

        

            

                

            

        




	WITH A COMBINATION OF HARDBOILED TOUGHNESS AND THE LATEST TECHNOLOGY, PRIVATE DETECTIVE JAKE MONROE RACES TO FIND THE CRIMINAL MASTERMINDS BEHIND THE PLOT FOR HIS DOWNFALL.


	 


	Private detective Jake Monroe is intrigued by a beautiful client asking him to find her missing boyfriend. Monroe soon realizes the case is more than a simple disappearance. By using a combination of old school toughness along with new school technology, he uncovers multiple murders connected to a large drug smuggling crime syndicate run by gangsters partnering with corrupt city politicians, police officials and greedy businessmen.


	When Monroe is framed for murder and kidnapping, he realizes someone is intent on getting him permanently out of the way.


	He now races to reveal the mastermind behind the plot to bring about his downfall.


	 


	“Exciting and suspenseful! Once I started reading, I couldn’t put it down. A great book!”—Alex Jackson, Advertising Copywriter


	“Jake Monroe is a great P.I. who you’ll be pulling for as he fights for his reputation and life.”—Betty Eppler, Database Administrator


	“If you like modern hard-boiled fiction, this is the book for you. It’s tense and tough with plenty of surprises.”—Carlos Bravios, Engineer


	“Very captivating! From the first page the story pulls you in.”—Linda Henry, Sales Associate


	“Chapters read well with good pace and enough detail. Builds good level of interest for the entire story.”—Brook Thomas, Travel Consultant


	“Is a good read. The descriptions of the characters and locations are in [enough] detail for the reader to imagine but not overdone. Keeps the reader interested in every chapter. Well done!”—Marie Opallo, Accountant


	 


	Monroe placed his bag of electronics behind the dumpster and was getting ready to take a look at the building when he heard footsteps behind him. Spinning around, he instinctively raised his left forearm to deflect the blow from the black rubber baton that was coming down hard on him. He turned his head to his left behind his upheld arm to avoid the blow. 


	The baton came down on him with driving, determined force. It drove through the defense his arm offered with a sting and struck a glancing blow off the side of his head. He fought to stand up, but his legs refused to hold his weight. He staggered back against the dumpster and struggled to keep his balance. His eyes were seeing a widening, dark swirling pool of blackness that surged up towards him. He fought to keep out of the dark pool that grew in size until it completely engulfed him and he could struggle no more.
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	Jake Monroe walked leisurely down the recently remodeled corridor towards his office in one of the oldest buildings in the center of the city. It was early in the morning of a warm humid autumn Philadelphia day with the air so thick with moisture you could see it as well as feel it. The temperature was warm enough so Monroe wore no overcoat. He was clean, shaved, sober and ready to take on the world.


	His over six foot athletically built figure was dressed in full business attire, dark grey suit with a medium blue tie, no glasses covering his dark blue eyes or hat on his dark brown hair. His face had a strong purposeful look as he strolled down the street. Some might call him ruggedly handsome. No pretty boy looks or demeanor about him.


	Under his left arm he carried his loaded 9mm in a leather shoulder holster. He carried two extra clips in the right inside pocket of his jacket. He also carried his phone and wallet. The phone was turned off as technically he was off hours until he arrived at the office.


	At the entrance to the building he greeted the tall doorman by name. The man smiled as he held the glass door open for Monroe to enter. The doorman’s black suit was buttoned in the middle showing a slight bulge under the left arm. He was a trained security guard who carried a loaded 9mm gun at all times. The guard at the lobby desk greeted Monroe as he passed to the elevators. The desk guard was also a trained security guard loaded and ready for any and all signs of trouble.


	The building had seen many facelifts over the years, like an aging actress trying to keep her youthful looks. The latest cosmetics left the exterior and interior walls painted a pale yellow in the latest attempt to give the place a makeover. The light brown carpet still smelled new and the doors had been stained dark walnut to contrast with the lightly colored walls and floors. Each door had a gold-plated name plate advertising the name and occupation of the inhabitants.


	The building was home to a mix of professionals such as doctors, dentists, lawyers, brokers and the sole private investigator, “Jake Monroe - Investigations.”  Using a combination of old school common sense and new school electronics he had built a successful private investigation business. He had a combination of full-time staff and on call operatives as needed.


	As he walked down the hallway, he thought about the wisdom of keeping this prime center city office. Was it worth paying the rent? This was one of the more expensive locations in the city especially with the packed security downstairs. Could a home office do as well? Perhaps but this location gave an air of respectability to a line of work that was often anything but respectable, and the well-heeled crowd that usually hired private investigators liked it, so he kept it.


	He started his private investigation business after he left the district attorney’s office as an investigator. He wasn’t pleased with the politics involved, especially when it came to corrupt city officials, bureaucrats and criminals along with the payoffs and expected favors. He knew that in order to stay on, he would have to become a part of that corruption and he didn’t like it so he took an early retirement and started Monroe Investigations. He liked working cases and solving them his way.


	The hallway in the office building was empty and quiet as this was before regular business hours. As he approached his office door, he was tempted to stomp his feet to shake the damp and city dirt off of his clothes but decided against it. He didn’t want to be the first to spoil the clean neat look of the latest incarnation of the old beauty.


	Being a cautious man who didn’t like surprises, he stopped at the door to his office and bent down to look at the left side seam where the door met the frame. He looked closely at a spot at the lower left side of the door looking for a small waded piece of white paper. Seeing the small piece of paper he had wedged between the door and the frame he relaxed as he stood up and removed his right hand from inside his jacket, unwrapping his fingers around his gun.


	He unlocked the door to the office and entered the reception area. Plush seats lined the walls around a dark cherry wood reception desk in a well-appointed neutral colored room. The area was empty of anyone as he was the first one in this morning. He had a busy morning with a number of correspondences and phone calls on his schedule.


	He unlocked the door to his private office and entered turning on the lights as he did so. He was about to turn on his computer when he heard the outer reception door open.


	He got up from his desk and entered the reception area, wondering who would want to see him so early in the morning. What greeted him put a smile on his usually expressionless face. She was tall, blonde and beautiful. Her trim figure was draped in dark blue form fitting business attire. She was dressed and looked as if she stepped out of the front page of a fashion magazine for young professionals.


	Monroe shrugged off his distraction and asked the pretty expressionless face, “Hello, I’m Jake Monroe. Would you like to step into my office and tell me what I can do for you?”


	“Yes, thank you,” she replied in a perfectly pitched sweet voice as lovely in sound as she was in looks.


	Monroe ushered her into his office and pulled the client chair around for her. 


	“Please sit down.”


	“Thank you”


	“Well, what can I do for you today?” he said pleasantly in his smooth baritone voice.


	“My name is Sandra Wilcox and I’m afraid I’m in need of some quiet, discreet detective work,” she said.


	Holding his gaze on her lovely blue eyes Monroe asked, “So why do you come to me with this?”


	“Let’s just say a mutual acquaintance has recommended you as someone who can work discreetly and confidentially.”


	Monroe nodded his head in agreement with no expression on his face and waited for her to continue.


	“I want you to find someone for me,” she stated with her gaze firmly on Monroe.


	Monroe found himself getting distracted again so he took his eyes off of her and asked, “Have you filed a missing person’s report with the police?”


	“Oh no, I don’t want to do that. This must be handled quietly with no word getting into the media.”


	“OK, so what do you want done?”


	“I want you to find my fiancé. He hasn’t contacted me in over two days and I’m worried.”


	“Maybe he’s busy and hasn’t had time to connect with you.”


	“We speak daily and then two days ago he didn’t call or return my calls.”


	“Have you contacted anyone else that he knows?”


	“I’ve called all his family, friends and business associates and no one has heard from him.”


	“So why is it so important in finding him to keep it quiet?”


	“I’m afraid I haven’t properly introduced myself, my name is Sandra Wilcox, perhaps you’ve heard of my father, Gerald Wilcox.”


	“The real estate developer who is running for mayor?”


	“Yes, that Gerald Wilcox. Dan, my missing fiancé Dan Pruitt, has been running a finance group for my father. He was looking into the financial interest in supporting my father’s run for mayor.”


	“And what did he find?”


	“There is tremendous support and he would have a real chance of winning.


	“You can see that my father and his supporters would not want a scandal to break in the media about Dan’s disappearance. It could cast a dark cloud on his decision to run. So, I asked around our circle of acquaintances on who is a well-regarded and discreet detective and found you. I hope this is something you can do for me.”


	Monroe looked at that perfectly formed face with the perfectly formed body, immaculately dressed and knew he wasn’t going to be able to say no.


	“Are you sure he didn’t just take some time off to go fishing or something?” he asked with a slight smile.


	“No one knows where he is and he wouldn’t just leave unannounced, that isn’t like him; he is very responsible and dependable.”


	Seeing a determined look on her face he said, “I see you’re set on having me find him, so I’ll look into it for you. Do you have a picture of him and his contact information with a list of known associates?”


	“Yes, I have all that right here.” She dug into her handbag and pulled out an envelope, then placed it on the desk.


	Monroe looked at the contents. “I see you came prepared, that will help get things going. Do you have your contact information?”


	She reached into her bag again and pulled out a card and handed to him.


	“All right, Miss Wilcox I’ll start looking around for him and keep you informed. I or one of my associates will contact you when I have any questions or information” he said as he rose from his chair.


	She rose with him and looking directly into his eyes said, “Thank you so much Mr. Monroe, I’m so relieved that you will be looking for him. And please call me Sandy.” 


	“All right, Sandy and please call me Jake. You know the expenses for a missing person case can be high, I assume that is not a problem.”


	“Cost is not a consideration. Please find Dan, whatever it takes.” A pleading look spread across her face.


	He extended his arm towards the office door and started to escort her to the hallway when she stopped and asked, “Is there another way out of this building, my car is in the garage downstairs and I would rather not be seen on the street.”


	“Sure, there is a back staircase that leads directly to the garage. I’ll show you.”


	He ushered her out of his office and after seeing that no one was in the hallway he escorted her to the garage steps. Holding the door open for her he said, “Just take this stairway all the way down and you will be in the garage. You can find your car from there.”


	“Thank you, this will be perfect.”


	She smiled at him and started down the steps with a quick pace, her heels making a light tapping noise all the way down.


	He stood at the doorway until he couldn’t hear her steps and then returned to his office.
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	Monroe sat at his desk, took a deep breath and emptied the contents of the envelope. He picked up the picture and looked at a head shot of a man. The man had medium brown neatly trimmed hair, a clean shaved face with deep set dark brown eyes. He had a fair complexion with high cheekbones and a firm jaw. He had a slight smile on his face with eyes looking directly ahead. Overall an impression of good looks, vitality and the confidence that comes with it.


	The rest of the contents contained a list of person and business contact information, the names and contacts for his family and a list of business associates with contact information for each.


	Monroe held the picture up in front of him and thought why would such a man with such a beautiful and lovely fiancée suddenly disappear? There were two possible ways to consider this. The first is he skipped out on his own. That was not uncommon as people were disappearing every day for reasons all their own. It could be he wanted some time alone, he had an old or new flame or for some other personal reason unknown to anyone.


	The second possibility was he met with foul play and is either being held against his will or has already met his end. That too was not uncommon. 


	If the first explanation was the reason for his disappearance then there was nothing anyone could do about it. Monroe might be able to find him but he couldn’t bring him back unless he wanted to.


	If the second possibility was the reason then this case ran deeper than a mere disappearance. There would be others involved and the motive, means and opportunity would have to be discovered.


	Monroe decided to pursue both possibilities until the facts supported one or the other.


	He picked up the office phone and dialed. 


	“Hello, Harry? This is Jake. I need you to get me the skinny on a bunch of names. You available today?”


	“Jake this is not a good number to be using. Didn’t I send you the new number to call me on?”


	“No, I don’t have a new number for you. Give it to me and I’ll call you back.”


	“I’ll text it to you. Call me back after you receive it.”


	Monroe sighed and they both hung up. Harry with another conspiracy thought Monroe. Harry was a great asset but he could be difficult. There was always someone after Harry, real or imagined.


	He put down the phone, turned on his office computer and waited for the text to arrive. Seeing the text from Harry on his phone he used the new number to call, “Harry is this better?”


	“Yeah, that last number has been acting strange lately and I decided to abandon it for all business.”


	“How does a phone number act strange?”


	“Too many clicks whenever I get a call or when someone hangs up. That is usually a sign of a wire taped phone line. Anyway, I can’t take any chances. Use this new number from now on.”


	“You’re not in any sort of trouble, are you?”


	“Not that I know of, but I can’t be too careful.”


	Harry was always worried that someone had it in for him and was using the same tools he did to gather information about him. This made him very careful and cautious. It also made him somewhat paranoid.


	“OK, you ready for the names I want you to run down?”


	“I was born ready, now I’m very busy but for you I’ll run the checks so give me the names,”


	“I’ll email you the list and after you get it, start out with finding out everything you can on a guy named Daniel Pruitt. He has disappeared and his fiancée Sandra Wilcox is worried enough to hire me to find him. The rest you can pursue after you get the dope on him. This is high priority so contact me as soon as you have something. Any questions?”


	“Not now. I’ll get started as soon as I get the info from you.”


	“Good, thanks, Harry I’ll talk to you later.”


	Monroe listened on the line after Harry hung up. He didn't hear any clicks, just dead air so he put the phone down and picked up the picture of Dan Pruitt. He placed it in the scanner and copied the image to his laptop. He then scanned the other sheets Sandy had given him. He then placed the image file in an email with the rest of the information and sent it to Harry Clawson’s email address. 


	Harry Clawson or known to some as Harry the Hacker was a cyber investigator or researcher as he liked to call himself. He had done a stint with the Marines so he also knew his way around guns, especially rifles. He developed an interest in computers and electronic eavesdropping while in the service and now he specialized in computer-based investigating. 


	He could dig up information about people that they didn’t even know existed. He was good at his work. However, he occasionally got himself into trouble for the way he obtained his information. He didn’t always have the clearance to search the databases that he did. In addition, many people didn’t appreciate the information that Harry was able to gather on them. That’s where the hacker nickname came from.


	Monroe had saved him from some serious trouble with a couple a hot-shot-drug runners from South America and Harry has been most grateful ever since. Monroe used him for all his background checks and Harry never let him down. However, Harry was nervous and paranoid, so Monroe had to treat him carefully like the nervous neighbor you wanted to stay on good terms with.
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	It was now official business hours and the office staff was starting to arrive for work. Monroe heard the outer office door open and the soft steps he recognized as the office assistant and operative Deborah Mayfield. She sat at the front desk and handled the reception duties as well as the accounting and office communications. She also provided detective support when needed. She was smart, strong, athletic, pretty and very efficient. She was also a licensed PI and well trained on the use of firearms. She also carried a 9mm in her hand bag and knew how to use it.


	She peeked her dark head with short black hair and dark eyes into Monroe’s office and said, “You’re in early today, anything happening I should know about?”


	“We have a new case. When Bill gets in, we’ll meet to discuss it. Harry’s already on the job.” Monroe said to her.


	“Sounds important. I’ll get some coffee, settle in and wait for Bill.”


	She turned her pretty head around and left his office to return to the reception area. Monroe returned to his thoughts on Dan Pruitt.


	As she left his office Monroe heard the outer office door open and the familiar voice of Bill Paxton another of his investigators. Bill was middle aged, solidly built with greying brown hair. Bill was a former detective in the Philadelphia police force who worked in the narcotics department. He was well connected and knew all the major players in the local drug trade. He left the force because he found it too easy to get rich by looking the other way and he didn’t like looking the other way. Monroe respected him for his sense of integrity. An all too rare trait in today’s narcotic force both local and federal.


	Monroe walked into the main reception area and announced in a loud commanding voice, ‘Everyone meet in the conference room in five minutes. We have a new case that we’re all going to be working.”


	Bill and Deborah looked at each other with a questioning gaze and nodded agreement.


	In the conference room all eyes were on Monroe. “A local accountant named Dan Pruitt from a prominent Main Line family has gone missing. His fiancée Sandra Wilcox was here earlier to engage our services in finding him. She is from a very well-known family with political ambitions. Our missing client was doing some leg work in soliciting donations for her father’s run at the mayor’s job. He was determining interest in the business community when he failed to respond to his finance’s calls and texts. She doesn’t know where he is and he is still not responding to her since their last contact two days ago. She doesn’t want to involve the police yet so it is our baby to run with at this time.


	“Here is what I want done. Deb, I want you to contact the Pruitt family and find out what they know about Dan’s whereabouts. They may not even suspect he is missing so don’t alarm them. Say you doing a background investigation if they ask. Be discreet and find out what they know. Also, Sandy Wilcox has got a sister whose a few years older, married and lives outside of town. The name is Katherine Harris in Lower Gwynedd Township. Contact her about what she knows about Dan Pruitt.


	“Bill, I want you to contact his office and find out all you can about him from his associates. Was he liked, respected, got along with everyone and especially who didn’t like him. Harry is already checking out his digital footprint.”


	“What are you going to be doing?” asked Bill.


	“I’m going over to his residence here in the city and take a look around. His fiancée provided me with the key.”


	“How do we know he just doesn’t feel like speaking to her?” asked Deb.


	“If you saw her you wouldn’t be asking that,” said Monroe with a sly smile. “She is quite the looker. A real Main Line beauty from a very rich family. She has it all. Looks, brains, manners and a very pleasing demeaner. He would have to be a complete idiot to pass on a dame like her. No, we’ll start from the premise that he didn’t ditch her until proven otherwise.


	“I don’t know how long we have to find him until the police get involved. Once they do this will be all over the media. So, we’ve got to move fast. I want this to be everyone’s first priority. Put all your other cases on hold and get started on this right away. I’ve sent you each an email with all the background and contact information I have at this time.”


	He looked around the table and made eye contact with both of them. They returned his gaze and nodded that they understood.


	“All right then if there’s no further questions let’s get to work. Keep me informed of what you find.”


	Everyone got up from the table and left the conference room. They each returned to their desk.


	Monroe returned to his office, put on his shoulder holster, overcoat and shut the door on his way out.
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	Monroe exited his building and hailed a cab. He told the driver Dan Pruitt’s center city street but not his address and sat back and waited. The cab pulled on Spruce Street in an upscale part of the city center. A swank location for a bachelor pad. Monroe told the driver to stop at the corner. He paid the driver, watched as the cab pulled away and started down the street towards the address he was given, avoiding eye contact as he walked.


	It was late morning and the streets were relatively quiet with a few well-dressed upwardly mobile professionals, talking on their phones and walking with that air of importance and purpose. They were not paying attention to him or anyone else as they were lost into their own self-centered worlds.


	He arrived at the building unnoticed and walked up the steps to the front door. He buzzed Pruitt’s apartment and waited. When he received no reply, he used the key to open the front door and then to open the door into Pruitt’s pad, and let himself in. He stood to the left side of the door as it opened. Looking inside he saw no one there. 


	He entered into a small foyer listening intently for any sounds as he walked inside the townhouse. He closed and locked the door behind him. He then called out, “Daniel Pruitt? Are you here?”


	Receiving no answer, he walked further in. He came from the front door down a short hallway and passed an entryway leading into the kitchen on his right. He looked inside but saw no one.


	He continued from the kitchen and walked down the hallway where it ended in a large sitting room. The room was decorated in art deco style with a large black leather sofa, a glass cocktail table and two matching black leather chairs. A large flat screen on the wall opposite the sofa dominated the room. The sofa caught his attention. 


	Lying on the sofa with one foot on the sofa and one foot hanging down and touching the hardwood floor was a man. His face was blocked by a large white pillow that his head was on. Walking slowly over to get a better look at the man, Monroe wondered why he hadn’t responded to the buzzer or to his voice. He got his answer when his saw that the man’s eyes were wide open and staring up at the ceiling with that faraway look that seems to see everything and yet sees nothing.


	Monroe felt for a pulse and found none. Seeing that he was dead, Monroe took his gun out and headed down a hallway from the sitting room. At the first door on his left, he pushed it open with his foot and leading with his gun went inside. There was no one in the room. He opened the sliding closet wood door and pushed aside the men and women’s clothing hanging inside it. There was no one hiding in the closet.


	He walked out of the bedroom and headed down to the next door on the right. Again, he pushed it open with his foot and went in leading with his gun. It was a bathroom and there was no one inside. He pushed open the shower door to satisfy himself that no one was hiding in the shower. 


	He turned from the bathroom and headed to the last door at the end of the hallway. He attempted to push it open with his foot but the door was closed and wouldn’t open. 


	Taking out a tissue from his pocket, he covered the door knob and slowly turned it open. Pushing the door out of the way he entered what appeared to be an office or study room. There was a desk with a computer and a couple of book shelves behind filled with books. He also noted a filing cabinet with a printer on it to the right of the desk. There was no one else in the room.


	Satisfied that it was just he and the dead man in the apartment, he returned to the sitting room. The dead man was still staring at the ceiling.


	Looking more closely at the body, Monroe could see the small caliber bullet hole in his left temple. There was no exit wound, so the bullet was still in his skull. Probably a .22 or .25 caliber he thought. A nice tidy job; very professional and probably done with a silencer so no one heard anything. The body was still warm, so death was recent.


	There was blood all over the pillow the dead man’s head was lying on. On the floor near the hand that was extending down, was a small caliber handgun. Taking a cloth from the kitchen and placing it over his hand, Monroe bent over the dead man and carefully went through his pockets. 


	He found a wallet and a small note book with pages of writing that looked like gibberish. He looked through the wallet and found five twenties, a couple of credit cards and a driver’s license made out to Lon Lashasikov.


	Covering his hand with the cloth, he carefully lifted the handgun up to his nose and smelled the gunpowder. He removed the magazine and notice one round was missing. To the casual observer this could look like a suicide, but Monroe didn’t think so.


	He placed everything back where he found it, except for the notebook with the strange writing which he placed in one of his jacket pockets. He was deciding what to do next when he heard a key being turned in the front door.


	He pushed himself flat against the wall next to the entry to the living room hiding in the shadows. He got his gun out of its holster, held it in front of him, listened carefully and silently waited. He heard the door open and the sounds of footsteps entering the apartment. He determined it was only one person coming in and was glad for that. The footsteps were light and stopped after entering the front room. 


	He heard the sound of the front door closing and the closet door opening. The closet door closed and the footsteps resumed their sound towards the sitting room. Monroe braced himself against the wall and took a deep breath.


	Sandra Wilcox entered the room and went to the phone on a table next to the couch. She picked up the phone and then seeing the dead man on the couch, dropped the phone and stepped away from the dead man with a frightened look on her face.


	“He can’t speak to you,” said Monroe as he moved away from the wall and took a step towards the woman.


	Seeing Monroe for the first time she gasped and stepped away from him and the motionless figure on the couch with a startled look on her face.


	“Is that, is that?” she nervously asked with alarmed wide eyes.


	“If you’re wondering if he is Dan Pruitt, the answer is no. His name is Lon Lashasikov. Do you know him?”


	 “I know him, why is he lying like that?”


	“He’s lying like that because he’s dead. Shot in the temple with a small caliber hand gun at short range. It was made to look like a self-inflicted wound, but that won’t do. He had help pulling the trigger.”


	“But what is he doing here? This is Dan’s place and he doesn’t belong here. And what are you doing here?” She said rapidly as she nervously turned from looking at Monroe to the dead man on the couch.


	“I came here looking for Dan. You gave me the key remember? So, I let myself in. As for why Lashasikov was here, I was going to ask you the same question. What business would Lashasikov have in being here?”


	“Nothing that I would know of.” She sounded nervous.


	“He didn’t have a key to this place?”


	“No certainly not. I have to sit down. This has all been too much for me.”


	She put her hand on her forehead, bit her lower lip and sat down in one of the black chairs. 


	Monroe was able to get a good look at her now, and she was still beautiful. She had long straight blond hair, wide blue eyes a little tired looking now as she appeared tired and worried. Her nose was thin and straight and her lips moist and full. Her chin was even and she had a long well-defined tapered neck that sat on top of a pair of straight and even shoulders. Her ample breasts heaved as she breathed deeply. Her waistline was long and flat with no bulges beneath her green blouse. Her arms and legs were slender and graceful beneath the blouse and black skirt.


	In short, she was a beautiful young woman in the prime of her beauty and sexuality and she knew it. Her eyes told Monroe that she was well aware of the affect she had on men. The affect she was now having on him.


	“Why don’t you explain to me why you’re here?” he asked.


	“After I left your office, I went home but grew restless waiting to hear from Dan. I decided to come downtown and check his apartment for any clues to his whereabouts.”


	“That’s the same reason I’m here. You hired me to find Dan and you should let me take care of the snooping. That’s what you’re paying for. Now you’ve got yourself involved in a killing of a man in your finance’s apartment.”


	“What are we going to do?”


	“Well, first we’re leaving everything as we found it and getting out of here. Did you tell anyone you were coming here?”


	“I posted that I was going downtown, but didn’t say exactly where I was going.”


	“Good, that will give us some time to get back to my office, hopefully undetected. Let’s get going and don’t touch anything.”


	As they left the building Monroe took out a handkerchief and wiped the door handles and phone. As they started down the stairs to the street, he said, “We’re going to walk a few blocks before hailing a cab. Keep your head down and don’t look at anyone. People don’t remember faces of people they don’t look into the eyes of.”


	They walked over to Chestnut Street and Monroe hailed a cab to take them to his office.
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	Settled in his private office Monroe leaned across his desk and looking directly at Sandy said, “Let’s go over the facts as we currently know them. Your fiancé hasn’t contacted you or anyone that you know of in the last two days. In his apartment is a dead man with identification giving his name as Lon Lashasikov. The last time you spoke to Dan Pruitt he stated he was doing some campaign work for your father that involved soliciting money and interest for your father’s run at the mayor’s job. Is there anything else you can think of to add to what we know?”


	Sandy face looked thoughtful as she stared for a few minutes and then said, “I do know Dan was going to visit with some of my father’s tenants in town to gauge their support.”


	“Did he mention any names?”


	“No.”


	“Can you give me a list of your fathers intown tenants?”


	“I suppose so. Let me have something to write with.”


	Monroe gave her a pad of paper and a pen and sat back lost in his thoughts as she wrote on the paper.


	She handed the pad to Monroe and said, “This is a list of all the most prominent names I can think of. I can get a more complete list from my father’s office.”


	Monroe looked over the list and said, “An impressive list. Quite a few of them are nightclubs and restaurants on the waterfront and on South street.”


	“Yes, my father got in early to those properties. He owns quite a lot of real estate in this county.”


	“All right I’ll have these places checked out. Now why would the body of Lon Lashasikov be in Dan’s place?”


	“I don’t know. I didn’t know Lashasikov very well. Do you know him?”


	“I’ve heard of him. He is or was a button man for the Talitoff Russian mob. I’ll need to find out if Lashasikov had any connection to Pruitt.


	“Now why would Dan kill Lashasikov or be framed to kill him?”


	“I have no idea, but I do know that Dan wouldn’t kill anyone and I can’t think of any reason why he would even want to know a man like Lon Lashasikov.”


	“All right we’ll start from the assumption that Dan didn’t kill Lashasikov and the body was planted there to make it look like he did. If that assumption is true then the chances of finding your Dan alive have improved.”


	“How is that?” she asked anxiously as she leaned forward in her chair.


	“He becomes more valuable alive and wanted for murder then dead and missing.”


	“How so?”


	“If you’re trying to discredit someone, what better way than to make them appear guilty of a crime and trying to avoid capture.”


	“But who would do this?”


	“Does Dan have any rivals for your affections?”


	She sat back in the chair and said, “No, we’ve been dating for a few years and engaged for the past 6 months. We’re planning on getting married after the election.”


	“How about your father? After all Dan is working for him on his campaign?”


	“Yes, Dan has been devoting all his time lately to my father’s political interests.”


	“I’m inclined to believe his disappearance and the dead body in his apartment are related to your father’s political ambitions. The current mayor has powerful allies that like things the way they are. There’s no telling what they might do if they feel threatened. I’m going to pursue this line in the investigation. Now, if you have nothing further to add I would like to get back to my investigation.”


	Monroe stood up signaling the interview was over. He held out his hand to Sandy Wilcox and she politely took it. He walked her to the outer office door and holding it open for her said, “I’ll be in touch. Wait to hear from me before you do anything with the police or the media, OK?”


	“Yes, I’ll wait for you.” She said as she turned from him and walked down the corridor to the exit.


	Monroe was deciding where his next stop would be when his phone rang. He picked it up and heard a female voice on the line.


	“Hello, Jake, this is Irene.”


	“Hello, Irene, you back in town?”


	“Yes, and I thought it would be nice if you took me to lunch today so we can catch up on old times.”


	“You’re not in any sort of trouble, are you?”


	“No not at the moment. However, I will be and so will you if you don’t take me to lunch.”


	He looked at the phone and smiled. He could imagine Irene doing the same only her smile would be a little more intriguing. “All right I’ll take you to lunch, any place in particular?”


	“Yes, I want you to take me to the Marlin Club down by the waterfront. You know the place?”


	“Yes, I know it, any reason for wanting to go there?” He was curious because this place was on top of the list of properties rented out by Gerald Wilcox.


	“I’ve heard about that place and would welcome the chance to check it out.”


	“Good, come over to my office if you want me to drive or I’ll meet you at the club.”


	“I’ll be over to your office. I want you to drive me to lunch like a proper date. No Dutch, you pay this time.”


	“OK, come on over and we’ll head out to the Marlin Club.”


	 Irene Aldridge was like the puzzles where all of the pieces appear to fit but somehow don’t add up. She called Monroe whenever she needed him. She wasn’t shy. She was an independent operative that did work both for private interests and for the various levels of government. Her interest in the Marlin Club had to be for a client. Their relationship being both business and personal he would have to find out why she wanted to have lunch there and with him. She could be annoying and Monroe was never quite sure about her, but with her looks and charm it was hard to stay annoyed at her for long.


	Within the hour Monroe heard the outer office door open. He walked from his private office into the outer office room and liked what he saw. 


	He smiled as he saw the very beautiful woman standing in from of him in a form fitting black skirt and top that showed her lean, muscular body to great advantage. It was impossible to tell her age and he was wise enough to not ask. Her auburn hair was worn long and straight. Her dark blue eyes and fair clear face wore little makeup. She didn’t need much. She was the type that would look great with or without makeup and wearing just about anything.
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