it went bad, he could just hang up—he’d done that to her once already. He was going to hit the OK on his steering wheel to answer when he caught the flash of light in his rearview mirror.

“In a hurry much,” Mac mumbled, looking left to his side mirror as the vehicle he saw moments ago just avoid getting clipped veer wildly out into the northbound lane again, looking to pass.

It would be so much better if this were a four-lane highway, he thought. The truck was flying down the highway, trying to pass not one but two tanker trucks. He looked ahead again and saw headlights approaching—a long stream of headlights. There was a tanker truck a quarter mile ahead of him. Then he glanced in his rearview mirror, and there was still a tanker not far behind him.

“This guy is crazy.”

The truck slipped in front of the tanker and was squarely in Mac’s rearview mirror and was still coming up on him.

Mac glanced forward and then up at the rearview mirror, his hands tightening on the wheel, tension in his shoulders.

This felt wrong.

The truck came up nearly right on top of him, the bright lights blinding in the rearview mirror.

It wasn’t stopping.

It wasn’t looking to pass.

Then there was a flash.

Pop!

The glass in the tailgate shattered.

Mac ducked his head down.

Pop! Pop! Pop!

Then the truck rammed him.

Mac fought the wheel and looked ahead, rapidly trying to assess his options to evade. Then he felt the truck on his back left. It was pushing him sideways and into the oncoming traffic. “Not good,” he grunted as he jerked his wheel right, trying to fight the push.

“Oh, shit!”

There was a tanker coming fast, from the south, its bright lights on, the horn blaring. There was no way it could stop.

Mac couldn’t straighten out.

He had no choice.

Mac reversed the steering wheel, pulled it hard left, and veered across the northbound lane, just in front of the approaching tanker. He jerked the wheel violently to the right, barely catching the southbound shoulder, nearly tipping left into the ditch. To correct, he pulled the steering wheel back to the right. It didn’t help. Now he was fishtailing wildly along the slick shoulder. Just as he was gaining control, the last little twist of the back end to the right clipped the rear of the tanker trailer as it passed him in the opposite direction.

The Yukon was swerving violently.

He was out of control.

He fought the wheel to regain control as he again fishtailed back and forth between the shoulder and northbound lane. Mac couldn’t get control. Each correction was an overcorrection.

Another tanker, unable to brake, was approaching rapidly, its horn blaring.

“Oh, shit! Come on, come on, dammit!” he pleaded, fighting the wheel.

Then all of his wheels caught some gravel on the shoulder. He had traction, and he straightened the truck, the tanker passing mere inches from his right side.

Another long tanker approached.

In some control now, Mac stayed on the shoulder as the second tanker passed. He looked to his right for the truck chasing him.

Instead, there was a long semi-tractor trailer in the southbound lane, and there was space in front of it.

Mac steered hard right, crossed the lane, and slipped just in front of the southbound semi and accelerated. He peered anxiously in his rearview mirror and then to the left side mirror, scanning for the pickup truck. It was back there somewhere, but all he saw was the semi-tractor trailer behind him.

Then there was a flash of light back to his right.

The pickup truck was on the shoulder to his back right.

Pop! Pop! Pop!

“God dammit!”

The truck rammed him again.

Pop! Pop!

Glass from the passenger windows shattered all around him. He ducked down as much as he could, but that caused him to lose acceleration.

“Not good, Mac! Not good!”

He glanced quickly ahead, and there was another stream of headlights swiftly approaching from the south.

Looking back, the truck had swerved back to his left rear bumper again. They were running him into the tanker ahead of him.

Mac popped up, fought the wheel, accelerated, and jerked the wheel right, just missing the back end of the tanker, and veered onto the right shoulder. With his traction holding, he roared past the long tanker, accelerating. There was another tanker ahead that he passed. He stayed on the right shoulder, almost too long.

“Oh, shit!” he yelped as he pulled the wheel left to get back in front of the tanker, just missing a narrowing of the shoulder. He’d have been doomed, careening down into a deep ditch.

Now he had some clear highway in the southbound lane and a long stream of oncoming headlights in the northbound lane. Looking back, he couldn’t find the truck—it was stuck behind tankers. He quickly glanced down at the dashboard screen and the navigation map, analyzing the road ahead. There was a sharp curve turning left a mile ahead.

“Enough of this shit,” he growled as he hit the gas.

• • •
 

“Dammit, he’s getting away! He’s getting away!” Wheeler screamed.

Clint tried the right shoulder, but there was the drop off. He looked left, but the stream of lights was steady.

“Pass! Pass him!” Wheeler yelled, pointing at the tanker truck ahead.

“I fucking can’t!” Clint railed.

After a minute, the long stream of northbound trucks finally went by, and Clint passed the two tanker trucks in front of them and then accelerated down the highway.

“Where is he?” Royce asked, popping another clip into his .45. They’d lost a headlight in all the bumping and ramming. Their forward illumination was severely diminished.

“I don’t see him! I don’t see him!” Clint replied anxiously as they approached a hard left turn in the highway.

• • •
 

Mac could see the pickup truck with one headlight coming around the bend. He looked across the hood of his Yukon, set his feet, and depressed the trigger.

Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!

The first shots hit the windshield, then the driver’s side of the pickup truck as it passed, and then the rear as he pivoted left and kept firing, emptying his magazine.

The truck fishtailed wildly across the wet road then turned viciously to the left, almost sideways, and the momentum flipped the truck violently. It rolled over once, twice, and then a third time high in the air and across the road before landing on the side of the northbound shoulder, and then slowly teetered on the edge of the shoulder before rolling over twice again on its way down into a deep ditch.

Mac slipped his Sig into his waistline and pulled out his Glock, with his third gun still in his waistline as he jumped back into the Yukon and drove the quarter mile or so down the road to the truck, what he could now tell was a Ford F-150 dual cab.

A tanker stopped in the southbound lane. The driver leaned out the window. He must have recognized Mac’s Yukon and that he was the one being chased. “Hey man, you okay? That was out of hand back there!”

“I’m okay,” Mac replied. “Call 9-1-1 now. I’m a cop.” He wasn’t really, at least not officially, but the trucker didn’t know that, and right now, with his gun and approach, he sure as hell looked like one.

He raised his Glock and slowly approached the wreckage. There was one body lying in the ditch, fifty feet short of the truck.

Mac recognized the man—Wheeler. His body was mangled and motionless, but his eyes were wide and active. Mac quickly checked him for weapons and didn’t find any.

He heard a noise to his right. Mac pivoted, gun raised. The F-150 was upside down, the wheels in the air, unstable, listing, smoke coming from the undercarriage. Two truckers approached with fire extinguishers.

“Hang on,” Mac ordered, his left hand up to hold them off, the gun in his right hand, still pointed at the truck as he slowly approached.

He could see two bodies in the front of the cab of the pickup truck. The body closest to Mac was lying motionless in a crumpled heap on the ceiling of the cab. The other man was still bound by the seatbelt, but his arms hung limply.

Mac got to within ten feet and kneeled down to peer inside, and he heard a groan. He crept closer and reached for the door handle for the passenger side and was able to pull it open. As he reached for the first man, he was able to get a look at his face, which he recognized as Hutchinson. Mac checked his wrist for a pulse and didn’t feel one. The way the man’s body had been thrown around and the way it was now lying, in a shape the skeleton could not naturally form, it would have been a miracle if he survived. There was a .45 lying by the body. Mac grabbed it and stuffed it into his coat pocket.

There was another sound, a light murmur of a groan from the other man. Mac raised his gun. He carefully maneuvered his way around the upside-down front of the truck to the driver’s side. He pulled the door open. Despite all of the blood streaming down his face, he could tell that the man still strapped in was Wilton. The man’s eyes were open, and he croaked out a word, barely audible: “McRyan.”

Mac nodded, “What’s your name? It’s not R.C. Wilton. What’s your name?”

Even hanging upside down, the man’s eyes flashed in wonder. But the killer didn’t respond as his eyes slowly began to close. He was not a threat.

Mac looked up at the truck drivers and nodded, and they both blasted the undercarriage of the truck with the fire extinguishers. Another trucker was setting out flares, and now traffic started to back up in both directions.

The fire now being extinguished on the upside-down F-150, Mac walked back over to Wheeler, who was gasping for air, unable to move, his eyes wide.

He leaned down to the Deep Core man. “You know, it was really pointless to come after me,” Mac stated quietly. “I have the Adam Murphy memo now.” He pointed to the truck. “I had those two guys’ cover IDs, and I was going to know who they really were soon. I had you, I have Deep Core—I have the whole story. You were going down. You were all going down. In fact, you were going down whether you got me or not.”

Wheeler spit blood, gasping for air.

“My only question is, who were you answering to? Who? Who called these shots? Who put you in this situation?”

Wheeler didn’t respond.

Mac took a knee, getting down close, looking Wheeler over, shaking his head. “You’re not going to make it. Don’t take it to the grave with you. You might as well set things as right as you can, and tell me. Who’s responsible for this?”

“O-O-”

It was a struggle for him. “Who? Who is ‘O’?” Mac demanded.

“O-O’Her … li… hy …” he croaked out in a whisper.

“O’Herlihy?” Mac asked, seeking confirmation.

“Yes,” he groaned in reply. “O’Her … li … hy.” Wheeler’s eyes slowly closed. Mac reached down to check for a pulse. It was there but weak and quickly fading out.

In the distance, Mac could see two sets of flashing lights coming from the south. They wouldn’t arrive soon enough.

• • •
 

“Yes … you saw the wreckage?… You’re sure they’re gone? … Okay, then. Thank you.” The investor hung up his phone.

“Who was … that?” O’Herlihy asked, his words slurred, at least ten whiskeys in.

“Someone with bad news,” the investor replied, reaching inside his briefcase. “Very bad news. Particularly for you.” The investor held a pistol in his hand. “Sorry, Selwyn, old buddy, but this can’t come back to me.”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

“How’d you become such a good amateur psychologist?”

Bismarck, North Dakota.

At 6:30 A.M., Mac awoke in the front seat of the Dickinson police cruiser as it approached the airport. There was a 7:00 A.M. flight out of Bismarck for Minneapolis, and Riley’s friend, Dickinson Sergeant Greenway, was dropping Mac off.

Wheeler and Wilton, or whatever his name was, were both dead by the time emergency medical personnel arrived on the crash scene. Mac remained at the scene for two hours while the North Dakota State Highway Patrol took control of the scene and interviewed him and other drivers to understand what happened. The drivers backed Mac all the way, and it quickly became a cleanup operation. Brock and Borland drove down when Mac called them. “Now, it really is over.”

Brock took in the scene as she approached and then greeted Mac. “Hey, Vin Diesel, nice work.”

Mac grimaced, shook his head, and said, “For the record, car chases are way cooler in the movies than they are in real life.”

“So what actually happened?” Leah asked as Borland joined them.

Mac described the chase.

“That’s quite the story, McRyan,” Chief Borland stated.

“No story—it was real,” Mac answered testily.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to imply …” The Williston chief had his hands up.

“It’s okay, Chief, you and I—”

“Got off to a bad start,” Borland finished the thought. “I’m happy you’re okay.”

“Me too,” Brock added.

“There is one thing,” Mac reported. “Wheeler told me he took his orders from a man named O’Herlihy.”

“O’Herlihy?” Brock asked.

“Yeah. That would be Selwyn O’Herlihy,” Mac answered. “He’s the owner of Deep Core. I mean, not a surprise, but he told me that. Last words he uttered.”

She flipped through some notes. “I was researching Deep Core when the call came in. It’s a privately held company and”—she flipped the page—“it’s owned by a Selwyn O’Herlihy.”

“Where is Deep Core based out of?” Borland asked Brock.

“Houston, Texas.”

“Leah,” Borland indicated, “I think we need to call Houston PD.”

The two Williston officers walked off, freeing Mac to make some calls. He started with Lyman, then Riley, Lyman again, and then Sally, who simply pleaded, “Come home.”

His final call, at least for a while, was to Antonin Rahn.

“Mac, please put this Detective Brock you speak so highly of on the line.” Rahn and Brock spoke for five minutes. “Mac, Ms. Brock has my number now. She will be able to reach me if need be, and I will come to Williston when the time is right, if that becomes necessary.”

“I’m sure she appreciates that,” Mac replied and then added, “I’m grateful you called last night when you did. I’m not sure I’d have figured all this out without that call. That information was a catalyst for a lot of things.”

“As am I, son, as am I. And for the record, I think you would have figured it out in time. But all the same, I’m pleased we had a chance to meet and talk, and please let me extend to you congratulations for what you’ve done here. Listen, Mac, I want you to also keep this number. I’m indebted to you for finding and bringing Callie’s killer to justice, and frankly, my kind of justice. Death in a North Dakota ditch is what all of those bastards deserved. So if you ever need anything that you think I could help with—anything at all—you are not to hesitate to call me.”

Mac thought quickly and laughed. “You said something about a private island down in the Caribbean.”

Brock collected evidence at the scene, taking pictures of all three bodies, taking prints, collecting cell phones and weapons. “I doubt we’ll get a ballistics match. I’ll run these cell phones and see what I get.”

“You might for last night,” Mac replied. “They might not have had the chance to dump the guns from last night for new ones. Check it against that, at least. As for the Bullers, Murphy, and the others, I suspect you’re right, but it doesn’t matter—we know they did it.”

Given the condition of the back of Mac’s truck, the glass shattered, the back bumper hanging, the sides torn apart—not to mention the weather conditions—a tow truck hauled the Yukon down to Dickinson and dropped it at the local GM dealer. It was going to require a lot of work. As he looked at it and considered its age, he knew it would likely end up totaled. Mac wasn’t going to hang around to get the answer. If it was totaled, he’d take the check. If it was fixable, he would pay someone to drive it back to St. Paul.

Because he was carrying three guns, the state of North Dakota arranged for Mac to avoid check-in and airport security and dropped him on the tarmac, where his bag was packed in the luggage hold, and he was shown to a seat in the front of the plane. He would be allowed to avoid security in Minneapolis as well. Exhausted, he fell asleep before the plane ever took off. The little over one hour flight landed in Minneapolis just after 8:00 A.M. Lyman was awaiting his arrival.

“Are you up for a drive to Hennepin County right now?”

He gave a tired yawn as he tossed his bag in the back of Lyman’s car. His phone rang. It was Brock.

“I have a surprise for you, Mac.”

“Yeah, what’s that?”

“This Wheeler guy had a burner in his pocket. It matches up to a burner the guy named Hutchinson had in his pocket, so no question Deep Core was heavily involved in this.”

“That’s more confirmation.”

“Even better, Wheeler’s regular cell phone had him in daily contact with Selwyn O’Herlihy, president of Deep Core.”

“Okay, but I’m still waiting for the surprise,” Mac responded while yawning. “I mean, Wheeler was their main guy up in North Dakota—of course he was talking to O’Herlihy.”

“How about this, though?” Brock answered. “I had Houston PD track down O’Herlihy. He was out at his ranch outside of Houston. He was found dead, shot in the head.”

Mac bolted upright, now surprised. “Someone was unhappy.”

• • •
 

The meeting with the Hennepin County attorney took an hour, which was fifty-five minutes more than it should have. Mac walked them through his investigation, bringing Coolidge, Subject, and then later Brock, on the line to help add to what he’d laid out.

“So this whole thing is about how an oil company is drilling in North Dakota?” Johnson asked, reviewing the evidence before her. “It’s a bit much to believe.” The prosecutor shook her head. “It is certainly less believable than a scorned wife killing her cheating husband, whom she caught in bed with her lover.”

“It’s all about oil,” Mac retorted. “According to the people I’ve talked to”—which was Rahn but referencing the Murphy memo—“the use of diesel fuel and other chemicals at heightened levels increases the separation on the shale to allow for greater releases of oil and gas. Problem is, the chemicals, in those amounts, cause greater environmental damage, particularly to ground and drinking water. The Bullers were a single family, and they were suffering. It took about a year after Deep Core started drilling that well for the Bullers to start feeling the effects of the drilling on their water and ultimately their bodies. I’ve got the medical records that show it. Murphy’s memo proves it, and I think at this point, it’s safe to say the company knew all about it. The memo is an internal company memo. If this damage to the groundwater were to come to light, there is no way their operation just north of Williston gets off the ground. It would have buried the company.”

“Can you authenticate the memo?” Johnson asked.

“No,” Mac replied, getting irritated. “You really think I need to?”

“You have this Murphy’s findings?”

“No, I don’t,” Mac answered.

“Might be more believable if you had them,” Johnson responded tartly.

“Funny,” Mac replied with derision, “all the people who had the findings ended up dead.”

“Why not change the way they were drilling?” Goodman asked Mac.

“Deep Core was in a financial hole. They needed the wells to pay and pay big and pay big soon. Drilling safer wasn’t as rapidly profitable.”

“I mean, we don’t really know that, do we? You’ve painted a very good picture here, a heck of a story, but you can’t really prove it.”

“One hundred percent?” Mac replied. “At this point, no, but—”

“We don’t have to,” Lyman interjected. “That’s not our burden, to completely prove that. That is for others. Candace and Dan, you’re getting lost in the weeds here. The overall story is a little hard to fathom, but that doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. Furthermore, I think what Mac has shown conclusively, particularly with the Mercedes rental, the shot-up SUV pulled from the river, and the travel pattern of Hutchinson and Wilton, is that they killed Gentry and Sterling, not my client. And while we can’t corroborate her alibi, you’re no longer able to disprove it either, because we’ve explained how the neighbors saw her car at the scene. These two attempted to kill Meredith, not to mention Mac, last Sunday, and then last night. Wilton rented a Mercedes exactly like my client’s. The GPS puts that car outside the lake house at the time of the murder. Their travel pattern puts them in the Cities at that time.”

“What more could you possibly fucking need?” Mac barked, the exhaustion having depleted any patience he might have had left. “I mean, seriously?”

Lyman reached for his arm to calm him. “Mac could be more diplomatic, but he’s right. To a certain degree, I can understand your skepticism as to the shenanigans in North Dakota. But Mac has conclusively proven that the murders of Gentry and Sterling were not about a scorned wife but about money, big money—the kind of money that explains the motive to kill nine people. With your ongoing questions, I’m starting to sense that you’re not grasping reality. So let me put it to you this way—if you want to try this case, be my guest. Do it, and you will lose, and you will lose huge. I will wipe the courtroom floor with you—with both of you. And that kind of an embarrassing defeat—and rest assured, I will embarrass you with this—will not play well politically, Candace.”

Mac wasn’t content to let it rest. “Pull your heads out of your asses, Candace and Dan. You have the wrong the person. She didn’t do it. She was set up, and I’ve given you who did it. Now pull the fucking plug.”

Candace Johnson sat back in her chair and folded her arms across her chest. “Lyman, will you and Mr. McRyan give us a moment?” she asked quietly.

Out in the hall, Mac sat down on a bench and fell back against the wall and sighed. “They’re not seriously thinking about going forward with this, are they?”

Lyman shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. Candace is a politician, and she wants to spin this the best way possible. She didn’t dismiss this thing on Monday. They haven’t lifted a finger on this thing, even though from that point forward, they should have known their case had some problems. Instead, she let it go for another four days. As a result, a lot of shit went down in North Dakota that maybe didn’t have to. She wants to explain that before someone starts asking why.”

Ten minutes later, Goodman stuck his head out in the hall and invited them back in.

“Lyman, we’re dismissing the charges,” Candance Johnson stated. “In doing so, may I ask for a favor?”

“Sure.”

“Can we do the press conference together?”

“Candace, it would be my pleasure.”

“I appreciate that,” Johnson responded appreciatively. Then she looked at Mac. “I’m still curious. This case is quite … unique for me. Maybe not for you, given the cases you’ve come across, but for me …”

“It was a crazy one for me as well,” Mac replied, calmer now, knowing that the charges were finally being dropped.

“One question—well, more than one question bugs me, but the one I’m wondering about right now is, what do you make of the murder of this O’Herlihy down in Texas?”

“Not sure. Maybe the authorities down there will figure out what happened. Wheeler is dead, Hutchinson and this Wilton are dead, and now O’Herlihy is dead. I’m not sure we’ll ever know.”

“The loose ends are all tied up,” Goodman suggested. “All nice and neat.”

“We can let someone else worry about that,” Candace Johnson replied. “I’m very sorry to have put Ms. Hilary through this. I thought we had a pretty open-and-shut case.”

“That’s what the killers wanted,” Mac stated.

Johnson looked at Lyman. “Can you do this in an hour?”

“Works for me,” Lyman replied. “I need to call my client with the news and get her down here.”

While they were talking logistics, Mac was working his cell phone. He found what he was looking for. He looked at Lyman and extended his hand. “I have to go.”

“You’re leaving?” Lyman asked, incredulous.

“You don’t need me anymore.”

“You don’t want to celebrate? You don’t want to go on camera? You deserve to celebrate. I can’t begin to tell you how grateful the Hilarys will be, how grateful Meredith will be—heck, how grateful I am. You’re the one responsible for all of this.”

Mac shook his head wearily. “I never thought I’d say this, but I want to get to Washington as soon as possible. There is a flight in two hours—I’m on it. Please speak highly of Subject, Gerdtz, Lich, Lincoln Coolidge in Washington, and the folks up in Williston. They all deserve a lot of credit.”

“And what about Meredith?”

“Wish her well for me.”

• • •
 

Mac watched the press conference from the airport lounge.

Lyman, always one to collect favors, was magnanimous at the press conference, singing from Johnson’s hymnal and simply happy to have his client exonerated. As Mac asked, Lyman thanked everyone involved in the investigation, including Mac.

Meredith looked both relieved and gorgeous, dressed in a black power suit, her hair perfectly done, with not a single verbal slip in answering the reporters’ questions.

Much was made of the broader conspiracy involving the case.

Lyman said it best: “The broader case is for others to deal with. I’m just happy my client is free of all charges, is completely exonerated, and can go about getting her life back.”

• • •
 

“We must celebrate. I will get us a table at The St. Paul Grill,” Lyman proclaimed to Meredith, her parents, and Uncle Teddy after the press conference ended.

“Where’s Mac?” they all asked.

Lyman looked at his watch. “About to get on a flight. He went home.”

“He didn’t stay behind to bask in the glory?” Edmund Hilary asked, shocked. “This was a big moment for him.”

Meredith reached for her phone. “That son of a bitch,” she muttered, shaking her head. “Why won’t he talk to me? I tried to call him like three times last night, and he wouldn’t pick up.”

“Because of what you did to him,” her mother counseled. “For someone like Mac, for someone that prideful”—she slowly shook her head—“I don’t know that he’ll ever forgive that.”

Meredith nodded slowly, her eyes watering lightly, knowing the truth. “I know, Mom. I know. I just wanted to …” Her words trailed off. “I just wanted to thank him and say I was sorry.”

“I think he knows that,” Ann Hilary answered, reaching for her daughter’s hand. “And part of me thinks he doesn’t want to hear that from you.”

“Why?”

“Because,” Ann replied quietly, “I just don’t think he wants to. I think he still carries a lot of anger about what happened, and he’s … he’s just not ready to let that go, Meredith.”

“He needs to. For his own good, he needs to.”

“Then there is one person you could call,” her mother replied. “There is one person he might listen to.”

• • •
 

Mac did celebrate a little on the flight. Sitting in first class, he had two very stiff Bloody Marys before the flight was out of Minnesota airspace. Then he drifted off, having to be awoken by a flight attendant when they landed. The cab ride home took fifteen minutes, and he went right up and started a shower.

Mac let the warm water just run over his tired body for twenty minutes. He toweled off and jumped into bed.

He’d been going flat out for two weeks.

His body shut down, and he slept.

He slept and slept until something woke him—a smell. A smell that made him smile, and he knew exactly where it was from. He eased his legs over the side of the bed and pulled on a pair of blue jeans and a gray, V-neck sweater and slowly made his way down to the kitchen, where he found Sally opening a bottle of wine. There were no words—he just went to her and hugged her and then kissed her softly. “Man, is it good to see you.”

“Right back at you,” she answered, cupping his face gently with her right hand and looking into his still-tired and weary eyes. “You’ve been one busy boy.”

He nodded and looked to his left, at the table, with a single lit candle and boxes of Italian food, with music playing lightly. It was what they often did after they’d been apart. It was their little reunion ritual. She led him by the hand over to the table and sat him down, and together they quietly dug into the boxes, loading spaghetti, fettuccini, and mostaccioli onto their plates.

They ate, talking, mostly about her week and the wedding venue she’d picked. He was eager to go see the Davidson House and knew that there was much planning in store, which they both enthusiastically talked about. It was a welcome break from the last two weeks. Mac didn’t want to talk about the investigation, Meredith, North Dakota—any of it.

It was enough to have lived through it.

He just relaxed. The sound of her voice had that effect on him—that and great Italian food and a smooth red wine.

Once they were down to only the wine, Sally switched gears. “Meredith must have been happy and grateful,” she offered as she poured them each another glass of wine.

“I suppose” was the only response Mac could muster. No, that wasn’t entirely fair, he thought. “I imagine she is grateful.”

“But you don’t know because you didn’t stay to find out, right?” There was a tone, not a disapproving one necessarily, but a knowing one—a tone born of over three years together and her ability to always know what he was thinking. It amazed him at times how well she knew him.

“No.”

“Why?”

“I wanted to get home to you,” Mac replied, which was very much the case, but not the whole truth, and Sally knew it. She saw right through the answer.

She quickly reached for his hands. “I love you, and I know you wanted to get back here. I mean, how could you not? Look at all this,” she added, quickly striking a sexy pose with a seductive smile.

Mac smiled. “Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about.”

“But be honest with me,” Sally pushed. “Getting back to me wasn’t the only reason, was it?”

Mac shrugged, not answering.

“Come on, you ran because you are still very, very angry at her, aren’t you?” she asked. “Even after all these years.”

He sipped from his wine, not wanting to respond.

“Aren’t you?”

He nodded, looking down into his wine glass.

“I thought so,” Sally replied, taking a small sip of wine.

“Can I ask a question?” Mac asked, gesturing toward her with his wine glass. “Why do you care?”

“Why do I care?”

“Yes, why do you care about this?”

“Selfishly, I’ll admit a part of me likes that you’re still angry with her. She’s a smart, intelligent, and beautiful woman who has a history of getting exactly what she wants when she wants it. Most women in my position, even if she was your ex-wife, would be very leery of her.”

“That,” Mac replied, looking Sally dead in the eye, “is not something you have to worry about.”

“I know. What I worry about is you.”

“Me?”

“I know what that divorce did to you,” she answered, slowly twirling her wine glass. “Yet what you did here was one of the more selfless acts I’ve ever seen someone do, even if you had to be talked into it at first. For someone who makes you so angry, who hurt you so badly, you still risked your life for her to stay out of jail and to have a life.”

“Let’s not get crazy here.”

“Oh, really?” Sally replied. “Care to review the last couple of nights? Or perhaps last Sunday night in Minneapolis, chasing those guys through Meredith’s neighborhood? You laid it on the line there, pal.”

“What’s your point?”

“Meredith called me.”

“Again?” He sighed. “I’m sorry, Sal.”

“It’s okay. She called me to thank me.”

“To thank you?” he asked quizzically.

“Yes. To thank me for asking you to do this, and she asked me to thank you because she knows you’ll never let her do it. In fact, she thinks that’s part of her punishment. That she’ll never get to express her gratitude. That you want to hang it over her head for the rest of her life.”

“She’s right about that.”

“And that’s the other reason she called,” Sally replied. “She knows you better than you think. She knows you’ll never get over being angry with her. But that doesn’t mean she doesn’t have regrets, because I think she does.”

“I don’t.”

“Really?” Sally asked. “You don’t believe that.”

“I know I don’t regret a thing I did.”

“And you shouldn’t.”

“So why the inquisition on this, then?” he asked wearily.

“We’re getting married, and I can’t wait. I wish tomorrow were the day. I can’t wait to be married to you. But this anger you have for her, you don’t have to carry it for me.”

“I’m not.”

“But you are carrying it, and … it’s not good for you to carry and to keep.”

“You don’t understand …”

“Oh, I understand,” Sally persisted. “I was just like you, Mac. I was a cheated-on spouse, eventually left for another woman. I know the feeling—the anger, the betrayal—I know it all. That’s why I’m telling you that you have to let that all go.”

“Have you let it go? Have you stopped being angry at your ex-husband?”

“I’d be lying if I said every once in a while it doesn’t pop into my head and I get a little sad. But the reality is he wasn’t happy, I was starting to get unhappy, so it was probably going to end one way or another.” She took a sip of her wine. “I just decided I didn’t like carrying around the anger anymore. It wasn’t healthy for me, and it’s not healthy for you. I just wanted to stop being angry about it.”

“How’d you let it go?” They’d never talked about this. He’d assumed she felt about her first marriage much the way he felt about his to Meredith.

“I never told you this, but six months ago when his new wife had their child, I sent a baby gift—a really nice gift, and I felt good when I sent it. A week later, David called to thank me. It had been a long time since we’d spoken to one another. We talked, and I wished him well, he wished me well—we were both really sincere, and it was a really good talk. It was cathartic. I felt freer for it, and I’ve hardly looked back on my marriage or any of it since.”

Mac nodded, looking down.

“Look, one of the reasons I suggested you take her case was to give you the chance at this closure. I figured if you did this, you would have a chance to maybe find that peace. I think you need it, to do it, to just let it go.”

Mac sat back in his chair and exhaled, slowly shaking his head.

In one sense, he felt as if he was in The Twilight Zone again. His fiancée was asking him to forgive his ex-wife. How was that possible?

In another sense, being angry with Meredith was something he had carried with him for four years. It motivated him. It drove him. He was determined to prove her wrong, to show her what she’d missed out on, to make her regret it.

Now he had that.

He’d proven it to her in the most personal way he possibly could have.

Did that make him happy?

Did it give him any peace?

Those were the questions Sally was really asking.

He chuckled to himself. A little coerced introspection can go a long way.

In that moment, he knew Sally was right, that whatever motivation he’d taken from the divorce, it was time to just let it go and move on. “How’d you become such a good amateur psychologist?”

“I don’t know,” she answered quietly. “All I do know for sure is that I want us to be married and both of us have that feeling of peace with everything that happened before. I want us to leave the past behind and focus only on the future.”

“That sounds like a good plan.”
  


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

“Three little letters.”

Two weeks later.

The late-November morning was beautiful, a bright-blue cloudless sky, a little crispness in the fifty-degree air as Mac jogged along the Mall, Rascal Flatts playing in his earphones.

He’d gone nearly eight miles this morning. Jogging throughout DC, there was so much to look at and take in. It didn’t really feel as though he’d gone that far as he passed by the Lincoln Memorial and made his way back toward the brownstone. As he turned the corner onto his street, he had an odd feeling of déjà vu. Parked in front of townhouse was the black limousine of Judge Dixon.

He’d really tried not to think about it much since he’d gotten home.

The chase along Highway 85 had come to him repeatedly in his sleep, waking him, often in a cold sweat. Other than accidentally seeing a report about Deep Core being forced to suspend all drilling by the North Dakota Industrial Commission, he’d paid no attention to the fallout. He didn’t care. Meredith was free and clear—that was all that really mattered. The rest would sort itself out.

But it was the Judge.

“The last time you parked in front of my place, two weeks later I ended up in Williston, North Dakota,” Mac exclaimed as he came to a stop, extending his very sweaty right hand, which the Judge took.

“How are you sleeping?” The Judge got right to it. “Still having the nightmares?”

Mac shrugged. “Yeah, but maybe not as much. Now when it pops into my mind, I wake up. So I don’t have the nightmare.”

“But then you don’t sleep.”

“It’ll pass. It always does,” Mac answered. “So what brings you here, Judge?”

“An update,” the Judge replied. “It’s a beautiful morning, my docket was light, and I had some information I thought might interest you in return for a cup of joe.”

Mac led the Judge into the kitchen and started the coffee. For the moment, Mac stuck to water. Hydration was needed first. Mac actually asked the first question. “Were you able to get Coolidge’s nephew in the right pile for Annapolis?”

“I spoke with the Secretary of the Navy, and I believe young Tyrone Coolidge will find a favorable result in his application to the Naval Academy.” The Judge took out a folder from his briefcase. “So, we finally identified those two killers. Their names are Clint Slocum and Royce Dalton.”

“Those sound like good old Southern boy names.”

“Texans to be exact, so your initial hunch on their state of origin proved correct.”

“How’d the FBI identify them?”

“Well, they did all their fancy facial recognition looking and whatnot, and eventually, they found them by talking to Wheeler’s mother. Turns out these two were childhood friends of Wheeler. They grew up just down the street from him out in Odessa, Texas.”

“How’d they become professionals?”

“The DEA helped with that once they had names and earlier photos. Turns out it was the drug cartels,” the Judge answered. “They both went down to work as ranch hands in Mexico and eventually found their way to a ranch owned by Rodrigo Diaz, who was a higher-up in the Monterrey Cartel. They were proficient with guns, and Diaz put them to work, and apparently they didn’t have a problem with killing. Diaz was eventually gunned down in a turf war with another cartel, and these two made for the US. Eventually, they crossed paths again with their buddy Dan Wheeler. As you know, Deep Core was involved in some drilling issues in Wyoming four years ago. Three locals ended up dead—executed. The cases are unsolved.”

“These two did it?” Mac asked.

“The FBI thinks it’s likely. Deep Core was there and having trouble, Wheeler was their man there, and by that time, these two were back in the United States, so it seems to fit.”

“So now we know who killed Shane. Who killed all of them,” Mac replied, appreciating the sense of closure. He poured himself some coffee and refilled the Judge. “I guess it’s now all wrapped up with a pretty red bow.”

“Not quite,” Dixon answered. “There is one open question.”

“Which is?”

“Who killed O’Herlihy. The Bureau wanted me to ask you if you had any ideas on that.”

“You’re running errands for the FBI now?” Mac asked with a dig.

“No,” the Judge answered. “I had the information about these two killers and figured you’d be interested. So … any thoughts on who would kill this O’Herlihy?”

“When a guy like that gets killed, it’s about the money, Judge. Who lost money?”

“That’s what I was thinking as well. And you’d said something about Deep Core needing an infusion of cash, and they did get one—forty million dollars.”

“So there’s your answer,” Mac replied, leaning against the counter.

“But we don’t know where the money came from. No record. One day, suddenly, Deep Core had the money to get their operation going. One day O’Herlihy was flush with cash.”

“That tells me he probably got it from one person,” Mac answered. “Who gives you forty million dollars?”

The Judge smiled. “Someone you know.”

“That’s right,” Mac answered. “Someone you know well. Someone you trust—a friend, a family member, somebody like that.”

“I agree, and the FBI agrees, but they’re not finding anything. So they asked me to have you give this file a read for your take on it.”

“Director Mitchell still wants me to come and work for him, doesn’t he?”

“Yes.”

“He’s persistent. I’ll give him that.” Mac wasn’t enthused about even thinking about the case again, but he agreed to sit down and start thumbing through it. For an hour, while the Judge drank coffee and monitored his cell phone, Mac worked his way through the file. At one point, the Judge went into the living room to take a call from the president. When he came back in he asked, “Anything?”

“No, not yet,” Mac answered, shaking his head as he started going through some photos, and laughed. “Geez, they went back a ways on this guy. I mean, all the way back to his time at the University of Colorado, forty years ago. Heck, here’s his fraternity picture. O’Herlihy had a hell of a head of hair … back …” Mac did a double take on the man next to O’Herlihy. “No way … wait, that can’t be … shit.”

“What?”

“You have got to be kidding me … there is no way this is possible, is it?” Mac muttered, putting his face in his hands, shaking his head.

“What, Mac? What?” the Judge asked.

“Three little letters.”

“What letters?”

“PHI.”

“PHI?” The Judge asked. “Protected health information? HIPAA?”

“The letters were in Sterling’s notes. That’s what I thought they meant. I mean, it made sense. The Bullers were having health problems. Those letters made me think to ask for their medical records, for their protected health information. But this picture …” He shook his head. “This will kill her.”

“Kill her? Kill who?” the Judge asked. “What is it, Mac?”

“Judge, I need a favor, and I think you owe me.”

• • •
 

The morning was a cool, crisp winter morning of eighteen degrees with large, puffy snowflakes slowly drifting down from the thick cover of gray December clouds wrapped over Minneapolis like a thick blanket. There was just the lightest cold breeze causing little wisps of snow to weave their way across the asphalt path in front of him.

Mac sat casually on the park bench just off the path looking east out over Lake Calhoun, the lake now frozen over for the winter. The walking path at his feet was popular with joggers and walkers.

A large tumbler of coffee rested in his left hand, and his smaller Glock-9 was in the right pocket of his long, black wool coat. An ear bud in his right ear, hidden under his black wool cap, kept him in communication with Bull Phelps, who was keeping watch from a short distance away behind him, providing backup—not that he’d need it this morning, but Mac suspected the man walking toward him killed one man. He was taking no chances.

He took a sip of his coffee as his mark approached, the man walking at his usual brisk purposeful pace, dressed in a navy-blue sweat suit with red stocking cap and winter gloves. Mac’s target this cool morning was a man of routine. The man always took this walk every day. It was a ritual for Teddy Archer—the same path, the same time, every day.

Meredith’s godfather didn’t recognize Mac as he walked briskly along the path, focused strictly on what was ahead of him.

“Hello, Teddy,” Mac greeted, his left arm thrown over the back of the bench, his right leg crossed over his left.

Archer stopped and looked left, and it took him a moment, letting the face register with him. “Mac? Is that you? What a coincidence seeing you here.”

“It’s no coincidence, Teddy,” Mac answered darkly. “I knew you’d be coming along here.”

Archer noted Mac’s ominous tone. “Is something wrong, Mac?”

Mac reached inside his coat, took out an envelope, and sat it down on the bench to his left. “I think you better sit down.”

Archer did as requested and picked up the envelope. “What’s this?”

“Read it.”

Mac had spent days kicking himself for not recognizing PHI for what it was. It was an honest mistake. It wouldn’t be unusual for a litigator such as Sterling to have a reference to protected health information in his files, especially considering he handled plaintiff cases and often dealt with medical records. And when the Buller medical records became a part of the case, he assumed perhaps that was what the PHI reference was.

But it wasn’t.

In Sterling’s dyslexia-wired, cryptic-note-taking mind, PHI was short for something else.

PHI related to Archer.

Teddy Archer was once a very successful Minneapolis investment banker with his own firm, Archer Heights Investments. Seven years ago, Teddy retired from the investment banking rat race. When he did, the firm became Heights Investment Partners, and then a few years later, Heights Investments became Peterson Heights Investments when the firm merged with the larger Peterson Investing of Chicago. He’d kept only loose track of those various machinations, if only because his financial planner did, at one time, have some of Mac’s money invested with Peterson Investing of Chicago. Mac realized when he was reading a newsletter announcement of the merger that the Heights group was Teddy’s old group.

The recollection of that long-ago newsletter and the letters PHI was what triggered Mac to look into Archer.

A friend of the Judge’s at the FBI dug into Archer’s finances off the books.

Once he did, the picture painted itself.

“Judge, I would like to try to save Meredith from more suffering,” Mac stated. “Let me talk to the man.”

The Judge knew exactly what Mac was after. “I’ll give you forty-eight hours.”

Mac wanted no record of his trip to the Twin Cities. He called Rahn. Phelps and the plane arrived in Washington twelve hours later and flew him to Minneapolis.

He arrived with all the evidence he needed.

Archer’s financials and travel told the tale.

Teddy had drawn out four million dollars in the last six months from his accounts. The amounts matched, almost to the penny, the money that, shortly after his withdrawals, ended up in the accounts of Clint Slocum and Royce Dalton.

That four million was small in comparison to the forty million in cash that Archer provided to Selwyn O’Herlihy, and Mac surmised that Teddy bought a piece of the action in Deep Core. Mac tied Archer to Deep Core and O’Herlihy financially. Finally, from what he’d been able to gather, Archer wasn’t nearly as savvy an investor after he left his firm as he was when he had the firm. Between the crash of 2008 and his own poor investment decisions, Archer had managed to fritter away a significant chunk of his fortune. If the Deep Core gamble failed, he wouldn’t have but ten to twelve million left at most. For a man like Teddy Archer, that wouldn’t be acceptable—not when you’d had a couple hundred million at one point. Deep Core and O’Herlihy needed those wells to pay, but so did Teddy.

And then there was the travel.

Archer had been to Houston six times in the past seven months and up to Williston another four. His last trip to Houston was a day before O’Herlihy was murdered, and he flew out of Houston the morning he was found dead, making it back just in time for the press conference announcing the dropping of charges against Meredith.

And Teddy was in Houston to see O’Herlihy.

Mac had a surveillance photo of Archer leaving O’Herlihy’s downtown Houston condominium with his friend on the afternoon of the night O’Herlihy was murdered—an act that happened within a few hours of Mac’s harrowing truck chase up in North Dakota. Teddy was neck deep in Deep Core, and he was the last person known to be with O’Herlihy. It wasn’t a stretch to think that any man who could set up his goddaughter for murder would have any problem pulling the trigger on his business partner and old fraternity brother, especially when that partner was going down for everything.

“Why?” Mac asked after Archer had reviewed the documents. “Why, Teddy? How could you do this? How could you set up Meredith like that? How could you sanction her murder?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Archer stonewalled, looking straight ahead.

“Really, Teddy? I have you. You’re caught. You can’t act like you’re not caught. You’re done.”

Archer glanced right, a cold look in his eyes. “You ain’t got shit, Mac.”

Mac had thought—really expected—there would be remorse. He’d truly underestimated how craven the man really was. How all the care and love he appeared to give Meredith all those years was simply an act. Or maybe money just meant that much to him. “You can deny it all you want, but I’ve got your ass nailed, and there isn’t even an official investigation yet. And I’ll tell you what, Teddy. The FBI Director has been after me for a year to come work for him full time, and I’ve been saying no. But in two days I’m going to go see him and tell him I will take the job on one condition: that my first case will be to nail your ass, and you know I will. It’ll hurt Meredith—it’ll crush her, but you’re responsible for nine murders, Teddy. Two children, killed in their own beds, Teddy! You paid for that, you sanctioned that, and you will answer for it, both in this life and the next.”

Archer dropped the pages he’d been looking at back down on the bench and reached for his coat pockets.

“Keep your hands where I can see them, Teddy,” Mac ordered and turned so that Archer could see the bulge in Mac’s coat.

Archer did as ordered. “Easy, Mac.”

“There’s no fuckin’ easy here. You killed O’Herlihy—who says you wouldn’t try on me?”

Teddy snorted. “Prove it.”

Mac guffawed. “Prove it? You think I can’t? You think I won’t?” He looked at Meredith’s uncle in disbelief. “I don’t get it. I don’t understand how you could do that to Meredith, to Ann, to people you supposedly loved. How? How could you do that? I just don’t understand. How, Teddy? How the fuck could you do this?”

Archer didn’t respond.

Mac pushed himself up slowly from the bench and took three steps. He exhaled, turned back, and looked down at Archer. “Teddy, this ends one of two ways. One way is in two days I turn this all officially over to the FBI, and I nail you. Or second, you eliminate the need for me to do that. It’s your choice how you go down. Personally, I don’t care what you decide.”

• • •
 

The funeral for Theodore Louis Archer was hugely attended by family and friends. There had to be a couple hundred people, Mac thought as he scanned the pews of the church.

Officially, the coroner found that Archer died through a mixture of pills and alcohol. Edmund found him Tuesday afternoon, after he’d failed to show for a planned lunch meeting and wasn’t answering his phone. He’d been dead twelve hours by the time he was found. There was talk of suicide, but there was no note, and it wasn’t uncommon for Teddy to take sleeping pills, and he was never shy about drinking, so everyone, other than Mac, was willing to believe it was probably an accident.

The funeral was on Saturday, and Mac slipped into the back of the Basilica of St. Mary in downtown Minneapolis for the service, receiving knowing glances from a number of people who were friends of the family. One lady turned back to him in the church at one point to quietly thank him for all he’d done. Apparently Mac’s role in Meredith’s exoneration was well known by those in attendance.

He’d joined the back of the funeral procession of vehicles to Calvary Cemetery, a massive Catholic cemetery located northwest of downtown St. Paul. With no children and no wife who predeceased him, Ann had arranged for Teddy to be buried near their parents on the west side of the cemetery. Mac stood well to the back of the crowd, up a small rise, as the priest delivered his final words.

As the service came to a close, Mac walked back to his rental car and drove slowly across the long, horizontal run of the cemetery to the far southeast corner. He parked and reached behind his seat for the floral arrangement he’d picked up earlier. He stepped out of his car and walked to the last row of markers, an area informally known as McRyan’s Corner. It was so named as forty-two McRyan family members, spanning generations, were buried here. He reached the last headstone, a marker he hadn’t visited in a long time. It was the gravesite for Simon Liam McRyan, his father.

Mac’s mother visited the grave weekly, tending to it, always laying three roses—the number of roses his father appeared with on their first date on June third. As a result, this early afternoon, Mac only needed to clear away a light dusting of snow from around the edges to set the flowers in the small holder on the left of the headstone.

His father was fifty-three years old when he died in a hunting accident, shot in the chest from a far-off hunter they’d never found. Mac was standing next to his father when it happened. The memory of that day and the nightmares it created were what kept him away from the cemetery. Even now, over sixteen years later, that day still jolted into his mind—the sound of the shot, the gasp his father made when he was hit, and the shock of his expression as he looked up at Mac while the life drained from his body. All of that came back into Mac’s mind when he looked down at the gravestone, reading the inscription.

He was lost in that thought when he heard someone approaching. He didn’t look up. He didn’t have to. “I thought you might come over here,” he greeted without looking up from the gravestone.

“I figured you figured that, too. How long’s it been since you visited here?” Meredith asked, fully aware of how difficult it was for him.

“Five years, maybe longer,” Mac answered.

The two of them stood in silence, paying their respects.

“Thanks for coming today,” his ex-wife said quietly, breaking the silence.

“I know what Teddy meant to you.”

“Yeah, it’s hard on mom.”

“Was it an accident or …”

“We don’t know. Dad seems to think it’s possible he took his life. He told me Teddy wasn’t as flush financially as he once was.”

“I suppose that’s possible,” Mac replied. “Who knows sometimes what drives people to do what they do.”

“That’s so very true,” Meredith replied and then turned her gaze to him. “Take me, for example, and what I did to you.”

“Meredith,” Mac started, shaking his head, “not today. You don’t have …”

“No, I do. I do. It’s why I drove over here.” She reached for his hand and held it in both of hers and looked him in the eye. “I just wanted to say thank you and say how sorry I am, for everything.”

“I know.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. I know. I’ve just not been of a mind to let you,” Mac answered as he pulled his hand away. He needed space and stepped back away from his father’s grave. He changed topics. “So are you back at the law firm yet?”

“I quit.”

“You quit?” He was surprised. “Why? You were completely exonerated. They should welcome you back with open arms. You’re a damn good lawyer.”

“Thanks.” She shook her head and sighed. “But, given what’s happened, I just didn’t want to go back and deal with it. The work wasn’t fulfilling, the environment was toxic, and I was always Frederick’s wife around there, and I always would be. When I thought about it, I just couldn’t do it. Besides, I have something else now.”

“What?”

“About two years ago, I took a pro bono case for a friend who worked with Child Services in Hennepin County. I met this little boy named Ezekiel who’d been abused so badly and … I don’t know, something about him made me want to help him. Then I helped another child, and then another, and then I started working with the Prevent Child Abuse Network, and I loved the work. It made me feel—”

“Good,” Mac offered.

She nodded. “Yeah. I felt like I was doing something that mattered for a change. It helped me kind of understand the decision that you made to be a cop. I was doing work that made a difference in someone’s life, not a corporation’s balance sheet. It helped me start to understand the mistakes I’d made. That work made me realize I’d been chasing all the wrong things for all the wrong reasons. When the charges were dropped, one of the first calls I got was from the executive director at the Network, and she offered me a job. She said, ‘Meredith dear, you’ll probably get a big life insurance pay out now and can afford to work for us.”’

Mac laughed. He shouldn’t have—it wasn’t the right place or time, but he laughed nonetheless. Meredith did as well.

“But like you, Mac, I do now have some financial security that allows me to pursue something that makes me happy. This is what I want to do.”

Mac nodded his approval. “It’s a second chance, Meredith. Run with it.”

“Yeah, I’m going to try,” she replied and then finally asked the question he’d been expecting. “Mac, do you think you’ll ever be able to forgive me?”

Mac turned back and peered down at his father’s gravestone.

Simon McRyan was one to often impart lessons on his son.

Was he doing it now?

His father was a homicide detective and often spoke of people making mistakes—horrific, life-ruining mistakes. Yet his father would say, no matter how bad the mistake, almost no matter what you did, there was always the chance at redemption. It could take many forms and mean many things, but there was almost always the chance for forgiveness of some kind. It was why the inscription on his grave stone read as it did, from Matthew 6:14-15: For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.

Mac couldn’t help but wonder if the old man wasn’t speaking to him from the grave. If his father could talk of redemption and forgiveness for the horrifyingly dreadful acts he saw as a cop, it seemed small for Mac not to be willing to forgive this.

It was time to move on.

“Meredith, Sally said she wanted us to bury the past as we look to our future.” He smiled down at his father’s grave. “This seems like as good a place to bury the past as any.”

“Yeah,” she replied, nodding, “I suppose it is.”

They stood for a few minutes, letting the sun peeking through the early-afternoon clouds warm them. They were not talking, just getting comfortable with the moment, with the thaw in their relationship, such that it was.

“Let’s go,” Mac finally suggested, and the two of them walked back to their cars in silence. When they reached the cars, they separated. Before getting into her Mercedes, Meredith stopped and looked back. “Mac?”

“Yeah.”

“You were the last person I ever thought would be there for me—the last person I could have ever expected to come through for me. Yet there you were.”

Mac shrugged. “What can I say? I didn’t have anything better to do.”

“Yeah, right,” Meredith replied with a shake of her head but a small, thankful smile on her face. “Thanks, Mac. Thanks for everything.”

Mac finally accepted her gratitude. “Meredith, you’re welcome.”
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