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Chapter One


Tuesday, September 10

On the studio wall across from the
newsdesk, the bright red numbers moved from :32 to :33 as Jennifer
McCallister clenched her teeth and held her breath, her muscles
tensed until they almost hurt.

On either side of the large numbers, a
cluster of strangers, most of them over forty and female, sat on
chairs ranged against the far wall.

Jennifer forced herself to smile in
their direction.

“And although we reached out to campus
police,” Rob Hendricks said at her side, “we have yet to hear back
from them.”

The script scrolling through the
prompter read “banter.” Jennifer tilted her head to the right
toward Hendricks.

“What do you think of that, Jen?”
Hendricks’ rich baritone, a constant in Riverside television for
nearly twenty years, had taken on just the slightest note of
umbrage.

Jen’s heart skipped a beat. Distracted
by watching the clock, and the people sitting along the far wall of
the studio, she’d missed the last few seconds of her co-anchor’s
story. She hadn’t even kept track of the script rolling through the
prompter.

“I’d say there’s a lot more to come on
that one,” she said, forcing a conversational lilt into her tone
that sounded a little too perky when compared to the somber
expression on Hendricks’s face.

Hendricks, with his square shoulders,
silvery mane of hair, and tanned face looking almost like a movie
version of a television newsman, nodded, then looked over to Tom
Lincoln at the weather section.

“More sunny skies tomorrow,
Tom?”

Lincoln, a tall, dark-haired man in
his fifties, nodded, squared his shoulders a bit, then gave the
viewers a twenty-second recap of his full weather forecast from
earlier.

“So, there’s no doubt that we’ve got a
full-blown Indian summer this year,” he concluded.

The weatherman grinned, but for
herself, Jen couldn’t see anything cheerful about another day, the
tenth in a row, in the high eighties.

Even in Kansas, early September just
shouldn’t be that hot.

Jen faced the camera head-on, ready to
head into her final comments for the night, but caught herself as
she noticed the prompter script calling for Hendricks to keep
speaking.

She kept her face expressionless even
though the changeup confused her. Ordinarily, the last few seconds
would consist of banter, the two anchors chitchatting, but
Hendricks was the station’s main face, and if he wanted to exercise
a prerogative, few could contradict him.

And as one of the station’s junior
talents, Jen didn’t count herself in that group.

With the camera zoomed in on
Hendricks, Jen moved her hands under the desk and pressed her palms
flat against her thighs. For the last several weeks, there’d been
much speculation around the station, and Lord only knew what the
head anchor would say.

In the end, his soliloquy turned out a
bit anticlimactic.

“As we close out tonight,”
the anchor said, his slightly-fake baritone amped up to full
seriousness mode, “we’d like to update you on a valued member of
the KCCV family. As most of you know, for the last few months, my
longtime co-anchor and good friend, Karyn Vickers, has been off the
air, dealing with some personal matters that have left her little
time for work.”

Matters, Jen thought, was a somewhat
deceptive way to put it. Not that Hendricks fooled anyone. Almost
everyone in town knew that Vickers, who’d co-anchored the nighttime
newscast for almost as long as her male partner, had been stricken
by leukemia. Four months ago, before taking off, she’d tweeted out
a vague statement, then followed it up with a thirty-second
declaration at the end of a newscast.

But no matter how she’d phrased the
euphemisms or how much the station management had stressed that no
one was to discuss her condition, word had zipped out.

Jen stared at the prompter, but the
screen only said “Rob talking.” Obviously, Hendricks either hadn’t
wanted or needed the producer to script out his words.

Jen forced herself to
breathe.

“But I spoke with Karyn the other
day,” Hendricks continued, “and she asked me to assure our audience
that she has been receiving all of your cards and e-mails, as well
as reading all the comments that have come over various social
media. She also wanted me to inform you that she hopes to soon be
returning to the air. I’m sorry I can’t be more specific than that,
but she asked me to tell you that she’s doing her best to get back
to work and that she appreciates your thoughts and
prayers.”

The various people ranged along the
far studio wall began buzzing to each other.

Jen glanced at one of the side
cameras, checking to make sure she bore a happy, hopeful
expression.

The center camera pulled back a bit,
establishing a relationship shot with both anchors. The prompter
continued rolling, showing the script for Jen to sign off first,
followed by Hendricks.

Keri Leland, the nighttime director,
held up her splayed right hand and began counting down from five as
both anchors said their last words of the night.

When Keri’s little finger folded in on
itself, a click sounded and about half of the studio lights went
out.

The broadcast over, Jen, Hendricks,
and Lincoln, who’d been standing off to the side of the desk, began
detaching their mics.

“How is she really doing?” Jen
asked.

Hendricks shrugged.

“Some days okay, others not so much.
When I saw her the other day, as far as appearances go, she seemed
better. She hasn’t yet lost any of her hair, and her color’s pretty
good, but she’s lost a lot of weight compared to
before.”

“The chemo over with?” Lincoln
asked.

“She’s right in the middle of it.
Won’t know anything for sure for a while yet.”

“She up for visitors?” Lincoln had his
laptop open, no doubt updating forecast information for Julie
Nieman to use on the morning show.

“Probably,” Hendricks said, “but be
sure to call first. Like I said, some days are better than
others.”

By this point, both Jen and Hendricks
had removed their mics and the audio packs attached behind their
backs. Jen linked her fingers together and stretched both arms over
her head, almost mimicking a yoga move.

“Long day?” Hendricks
asked.

She grimaced and glanced toward the
far studio wall. The twenty people who’d been sitting back there
watching the newscast were now filing out, a station intern heading
them toward the open lobby area.

“If you consider working nearly twenty
hours straight through long,” she said.

“I’ll skip thinking about it, thank
you. Did enough of that stuff in my own salad days. Unfortunately,”
he nodded back to where the civilians had been, “your day’s not
quite done yet.”

Jen shook her head.

“Is this going to take long?” she
asked.

Hendricks chuckled.

“Your first time at the
dance?”

Jen nodded.

“Up to now, I’ve managed to avoid
these.”

Off to the side, Lincoln closed his
laptop.

“Don’t dress too heavy tomorrow,
kids.”

Now came Hendricks’s turn to
frown.

“When the hell’s fall
coming?”

Lincoln held up his hands in a mock
gesture of surrender.

“If you want to shoot the messenger,
wait about six hours till Julie shows up. She doesn’t have my
seniority.”

He slipped his jacket off, rolled up
his sleeves, and loosened his tie.

“And with that, guys, it’s time for me
to –”

“Wait just a minute,” Jen interrupted,
trying to force a bit of levity into her tone. “Don’t you have to
go along with us?”

Lincoln grinned.

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you? After
all, who has more cache on TV than the weatherman? But sad to say,
no. For the most part, those people are here to see the actual
newspeople. Besides, haven’t you figured out yet that everyone
hates the weather guy this time of year?”

Chuckling, Lincoln waved goodbye and
headed out the side doors leading to the station
newsroom.

“Which leaves us,” Hendricks said. He
reached up and adjusted the knot in his tie a micrometer or two,
though Jen could have sworn it was already perfect, and motioned
her toward the lobby area.

“After you, kid. Let’s go meet our
public.”


Chapter Two


Tuesday, September 10

The buzzing of a phone pulled Bryan
Aldiss out of a deep sleep. As his eyes struggled open, his first
thought was that somehow he’d overslept and the news director was
calling to ream him out. Then, peering at the clock on his
nightstand, he saw the time as not quite eleven in the
evening.

The phone buzzed again, doing its best
to jar him awake, and Aldiss felt a bit peeved. He’d managed to
pull off a miracle by wrangling a rare three days in a row off
work, throwing a couple of personal days onto the start of the
week, to binge on the final season of Daredevil.

True, the show had finished running a
few years back, but his job at the station usually had him logging
sixty or more hours a week, meaning he was always behind the curve
when it came to current entertainment. He’d only finished the last
episode a few hours before and knew damned well that he wasn’t due
into work until the following afternoon.

Then who the hell was bothering
him?

Sitting up in bed as the phone buzzed
again, he rubbed his eyes and wondered why the darned thing hadn’t
gone to voice mail. One more buzz, and Aldiss was awake enough to
understand by this point.

His normal phone wasn’t causing the
disturbance, but his second one. The more personal one that he kept
tucked away in his nightstand.

An old-fashioned flip phone, one that
did nothing but send or receive calls. It didn’t even have any
message or voice mail on it because Aldiss wanted no record of
calls that came over it. When he’d decided he needed something
ultra-secure, it had taken him almost a month of scrounging on eBay
and other such sites before he found the antique he
sought.

Aldiss dug the flip phone out of the
top nightstand drawer.

“Yeah,” he said, his voice sounding
foggy even to him.

“Damn, Aldiss, did I wake you up? It’s
not even midnight.”

“Three days off,” he said. “Bingeing
on Netflix. What’s up, Janie?”

“Well, I’ve got that information you
wanted, though it may not be complete.”

“Hang on.” Aldiss clicked on a small
light and snatched a spiral notebook from the nightstand
top.

“Okay, go.”

“Like I said, you probably won’t like
it. The car you asked about is registered to a Mrs. Lydia Newcomb
in Kansas City, Kansas.”

“Huh?”

“Mrs. Newcomb is seventy-six years old
and has been retired for ten years. She was a librarian in Overland
Park.”

“Now wait a minute, Janie,” Bryan
protested. “That’s not who I’m looking for. Does she have any next
of kin? A son or grandson, maybe?”

“Not on any records I found. You can
Google her if you want to and see if something else comes up. But
the '09 Chrysler you asked about is hers.”

Aldiss groaned and shook his head at
his own stupidity.

“Aldiss?”

“Sorry, Janie, but it seems I wasted
your time. You said an '09 Chrysler?”

“Sure. A navy-blue Town and Country.
What’s the problem?”

“I copied the license down from a 2019
Mustang.”

“Huh?”

He shook his head again.

“Looks like I fell for the oldest
trick around. The guy stole a license plate from one car and put it
on another. Even so, I’ve never heard of anyone driving halfway
across the state just for a plate.”

Janie’s response was in a firmer tone
than before.

“Hey, guy. Don’t think that gets you
out of our deal. If I tell Barry that we won’t be going to that
game, he’s going to –”

“No problem, the offer’s good. It’s
not your fault I gave you partial info. Tell Barry I’ll get the
tickets to him by Thursday latest.”

“Okay, then. But be careful, guy. I
don’t mind doing these little favors as long as it’s low key, but
this sounds like you’re digging into something a bit out of the
ordinary. And working for the DMV may not sound like your ideal
job, but it’s going to get me through to retirement.”

Aldiss said goodbye, then closed the
phone and stared down at the notepad in front of him. He crossed
off the license plate he’d written down but kept the description of
the car written above it. He’d thought at the time that finding a
witness who went to the extreme of memorizing a license plate
sounded a bit too good to be true, but now it seemed the woman had
been on the level.

Except the plate didn’t match with the
car.

Aldiss leaned back in bed, laced his
fingers behind his head, and stared at the ceiling. Considering,
not for the first time, if he was just spinning his wheels on the
whole thing. He had more than enough legitimate assignments to work
on, and lately, following this stray wisp of a story was taking up
more and more of his time.

The thing was vague enough that he
hadn’t yet run it by the news director, or anyone else at the
station, for fear of being laughed at. Now, just when he’d thought
he had a solid lead, it turned out to be another wisp.

“Who the hell are you?” he whispered
to the ceiling. “Who the hell are you, Georgia man?”


Chapter Three

 Tuesday, September
10

The second Tuesday night of every
month was the “Meet the Team” night. The idea was a brainstorm of
Lew Jacobs, the station manager who’d seemingly been around KCCV
forever.

As Hendricks and Jen walked through
the double doors separating the studio from the front lobby of the
station, usually locked down these days, they saw two tables, one
fitted up with an assortment of finger foods and the other holding
a variety of beverages, both soft and alcoholic.

The twenty spectators sitting in
during the broadcast, twelve women and eight men, stood clustered
around the beverage table while Tammy, the receptionist who worked
days, and the intern, and a short redhead whose name Jen didn’t
know, hovered around them.

“How long does this last?” Jen
whispered as she and Hendricks walked over to the group.

“Usually, half an hour at the most,”
the older anchor whispered back. “Just do your best not to look or
act like you’ve already worked a double-digit day. The public
expects us to always look as bright and perky as we do on
air.”

“On air, we have a lot of help from
makeup and lighting.”

“True,” Hendricks replied. “But we
don’t want the public to know that.”

“But it’s only a couple of people,”
Jen said. “What’s the big deal?”

Hendricks frowned down at her. “Come
on, McCallister. You’ve been doing this long enough to know better.
Twenty people, this week. And twenty next month and another twenty
after that, and before too long, you’re talking real numbers. So
buck up, kid, and let’s go raise our ratings.”

The participants had registered
through KCCV’s website and Twitter account, and last week the
station had notified the winners of their selection. The concept
was straightforward. Invite a small group of civilians into the
station to watch the newscast being done, have the talent chat with
them for a while after, and spread goodwill and positive feelings
throughout the community.

About five minutes into the whole
thing, Jen struggled to keep from yawning.

“How long have you been in town?” she
asked the young man standing in front of her. A few minutes back,
he’d wormed his way over to her side of the room and waited while
Jen had finished her conversation with a fortyish woman who said
she waitressed at Denny’s. Jen had nodded her head, making a point
not to ask which restaurant, the one on the east side of town or
the west. The woman, who’d mentioned that she was leaving right
from the station to start her overnight shift, had occupied Jen’s
attention only for a few minutes before moving off and joining the
much larger group clustered around Hendricks.

Good thing they didn’t
restrict the entrants to guys in their twenties and thirties. Then
I’d have more attention than I could handle and ole’ Rob would be
off by himself in the corner.

But the second the waitress had moved
off, the guy Jen had noticed standing off to the side came up and
introduced himself.

“I’ve only lived here a few years,” he
said, his face almost oozing an “aw shucks” nervousness. “I grew up
in Oklahoma City, though.”

Jen nodded and worked at an empathetic
expression. If nothing else, her neck was getting exercise tonight.
The man, about five ten and somewhere around a hundred and eighty
pounds, bore light reddish hair and a faint smattering of freckles.
He had on a jacket and tie, both items shiny with polyester, but
wore them with such obvious discomfort that she pegged him as
someone much more at home in work clothes.

“What about you?” he asked. “Did you
grow up here?”

Jen chuckled and took a quick sip of
her punch.

“I’m a home-town girl originally. Left
for a while, but came back a little over seven years ago and been
here ever since.”

The guy nodded and shuffled his
feet.

Jen peered at the stick-on name tag on
the man’s chest.

“Tell me, Brad. You usually watch us
at ten?” Jen asked.

Earlier in the day, Jacobs, aware this
was her first time at this event, had texted her some general
conversation starters on the theory that most of the civilians
would be a little overawed in the presence of actual television
people.

Personally, Jen considered that a bit
of a stretch. Even if, at the moment, KCCV was the number one
station in Riverside, the largest city in Kansas.

Still, you were just talking
Kansas.

“More than I used to,” Brad said. “I
work most days from seven till after six. Usually, I’m dead tired
after that, but ever since my girlfriend and I split up, I watch
you guys right before hitting the sack.”

Red flag.
One thing Jacobs’s notes had stressed was for the
talent to avoid any kind of discussion concerning personal
relationships.

She glanced around, searching for some
pretext. The only thing that came to mind was noticing Tammy doing
some sort of work behind her desk.

“Excuse me,” Jen said, flashing the
guest a quick smile. “I think our receptionist needs some help with
something.”

Another quick smile to put Brad at
ease, and Jen edged around him and went off toward the reception
desk.

****

“Well, that was something,” Jen said
about twenty minutes later. She and Hendricks had stretched out in
a couple of lobby chairs and were watching Tammy and the young
intern clean things up.

“It’s not a bad gig,” Rob murmured. He
slouched down, his eyes half lidded, but Jen had a hunch that he
was doing his best, without being obvious about it, to check Tammy
out as she bent over and scrubbed the tables.

“Only takes a couple of minutes one
night a month,” he continued, “and gets all kinds of goodwill among
the community.”

“Sure,” Jen said, “goodwill’s what
moves careers forward.”

Rob craned his head her way, eyes now
open.

“If you’re going to be in the top
slot,” he said, “you’ve got to snag every single rating point you
can get.”

Jen looked away from him, forcing her
breathing to calm.

“How’s Karyn really doing?” she asked
after a while.

“You asked me that
earlier.”

“I was just wondering –” she
began.

“You were just wondering if she’d be
coming back to work, right?”

Jen’s face flamed, and hot prickles
ran across her skin.

“It’s okay, kid. Nothing wrong with a
little ambition. And if we’ve got a changing of the guard coming,
you’re right up there. Why do you think they’ve been having you
fill in so much?”

Jen knew the answer but didn’t want to
come off as too overbearing.

“I just didn’t know if they’d thought
that far ahead.”

Hendricks stood up and slung his suit
jacket over his shoulder.

“Do yourself a favor. Like I said,
nothing wrong with being ambitious. After all, it’s the only way to
keep yourself on a professional track, but don’t put out any sort
of false modesty. You know you’re damned good, and you know the
bosses know that. But the quickest way to make enemies is to walk
around acting as if you don’t know it.”

On the other side of the room, Tammy
had finished putting the rest of the tableware on a rolling cart,
then trundled it off to the side of the reception counter. For a
brief instant, Jen wondered why they still called the
horseshoe-shaped piece in the middle of the station’s lobby the
reception counter.

For the last several years, the front
doors had been locked during business hours, making it impossible
for anyone to wander in off the street. Instead, any visitors had
to be directed to a particular office.

But the far larger part of her mind
revolved around what Hendricks had just told her.

“Thanks, Rob,” she said as the older
anchor pulled his keys from his pocket and turned toward the back
door that led to the station’s parking lot.

“Think nothing of it. It all comes
down to two things: knowing how good you are and letting everyone
else know. Now go home and get some sleep.”

With that, Hendricks turned, leaving
Jen alone in the lobby. She hardly ever spent time out here,
especially this late at night when the place was almost empty. Most
of her hours at the station were spent either in the newsroom or in
the studio itself.

For a moment, she felt like the only
person in the entire building even though she knew that Tammy was
off somewhere in the back corridors, no doubt getting ready to head
out herself, and Simmons, the night security guard, was making his
rounds somewhere.

Even more, in the far rear area of the
station, the skeleton night staff was already at work compiling
reports, editing stories, and getting things ready for the early
morning news crew, due to arrive in a little over four
hours.

But not me.
Although the station website had her listed as the
solo anchor for the morning newscast, her time was her own for at
least the next twenty-eight hours.

And just how should I
spend that free time?


Chapter Four


Monday, September 23

Jen slapped her purse down on her
desk, shook her head twice, and plopped into her chair, slumping as
far back as she could to stare at the newsroom’s
ceiling.

“I’m guessing a bad
morning.”

She looked over to see Bryan Aldiss,
whose desk abutted hers, with his eyes focused on his laptop
screen. He seemed to have not even looked up at her
entrance.

“Good guess, partner. You should think
about being a reporter.”

Aldiss looked up then, his lips
quirking.

“That’s what everyone keeps telling
me. What’s the big deal?”

Jen grimaced and slumped even lower
into her chair.

“Nothing particular, just the double
duty thing again.”

Aldiss turned back to his screen and
continued working.

“You’re complaining? Yeah, they’re
working you like a dog, but not only are you pulling in super
triple overtime, you’ve got a good shot at moving up to the money
chair. What’s a few nights of lost sleep compared to
that?”

Shaking her head, Jen half turned in
her chair to look out one of the windows against the far
wall.

“It’s more than just a couple of
days,” she said.

“As I recall, you had a normal
schedule last week, correct?”

“Yes, last week. The week before, I
did both mornings and nighttime, with Lisa doing the five and six.
Now they’ve flipped us again.”

“So?”

“How long’s it going to take for them
to decide?”

Aldiss shook his head as he pushed
away from his desk, rolled his wheeled chair around their desks,
and went over to Jen’s side.

“May want to tone it down a bit there,
bunky.”

Jen turned away from the window and
looked at him.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning half the producers and almost
all the reporters at this station are jealous enough of you they
could spit. You’ve got a golden opportunity here, and lately, all
you’re doing is complaining.”

“Almost?”

“Huh?”

“You said almost all the reporters.
What about you?”

Aldiss grinned and, in an exaggerated
motion, rubbed his hand over the three-day scruff of beard he
ordinarily wore. “You really think I’d ever want to get that
cleaned up?”

“Look, Bryan –”

“No, Jen, you look. I’m on your side;
you know that. But it’s no secret that a lot of people around here
wonder why you’re bothering to go through the motions.”

Jen stiffened, her back arching. She
narrowed her eyes at him.

“Don’t act like that,” Aldiss said.
“Surely you know what kind of message it says when you drive up
each day in that BMW of yours.”

“I like nice things. Is that some sort
of crime?”

“Not at all. But you’ve got to admit
it kind of sets the wrong tone. You know anyone else who can afford
a car like that on a TV staffer’s salary?”

“Rob –”

“Rob has his BMW to keep up his star
image. But everyone knows it’s leased. While you –”

“Fine, Bry. I don’t want to talk about
this anymore. Okay?”

“Okay. Just keep in mind that Lisa’s
working the same sort of schedule you are, and you don’t see her
doing half the bitching.”

“I didn’t think I was bitching,” Jen
snapped. “Just complaining a bit to a friend.”

Aldiss grinned.

“Okay, so that’s all it was. I’m just
saying keep it cool. You know all the eyes are on you.”

Pushing away, he wheeled back to his
side of the desk and resumed working at his laptop. Jen watched for
a few minutes.

“Working on anything special?” she
asked.

“Naw,” Aldiss said without looking up.
“Series of questions for the city council meeting on Wednesday.
That’s if I get a chance to ask anything. Lately, they’ve been
treating most of us like the ‘speak no evil’ one of the three
monkeys.”

Another few minutes went by. Jen
picked up a pencil from her desk, tapped it a few times, then put
it down. She picked up her phone, scrolled for messages, then put
that back down also.

It had been three hours since she’d
signed off from her normal morning program, but for some reason,
she couldn’t quite unwind.

Around her, the typical hum of a
television newsroom went on. Still not quite ten, with the next
broadcast not for a few hours, and everyone moving and working at a
sedate pace.

In about forty-five minutes or so,
that pace would pick up. About half an hour later, the newsroom
would be in complete chaos, staffers yelling, running, and having
breakdowns, until the lights went on and the noon news began.
Immediately afterward everything would slow to a halt again, icy
calm for a few hours until midafternoon when the cycle would renew
itself for the five o’clock show.

Five times a day, five days a week,
with a moderated schedule on weekends.

“Do they really hate me that much?”
Jen, pitching her voice lower than usual, asked Aldiss.

“Huh?” He looked up from his
work.

Jen waved her hand to take in the
entire newsroom.

“All of them. Do they hate me that
much?”

Aldiss shook his head.

“Nobody hates you, Jen. It’s just that
you’re not in the same class as everyone else around
here.”

“I do my job. I pull more than my
share around here.”

Aldiss shook his head again, more
vehemently this time.

“Nobody disputes that, bunky.
Actually, the fact that you work as hard and as good as you do may
make it worse.”

“Because I don’t need the job?” she
asked.

“Put yourself in our
place.”

Jen frowned.

“Not my fault the family I
have.”

“Of course not. And no one’s blaming
you. It just, you know, causes a bit of friction.”

Jen drummed her fingers on her desk as
she looked around the newsroom.

“What’s going on with your story?” she
asked.

“Which one?”

“You know. That big one. And with the
city council meeting not till Wednesday, don’t pretend you’re
working on that already.”

Aldiss smiled, shut the lid on his
laptop, and scooted away from his desk.

“Don’t tell anyone,” he said.
“Tracey’s already looking at me crosswise whenever I see
her.”

“You still trying to sell her on
it?”

“Naw. After the fourth time she
laughed in my face, I gave that up. Figured I’d wait till it
breaks, and then I’ll be able to run as far as I can with
it.”

Jen made a face.

“That’s depending on,” she
said.

“Depending on what?”

“Depending on whether this guy
actually exists. So far, all you’ve got is a couple of whispers
from a few of your meth-head sources. That’s not much to hang a
story on.”

“Had,” Aldiss said, his smile
broadening.

“Huh?”

“That’s all I had. At least, last you
knew. I’m telling you, bunky, I’ve been working on this. And I’m
starting to pull it together. The guy’s out there, he’s raising
hell around town, and I’m going to get him.”

Jen didn’t have anything to say to
that.

“But I’ve got somewhere else to be
now,” her colleague continued as he slid his laptop into the top
drawer of his desk. “First chance I get, I’ll tell you all about
it. Okay?”

“Can’t wait,” Jen said to Aldiss’s
back as he departed.


Chapter Five


Monday, September 23

Mark Benson slouched on a bench in
Holmes Park, as far as anyone could tell looking down at his iPad.
Although in the middle of a weekday, he wore tan slacks, a blue
blazer, and cordovans with tassels, his mind was about as far from
any normal sort of business as possible. In fact, if anyone had
walked behind him, they’d see that the screen he pored over was
blank, the iPad not even turned on.

He’d chosen to sit on one end of the
bench, a large, gnarled oak tree directly behind him, so that no
one could walk past and see the blank screen.

At the same time, the dark sunglasses
he wore allowed his gaze to rove over most of that stretch of the
park without anyone noticing.

About half the time, his gaze roved;
the other half, he concentrated on the young woman sitting on a
bench about forty feet away, eating a sandwich and drinking from a
Coke can. With long blonde hair and wearing a summer outfit that
showed off most of her figure, she was attractive enough that most
men would give her at least a second glance. Mark gave her more
than that while at the same time keeping his eye on the other
people walking, cycling, or sitting in the park on a hot September
day.

The woman finished her lunch, stood
up, and wadded all her trash into a single ball before dropping it
into a nearby receptacle. As she did so, Mark looked past her to
see Maddie Hirsch about forty feet farther along, wearing pink
shorts and a tank top while she played with a small dog.

The woman who’d been eating turned
Mark’s way and began walking. He assumed she was on her way back to
work, and with the bank such a short distance away, if action
occurred today, it would come soon. Out of the corner of his eye,
he saw Maddie leash the dog to a tree before heading in his
direction.

He made a point of not glancing
around, not wanting to draw attention to the handful of patrol
officers wearing plain clothes today, scattered around the
area.

An instant later, though, he caught
sight of the person he’d been looking for.

As the blonde woman walked past him,
doing a better-than-expected job of not looking his way, Mark
spotted the man. His target skulked around behind some bushes,
doing his best to look invisible while paralleling the course of
the blonde woman through the park.

The guy didn’t look all that
intimidating. About five-seven, maybe a hundred and fifty pounds.
He wore faded blue jeans and a washed-out Pink Floyd T-shirt with
sneakers that looked to be about twenty years out of date. His
curly brown hair was cut rather short, and he had about a three-day
growth of straggly whiskers on his chin. Before last week, if Mark
had passed him on the street, he wouldn’t have given him a second
look.

But in the six months since Mark had
been promoted from uniform to work in the Riverside PD’s Crimes
Against Persons bureau, he’d come to realize that predators came in
all shapes and sizes, with no standard look.

The woman heading back to work was
named Jill Francis, and she worked as an assistant manager at the
Central Kansas Bank branch located just to the east of the park.
She was twenty-seven years old, divorced with one little boy, and
two weeks ago, she’d made the biggest mistake of her life by
denying a loan to a small businessman.

It hadn’t seemed like a mistake at the
time, as she’d related to both Mark and Maddie Hirsch, his partner,
yesterday in the Riverside PD’s downtown headquarters. A typical
story, though not typical in the current roaring economy, of a
young person starting a business with more guts than expertise who
in no time at all got himself in over his head.

“His expenses were all over the
place,” Jill Francis had told them. “He said he had this one dinky
food cart, and he wanted to expand to a second. But when we did a
background check, he’d been buying enough supplies for three carts
and throwing out over half of it as waste. On top of that, he put
his personal car payments and rent down as business expenses and
was still behind in those.”

She’d declined the loan in her most
polite and professional manner that she’d acquired over five years
in the banking business, and the food cart owner had thrown, in her
words, “an absolute hissy fit.”

“Seriously,” she’d told them. “One of
the guards started edging our way. My desk isn’t in an enclosed
office or anything. I’m right out there in the lobby. And he
shouted loud enough that everyone looked. Any minute, I expected
him to start throwing things at me.”

Instead, the customer had calmed
himself down, to an extent, and slunk away once he noticed the
guard moving his way. Jill had taken a few minutes to compose
herself, then got back to work.

“Not like I’d never had a mad
customer.” Once composed, she’d gone about her day and managed to
put the incident out of her mind.

A few days later, the problems
began.

Miss Francis had taken Mark and his
partner through a step-by-step itinerary of what had transpired.
The phone calls, first hang-ups, then threats; postings on both the
bank’s and her personal Facebook pages; and the final, actual
physical acts of slashed tires and broken windows at her condo.
After the windows, she’d taken two actions. First, she’d moved in
with a single friend for a while. Then, she’d gone down to
headquarters and asked to file a complaint, which brought her into
a conference with Detectives Benson and Hirsch.

Mark was new to plainclothes in
general, let alone CAP’s, and Maddie, as the senior detective in
the partnership, had taken the lead. Her main concern, as she’d
expressed to Miss Francis, was that the incidents were escalating
in seriousness and may culminate in an actual physical
confrontation.

Which led to the next day Mark,
Maddie, and a handful of younger officers, shadowing Miss Francis
while at work. They didn’t have the workforce or budget to conduct
such a surveillance for very long, but since the tires and windows
had taken place within a few days of each other, Maddie convinced
their lieutenant that actual violence was imminent.

And here they were, the very first day
of surveillance, and Mark had spotted the man paralleling Jill
Francis on her way back to the bank.

He reached into his jacket pocket and
pulled out his phone, tapping out a quick message to Maddie, still
trailing them quite a way down the path.

Got him,
the veteran cop replied, and as Mark looked
around, he could see the three uniforms closing in as
well.

He had a tricky call to make. Despite
the danger, they didn’t want to alert Jill Francis that her
possible stalker had materialized. Along with the paramount
consideration of her safety, the intent was to capture the man, not
just scare him off. Even if they pulled down a good arrest and
found evidence of the calls, postings, and vandalism, odds were
good that Jill’s upset customer wouldn’t get much in the way of
jail time.

From his peripheral vision, Mark
noticed that Maddie had come almost even with him. He gestured
toward the section of greenery where he’d seen the man skulking
around. Jill was almost to the eastern exit of the park, and if the
guy did anything, he would have to do it soon.

Odds were, however, that he was
scoping her out, biding his time and learning her schedule until a
time and place of his choosing, but the cops couldn’t wait for
that. They had the guy in their sights now, and now was the time to
act.

Mark used the back of his hand to wipe
the sweat off his brow, wishing not for the first time that he’d
gone with a more relaxed guise than “young professional man
relaxing at lunch.” Right about now, a pair of shorts and a T-shirt
made more sense than the jacket and tie he had on.

Maddie came alongside him. They both
looked toward the bushes that clumped right at the park’s exit. The
suspect was there, still lurking, and Jill was within ten feet of
the exit. Mark pulled his weapon from under his jacket, and Maddie
reached behind her back, and from some concealed spot Mark couldn’t
quite spot, extracted her gun.

Maddie nodded at him, and as they’d
planned out earlier, Mark used his phone to send a quick message to
Jill.

The buzz of her phone caused the
banker to stop in her tracks. As she reached into her purse to pull
it out, Mark and Maddie entered the greenery.

The man Mark had spotted earlier
crouched there, in a half squat position, his gaze so focused on
the woman standing with her phone that he didn’t even notice the
two of them. Raising their weapons, Mark and Maddie split apart to
bracket him on both sides.

“Hold it right there, Richards!”
Maddie called out.

Only on TV did the cops shout
“Freeze.”

Derek Richards, the small-time food
truck owner who’d been threatening Jill Francis, glanced over his
shoulder at the two people approaching him, one in casual clothes
and the other in a business suit, and frowned.

“Who the fuck are –” he
began.

“Police,” Maddie said. “Stay where you
are and stand up straight.”

Richards didn’t have anything in his
hands that Mark could see, but he didn’t relax his vigilance a
micrometer.

The two cops advanced on Richards,
parallel but with Mark lagging a couple of steps behind his
partner. This would allow him to react if the suspect pulled
anything with one detective too close to react. Simple standard
procedure, and in most cases, it worked in a standard
way.

As it did this day.

Or not, depending on your point of
view.

As they continued forward, with Maddie
now only about three steps removed from Richards, Mark noticed that
the tension of the moment had made his senses hypervigilant.
Although he had his attention focused almost solely on the suspect,
his mind received certain other impressions as well.

He was aware of Jill Francis still
frozen in her spot on the sidewalk. Whereas another person in her
place would have bolted and run at the first sign of the
confrontation, the bank clerk held her own.

He heard a distant buzzing behind him
and realized the other three uniformed officers, not in uniform for
this detail, were converging on the scene, covering the area in an
overlapping grid, with Derek Richards at the head of the
spike.

All according to procedure.

And then things went very unaccording
to procedure.

In the bright September sun, Mark saw
a flash of metal as Maddie pulled out her cuffs and moved into
position to secure the suspect. It took his brain a second to
process the fact that he saw two bright flashes and another second
to realize the second flash came from down by Richards’s
hip.

“Maddie!” he yelled. At the same time,
he lunged. Although a few steps removed from the two of them, in
Mark’s mind, it took him forever to bridge the distance, and by the
time he had done so, the blade in Richards’s hand had already found
itself into his partner’s abdomen.

From everything moving at a crawl,
time now sped up beyond comprehension. Mark tussled with the
suspect, grasping the man’s right hand and forcing it down to his
side. Two of the undercover uniforms jumped forward to help him
subdue Richards while the third, a young rookie named Thomas,
veered over in Maddie’s direction and attended to her.

In no time, they had Richards face
down on the ground; one of the uniforms had called in an officer
down; and Mark sat astride Richards’s back, gripping the man’s hair
with his hand and hoping for the bastard to make another
move.

By this point, a crowd had gathered
around them, and Mark looked up and saw Jill Francis, who’d been
convinced that someone dangerous was after her, standing off to the
side, pale and looking like she was about to be sick.

Beneath him, Richards started to groan
and Mark, breathing deeply to control his anger, pushed the man’s
face a little deeper into the grass.

In the distance, he could hear
ambulance sirens approaching.


Chapter Six


Monday, September 23

“Is it that big of a deal?”

Jen paused and stared at her sister.
Alex, a few years older and a couple of pounds heavier, though
still looking good, stared back.

Jen took a moment to chew, then
swallowed, and took a long drink of her soda.

“Are you serious?” she asked. “It’s
the top spot at the station.”

“But you’re working into the night.
Don’t those people go into work about noon and stay till after
ten?”

“Of course they do, and they work just
as hard as the rest of us. But they also get most of the
attention.”

Alex frowned and picked at her
salad.

“Do they get paid more?”

Jen nodded.

“But that’s not the main thing. Even
top pay, in a market like this one, isn’t all that
much.”

“Funny, but you always look at them
doing the newscast, makeup, clothes, the whole bit, and assume
they’re just rolling in it.”
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