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	“Eu o vejo. Dez horas.” 


	I see him. Ten o’clock.


	“Apanhei-o.” 


	Got him. 


	The Sao Paulo International Airport in Brazil was both less ornate and less expensive than its namesake city, a conclusion any visitor couldn’t help but make despite the fact that the five-terminal complex technically resided in Guarulhos, not Sao Paulo. An impenetrable glass wall divided the international and domestic gates, and on both sides of it were dark and matte floor colors, chosen to conceal filth rather than woo tourists. Duty-free shops lined the terminal, offering items at less than half of what you’d pay downtown. Though still steep by U.S. standards, you could get a candy bar for R$6.00, just under three bucks.


	It was not, however, any less crowded. 


	After a visit to one of the wealthiest cities in the southern hemisphere, you’d think Sao Paulo set the worldwide standard for congestion — with eleven million people and a density four times New York City’s — but you’d be wrong. 


	With twenty million people flying in and out of GRU every year, chaos surrounded long lines for food, shopping, and security. Which was why, when his partner said he’d located the subject, a slight smile crept across his usually stoic face as he shifted his weight and focused.


	The man in question was both avoiding the airport congestion and taking advantage of its financial perks, sitting quietly at the far end of a small café, sipping a cappuccino with crushed peanuts and a cinnamon stick while reading USA Today. After surveying the surrounding area, noting travelers, security officers, cameras, exits, emergency doors, access points and walking traffic flows, he checked the first page of the red folder he was holding. You could never be too sure. Thirty-eight years old, six feet tall, two hundred fifteen pounds, short, light-brown hair, almost blonde, large hazel eyes, and a dark birthmark just below his left ear. 


	It was definitely him.


	Mr. Peter Hubley was a father of two young boys — Timothy and Samuel, ages three and one. He’d been married for just over four years to Sally Gordon Hubley, a former third-grade schoolteacher turned stay-at-home mom, and he played chess with an uncle once a week. The black briefcase resting on the floor next to him was of little significance other than to confirm that Mr. Hubley was returning to the USA after a week of international business. 


	According to the red folder, Peter Hubley was on United Airlines Flight UA30, an eleven o’clock departure, landing in Newark at 5:55 the next morning. A car had been arranged to take him to Newark Liberty International Airport Marriott, and he had a dinner reservation just outside New York City that evening at six. The next morning, he was scheduled on United Airlines Flight UA1030, departing at nine, landing in Chicago at 10:34 — a grand total of seven days away from home. 


	The subject’s criminal background was nonexistent. His record was spotless and his intentions clear. He was an innocuous finance executive working hard for his family of four, quietly sipping his beverage, waiting to board his flight in twenty-five minutes. Two people sat next to him and he smiled as they took their seats. He seemed focused on his newspaper, his left foot resting on his right knee, the briefcase almost touching his right leg — as if protecting his company-issued laptop and the past week’s worth of meeting notes. 


	While his partner watched Peter Hubley, Jose Luiz Lettnin walked away from the kiosk towards the bathroom. Once inside, he ripped the trusted red folder into shreds, disposing of its small pieces in the toilet before flushing them away forever. After a very brief moment of silence, he withdrew the Tylenol bottle, swallowed the pills, and splashed water on his face. Time now his enemy, he exited the bathroom and walked quickly, Floriano Felipe catching his stride so that they approached the café abreast. His partner’s nodding head confirmed that they were in this together. No going back. 


	When they reached their destination, they didn’t hesitate. 


	With planned synchronization, each withdrew his commercial Beretta M9 handgun and rapidly fired the fifty-meter range pistol from less than five feet away. Seconds later, both fifteen-bullet magazines were empty, and Peter Hubley’s maimed corpse was sprawled across the floor, cappuccino dripping down what was left of his forehead. 
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	The name on his passport read Matthew J. Baker. The same could be said for his plane ticket to Atlanta, the driver’s license in his pocket, and all the hotel receipts from his two-week vacation in Brazil. Matthew J. Baker had a social security number, home address, and place of work. And if people really wanted to dig, they’d find two registered vehicles, emergency contacts and last year’s property tax bill, all in perfect order. As far as airport security was concerned — both the local Brazilian authorities and TSA in the United States — Matthew J. Baker was very real. 


	His trip had been meticulously planned to ensure a suspicion-free return, layered with concrete evidence and verifiable alibis accounting for each and every day of it. Two hotel maintenance workers could testify if called upon that he’d spent the vast majority of those two weeks chasing beautiful local women and drinking an excessive number of mojitos and caipirinhas, Brazil’s national cocktail. Hotel security cameras could corroborate said testimony, and signed receipts for three meals a day could verify he’d been grounded at the Rio de Janeiro hotel the entire time. What the workers didn’t know was that he’d been overly friendly with them so that they’d remember his being there every day, and that those drinks were virgin. 


	All to irrefutably prove it was pure coincidence that Matthew J. Baker witnessed Peter Hubley’s death and certainly had nothing to do with it. 


	He’d been instructed by Mr. Riddle to arrive in Brazil a week early for just that reason. Rio de Janeiro was chosen not for its popular tourist attractions or beautiful women — as he’d indicate if ever asked — but because it was both believable as a destination and an hour by plane from each of Hubley’s stops during the finance executive’s business trip. No chance of sneaking out unnoticed. 


	It all seemed overkill to him — the paperwork and the alibis and the cameras and such — but Mr. Riddle was a very thorough man who spared no expense and paid strict attention to detail. He wanted to ensure that there would not be a problem. 


	And there never was.


	When Floriano Felipe Pereira and Jose Luiz Lettnin opened fire on Hubley, he ran his hand over his hairless head and gasped for the cameras. The past two weeks had been about acting — from inebriation to women-chasing — and it was merely an extension of that acting that would make it appear he was just as shocked as those around him to witness the heinous crime. 


	The Brazilians did their job, rapidly firing their weapons empty before the airport police even had time to react. He hovered against a wall a few hundred feet from his 10:55 Delta flight departure gate, watching the scene unfold as travelers screamed and scurried in all directions. Pure chaos enveloped GRU’s international terminal in a matter of seconds as smoke emitted from the barrels of the two Berettas he’d provided the Brazilians. 


	When the police finally figured out what happened — long after Hubley’s body only vaguely resembled a human being’s — the two men did as instructed and lay down for apprehension. The police officers screamed Portuguese and pointed their weapons forcefully; and the two killers quietly obeyed and remained stoic. A few onlookers captured the start of the arrest with cell phone cameras, but most simply stared in awe and fear at what they’d just witnessed. 


	The man known to authorities as Matthew J. Baker pretended to do the same — but was secretly waiting for what he saw next: 


	Both killers’ bodies started twitching, subtly at first — hardly recognizable if you didn’t know to look for it — but very soon after transforming into noticeable spasms. The police officers were unprepared and didn’t react well, actually stepping away as both men’s necks and heads began to visibly shake. They regrouped and applied handcuffs, but that was completely irrelevant. 


	The spasms would lead to full body convulsions in a matter of minutes, the stimuli of being jerked up from the ground and forcefully walked towards a private interrogation room intensifying the effects along the way. Eventually, the backbone would continually arch against itself, and the killers would experience lactic acidosis and the onset of hypothermia. The neural pathways regulating the body’s breathing would soon be paralyzed if the convulsions didn’t beat them to it. 


	Either way, within a few minutes, Floriano Felipe Pereira and Jose Luiz Lettnin would be as dead as Peter Hubley.


	 




 


	 


	3


	 


	“I’m not gonna blow smoke up your skirt, kid; the facts of this case really stink up the joint.”


	FBI Special Agent Nikki Benton couldn’t figure out what displeased her most about that statement. Three immediate options came to mind: the sexist cliché from her boss of only six months, the degrading term of “kid” used in his first sentence, or the overall point he was making. 


	“Six days ago, an American businessman gets publicly massacred in an international airport — one of the world’s busiest at that,” Special Agent in Charge Marcus Redmond continued. “ The two gunmen who somehow got weapons past security die nine minutes later, then the ambulance taking their bodies to the morgue gets hijacked. No interviews, no autopsy, no statements. Nothing.” Redmond paced behind his oversized oak desk, the vein in his creased forehead bulging with frustration. 


	“Did we get an ID on the shooters?”


	“From the fingerprints,” he replied, rattling off two Brazilian names from the file he was holding that meant nothing to her. “Both men have ties to the PCC but no known connection to the victim.”


	She debated whether to ask or not, but her face apparently made the decision for her while also exposing her ignorance. 


	“Don’t be shy, kid. This office doesn’t deal with other countries’ problems all that often. Even I had to look it up,” he replied, smugly implying that it must be some real esoteric piece of information. 


	“What is —”


	“The PCC, formally known as the Primeiro Comando da Capital, is Brazil’s largest criminal organization. Its primary target is Sao Paulo’s military police force, and it is extensive. Some fifteen thousand members according to the Brazil feds, but a lot of its members are already in prison as we speak and it appears to be strictly domestic. No known ties to the USA,” he read.


	Until now. 


	SAC Redmond plopped the file on the desk in front of her, tugged on the lapels of his undersized suit jacket, and paced towards the oversized terrarium in the corner of his office.


	That terrarium was home to Spot, Redmond’s ill-named Galapagos Tortoise and the Chicago Field Office’s unofficial mascot. Redmond loved that reptile. Some coworkers joked he was more affectionate with it than his wife. As he squatted down to see Spot face-to-face and began whispering, Nikki was reminded of why. The poor thing was an endangered species and here Redmond was, housing it in a custom-made five thousand-gallon terrarium with a small pool of water and man-made mud hole. She didn’t know what would happen to Spot when he grew to over five hundred pounds, as his breed was known to do, and she didn’t dare ask. A small part of her thought it was adorable, the larger part cringed at the odor that Spot and his home emitted. 


	The office smelled like tortoise ass. 


	“What do we have on the victim?” she asked. 


	“Peter Hubley, an executive at InvestSecure on Clark Street, lives in Chicago, father of two, coming back from a week of meetings in Brazil. No criminal record, no questionable history, no flagged friends or acquaintances. Nothing at all that would make you think he had this coming. His personnel file is on the seat next to you.” 


	He said it all without looking away from Spot. She dropped one file and picked up another, twice as thick, and began browsing its pages.


	“What happened to the shooters?” she asked while reading. 


	SAC Redmond sighed as he conveyed the events, finally turning to face her.


	“As they’re getting arrested, they start shaking and convulsing. Starts off minor, like tremors or fear … they did just kill a man in cold blood and were headed to prison for the rest of their lives, right? But the shakes get worse, a lot worse. And on the way to the airport interrogation room, they keel over and die. Snap, on the spot. I’m getting airport security footage, but you can just watch it yourself on YouTube in the meantime. Plenty of people saw them croak and thought it’d make a nice home video. What’s this world coming to?”


	“Asphyxiation?”


	“That’s my guess, but with no autopsy or bodies, we’ll never know for sure.”


	“Yeah, about that … ”


	“That’s where it gets even better. The morgue they were being transported to is twenty-two kilometers from the airport. At some point in the fifteen-minute trek,” he continued, disbelief in his voice, “the ambulance got hijacked en route, and both paramedics were shot dead on scene. Autopsy confirmed that a bullet to the head from point-blank range was the cause of death, and the Brazil police are still trying to get more intel on the hijacking. But it’ll probably lead to a dead end.”


	“Why is that?”


	“Look, kid, Brazil’s more corrupt than Washington. And, you don’t have any jurisdiction to investigate there. So you’ve got to start with Hubley. I need you to read his file, cover to cover. Do some serious investigative research. Figure out what we don’t know. Talk to his boss, talk to his wife, ask questions, look for the secrets, anything at all that could explain why he’d be the target of two Mafia hoods over five thousand miles away.”


	The corruption comment was an ironic reference for an FBI employee who was three reports away from its National Director, but the rest of what Redmond said seemed logical enough. 


	After a moment’s pause, he continued. 


	“Listen, I know I sprung this on you,” Redmond said in a softer, more sympathetic voice as he took a seat at his desk. Rubbing his graying mustache and fixed on her in a way that made her wish he was still looking at Spot, he said, “I also know that in Phoenix you didn’t see many murder cases and that, like I said, the facts in this one really stink up the joint. It’s not ideal and I get that.”


	She straightened up in her seat, trying to exude confidence while waiting for him to come to his point. 


	“I need to know if you feel comfortable taking this on. I can reassign it, give it to someone else with more experience if you —”


	“No, I’m on it.”


	“Because we can’t afford to —”


	“Sir, I’m on it.”


	“Good,” he replied, nodding. “Just stick to Hubley. Do the groundwork and look for what we’re missing because right now, this doesn’t add up. Find out what he was doing in Brazil, specifically what his agenda was, if he traveled there often, stuff like that. Get a list of all U.S. citizens flying to Brazil within a few weeks before and after his death and follow up on anyone suspicious. See if Hubley knew any of them. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find a link that leads to a motive. Dismissed.”


	And just like that, after ten minutes of information dump, the meeting was over. Nikki got up to leave, two thick files in her arms and an even thicker one in her head, but turned when she got to the door to ask the question.


	“Sir, why are we investigating this?”


	“Pardon,” Redmond replied, already checking his e-mail. 


	“Well, it’s like you said … we don’t have jurisdiction in Brazil, there’s an FBI Brasilia office that does, we know the shooters are Brazilian, and both the initial crime and follow up ambulance hijacking occurred there … why is the FBI’s Chicago Field Office looking into this?”


	He looked at her through a narrow line of sight just above his reading glasses and below his forehead, either impressed that she knew this assignment didn’t make sense as explained or upset that she’d questioned it. With limited face time the past six months, she couldn’t be sure which. 


	“This morning I got a call from Thompson’s office,” he said, alluding to FBI Executive Director Charles Thompson, Redmond’s boss and the head of the Criminal, Cyber, Response and Services Branch. “Interpol Brasilia contacted Interpol Washington and asked for our help in learning more about Hubley. The only reason we’re the lucky field office is because Hubley happened to be from Chicago.” 


	“Did they say anything else? There’s still —”


	“You know as much as I do, kid. Just do your job and I’ll funnel any information that comes my way.”


	Great, she almost said out loud while exiting Redmond’s office.
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	After a long, muggy summer, Chicago’s crisp fall air felt good in Ben Siebert’s lungs. The wind blew from the east and the mid-October lake effect chilled his face, prompting readjustment of his trench coat collar. He inhaled deeply, staring straight ahead. 


	Watching and waiting. 


	He’d been told Barry Lee Richard would stick out like a nun in a whorehouse. It wasn’t a simile he cared for, but it certainly got the point across. Standing outside Dunkin Donuts near a streetlight, hands entrenched in his coat pockets, each holding a weapon — a gun in the right and a knife in the left — all there was left to do was watch and wait. The Marines taught him the value of patience, and it was a trait of particular value in his current line of work. 


	At just before nine o’clock, Barry Lee Richard emerged from his lavish office complex, wearing a mock turtle neck, tan sport coat and pair of charcoal business slacks. He was thin, well groomed, and imposing, but it was his height that justified the distasteful vestal reference. Standing a solid 6’8”, Barry Lee looked like a giant among dwarves as he casually strolled past a junior high bus stop en route to his domestic battery trial.


	To Barry Lee Richard, it was just another day. 


	Barry Lee’s wife decided not to pursue legal action against her pig of a husband for reasons her own lawyer, the judge, and even her husband’s attorney, Tim Knoble, failed to understand. Even the most devout or petrified wives didn’t stand for six trips to the emergency room. And considering she’d been to the Intensive Care Unit three times in the last four years, it was downright perplexing that she’d never so much as filed a complaint. 


	After the final “incident,” a bit of common sense finally prevailed from within Cook Country General, which was itself confusing to Ben with all the M.D.’s, PhD’s and other “D’s” walking the halls of Chicago’s largest hospital. You can learn every muscle, bone, vein and artery in the human body … yet it still takes you six visits to the ER to figure out a woman is being abused? 


	Trip number six involved a broomstick handle, a badly blackened-face and permanently damaged right eye, and the hospital reported the incident to the Chicago Police Department. The CPD assigned the case to a mid-level officer who after one visit with the wife came to same conclusion any teenager would. Both the lieutenant and his female supervisor tried to get the victim to see the logic in pressing charges, elucidating that her life was destined to end far too prematurely if she didn’t do something and do it fast. No dice. Not only did the wife refuse to press charges, but the mere suggestion of it enraged her, and she asked both officers to leave. 


	When the victim doesn’t want to acknowledge abuse, there’s not a whole lot the system can do. At least the cops tried. Ben had to give them that much, despite his continually reaffirmed skepticism of the profession on the whole. They questioned Barry Lee Richard the following week — not a very effective approach without an arrest warrant — but at least they let him know they were onto him. They then forced a hearing under a noise violation, responding to a complaint they got Barry Lee’s neighbor to call in. Finally, corrupt police practices put to good use. The goal, a long shot but better than nothing, was to simply get Barry Lee’s wife in front a judge, let her face and history speak for itself, and hopefully appeal to the judge’s sentimental side to get the poor woman away from Barry Lee.


	The phone tap Ben installed in Bill Knoble’s office revealed the shady attorney telling his sister what a scumbag his client was, and his shock that Barry Lee’s wife wasn’t pressing formal charges. In addition to a blatant violation of the attorney-client privilege, Mr. Knoble’s comments demonstrated how nasty Barry Lee Richard was, and precisely why Ben’s services were necessary. It certainly didn’t absolve Mr. Knoble of his regrettable decision to take on Barry Lee Richard as a client, but he’d deal with that later. 


	For now, this son of a bitch needed to be stopped. 


	Ben tailed Barry Lee Richard at a safe distance of two city blocks for a quarter-mile. When Barry Lee walked into the Daley Civic Center courthouse, Ben entered another Dunkin Donuts across the street and pulled out his phone. Surveillance already established by the hidden camera in Courtroom 4512C, he toggled between the live stream of the trial and his latest app, one that helped him find the closest Dunkin Donuts relative to his GPS position. 


	The forced trial went as expected. A concerned-looking judge reviewed the history and saw the wife’s face as a “witness,” but lacked the authority to do anything about it without her pressing charges. The Assistant District Attorney made a valiant effort to argue the obvious without saying it — that this woman would end up in the hospital or morgue if they didn’t do something. But his plea was falling on powerless ears and he knew it. 


	Bill Knoble said little and focused primarily on preventing his client’s mouth from getting him into trouble. He didn’t have to try very hard, though. Barry Lee Richard was smart, and he knew the forced trial didn’t have a prayer. It was a formality. In eight hours his wife would be home doing whatever he wanted, however he wanted. There would be no recourse. 


	Ben checked the other camera and saw that even the stenographer sensed the room’s ubiquitous futility. The noise violation the cops charged Barry Lee with remained a simple misdemeanor and within thirty minutes the courtroom was empty, justice far from rendered. Barry Lee had to pay a $500 fine because the judge didn’t like him, and just like that, the wife-beating, multi-million-dollar stockbroker left the court with less than a slap on the wrist. 


	Barry Lee was already on with his day, openly happy about the trial’s outcome. It went perfectly as it always did and always would. Ben watched him exit the courthouse and pull out a pack of cigarettes from his tan sport coat, his confident smile telling Ben he would never stop. 


	There was no redemption. 


	___


	 


	Barry Lee Richard turned the corner at Dearborn to head west on Washington Street, parading cockily with money on his mind and a smile on his face. Another silly trial behind him and a calendar free until lunch with a six-figure-commission client, he had two hours to drink some draft beer at Stocks & Blondes Bar on Wells Street in honor of yet another legal victory. Why not walk the streets of Chicago before it got too cold? 


	The world was his oyster. 


	As he crossed Clark Street, he thought he heard his name but ignored it and kept walking. But when he passed Delmonico Gourmet Foods and heard it again — louder than before — he turned to see a man in green dress slacks and a black trench coat emerge from the adjacent alley. The man, clean-shaven with light brown hair, about 6’2” and one hundred ninety pounds, approached him slowly, both hands in his coat pockets. Barry Lee didn’t recognize the face, but he’d forgotten a client or two before, so he decided to play it safe. 


	“I’m sorry, are you talking to me?” 


	“Who else would I be talking to?” 


	The man let the awkward silence linger longer than Barry Lee liked. 


	“I’m sorry, but I’m drawing a blank. What’s your name?”


	“Me? Oh, my name doesn’t matter. What matters is I’m the one guy you never want to meet. But here I am.” The man halted, now a matter of feet from him. The fact that Barry Lee was six inches taller didn’t seem to matter. 


	“What the —”


	Before Barry Lee could finish his sentence, the man lunged directly into him, making hard contact. Barry Lee felt the cold end of a small circular object that could only be one thing protruding from the man’s right pocket. Then he felt the gun press into his stomach. Stymied and scared, Barry Lee offered no response and stopped moving. 


	“You try to run and I’ll shoot you in both legs before you get five feet. Then I’ll grab you by the hair and drag you to a place you’ll learn lessons you’ll never forget. I’ll beat you so senseless you’ll know how your wife feels. And then I’ll go to work on you.”


	“What do you w —”


	“I want you to shut your pathetic, lying face and do exactly as I say. You let out one scream … you make one sudden movement … you even look at me wrong … I’ll give you something to scream about. I dare you to call my bluff.”


	The man’s eyes had somehow grown darker — ominous. He moved the gun into Barry Lee’s chest with impressive force and removed his left hand from his coat pocket, locking it around Barry Lee’s neck and pulling him in closer. Barry Lee could see the tension in the man’s cheeks, the anger in his eyes. His entire face displayed an unspeakable intensity that literally sent chills up and down Barry Lee’s spine. This was, without question, the scariest person he’d ever seen.


	“Get in the car,” the man ordered in a low, dominating voice. 


	The man jerked him to the right until he saw a black Ford Taurus parked on Washington Street, facing east, blinkers on and engine running. The driver had gotten out of the car and opened the back door — he couldn’t have been more than twenty-five years old; white, blue jeans, blonde hair. 


	“I think there’s been a mist —”


	“You’d better start listening to me,” the man whispered as he pushed the gun harder into Barry Lee’s sternum. “I could snap your head clean off with my own two hands and leave your body for the vultures. I beg you to make me prove it. My word is my livelihood.”
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	The phone call Ben Siebert wasn’t expecting came Wednesday at 1:28 p.m..


	It’d been a week since Peter Hubley was murdered in Sao Paulo, and he’d just finished erecting the nutcracker collection Anna and he had started as newlyweds eighteen years ago. Joe Leksa, his quasi-adopted son and part-time employee of sorts, was at community college getting his generals out of the way, so Ben was home alone in the four-bedroom house. Hearing the chimes ring outside after each gust of wind, it was a good day to be indoors in Chicago’s west suburbs. 


	He still put the nutcrackers up in October every year because his pre-Thanksgiving timing used to summon Anna’s playful smile of disapproval. He loved that smile, that sly little smirk that said his OCD in the matter of nutcracker displays was one of the things she secretly adored about him. He’d just finished lugging all fifty-eight unique dolls up from the basement when the dreaded phone started to ring.


	“Ben, how are you?” a soft-spoken voice asked. 


	Nick Gordon was Sally Hubley’s brother and the late Peter Hubley’s brother-in-law. Ben had known Nick long enough to know that Nick and Sally were close as far as siblings went, and that Nick’s masculine instincts had no doubt kicked in immediately after he learned of Peter’s death. Men are wired from birth to protect and provide, or so said their Marine training at The Basic School. And when Peter Hubley’s life was taken, Ben knew Nick would feel implored to step in on his sister’s behalf. 


	“How are you holding up, Nick?” he ignored the futile lead-in question. 


	“Still in a bit of shock, but okay. Wish I could say the same for my sister.”


	“I’m so sorry about —”


	“My sister’s on her own with two little kids and nobody knows why.”


	The whole experience had no doubt been traumatizing for Sally Hubley. And Nick was appreciative of Ben’s condolences, but Ben knew that wasn’t why he’d called. They were cut from the same cloth. When you need something from a Marine Corps brother, you don’t mince words. 


	“Sally needs your help, Ben. I need your help.” 


	“What can I do?”


	“What she’s going through — with all the media crap — she needs someone she can talk to. I do my best, but she needs someone who knows how she feels, what she’s going through. I know it might be tough … talking to her. I know it could rehash some nasty shit for you, and I’m sorry about that. But she specifically asked for you, man. She hasn’t taken a phone call or answered the door all week, but she made it a point to ask for you. Believe me, I wouldn’t be calling if it wasn’t necessary.”


	It wasn’t his first choice, and he had no idea what he’d say to Sally or how he’d say it, but both were of little consequence. Nick Gordon showed him what a true friend was nine years ago, and he’d been one ever since. He was there for him in a way no one else was. Had it not been for Nick, Ben was quite certain both he and Joe would be dead.


	“Tell her I’ll be there at three.”
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	Sally Hubley lived in Chicago’s Lakeview neighborhood, thirty miles northeast of Ben’s house. Eastbound I-290 and northbound I- 90 were relatively empty and Ben was walking up to her front door sooner than he’d expected. Chicago well into its fall season, he walked over a yellow-brick-road of fallen leaves and broken sticks covering the paver sidewalk that led up to her beautiful three-story home. 


	That’s when the past began jettisoning itself back into his mind, and he knew it wouldn’t stop anytime soon. The house reminded him of Nick and Lisa Gordon’s home. The well-off neighborhood with its newly built cookie-cutter houses, just on the outskirts of the city. The tree-laden streets lined on both sides with NO PARKING signs. The large front-yard oak tree, three steps leading up to the front door and metal brass doorknocker all served as reminders of nine years earlier. 


	Sally opened the door and invited him in with a long embrace. He returned the hug and after almost ten seconds, she finally broke away and stepped back, giving him his first good look at her in almost two years.


	A fair amount of her appearance remained the same. She still had long, flowing red hair that hung halfway between her shoulders and waist. She didn’t appear heavier or skinnier than since he’d last seen her.


	Her brown eyes, however, once full of spunk and life, were now swollen and puffy from crying. The straight, assured posture he remembered had been replaced with a slouch that conveyed indifference, and she was more underdressed than he’d ever seen her. Before then, he couldn’t picture her in anything less formal than a skirt and blouse, much less a pair of black sweatpants and a sweatshirt. Oddly enough, that’s what stood out more than anything. 


	“Thanks for coming,” she whispered, not trying to force a smile. 


	“Sally... ”


	“Thank you, Ben. He’s with Jesus now.”


	The comment reminded him of Sally’s devout faith, reaffirmed as he stepped into her living room and noted the wall plaque displaying scripture. Her public display of faith was something that years ago he skeptically distained but had since come to admire. Sally Hubley was a God-fearing woman who wasn’t afraid to show it, not a hypocrite who talked one way and walked another like he first assumed. 


	The living room was cozily decorated and inviting, a love seat and couch facing one another in front of a gas-burning fireplace that warmed the surrounding area. Well-placed lamps omitted just enough light to welcome people but not so much as to blind them. The entire room smelled like cinnamon. 


	A fresh pot of tea and two cups on saucers sat on the coffee table, spouting off steam. She motioned for him to take a seat on the couch next to her and started pouring the apple-cinnamon tea. 


	“How are you doing, Ben? With … everything?”


	“I’m okay. Joe is too. He’s taking classes at Harper College. Studying to become an architect. Smart kid; seems like he’s got a knack for it.”


	“I’m so glad to hear it,” she said with thoughtfulness so sincere he almost felt ashamed of himself. Here she was — a widow for only a week — taking time to care about him. Not many people in this world are so selfless. 


	“Your brother has a lot to do with that. You do, too.”


	“God is the ultimate healer. I’m glad Nick and I could be there for you, but your rehab was for His glory.”


	The word “rehab” hung aimlessly in his mind like the doldrums in the sky. It reminded him of what failure felt like. And of Anna’s death and his many mistakes thereafter. For someone who’d tried to do things the right way before that phone call nine years ago, he sure bottomed out the two years after it. 


	He’d hated the phone ever since. 


	“I’m sorry,” she said, noticing a change in his expression. 


	“Don’t worry about it,” he replied, affectionately patting her on the shoulder. “How are you doing, Sally? Is there anything I can do for you?” 


	He watched her reaction carefully. People mourning such an abrupt loss were subject to sensitivities the rest of the world simply didn’t understand. Even the slightest act of generosity — an honest, good-willed intention — could set off a maelstrom of emotions with dire consequences. 


	He knew that all too well. 


	The first October after Anna’s death, Nick asked if he wanted help putting up the nutcrackers. He held it together in the moment, but later that night he cried like a baby, punched through the sliding glass kitchen door and sucked on a bottle of scotch like a pacifier. In hindsight, the scariest part was that he honestly didn’t recognize it as a problem at the time. 


	Sally offered no such reaction. No false assurances and no body language emerged suggesting he’d touched too sensitive a nerve. It was likely, based on her composure, that Sally’s faith in God served her far better than his anger towards God served him. And that she really was managing her loss as well as could be expected. But he also knew from experience that you could never be certain.


	“You asked me two questions,” she said. “Can I answer the first one first?”


	“Uh, sure Sally.” He lightly chucked. 


	“I’m doing well. The ladies at church made me some nice comfort food, mac and cheese; my neighbor pitched in with some yard work, and Nick and Lisa have helped with the kids. It’s Timothy and Samuel I worry about. They’re the real victims here.”


	“They have a great support system.”


	“Yes, they do. It’s just … it’s sad. They won’t know their father. Peter wasn’t on board with having kids right away. Did you know that? But I was already thirty-one when we got married and … you know … the biological clock was ticking and all … ” 


	He nodded, quietly waiting. 


	“It just makes me wonder sometimes … maybe if I hadn’t pushed him for a family so soon, we wouldn’t have had children, and he wouldn’t have taken that new job, and he wouldn’t have traveled so much … and … ”


	“Sally, this doesn’t mean you should regret having kids. Or that you were wrong for wanting them, or that you’re a bad person for wondering how things might’ve turned out if you hadn’t. All it means is that you’re sad the kids won’t have their dad. Don’t make this your fault. It’s a tragedy — but you can’t blame yourself.”


	“You did.”


	“And I don’t want you to repeat my mistakes.”


	The regret from nine years ago of not going to the bank with Anna that Friday afternoon splintered through his mind like an axe through dry wood. 


	“I’m sorry,” Sally said, wiping the corners of her eyes. 


	“No need to apologize. What about my second question?” he asked, steering away from the dangerous subject of blame. 


	If he’d known her answer, he never would’ve asked. 


	___


	 


	“Ben, Peter is gone and there’s nothing I can do about it.”


	“I know. I’m so —”


	“Timothy and Samuel have no father, and I have no husband. And you asked me if there was anything you could do.”


	“Yes?” he said, slowly. Where was this going?


	“I want you to find who killed Peter and make sure they don’t get away with it.”


	He stared back at the young widow, trying to get a read on her. Was this just a gut reaction for revenge, fueled by anger? Perhaps, but it had been a week — not by any means a long mourning period but usually well beyond the window of opportunity for vengeance. It also didn’t fit her character. Was it a type of venting? Also a possibility but just as unlikely. Not only would it be a unique form of grieving, but Sally had shown premeditation by requesting him in advance. 


	That indicated something far different than bereavement. 


	“What exactly are you asking me to do?”


	“It’s nothing personal against the Brazil police. But I don’t have a lot of confidence they’ll get to the bottom of why my children’s father is no longer with us. With the two men who did this … dying … I don’t think they’ll see it through to solve an American’s death.”


	“Sally, with all due respect, you’re not qualified or in the state of mind to make that determination. You’re not an investigator. You have no idea what leads they have or what they’re going to do. I can’t just —”


	“Don’t you dare use that word with me, Ben Siebert.” Her not-so-playful burst strength erupted from nowhere. 


	“What?”


	“If you don’t want to help, I understand. If you worry you’ll be doing something wrong or against the Lord’s will, I respect that. But don’t tell me you can’t look into it. I don’t know exactly what it is you’ve been doing since you resigned from the Marines, but Nick knows enough to realize you’re fully capable of investigating Peter’s death. And so do I. So please, don’t use can’t on this one. If you take a look and the Brazil police solve the crime anyway, what’s the harm?”


	“I don’t know what it is you think I do but —”


	“I don’t want to know, Ben. The Lord uses people for all different means, and far be it for me to judge that. I know you’re a good man. But you’re my brother’s best friend, and when Anna passed away and you left the Marines, he knew then and I know now you’re far more connected and capable than you let on.”


	“Does Nick know you’re asking me this?”


	She put down her teacup and inched closer to him on the couch, placing her left hand, wedding ring and all, on his right quadriceps. Her determination was still there — but it was in a different form. In seconds it transformed into an effusive display of moist eyes and sincere words. 


	“No, and I don’t want him to know.”


	“Why?”


	“Because he’ll want to know why I didn’t ask him.”


	“Why didn’t you?”


	“Because I know enough to realize that you’re the person to ask.”


	“Sally, I don’t know what you’re expecting me to do about all of this, but —”


	“I’m not asking you to do anything to anyone. The Lord’s revenge is greater than anything even you could exact on someone, and I wouldn’t ask you to do that. I just want answers, closure. I’m asking for you to look into it, as much or as little as you feel comfortable. If that means you don’t do a thing, like I said, I understand. But I can’t remain idle, Ben. I can’t sit here like a useless widow and single mother reading all the theories why my dead husband — a loving father of two — must have deserved this without asking for help from the one person I know can make a difference.”


	The paralyzing words silenced the room. 


	“Please just think about it,” Sally ended the noiselessness. “My husband was a good man. I know he was a good man. And I can’t honor or respect him without at least asking you to think about it.”


	Very few people surprised him. From the day he joined the Marine Corps, he was trained to be on guard and expect the unexpected. From terrorists to criminals to scum most citizens don’t even know existed, he needed to remain a step ahead of them all. 


	And yet here Sally was, this beautiful, sweet Christian mother, knocking him off base. He couldn’t find the right words to respond. The jumbled thoughts in his mind felt like a knotted string of Christmas lights. In fact, there was only one thing he knew to be certain.


	Sally Hubley never wanted his shoulder to cry on.
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	“Your two o’clock is in your office, Mr. Knoble.”


	The surprise statement postponed his inevitable return to misery after the standard three-martini lunch. Eyeing his busty twenty-something blonde secretary with long legs and lips that could suck start a leaf blower, he momentarily regretted he hadn’t been more intellectually selective during the hiring process. 
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