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CHAPTER ONE


   Maurice White emerged from the McGaa Building, carrying the two banker's boxes of files

in front of him as though they were weightless. I beeped the horn of my silver Audi, double-parked

in the loading zone in front of the building, and waved my arms to catch his attention. He spotted me

right away. For a big man--from 1996 to 1999 he played middle linebacker for the Broncos--he could

move fast, even in his dark pinstripe suit and black leather shoes.


   As he approached, I glanced at my wrist watch. It was nearly eight o'clock and we needed to

be at the El Paso County courthouse by nine. Even without traffic jams, the drive from downtown

Denver to Colorado Springs typically takes an hour and ten minutes--and the judge hearing our case

was rumored to have held more than one lawyer in contempt for showing up late.


   Maurice sensed my impatience. "Sorry about that," he muttered as he hoisted the heavy

boxes onto the back seat. He added with a wry smile, "Of course, knowing the way you drive, we'll

still be there fifteen minutes early."


   I didn't respond, because I knew he was probably right. He circled around and climbed into

the passenger side. He was still pulling the door shut when I jammed the car into first gear and

screeched away from the curb, out onto Arapahoe Street.


   "What was the holdup?" I said, more out of curiosity than pique. "You said you just needed

to--"


   "I know, I know." Maurice had a raspy voice that made him sound like he always needed to

clear his throat. "A call came in just as I was walking out the door. No one else was in yet, and I

thought it might be the client."


   "Was it?"


   "No. But it was a potential new client, and this wasn't someone I could just hang up

on."


   When he didn't explain, I said, "Do I have to guess?"


   He grinned and stretched his arms over his head. "Naw, you'd never pick this one in a

million years. Helen Emerson. And she's in a big rush to talk to you. Says it's urgent."


   That interested even a cynic like me. "Helen Emerson?" I said. "The

Empress?"


   "That's what some people call her," he agreed. "At least, the ones who can't stand her.

Which, from what I hear, is pretty much everybody. Of course, she didn't refer to herself like

that."


   "No, probably not," I conceded. "What does she want?"


   "She wouldn't say. She claimed it was too important to discuss with one of the lackeys."


   I glanced over at him. "Lackeys? Did she really say that?"


   "Actually, the word she used was underlings. But you get the idea. She wants to see you,

pronto. When I told her you're going to be in court today, she said you'd just have to cancel it."


   "Really? Was she serious?"


   "She sounded like it," he answered. "Evidently she really thinks she's an empress."


   "Yeah, in her dreams," I muttered.


   "By the way," he said. "She calls herself Mrs. Emerson, not Ms. She made that

clear, too."


   We had reached the ramp for I-25 southbound. I forced our way onto the crowded highway,

maneuvering the Audi into the left lane. For rush hour, the traffic was moving well. If we didn't hit

any backups near the Tech Center, our timing would be fine.


   "Did she leave a number?" I said.


   "She did. It's unlisted. I know that because she told me. Three times." He pulled a sheet of

yellow legal paper from the inside pocket of his jacket and read the area code, 303, followed by

seven digits.


   I reached for my cell phone.


   "Adam, you do know what's going on with her, don't you?"


   Actually, I didn't. "What do you mean?"


   "She's in the middle of a knock-down-drag-out battle with the coal miner's union. There's

even talk of a wildcat strike. From what I hear, things have been turning pretty ugly." He turned

toward me and added meaningfully, "And violent."


   I regarded him. "Are you saying I shouldn't call her?"


   "Hell, no. Knowing you, you wouldn't listen, anyway. I'm just warning you to be

careful."


   I smiled. "Why should I start now?" He gave me a mildly disgusted look as I keyed in the

numbers.


   A woman answered on the third ring. "Yes?" she demanded in a brusque tone. From the

little I knew about the Empress, I assumed this was some snooty secretary, screening her employer's

calls.


   "Mrs. Emerson, please," I said. "This is--"


   "This is Mrs. Emerson. Who is this?"


   "Adam Larsen. The lawyer. One of my underlings said you wanted to speak with me." I

deliberately emphasized underlings to see how she would react. Evidently, the irony was

lost on the Empress.


   "No, Mr. Larsen," she rebuked me, "I want to meet with you, not speak with you. And I want

to do it right away. When can I expect you?"


   My first impulse was to tell her to drop dead--which, in light of what happened eleven hours

later, would have been in really bad taste. Instead, I took the high road and said, "Just what sort of

problem do you have, Mrs. Emerson?"


   "On the phone?" she scoffed. "Are you out of your mind? There's no telling who might be

listening."


   I didn't like her haughty tone. To make the point, I let an icy silence dangle in the air.


   "Okay," she finally allowed, "I guess I can tell you this much: I've received some troubling

information. Very troubling. Something so sensitive that I can't even discuss it with my regular

attorney. That's why I want your advice."


   "Mrs. Emerson, I need to know the nature of the problem. The scope of my law practice

   is--"


   "I know all about your law practice, Mr. Larsen," she snapped. "That's why I'm calling you. I

need your help and I intend to have it!"


   My thumb moved to press the button to end the conversation. But there was a desperation in

her voice that stopped me. She reminded me of a terrified little girl whistling bravely in the wind as

she trudged alone along a dark, deserted road.


   The Empress broke the stalemate by heaving a long irritated sigh. "Look, I'll tell you what. I

can get down to your office by nine-thirty. I don't like it, but I'll do it. Then I can explain everything

to you."


   "That won't work, Mrs. Emerson. As my legal assistant told you, I have a court appearance

today in Colorado Springs and I don't know how long it will take."


   "So when can you meet with me?" she demanded, sounding like a jilted lover. "This is

urgent, Mr. Larsen."


   Thinking aloud, I said, "This judge always adjourns at right around five o'clock. I could meet

with you after that."


   She uttered a tight-lipped, "Very well. Wiggins will have to rearrange my entire day!"


   I had no idea who Wiggins was, and I didn't ask. "Let's aim for six-thirty," I suggested. "It

will take me at least that long to get to my office."


   "Oh, no, not at your office. Not at that time of the day. Come pick me up and we'll go

somewhere for dinner. Anything else would attract suspicion. I'll make reservations for the two of

us."


   I glanced over at Maurice. "I've got my legal assistant with me. He's--"


   "I'll have Wiggins drop him anywhere you want," she interrupted in a dismissive tone. She

gave me her address, which I recognized as being in Chevalier Hills. The lowest priced homes in that

subdivision started at around two million dollars. "Please don't let me down, Mr. Larsen."


   "I'll see you at six-thirty."


   So ended my first--and last--conversation with Helen Emerson.


* * * *


   I was wrong about Judge Lewis. That particular day, we didn't finish until nearly five-thirty.

Our hearing was held at the weary El Paso County court house, located on East Vermijo in the heart

of the downtown business district. The building was in the midst of a much-needed facelift. Because

of the construction, it took Maurice and me fifteen minutes to clear the metal detectors. The security

guards took their time leafing through my briefcase and our two boxes of files, making sure we

weren't smuggling any weapons into the building. They were wasting their time, of course, since I

never carried my little .38 Smith & Wesson Terrier unless I had some reason to think I might

need it. One of the guards nodded a sign of recognition to Maurice, but said nothing.


   Inside the courtroom, people were lined up along the rows of wooden benches. Judge Lewis,

his massive girth shrouded in a black robe, was already on the bench. And, as usual, he wasn't

happy.


   "Well, Mr. Larsen," he boomed out in a caustic tone as I tried to slip unobtrusively into the

courtroom, "It's nice of you to finally join us." He turned to one of the other lawyers in the

courtroom. "Mr. Sass?"


   Horace Sass, the insurance lawyer for the manufacturer my client was suing, waddled

pompously to the podium. Maurice secretly referred to him as "Horse's Ass" because that's how his

name sounded if you said it fast enough.


   "Your Honor," Sass confidently informed the judge, "we won't need more than an hour for

our hearing." He flashed me a condescending smile, letting me know how certain he was of a quick

victory. That had been Sass's attitude about the entire case--and the reason our settlement

negotiations were going nowhere.


   "Do you agree, Mr. Larsen?" Judge Lewis said.


   "I think two hours is more accurate, Your Honor," I replied with an amused glance at Sass,

"Evidently, Mr. Sass has less to say than I do."


   "I guess we'll find out," the Judge muttered impassively, although I detected a hint of humor

in the corner of his mouth. "Well, we'll get to you when we get to you, gentlemen. It won't be this

morning and I have a short criminal docket at one thirty. Why don't you come back at two o'clock?

We'll take up this matter then." He added pointedly, "You could use the time to settle this case."


   "Thank you, your Honor," Sass said in an ingratiating tone. "I'll certainly give it my best

effort." Both of us knew, of course, he would do nothing of the sort. Sass was one of those

Jekyll-and-Hyde lawyers who pretend to be cooperative in front of the judge, but as soon as they're alone

with you, they turn into raving lunatics. His approach to litigation was that none of his clients had

ever done anything wrong, even when you caught them red-handed.


   As we moved away from the podium, he muttered out of the side of his mouth, "So, are you

ready to drop your case yet?"


   I knew he resented the fact that I'd managed to show up late without getting into any serious

hot water with the judge, so I didn't take the bait. This wasn't middle school and we weren't vying to

be teacher's pet--which was a good thing, because I'd been anything but teacher's pet during my years

at Gove Middle School. To the contrary, I'd spent a considerable amount of time in the principal's

office.


   "You know what my client wants," I said.


   His response was a derisive snort that sounded like, "Hargh!" It reminded me of my

neighbor's cat, coughing up a hairball. He walked out of the courtroom, letting the door close behind

him.


   Maurice decided to leave the file boxes in the back of the courtroom. They would be safe

there. Out in the hallway, I glanced at my wrist watch. "We've got four and a half hours to kill."


   Maurice grunted. "There's no point going back to the office. We'd just have to turn around

and come back down here."


   We rode the elevator to the basement, where we spent the next two hours sipping lukewarm

coffee. I made half a dozen phone calls, and then I called the office.


   Diana Hollister, my secretary and receptionist, answered in her crisp British voice. "Adam

Larsen and Associates."


   "Hi, Diana."


   "Oh, Adam, I'm glad you called. Mr. Henderson phoned. He wants to know if he can meet

with you this afternoon."


   "No chance. Maurice and I are going to be stranded out here for the rest of the day."


   "Really? Is it going badly?"


   "No. So far, it's not going at all. We're due back in court at two. Anyone else looking for

me?"


   "Of course." She read off half a dozen names, one of which was Helen Emerson. "She just

wanted me to give you a message."


   "What sort of message?"


   "She said to tell you she's made a reservation at Aubrey's for tonight. Seven

o'clock."


   I raised a brow. Aubrey's, located near the town of Castle Rock, was my favorite

restaurant in the entire universe. The owner had somehow lured one of the best European chefs who

ever created a cream sauce. Was it a coincidence, or had the Empress found out how much I

liked the place?


   Diana continued, "She directed me to tell you to arrive at her house by six fifteen."


   There was an unspoken question in her voice. Diana, nearly twenty-five years older than I

was, tended to take a motherly interest in my personal life.


   "It's not a date," I assured her. "This is purely business."


   "Did I ask?"


   I laughed. "You didn't need to."


   "You know, Helen Emerson is rumored to be quite the barracuda."


   "I know. They call her the Empress. She claims this is an emergency."


   "Don't they all?" she said enigmatically. "Oh, please tell Maurice his ex-wife is looking for

him."


   "I will. I'm sure he'll be thrilled. It that it?"


   "There was one other call. A rather peculiar one."


   "Oh?" I said. "Who was it?"


   "A man pretending to be English. A very bad imitation, at that. Of course, I would know. He

was trying to sound upper crust."


   "Did he identify himself?"


   "No."


   "What did he want?"


   "He didn't say. He sounded confused. He asked what sort of establishment he was calling.

When I told him that we're a law firm, he rang off. It's probably nothing, but I thought you should

know."


   "Thanks. I'll call in later." I dialed the number for Hal Gross, the news editor of the

Clarion. Of course, I was directed to his voice mail. Do any businesses still have human

beings answering their phones? After navigating the maze of menu options, I left a message for Hal:

"This is Adam Larsen. I need to pick your brain about something. I'll be in court this afternoon, so I'll

have to call you back."


   I turned to Maurice. "McIntosh's?"


   He nodded. "I'm starving."


* * * *


   After lunch--I had grilled salmon and Maurice went for a New York strip steak topped with

slices of pineapple--we headed back to the courthouse. On the way, I made another stab at reaching

Hal Gross.


   This time he answered his phone, sounding as always like the transplanted New Yorker that

he was. "Gross here."


   "It's about time you got back from lunch," I said fondly. "Now you can spend the afternoon

sobering up."


   "Ha!" he said. "Those days are long gone, my friend. We journalists have to earn our pay

just like every other cog in the corporate machine. I'm even learning how to blog and Twitter. How

are you doing, Counselor?"


   "I'm fine."


   "To what do I owe the honor of your call? Are you ready to be humiliated on the tennis court

yet again?"


   "Humiliated?" I scoffed. "I seem to recall that the last time we played, I wasn't the one who

had to buy lunch."


   "You just got lucky. I demand a rematch."


   "That can be arranged. How about Saturday?"


   "You're on. Bring Josie and I'll pair up with my darling wife. We can make it mixed

doubles."


   "I'll check with Josie and see if she's available. Meanwhile, I need to ask you about

someone."


   "Oh?" His tone was suddenly businesslike. "Which someone?"


   "Her name is Helen Emerson."


   "The Empress? Why the hell would you be interested in someone like her?"


   "It's professional. And, I'm afraid, confidential. Can you tell me what you know about

her?"


   "Sure I can. Where do you want me to start?"


   "For now, just some background information. Who she is and where she came from."


   "Well, until about five years ago, she was known primarily as the very high maintenance

wife of Vernon Emerson. Do know anything about him?"


   "Not really."


   "He was the quintessential self-made man. Made his fortune in coal mining. I understand he

began his career in the bituminous mines in Utah in the forties and slowly clawed his way up through

the ranks. There were whispers of some monkey business with federal coal leases, but none of the

rumors were ever confirmed as far as I know. Along the way, Vern managed to pick up some

valuable properties, including a shaft mine in northern Colorado. He also acquired more than his

share of enemies."


   "Deservedly?"


   "So I understand. Vernon Emerson was reputedly a hard-nosed businessman."


   "What happened to him?"


   "He died. If I remember right, it was a heart attack. It was probably five years ago, give or

take. That's when Helen came to the forefront. She picked up the ball and began running the business

operations. Within a few months, the Empress moniker started getting bandied about. It

didn't take her long to establish herself as an even worse martinet than her late husband. Of course,

she isn't shrewd like he was. She's particularly unpopular among the rank and file workers."


   "I understand she's involved in some sort of rancorous negotiations with the labor

union."


   "Rancorous? That's a good word for it. That's why I like talking to you, Counselor. You have

such a nice way of saying things. But what the Empress is involved in is more than rancorous. It's

nothing short of all-out war. The word is, she's trying to break the union. She claims the company

will go down the tubes if she doesn't get some major wage and benefit concessions. It looks like

things are headed for a strike. There's already been violence, allegedly on both sides. It's going to get

ugly."


   "Charming," I muttered.


   "So how do you fit into all of this?"


   "At this point, I don't. This is just between us, but I'm having dinner with Mrs. Emerson

tonight."


   "That's very clever of you, Counselor. Maybe you can marry her for her dough. I'm sure

Josie wouldn't mind. Of course, I have to warn you, the Empress is not welcome in most social

circles. She's too rude and crude. The good news is, she wouldn't insist on a prenuptial agreement.

The Emersons only marry people richer than they are."


   I laughed. "I'll keep that in mind. Meanwhile, I'll talk to Josie and find out about

Saturday."


   "Bring lots of cash," he said. "I'm going to be awfully hungry after we beat you."


   










CHAPTER TWO


   At six forty-five, I eased the Audi into the wide circular driveway in front of Helen

Emerson's mansion. Maurice let out a little whistle to let me know he was impressed. The Empress

lived on a four acre site in the exclusive Chevalier Hills area, just off University near Belleview

Avenue. The home was enormous, two-stories with probably ten thousand square feet per floor,

designed in an odd mixture of styles. The walls were basically brick, but a row of Greek pillars lined

the west side of the house. A pair of Roman lion statues bracketed the modern-looking double doors

at the main entrance.


   Maurice and I climbed out of the car and marched toward the heavy brass doors. When I

pressed the button, the doorbell emitted a bellow that reminded me of something out of the Addams

Family. After a brief delay, one of the massive doors swung open and we were greeted by an elderly

man with a ruddy face and bushy white moustache. His puffy cheeks and protruding stomach

reminded me of an aging walrus. I presumed he was the "Wiggins" that Helen Emerson had

mentioned on the phone.


   "I'm Adam Larsen," I told him. "This is my assistant, Maurice White. We're here to see Mrs.

Emerson."


   He nodded. "She's been expecting you." He stepped aside, and we entered the house.


   The explosion came unexpectedly, without any warning. The blast reverberated through the

Emerson mansion like a violent shudder, knocking me off my feet. In the big atrium where the three

of us had been standing, a deafening BOOM pierced the air. A shower of breaking glass,

from what had been the crystal chandelier, rained down onto the marble floor all around me. Chunks

of plaster and debris cascaded down from the ceiling in a thick gray cloud. I sat helplessly on the

floor as the sounds echoed eerily through the room.


   Then there was a long hollow silence which, in its own way, was as deafening as the

explosion itself had been--except that there was a ringing in my ears.


   I became aware of myself coughing, as my lungs fought to pull oxygen from the heavy cloud

of dust. Off to my right, Maurice was doing the same thing. His face and the shoulders of his suit

were covered with powdered drywall and speckles of broken glass from the chandelier.


   "Jesus!" he said between coughs, as we both stood up. "What the hell was that?"


   Wiggins had dived to the floor at the first sounds of the blast. Slowly, he eased himself to

his feet. Like Maurice and me, he was covered with dust and pieces of glass. His wrinkled hands

were trembling and all of the color had drained from his face. He tried to speak but no words

came.


   Finally, he stammered weakly, "Something terrible has happened."


   Maurice shot him a withering glare. "No shit, Sherlock!"


   Wiggins didn't answer. He just stared at Maurice with eyes that were glassy and distant.


   Maurice took a step toward me. "You're bleeding." He inspected the left side of my face,

reaching with one of his big paws to remove a shard of glass that was embedded in my cheek.


   "Ouch!" There was a burning sensation on the left side of my face. I reached up to touch the

tender spot. A glance at my fingers told me that blood was seeping from the wound. "Is that the only

one?"


   He shook his head. "There are a couple of little ones next to it. Nothing too serious."


   "Great," I muttered darkly. Something occurred to me, and I grabbed Wiggins urgently by

the shoulders. "Where's Mrs. Emerson?"


   "My God!" He gestured toward the ceiling area directly above us, which seemed to have

taken the brunt of the blast. "She's up there!"


   I took off at a sprint toward the curved staircase that rose along the far end of the living

room. As I passed through the room, some part of my brain noted that the damage in that part of the

house wasn't too bad, with just a few patches of fallen plaster scattered randomly across the plush

gray carpet. I was vaguely aware that Maurice and Wiggins were close behind me.


   The three of us raced up the steps. I took them two at a time, using the oak railing to propel

myself faster. Maurice, who was surprisingly agile for his two hundred and thirty-five pounds, had

no trouble keeping up. Wiggins lagged behind.


   On the second floor, it was obvious that there had been a powerful explosion. The wreckage

of framed photographs and oil paintings was strewn along the hallway, amid the dusty rubble of

plaster, exposed wooden studs and torn wallpaper.


   "Which way?" I demanded.


   Wiggins, gasping for breath, gestured down the long hall and wheezed, "Her room is the last

one on the left."


   Quickly, I surveyed the situation. Getting there was going to be a problem. Our path was

clogged with debris. As I began to work my way along the hallway, Maurice said, "Do you think it's

safe to go down there?"


   I shrugged. "I don't know. I don't see any signs of a fire. Or an imminent collapse of the

building. I'm willing to chance it. Maybe you and Mr. Wiggins should wait here, just in case--"


   "Bullshit," Maurice cut in. "Let's go!"


   We moved as rapidly as we could under the circumstances, clawing our way through the

tangled rubble. The damage became increasingly worse after we passed some sort of sitting room and

several large bedrooms, and moved closer to the front of the house.


   As we pressed forward, I felt a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.


   Could Helen Emerson have survived a blast of this magnitude?


   Maurice seemed to read my thoughts. He shook his head. "There's no way anyone could

have lived through this. Not at close range. The concussion alone probably killed her."


   I said, "We'll find out soon enough."


   Finally, we reached what was left of the master bedroom. It was nothing short of a disaster.

In the far corner of the room was a gaping void where once there had been an elegant bathroom.

Remnants of copper plumbing dangled in mid air. Streams of water gushed freely from two of the

pipes, soaking the remains of pale gray linoleum that was now littered with chunks of broken

porcelain.


   I noticed something at the edge of the linoleum, in a pool of reddish water. I had to stare at it

for a few seconds before I realized it was a human arm and hand. A few feet away, the remains of a

human torso lay on the carpet. The wall nearby was splattered with blood.


   Maurice stood beside me, shaking his head in disbelief.


   Wiggins cupped his hand in front of his mouth. "Dear God!"


   I said, "I take it this was Mrs. Emerson?"


   He nodded and covered his mouth, gagging as he tried to keep from throwing up. Maurice

and I guided him out of the room.


   I wondered aloud, "What could have caused an explosion like this?"


   Maurice said, "I can give you a pretty good guess. Did you notice that peculiar odor in the

room?"


   "I did, but I don't recognize it. It didn't smell like natural gas or--"


   "No way!" he said. "I'd know that smell anywhere. That's Detoneatine." He pronounced it,

"deh-tone-eé-ah-teen."


   "Detoneatine? What on earth is that?"


   "It's a chemical explosive. My uncle sometimes uses the stuff on his farm. It's a lot like

dynamite but it burns faster. You get a more jarring explosion."


   I froze in my tracks. "That means this was murder."


   He stared blankly at me. Then he made a sour face. "Yeah, I guess it was. Goddamn it!

You've done it again, haven't you?"


   "I didn't--"


   "You didn't have to. You're a disaster magnet!"


   We started moving again. By the time we'd made it back to the main hallway, Wiggins was

so wobbly that we practically had to hold him up. I said, "Is anyone else in the house?"


   He shook his head and said in a barely audible voice, "Mrs. Emerson wanted to meet with

you alone. We made careful arrangements to get everyone else out of the house."


   "Did she tell you why she wanted to meet with me?"


   He shook his head again. "I know nothing of her legal affairs."


   Suddenly, I felt a bitterness in my mouth, to match the sick feeling that I already had in the

pit of my stomach. She hadn't told me, either. All I knew was that, whatever it was, she'd considered

it urgent. And now she was dead.


   Murdered.


   And I hadn't lifted a finger to help her.


   "Let's get downstairs," I said. "We need to find the main water shutoff before the whole

house floats away. Then we need to call the police."


   "The police?" Wiggins muttered blankly. "Why do we...my God! This is terrible!"













CHAPTER THREE


   Less than an hour after the explosion, Sergeant Joe Stone was on the job, doing what he did

best: bellowing pointless orders and causing general chaos. Most of the roughly fourteen hundred

officers who worked for the Denver Police Department were trained professionals who did their job

and did it well. Some were better, some worse. But there was one--there's always one--who was the

glaring exception to the rule. In Denver, it was Stone. Most people disliked him the first time they

met him.


   For me, the animosity had simmered like a foul-smelling stew over a dozen unpleasant years

of dealing with him. He was arrogant and cocky, a broad-shouldered lunkhead with a bulldog face,

leathery pock-mocked skin, and a square jutting jaw. Most of his fellow officers ridiculed Stone

behind his back but no one, especially not his subordinates, ever dared to challenge him to his

face.


   The biggest problem with Stone was that not only wasn't he very bright, he also had a

   one-track mind. Once an idea got stuck in his brain, he was like a dog gnawing feverishly on a dried

bone. Nothing could pry it away from him. And he was a shameless glory seeker. I often suspected

he was more concerned with closing his cases than with making sure he had the right culprit.


   Maurice and I had placed ourselves like bookends on the olive green bench in what was left

of the atrium. Since our clothes were covered with plaster and dirt anyway, we hadn't bothered to

brush off the bench before we sat down. Silent and dejected, we watched the spectacle of activity

going on around us. After Stone decided he had kept us waiting long enough to show how important

he was, he swaggered over to where we were sitting. He was about my height, which is exactly six

feet, but he outweighed me by about thirty pounds, most of it muscle. When he smiled--which was

seldom--his lips never made it past a sneer.


   This time, he didn't smile. "I guess I'm ready for you two now."


   "It's about time," Maurice grumbled. He couldn't stand Stone and he didn't bother to hide it.

"We've been sitting here for forty-five minutes."


   Stone puffed himself up like a peacock. "I had more important things to do. Even more

important than talking to His Majesty, the exalted Adam Larsen. And his muscle-bound ex-jock

bodyguard." He gestured toward Maurice. "You first. In the study. Let's go!"


   Maurice stood up. He turned back toward me and raised his brows in an unspoken question.

I just shrugged. It didn't matter which one of us Stone questioned first. Neither of us had anything to

hide. Nor, unfortunately, did we have much useful information for Stone to gnaw upon.


   Stone aimed his index finger at me like the .44 magnum he used as a service pistol. "You

stay put, Larsen. Right here on this bench. And don't you move one inch. Not one inch!" He wheeled

in a military fashion and marched off. Maurice followed, deliberately lagging behind in a show of

unspoken defiance.


   At first, I sat dutifully on the bench. After a while, I found myself growing impatient. Sitting

there doing nothing only made me feel worse. I began pacing the atrium area, wondering whether

there was something I could have done differently, something that might have saved the Empress.

Finally, I decided I needed to do something. I left the atrium and ventured into the living room. There

was nothing going on there. No policemen, no lab techs and no members of the Emerson household.

The room hadn't suffered much damage, so I assumed the police were directing their attention

upstairs.


   I began climbing the same staircase that Maurice, Wiggins and I had used when we rushed

upstairs an hour earlier. When I reached the second floor landing, I stopped short. Unlike the main

floor, this part of the house was buzzing with activity, especially down the hallway that led to what

was left of Helen Emerson's bedroom suite. A bearded man was flashing pictures of everything in

sight. In a low voice, he dictated into a small recorder after he snapped each shot. Two lab

technicians in latex gloves were methodically gathering samples of plaster and other items too small

for me to identify from where I was standing.


   After I had watched them for about ten minutes, I caught sight of a friendly face, heading my

way.


   Fred Yamamoto called out with a wide smile, "Adam Larsen, attorney at law! How the hell

are you?"


   I offered my hand and he shook it vigorously. Fred was the head of the mobile crime lab. He

was probably five foot six, about forty years old, and thin as a rail. His thick black hair was shiny

even though it was cut very short. The skin of his narrow face was tightly drawn, making him

somehow look even smaller than he actually was.


   "I'm fine, Fred. I had no idea you were up here."


   "Yeah, I'm like the wind," he explained, swishing his arms through the air like a Ninja. "I

come and go in silence. Or in this case, through the back door." His amiable laugh was almost a

giggle. "So what's a nice lawyer like you doing in a place like this?"


   I grimaced. "Nearly getting himself blown up. I was supposed to meet with Mrs. Emerson.

Unfortunately, I never got the chance."


   He shrugged philosophically. "Nobody's gonna get the chance now. Someone definitely

made sure of that. Man, what a mess! By the way, you're not supposed to be up here."


   "I know. I won't touch anything. I promise. Any idea what caused the explosion?"


   "More than just an idea. I know exactly what it was. Somebody put explosives and a

detonator in the toilet tank. The trigger was probably a pull wire igniter, with the end fastened to the

flush handle. When she pulled the lever, bang!"


   I gawked at him. "You mean the toilet blew up?"


   "That's the layman's version," he said. "But, yeah, that's the gist of it. We don't know yet

what explosive they used."


   "I think I have something that might help you. My legal assistant was with me when the

blast went off. He says he smelled something called Detoneatine."


   "Ah! Thanks, man. I suspected something like that, but I didn't know which one. I probably

wouldn't have guessed Detoneatine. The odor was already dissipated by the time we got here. I'll let

the lab know. It will save them a lot of time." He eyed me with sudden suspicion. "So how does your

legal assistant know about things like Detoneatine? I thought he was a football player."


   "He used to be. He has an uncle who has a farm. Apparently, they use explosives."


   "Probably to blow out tree stumps," Fred said. "Saves a lot of manual labor."


   "That makes sense. So what exactly is this Detoneatine?"


   "Detoneatine is just the brand name. I forget the chemical name. Too many syllables for a

simple-minded guy like me. It's made by a company somewhere in the Midwest. It comes as a

package of unmixed components. Separately, they're harmless. When you mix them together and add

a blasting cap--" He gestured expansively to indicate the mess all around us. "You can see what it

does." He added meaningfully, "They don't sell that stuff to just anybody."


   "I hope not. Does Detoneatine work in water? It strikes me that--"


   "Tsk, tsk, tsk. I'm way ahead of you, Counselor. The big boom could have fizzled out into a

big dud. Whoever set this one up thought of that. They shut off the water supply beneath the toilet

and drained all the fluid out of the tank. Then they put bricks on the bottom to, as they used to say,

keep their powder dry. Except that this wasn't powder."


   I eyed him suspiciously, wondering whether he was pulling my leg. "How can you possibly

know all that?"


   He gently tapped the side of his head. "Brain power, my friend. That's why they pay me the

big money." He chuckled at the thought. "Fat chance! Anyway, the tank was blown to smithereens,

and the burn marks on the wall were the blackest at exactly the height of the toilet tank. You can see

from the stains on the opposite wall that the force of the explosion was projected in the direction,

away from the toilet."


   "Yeah, but if the tank was blown to smithereens, how can you tell that someone drained it

first?"


   "A stroke of good luck. The blast blew the shutoff assembly clean off the wall. By some

miracle the valve is still intact. It was in the closed position. I checked it. Ergo, the water had been

turned off before the explosion. Why else would anyone turn it off except to drain the tank?"


   "Okay, I'll concede that one. What about the bricks in the bottom of the tank? How do you

know--"


   "That, I admit, is just an educated guess. We found clumps of reddish sand. The lab will

decide it for sure, but I'd bet you a month's salary it used to be brick. Heck, I can even tell you what

she was doing before she flushed, in case you really want to know." He scrunched up his face. "The

place was a mess."


   "I know," I said with a grim expression on my face. "I saw it."


   He gave me a crosswise look. "You didn't go messing with my crime scene, did you?"


   I shook my head firmly. "We just went far enough into the room to make sure we couldn't

help her. After that, we got out of there."


   "Are you sure?" he pressed me, his eyes still narrowed.


   "Absolutely. Fred, you know I'd never--"


   He suddenly smiled and elbowed me in the ribs. "Yeah, I know that, man. You're a pretty

straight shooter." He couldn't resist adding, "At least, for a lawyer." He glanced urgently at his

wristwatch. "Hey, I've got to get out of here. My wife and I are supposed to be at some dinner party.

If I'm late again, she's gonna kill me!"


   I trailed behind Fred as he headed down the stairs. When we reached the main floor, he

tapped me on the shoulder. "Nice seeing you, man."


   He cut through the living room, moving rapidly toward the back of the mansion, and

disappeared around the corner. I headed back to the atrium. There was no sign of Stone. The only

person in the room was Wiggins, who was sitting on the bench with his head resting on his palms.

He glanced up half-heartedly when he sensed my presence, nodding a forlorn greeting. The poor man

looked lost. He hadn't bothered to clean any of the dust from his face and hair, and he seemed to have

somehow grown smaller in his clothes.
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