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Author’s Notes



To those military readers who are familiar with the Pentagon, I’d like to say that I was intentionally vague or misleading on some of the locations of key Pentagon offices. In light of what happened on 9-11, I didn’t feel comfortable in precisely placing their positions. Could terrorists with mayhem on their minds learn the placements of these offices? Of course. But not from me.

I also followed this same cautious approach when describing the entrance into the private compartment of the C-32 aircraft. While the details are generally accurate, there are a few key differences from the actual way the mechanism works.

Ironically, my concerns over these points reflects how America has changed since 9-11. Even while writing a fictional story, I was constantly aware that I didn’t want to put down anything that an Al Qaeda wanna-be could somehow use. Hopefully, I’ve succeeded.

Thank you for understanding.

PAT DAVIS
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1

MORNING




I heard the faint beating of the rotor blades long before I saw the approaching helicopter.

It was a cool spring morning, a little after sunrise, and I’d just stepped out onto the porch of my rambling farmhouse in rural northern Virginia. I gazed toward the east, past the grass airstrip my crop-duster father had built thirty years earlier and the farm fields he no longer owned. Searching the horizon, I finally saw it. A speck, coming out of the glow of the sun. I checked my watch. Almost seven-twenty. Right on time, and I wondered what I was getting myself into.

My regular job is chief of police for Warrentown, Virginia, a quiet town of four thousand, roughly seventy miles west of D.C. Occasionally I also moonlight as a consultant to the Office of Special Investigations, the air force’s primary criminal investigative branch. I’d taken the job as a favor to then-OSI commander Brigadier General Gary Mercer, who’d lost a lot of his experienced personnel to the better-paying jobs in the civilian world. To stem the bleeding, Mercer hired on a few former investigators like myself—I’d put in twenty years in the OSI, retiring as a light colonel—to consult on the more “sensitive” cases. By sensitive, General Mercer meant things like espionage, major drug rings, murders—anything that might garner the attention of the press or Congress or the four-star constellations at the Pentagon.

Since the military isn’t exactly a hotbed of crime, the consultant workload is pretty light, and I average maybe three cases a year. In the past, I’ve always looked forward to getting called out as a change of pace from the Andy-of-Mayberry routine. But not today.

The reason the helicopter was flying out to pick me up stems from a conversation I’d had earlier with Colonel Charles Hinkle, the current OSI chief. I’d been in the shower when the phone rang. Mrs. Anuncio, my live-in housekeeper, had banged on the bathroom door until I finally yanked it open, a towel cinched around my waist, dripping water all over the place.

Ignoring my scowl, Mrs. Anuncio stuck a portable phone up to my face. “Man say must talk. Important.”

“I don’t care. Tell him I’ll call back when I’m dressed.”

Mrs. Anuncio made like she suddenly didn’t understand English. She stood there, holding out the phone, her square face locked with a stubborn gaze.

Christ. Sometimes I wondered who really worked for whom. I repeated irritably, “Mrs. Anuncio, tell him I will call after—”

That was as far as I got before a familiar voice chirped out at me. “Marty, pick up the goddamn phone. Now.”

Mrs. Anuncio smiled smugly. I sighed, blinked water from my eyes, and took the phone. As she turned her bulky frame for the door, she announced breakfast was ready. When I asked for an omelet, she bluntly replied that she’d made waffles.

I could only smile at her response. Mrs. Anuncio had worked for me for almost a month before I figured out that her gruff exterior was mostly an act. She just had a military DI’s attitude toward running the household. The way she saw it, after three years of looking after my daughter Emily and me, I should know the rules by now. If I’d wanted an omelet, I should have asked before the waffles were made.

As I toweled off, the man on the phone began calling out to me again. With a last swipe at the blond crew cut that passed for my hair, I put the receiver to my ear. In the background, I heard the sound of clicking keyboards and ringing phones. Office sounds. No surprise that Colonel Charles Hinkle was already at work. Since the 9-11 terrorist attacks, the OSI had been humping around the clock to plug security leaks.

“Marty? Marty? If you don’t pick up, so help me—”

“Remember your blood pressure, Charlie. Now what’s so damned important that I couldn’t finish my shower?” Even though Charlie was my boss, I could talk to him this way because we’d known each other since our days as young captains. I wasn’t all that concerned about Charlie’s anxious tone, since he tended to overreact, often blowing the most mundane events out of all proportion.

Ignoring my crack, he said, “I’m only going to say this once, so listen up. You got anything scheduled, cancel it. I want you to be ready to roll ASAP—”

“Sorry, Charlie. I’m not available.” I hung the towel over the shower rail, let him sputter for a moment, then went over to the bureau and began to dress.

“Why the hell not?” he demanded.

“Personal reasons.”

“For instance?”

“Emily’s turning thirteen tomorrow. We’ve got a big party planned.”

Silence. There was nothing he could say. Since my wife’s death from cancer three years earlier, he knew that my daughter Emily was the priority in my life.

He cleared his throat. “Look, I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important—”

“No, Charlie.”

“I could order you.”

A bluff. I quoted him the clause in my consulting contract, which specifically stated I could decline an investigation.

“Don’t pull that legal crap on me. You’ve already been assigned to a task force—”

“Unassign me. Give it to Erik Olson or maybe Bob Whitcher—”

“I can’t. The SECDEF assigned you to the task force. Personally.”

I was tugging on my underwear and almost toppled over. “Jesus…”

“Yeah. This thing is big, Marty. I just got off the horn with General Markel, the vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs. He ordered me to send a major crimes forensics team to Andrews and said that the SECDEF specifically requested that you and Major Gardner be assigned to a task force that’s being put together.”

I slowly donned a T-shirt as I tried to take this in. Major Amanda Gardner was another OSI investigator who happened to live next door, on a couple of acres she’d sweet-talked my dad into selling her. I asked Charlie why the secretary of defense would ask for us.

“Hell, I figured you two must have run across Secretary Churchfield on a case in the past. You didn’t?”

I told him I’d never even met Churchfield and was damned certain Amanda hadn’t either.

“Well, someone with a helluva lot of pull must have passed on your names. You connected, Marty?”

He meant politically. “You know better than that. Who else is assigned to the case?”

“From the OSI, just you two and the forensics techs. Doc Bowman will be the ME.”

Dr. Billy Bowman was the extremely capable yet mildly irritating deputy head of the Armed Forces Institute of Pathology. I said, “So we’re talking about a homicide on Andrews—”

“Not so fast, Marty. You in or not?”

As if I really had a choice now. “I’m in.” Stepping into my closet, I plucked out my Sears special navy blue suit. Even for active-duty military investigators, civilian clothing was standard attire because wearing one’s rank tended to hinder investigations. Enlisted members felt intimidated when grilled by someone they knew was an officer, and officers often proved less than cooperative when questioned by someone they outranked.

“The answer,” Charlie grunted, “is that I don’t know any specifics. According to General Markel, the task force is operating under a TS/SCI clearance.”

A top-secret/special compartmentalized information clearance meant that only those with a strict need-to-know would be privy to the details of the investigation. While it was unusual that a criminal matter would be tagged with this lofty security classification, it was even more unusual that Charlie, in his capacity as OSI chief, would be kept out of the loop.

For once, Charlie wasn’t crying wolf. Something big had happened.

As I finished dressing, Charlie gave me the rest of what he knew, which wasn’t much. No, he didn’t know who would head the investigation or which agencies would take part. Yes, he suspected the FBI would probably honcho the thing, since they were the glory boys of the investigative world. Major Amanda Gardner and I were to meet the forensic team at the Andrews AFB passenger terminal, where we would receive further instructions.

The location of the terminal suggested we might be flying to the location of the crime. When I asked, Charlie said not to bother packing a bag. The team wasn’t flying anywhere.

That, of course, wasn’t quite true.

While I was at the breakfast table, notifying my office that I’d be out of pocket for a few days, my call-waiting beeped. It was Charlie, telling me that the two-plus hours it would take Amanda and me to fight the rush hour traffic to Andrews was unacceptable. A helicopter would land on the grass strip in front of my house at 0730 hours, to pick us up. He asked me to pass on the change to Amanda.

When I tried, I got her machine, so I went out onto the back patio for a look.

Amanda lived in a modest ranch house a couple of hundred yards away. It was a tidy place fronted by flower beds and a lawn big enough for a game of touch football. In keeping with her rural upbringing, she’d recently added a small barn, where she kept a menagerie of animals, including a horse, a potbellied pig, and a couple of ducks. I located her in a corner of the fenced-in backyard, filling the water dish for her two dogs, a German shepherd and a golden retriever. I hollered twice before she glanced over. When I held up the phone, she nodded, tossed a ball for the dogs, and walked quickly toward the house.

Amanda had a nice walk. She’s long and willowy and, at thirty-three, still moves with the easy strides of the athlete she once was. A tomboy since she could remember, she’d earned a tae kwon do black belt by the time she was sixteen and lettered in swimming at the Air Force Academy. She also has big-time smarts, graduating with degrees in engineering and physics. A tenacious investigator, she’d impressed me on the first murder case we’d worked, and I’d assumed she was one of those annoying people who did well at everything.

Then she told me about her track record with men.

I would have expected Amanda, as an attractive woman in a predominantly male profession, to get asked out constantly, but she doesn’t. Since we’ve been neighbors, I’ve known her to go out on only two dates. Neither guy ever called again. The only thing I can figure is that men find her self-assurance intimidating. Her blunt assessment is that no guy wants a relationship with a bright, competent woman who can also kick his ass.

Amanda acts like it’s no big deal not having much of a social life. She’s often mentioned how she prefers being single and having the freedom to do as she pleases. Besides, it wasn’t like she had time for a relationship. Not with the demands of her job and a new house to worry about.

Sometimes, I almost believed her.

I thumbed the redial as Amanda disappeared into the house, and she picked up immediately. After I dropped the dime on curbside chopper service, she said, “I’ve been surfing the news. Nothing. Whatever’s going down, they’re doing a good job keeping it under wraps.”

“It’s got to be a homicide. Why else would they call Doc Bowman out?”

“Since when do they classify homicides?”

The million-dollar question. Andrews Air Force Base housed the military’s aircraft fleet that flew the government’s elite, from the president on down. In light of the terrorist threat, I suggested that someone might have taken out a heavy hitter, which might explain all the secrecy.

“I dunno, Marty. Security on Andrews is damned tight. I don’t see some Al Qaeda wanna-bes making it past the checkpoints.”

I resisted the urge to say they wouldn’t show up in beards, wearing “Bin Laden for President” T-shirts. Still, she had a point. Andrews was probably only a staging area for the team to meet without eyebrows being raised.

“How about the SECDEF?” she asked. “Any clue why Churchfield requested us?”

“Obviously, we were recommended.”

“By who, if it wasn’t Colonel Hinkle?”

“It’s puzzling.” By definition, the OSI was a secretive, close-knit organization. It’s unlikely anyone outside the immediate chain of command would be familiar enough with our abilities to recommend us by name. Yet someone had.

As I was about to hang up, she said, “I’m kind of surprised you took the case. I mean, with Emily’s party tomorrow—”

“Can’t turn down the SECDEF.”

“You okay with that?”

My silence confirmed what she knew; I wasn’t. Missing your kid’s party may not seem like a big deal, but it was to me. Before she died, my wife, Nicole, made me promise that I’d always place Emily at the top of my list. Over the years, I’d kept my word. Emily’s soccer matches, school plays, band recitals—you name it, I was always there, sitting right up front.

“You tell Emily yet?” Amanda asked.

“She’s getting ready for school. She’ll be okay. Helen will be here.” Helen was my stepdaughter from Nicole’s first marriage. After Nicole’s death, Helen had lived with Emily and me, running the crop-dusting business my father left me so I could play cop full-time. Six months ago, Helen moved out. It was a financial decision; business had been drying up because a lot of the area farms had been gobbled up by developers. Helen bought a place with a small airstrip about a hundred miles west, in tobacco country. I gave her the two planes on the condition that she retain the name Collins Aviation. When my dad retired to Florida, his dream had been for me to keep the business going. Since I hated flying crop dusters, having Helen take over was a no-brainer. Dad was happy someone in the family was still flying planes with his name on the side, and I was happy that person wasn’t me.

“Emily will be disappointed,” Amanda said. “So if you don’t mind a suggestion…”

It didn’t matter if I did. Over the past year, Emily and Amanda had spent a lot of time together. It was a relationship I’d encouraged; Emily needed a female role model in her life. The downside was, I had to put up with Amanda’s less than subtle hints on parenting. “What?”

“Give Emily her present now.”

“It’s not her birthday.”

“So what? You want her to be happy, right?”

“Sure, but—”

“At least bring her over and let her see it.”

“I’m going to wait.”

She began to argue with me. I interrupted her, saying it was because of the letter.

“Letter? What letter?”

So I explained how Nicole had written a series of letters, to be given to Emily on each birthday, until she turned twenty-one. The letters were filled with humorous anecdotes and advice on life. The kinds of things a mother tells a daughter. Over the years, I had learned to give Emily the letter a couple days before her birthday, to give her time to recover emotionally so she could enjoy her party. “Emily read it last night,” I said. “She’s pretty down. Even if I tell her about the pony now, it might not do much good.”

Amanda was quiet. For once she seemed at a loss for words. “It must have been difficult for Nicole. To write those letters.”

“It was,” I said. “She wrote them shortly before she died. She could barely hold a pen. It took her almost a week.”

Amanda started to say something, but her voice began breaking. Her display of emotion caught me off guard. I said, “Amanda, I didn’t mean to—”

The phone clicked softly in my ear.

 

I returned to the breakfast table, perplexed by Amanda’s reaction. She’d always been someone who prided herself on maintaining control, keeping her feelings in check. It was an image she’d carefully cultivated, to prove she was as tough as any male investigator. I’d seen her walk into the gore of a triple homicide crime scene where two of the victims were children and never bat an eye. Same thing with the funerals for victims of the 9-11 attack on the Pentagon. People getting teary-eyed all over the place, including me.

But not Amanda.

Uh-uh. Someone with her emotional discipline doesn’t break down because of a touching story over the phone. That meant there had to be another reason.

As I sipped my coffee, I thought back to when I first realized something was wrong.

 

It had been almost two months earlier. Initially, there wasn’t anything I could put my finger on. I just sensed a sadness around Amanda. A short time later, she began withdrawing into herself. She quit dropping by for dinner and frequently didn’t answer her phone when I called. Last week, Emily popped over to see her and noticed her eyes were red, as if she’d been crying. What I found particularly worrisome was Amanda’s recent habit of sitting on her porch in the evenings. She’d remain there for hours, sipping on wine and staring into the dark. More than once, I’d been on the verge of walking over, but for some reason, I could never bring myself to do it. If she wanted my company, she’d ask.

Emily had decided that Amanda was lonely and had been bugging me to find her a boyfriend. Maybe I’d give it a try. Deep down, I cared for Amanda more than I’d liked to admit, and to see her so unhappy—

My thoughts were interrupted by the clicking of Emily’s footsteps on the hardwood floor. I turned to the entryway and saw the dejected slope of her shoulders and the sadness in her eyes. At that moment, I hated myself for what I was about to say.

But that was the price of being a single parent.

 

Emily slowly made her way up the table, her curly brown hair still damp from her shower. With each passing year, she looked increasingly like her mother. Same wide-set blue eyes, lightly freckled cheeks, and dimpled chin. And she was getting tall, well over five feet. She wouldn’t be a child much longer.

As she listlessly dropped her Britney Spears backpack to the floor and slipped into her chair, I said, “How are you holding up, honey?”

A little shrug. “Okay, Dad. I miss Mom.”

“We all do.” She sat, staring vacantly at her plate. I said, “Better eat something.”

“Not hungry.”

“Try.”

She reluctantly fished a waffle from the serving plate. I asked, “Mind if I read the letter?” Because we always discussed them together, so I could make sure she understood everything Nicole was trying to tell her.

Emily’s hand froze. She looked at me with a mixture of guilt and fear.

I frowned. “What is it, honey?”

No response. She dropped the waffle back to the plate and sat back.

“Is it the letter?” I asked gently.

She hesitated, nodded. “You…you can’t read it, Dad.”

“Oh? Mind telling me why?”

She stared at her plate, avoiding my eyes. “It’s…personal.”

“I see.” But I didn’t. I sat there, feeling a little hurt and confused. Nicole and I never had secrets. I couldn’t believe she’d have written anything that I wasn’t supposed to know about.

Mrs. Anuncio pushed through the kitchen door, took one look at Emily’s downcast expression, and glared at me.

“I…I gotta go, Dad.” Emily pushed back her chair and climbed to her feet.

“Go? You still have ten minutes until the bus.”

But she’d snatched up her knapsack and was hurrying toward the door.

“Emily, wait. There’s something I need to tell you.”

Her pace quickened.

“Emily! I told you to get back—”

She flung open the door and was gone. Through the window, I saw her running up the gravel road toward the two-lane highway and the bus stop. She kept wiping at her eyes. From behind, I heard Mrs. Anuncio go off on me in Spanish. When I turned around, she was glaring at me, hands on her hips.

I sighed. “Mrs. Anuncio, it’s not my fault. I didn’t say anything.”

She snorted and withdrew into the kitchen. I heard dishes banging.

For the next few minutes, I sipped coffee and tried to resist the impulse. I finally went upstairs to Amanda’s room. The letter was with the others, in one of Nicole’s old jewelry boxes, sitting on a corner of the dresser beside the brass-framed picture of Nicole.

I removed the envelope and stood there staring at it for what seemed a long time. My eyes went to Nicole’s picture.

They’re Emily’s letters, Marty. Promise you won’t read them unless she asks.

I promise, honey.

My hand was trembling as I returned the letter to the jewelry case. By the time I got downstairs, the phone was ringing. It was Amanda, her voice clipped, urgent.

“Better get outside, Marty,” she said. “I think I hear it.”
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The helicopter cruised toward me at maybe two thousand feet. I could make out only a hazy silhouette, framed against the sun. I hurried back into the house, threw on my suit jacket, and checked that the government issue 9mm pistol in my hip holster was loaded. After grabbing my cell phone, I found Mrs. Anuncio in the kitchen and told her not to be alarmed by the approaching helicopter. She gazed back without interest and continued stacking dishes; she was used to seeing airplanes land here.

As I returned to the living room, the sound of the beating blades had become noticeably louder. I saw Amanda already waiting on the porch, eyes fixed in the distance.

She really was a looker. Not a classic beauty, but she possessed a freshly scrubbed quality highlighted by perfectly tapered bones and tanned, seemingly flawless skin. As usual, Amanda wore little makeup, and her red hair was cut boyishly short, revealing two simple gold earrings. Her gray business suit was buttoned, hiding the gun clipped to her waist. Function over style. That was Amanda.

I studied her for a moment. Her face was a mask, suggesting that whatever had bothered her earlier was forgotten.

As I pushed through the front door, she glanced over with a puzzled expression. “Wasn’t the helicopter coming from Andrews?”

“It should be. Why?”

Two steps later, I understood her confusion.

The chopper was visible below the roofline, less than a mile out. Instead of military camouflage, it was painted a metallic blue with a shiny silver roof. It crossed a power line and banked left toward the grass strip out front. At that instant, I noticed a distinctive Nike-like swoosh of red on the tail.

I recognized it at once. “What’s he doing here?”

Amanda looked to me in surprise. “You know who’s in the chopper?”

“So do you.”

She frowned. “Someone from the FBI or—”

“That’s a private helicopter. Probably goes for ten million easy. Take a shot on who could afford—”

“Simon?”

“Yeah. That’s his company’s logo on the tail.”

“But this is a classified operation. Why would the government bring in an outsider? Hell, they wouldn’t even tell Colonel Hinkle what’s going on.”

“We’re talking about Simon,” I said simply.

Amanda passed on a response. She knew if anyone was exempt from bureaucratic red tape, it would be Simon.

Lieutenant Simon Santos was the chief of the Arlington Homicide Division and over the past decade had solved a number of high-profile murder cases, most in a relatively short time. He was a brilliant, instinctual investigator with an uncanny ability to sniff out the truth. The media lapped up his successes, escalating him into something of a local law enforcement legend. Admittedly, the press’s infatuation had less to do with Simon’s investigative prowess than his bank account. After all, it’s not like every homicide cop had a couple hundred mil burning a hole in his pocket.

Then there were his eccentricities, which also made good copy. As Simon often told me, when you’re rich, you’re eccentric. When you’re poor, you’re committed and forgotten.

By now the chopper was practically on top of us. As it chattered past, Amanda said, “If Simon’s involved, that means it’s a murder.”

“Probably. And odds are he’s the mystery man who brought us on board.”

“Simon would have that kind of pull with the SECDEF?”

I shrugged. “He gives big bucks to political campaigns.”

“Must be nice to be able to buy your friends,” she said sarcastically.

“Hey, I thought you liked him.”

“I do. It’s just—” She glanced away. “Look, I know you two are tight and all. But putting up with his Simon-says bullshit gets a little old.”

Simon had a controlling nature, but hey, the guy was a genius.

“Careful,” I said. “I might have to mark you down for not playing well with others.”

She shot me a look. “Implying what? That I’m hard to work with?”

“That was a joke.”

“Don’t give up your day job.”

We stood there staring at each other. I smiled; she didn’t.

So I said, “We’d better get going. The chopper’s about to—”

She turned her back on me and went down the stairs.

Touchy, touchy.

 

As private helicopters go, the one we were watching was enormous. It had dual rotors and easily approximated the size of the one used by the president. After slowing to a hover, the big chopper descended to the edge of the grass strip. As Amanda and I walked toward it, we could see two pilots sitting in the cockpit. One threw up a wave and began to unstrap.

As we waited for him to open the passenger door, Amanda and I hung back, warily eyeing the spinning rotors. I removed my fingers from my ears and tested the noise. Tolerable. I gave the passenger windows a once-over and couldn’t make out any faces peering out.

The cabin door opened, and stairs unfolded. A pilot hopped to the ground and beckoned to us. He was a heavy-set man with a pleasant face. As we approached, he winked at Amanda.

“Ladies first,” he shouted, offering her his hand. “My name is George, and I’ll—”

She blew right by George and went up the stairs.

He lowered his arm with a chagrined expression.

“Penis envy,” I said into his ear.

He frowned.

I said, “Grew up with five brothers. Felt left out because they all had—”

He got it then and erupted in a big laugh. I didn’t have the heart to tell him I was serious.

I clambered inside, and George followed. He thumped the door closed, and the quiet took me by surprise. From hidden speakers, we heard the sounds of classical music.

As expected, the interior was roomy and very plush. Nothing but the best for Simon. At six feet, I could almost stand without crouching, and my shoes practically disappeared into the deep-pile carpeting. I counted five rows of leather first-class seats, two to a row, an aisle in between. At that very back was a lav and a curtained area, which probably hid a small galley and a bar with good booze.

My eyes drifted over the chairs. Empty.

Amanda gave me a questioning look, which I interpreted, telling her Simon was in the lav.

“Grab any seat,” George said, squeezing past us toward the cockpit door. “Flight to Andrews will take twenty minutes.” He gave Amanda another wink. I sighed. Man didn’t learn.

Amanda’s face went cold. “Something wrong with your eye, George?” she demanded.

He looked startled.

“I asked if something was wrong with your eye.”

“Well, no, but—”

“Then you’re harassing me. Knock it off.”

George stared at her as if he couldn’t believe she was serious. He looked to me for help. I just gazed back sympathetically. George muttered an apology and dove for the safety of the cockpit. I could see the other pilot laughing.

I shook my head at Amanda. “He was interested, and you cut him off at the knees. Not smart. Pilots are a good catch. They make good money and—”

“I’m not in the mood, Marty.”

“I’m serious. You’ll never meet a nice guy if you keep scaring them off.”

“Drop it, or I’ll hurt you.”

And she could. I’d seen her bring a weight lifter to his knees with a flick of her wrist. “Violence,” I said, “isn’t the answer.”

She ignored me and stepped over to a front-row seat. “How do you know Simon’s in the lav?”

I shrugged. “He likes Bach.”

On cue, we heard a click and the lav door opened.

 

Most people who meet Lieutenant Simon Santos for the first time are struck by the contrast between his reputation and his appearance. He looks more like a maître d’ or a big-band leader than a homicide cop.

A youthful thirty-six, he is tall and dark, with a gaunt face topped by longish black hair combed straight back. As usual, he had on a pressed Armani shirt and his trademark dark blue Brooks Brothers silk suit, a red carnation pinned to his lapel. The only variation he ever made to his dress were the bow ties, which he cycled depending on the day of the week. Since this was Friday, he was wearing the red one with white polka dots. It jumped out at you with the subtlety of a face slap, which was the intent. People remembered Simon.

“It’s good to see you, Amanda,” Simon said warmly. “Hello, Martin.”

Everyone in the world called me Marty. Not Simon. Motioning us to the seats at the back, he said, “I’m sorry about the timing, Martin. I had no choice but to request your assistance. If you miss Emily’s birthday party, tell her I will make it up to her.”

Which meant another expensive gift. “Uncle Simon” was always showering Emily with gifts. As Amanda and I went down the short aisle, I picked up on the conditional and said, “If I miss her party?”

He shrugged. “Everything is in flux. Nothing on this investigation has been decided.”

“Are you in charge of the task force?” Amanda asked him.

Simon hesitated. “How much do you know?”

She deposited herself into the seat to his front, while I took the one beside him. “Not a thing,” she said. “We figured it has to be a homicide. Maybe more than one.”

I nodded, adjusting my seat belt. Through the open cockpit door, I could see the pilots at the controls. The engine noise became louder and the pulse rate of the rotor blades increased.

“There’s only one victim,” Simon said. “The initial reports suggest the death was accidental.”

I clicked the belt latch and stared at him. Amanda poked her head around her seat back and did the same.

She said, “An accident? What the hell are we doing here?”

Simon slid a hand into his jacket. “It’s a complicated situation. There are conflicting interests. So far, the two parties have only agreed that everything should be handled quietly.”

“Two parties?” she said.

A vague smile. “We’ll discuss the details in the air.”

Amanda said, “At least tell us who the victim—”

But Simon had bent forward and closed his eyes. He was holding a set of rosary beads in a manicured hand. His mouth began moving in silent prayer.

Amanda sighed and looked at me. She mouthed, Fear of flying?

I nodded.

Moments later, the big helicopter rose into the air, and Simon squeezed the rosary beads even harder.
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At a couple thousand feet we turned east, toward the Potomac River and the Maryland border. The sky was clear and bright, the cool morning making for a smooth flight. I pressed against the window and gazed out across the northern Virginia sprawl. The helicopter made a correction to the right, and soon I could make out a blanket of fog over D.C., the top of the Washington Monument poking through. Settling back, I checked out Simon. His mouth was still moving.

Arlington County has a large number of military residents, and Simon and I have worked close to a dozen murder cases over the past ten years in which air force personnel were victims, suspects, or witnesses. Most of that time I’ve spent trying to figure him out—not so much his quirks, but the big stuff. Like why a religious guy with a zillion bucks wanted to be a cop.

The answer came out of the blue, from a Washington Post article published several years back. A murder suspect dug up dirt on Simon and tried to blackmail him into backing off. Simon wouldn’t play along, so the story got leaked. For anyone else, the revelations would have ended their police career. In Simon’s case, they only proved mildly embarrassing. There was no public back-lash, no talking heads hollering for his badge, no editorials questioning his fitness to serve. None of that. Simon said his reputation and his close relations to the press saved him, and I agreed.

Of course, the half mil he spent hiring the big-time D.C. PR firm didn’t hurt.

When I read the Post story, I felt as if someone had flipped on a light switch to Simon’s soul. Suddenly, everything that had puzzled me about him made sense. His secretive nature, his generosity to anyone in need, his early forays into the priesthood—it was all there if you read between the lines. Specifically, the write-up was a scathing exposé on Simon’s father, a Cuban exile who made a fortune in the 1960s Miami real estate boom. It turned out that between business deals, Papa Santos got his jollies strangling young girls and dumping their bodies in Biscayne Bay. Simon learned the truth when he was something like ten or eleven. Since then, it’s been the defining event in his life. He’d become a homicide cop not because he wanted to; he had to.

And that’s what the article attacked through innuendo and suspicion. Simon’s motive for being a cop. A homicide cop. The son of a serial killer.

Why?

Frankly, I worried for Simon. Someday he was going to realize that what he was doing was ultimately pointless. No matter how hard he pushed himself or how many cases he solved, nothing would change. His father’s victims would remain dead, and he would always feel the guilt. But I suppose he probably already knew—

A hand touched my arm.

When I looked over, Simon was giving me a relaxed smile. “It’s cleansing for the soul, Martin.”

“I’m sure it is.” As he returned the rosary beads to his jacket, I said, “Ready?”

When he nodded, Amanda started unbuckling her seat belt. “The seat swivels,” Simon told her.

She found the lever and swung around. I dug out my notepad.

“The victim,” Simon said, “is the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Garber.” He paused, anticipating a reaction.

Amanda and I gazed back calmly. We’d prepared for the worst, and this almost seemed like good news. To many in the military, it probably was.

Simon seemed puzzled by our indifference. But he’d never served in the military and wouldn’t be privy to the rumors that swirled around General Michael J. Garber.

Since the chairman of the Joint Chiefs resided on Fort Meyers, near the Pentagon, I said, “Did General Garber die on Andrews or—”

“Andrews. A number of the Joint Chiefs attended a terrorism conference in London. Their plane landed early this morning, and Garber’s body was discovered in his private compartment by his security detail.”

That meant the army’s Criminal Investigative Division, since they had the responsibility for protecting the chairman on international trips. I asked Simon for the name of the agent in charge.

He paused, retrieving the information from his mental file bank. He possessed what amounted to total recall. Once he heard or read something—a name, a phone number, an e-mail address, anything—he never forgot it. “Andrew Hobbs.”

“Oh, beautiful,” Amanda said.

Simon frowned at her.

“Andy,” I explained, “is an old-timer and a little past his prime. You don’t know him because he rarely handles homicide investigations.”

“What Marty really means,” Amanda said, “is no one trusts him to handle homicides.”

“He’s not that bad,” I said.

“Unless he’s awake. Cause of death?” She was looking at Simon, pen poised over her notepad.

“The information hasn’t been verified,” he said. “Secretary Churchfield had a brief conversation with the Joint Chiefs who’d been aboard the plane, and called me.”

Opening my notepad, I said, “General Markel one of the chiefs on the plane?” Because this would explain his call to Colonel Hinkle, initiating the investigation.

Simon nodded. “General Johnson and General Sessler were the others.”

I jotted down the names with their titles. It was a who’s who of the military. General Mark Johnson was the marine commandant, and General Robert Sessler the air force chief. General David Markel, the vice chairman, would temporarily assume the chairmanship and become the military’s top dog. There were twenty-four stars between the three men, if you counted both shoulders. Nothing like witnesses with horsepower to enhance credibility.

By now, Simon was recalling the events that led to the discovery of General Garber’s body and I had to write fast to keep up.

 

Simon spoke for five minutes without stopping. My hand was cramping by the time he finished. He’d related the factual details in a rough chronology. He offered no opinion as to whether he thought the death was an accident. He didn’t want to influence Amanda and me in any way. Yet.

Afterward, he sat with his chin sunk to his chest, watching as we skimmed through our notes to see if there was anything we didn’t understand.

After making an initial assessment in a case, most experienced cops have an inner voice that tells them how things probably played out. At the moment, mine was whispering that we were wasting our time. That this was in all likelihood simply a case of accidental death.

According to Simon, General Garber’s aide-de-camp, a Lieutenant Colonel Tina Weller, was the first to realize something might be amiss with her boss. When the C-32—the military version of a Boeing 757 airliner—landed on Andrews at 0546 hours after an eight-hour flight, Colonel Weller had gone to Garber’s compartment to awaken him. Receiving no response, Weller alerted the three-man CID security team, led by Andy Hobbs. Andy had his men kick in the door, and when they entered, they found the general lying dead on the floor, still dressed in his pajamas, a deep bruise on his throat. The body’s temperature had cooled significantly, indicating the general had died hours earlier. After a cursory investigation, Andy concluded that the general had tripped and fallen forward, striking his throat on a coffee table.

Two additional items supported Andy’s accident theory. First, General Garber had reportedly downed the better part of a bottle of whisky earlier that evening, and second, the flight had experienced a fair amount of turbulence over the Atlantic, some occasionally severe.

The makeup of the thirty-two people aboard the aircraft also seemed to dispel any notions of foul play. Excluding the three members of the Joint Chiefs, the remainder were all either support staff or flight crew. No media types or civilians of any kind had gone on the trip.

This latter point was telling. It implied that, with everyone on the same military team, no one would have a motive for wanting General Garber dead.

A dubious assumption, but was that relevant in light of the facts? Probably not.

Before I could mention this to Simon, Amanda beat me to it, announcing, “Everyone hated General Garber.”

Simon’s frowned. “That’s rather a harsh assessment—”

“Hated,” Amanda repeated flatly. “No one in the military could stand the guy. Everyone knew the only reason he made rank was because his father happened to chair the Senate Armed Services Committee. Rumor had it that Garber was basically incompetent and a womanizing drunk. He never should have gotten one star, much less four. But Senator Garber pulled strings and made sure his kid moved up the promotion chain. You probably know General Garber’s only been the chairman a couple weeks—” At Simon’s nod, she went on. “Major Katie Tucker was one of my roommates at the academy. She works in Pentagon LL and gave me the scoop on how Garber got selected. It’s not pretty.”

“LL?” Simon said.

“Legislative liaison,” I answered. “The military’s lobbying arm with Capitol Hill.”

“According to Katie,” Amanda continued, “the SECDEF fought General Garber’s appointment hard. So did practically everyone else in DoD. No one, I mean no one, wanted General Garber placed in the top billet. Garber’s an air force general, and even the SECAF, his own service’s secretary, tried to blackball him. Still, General Garber got the job. Know why?”

Simon said, “You’re suggesting that Senator Garber—”

“Suggesting?” Amanda said. “Katie got this straight from her contacts on Senator Garber’s staff. The senator cranked up the pressure on the president big-time. Quid pro quo with a sledgehammer. He threatened to stall the defense bill in committee unless the president appointed his kid chairman. This when we got a war going on. You believe that shit? Scumbag.”

She sat back, looking flushed and morally superior. I almost said, Down, girl.

Simon still appeared skeptical. He was aware that Amanda did occasionally embellish to make a point. He glanced to me, seeking confirmation. I nodded. While I didn’t know the specifics behind Garber’s appointment to the military’s top slot, I’d heard dozens of stories about the Air Force’s Teflon general over the years—none good.

Simon adjusted his bow tie as he thought things over. To Amanda, he said, “Assuming what you’re saying is true—”

“It is.”

“—and even if some passengers deeply resented General Garber and had a motive—”

“They did.”

“—it still might not matter without the existence of a crime.”

“We don’t know there wasn’t a crime.”

“Agent Hobbs has concluded—”

“Andy Hobbs should be collecting social security.”

Again Simon looked to me, and again I nodded. Andy and I went back twenty years, and as much as I liked him, the bottom line was that he probably should have been put out to pasture long ago.

Returning to Amanda, Simon said, “You still must consider the facts—”

“Like what? A pickled general and a turbulent flight? That still doesn’t prove—What now?” Simon was shaking his head emphatically, and I had a pretty good idea why.

“You’re forgetting the door,” he said to her.

At her frown, I prompted, “Andy Hobbs had to break down the door. Remember?”

“So what, Marty? I assumed he didn’t have a key, and—What are you doing?”

The question was directed at Simon, who had reached behind his seat and opened the lav door. He indicated to the locking mechanism and gazed at her expectantly.

A flicker of understanding crossed Amanda’s face. She asked, “That the same as the one on General Garber’s compartment?”

“I was told it was similar,” Simon said.

“Actually,” I said, “the one on the plane is much stronger.” Noting their curious looks at my sudden expertise, I explained that I’d flown as part of the SECAF’s security detail some years earlier. I added, “Because the vice president often used the plane, the Secret Service added a reinforced slide latch. The Secret Service didn’t like the idea that someone aboard could possibly get a hold of a key and walk in on the Veep.”

Amanda said, “But you were flying on the older Boeing 707, Marty. Not the 757.”

“I’ll bet the door still has a latch assembly that only locks from the inside. Be silly to change it.”

She was silent, considering this. His point made, Simon closed the lav door.

We sat, listening to the muffled beat of the rotors. Amanda tugged on her lower lip, her eyes shifting between Simon and me. She said, “I don’t know, guys. It all seems a little too…coincidental. I’ve heard stories about how General Garber used to destroy people’s careers, just to show he could. It gave him some kind of power trip. A guy like that, someone with as many enemies as General Garber, and he conveniently has a fatal accident a couple weeks after he becomes the chairman? Give me a break.”

I said, “But if the door was locked—”

“I hear you, Marty. I’m just saying it doesn’t feel right.” She shrugged. “But hey, what do I care? This means we can wrap this up quick, and everyone will be happy. No muss, no fuss.” She looked at me. “Looks like you’ll make Emily’s birthday after all.”

“Possibly,” Simon said. “Though we’re certain to encounter resistance to a finding of accidental death.”

Amanda and I looked to him in surprise. I said, “Someone wants this to be a murder?”

Simon hesitated. “In a manner of speaking.”

“Out with it, Simon,” Amanda said. “Who could possibly want this thing to be—”

Her brow furrowed at the ringing of a cell phone. I started to reach inside my jacket, then realized it was Simon’s.

He stared at the caller ID box on the face but made no move to answer it. Without looking up, he said, “I was going to explain about this. Don’t misunderstand.”

I said, “Misunderstand?”

The phone rang again. This time Simon punched the talk button and put it to his ear. He watched Amanda and me as he spoke.

“Hello, Senator Garber,” he said.
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Simon spoke for less than two minutes. His tone was deferential and formal. He said “Yes, Senator” three times and “I’ll take care of it, sir” twice. He ended with: “We’ll be expecting you, sir. I see. Again, my condolences to you and your wife for your loss. If there’s anything else I can do…Fine. Good-bye, Senator.”

Not much of a conversation, but enough for Amanda and me to put two and two together and conclude that it had to be Senator Garber who wanted this to be a murder investigation.

Amanda fired eye darts at Simon. She looked at me as if to urge me to comment, but I sat quietly; there wasn’t any point. Simon was being Simon. His habit of playing everything close to his chest was a reflection of his past and the years he’d spent trying to keep the secret of his father hidden. Besides, I knew Simon hadn’t been feeding us a line earlier; he would have told us about his connection to Senator Garber.

Eventually.

As Simon put his phone away, Amanda cracked, “Cozy. You and the Senator have sleepovers and everything?”

Simon appeared more amused than offended by her comment. He smiled, saying, “You’re wrong about Senator Garber. He’s an honorable man.”

“Oh, please—”

Simon went on, “I’ve known the senator for years and supported his campaign. This morning he asked if I would investigate his son’s death, and I agreed.” He paused, eyes on Amanda. “But first I made it clear I would operate with no agenda other than to uncover the truth.”

“I seem to recall,” Amanda said cryptically, “that you mentioned the senator is pushing for this to be a murder.”

“Because that’s what he believes occurred.” Simon flashed another smile. “Frankly, he voiced concerns similar to yours. He, too, feels his son’s death was suspiciously…convenient.” To me, he added, “As you’ve probably guessed, Secretary of Defense Churchfield has taken the opposite view and is convinced General Garber’s death was nothing but a tragic accident.”

I said, “The two parties you mentioned.”

“Correct. Senator Garber asked Secretary Churchfield to initiate a comprehensive investigation. The secretary was reluctant, but agreed on the condition that it be handled by the military, or possibly a task force comprised of military and FBI. Senator Garber balked, insisting that he wanted someone outside the government running the investigation.”

“Meaning you,” Amanda said. “The senator is worried about a cover-up.”

Simon nodded.

“And you requested us?”

“Through Senator Garber, yes.”

“So how long until we know who else is on the task force?”

“There won’t be a task force now.”

“Oh?”

“That’s what the senator was calling about. The secretary wouldn’t agree to civilian control of the investigation. Senator Garber contacted the president to resolve the impasse. The president’s overriding concern was to prevent any hint of scandal. He ordered the investigating team be kept small, to prevent press leaks. He also sided with Secretary Churchfield’s position that the military retain sole jurisdiction. Since the death occurred on air force property, it was determined the OSI would take the lead with CID assisting.”

Amanda said, “By CID, you mean Andy Hobbs and his boys?”

Simon nodded.

She asked, “Can we have them removed?”

“I doubt it.”

“Why not?”

“It doesn’t make sense to remove them. They were aboard the plane and have begun a preliminary inquiry. They’re familiar with passengers and can provide us insight.” He gazed at her, anticipating an argument.

For a moment, Amanda seemed tempted. Instead, she shrugged and said, “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

I said to Simon, “So the FBI is definitely out?”

“Yes.”

I said, “And your role?”

“A member of the team.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all.”

Amanda had a wry smirk, which I understood. Simon was taking orders from someone else. This we had to see.

“So who is in charge, then?” I asked. “They bringing in someone with more firepower like Colonel Hinkle, or—”

“That’s whom Secretary Churchfield suggested,” Simon said. “Of course, Senator Garber couldn’t allow it. He’s convinced an active duty military officer would be too easily pressured by Churchfield.”

“Imagine that,” Amanda said.

Simon continued, “They reached a compromise. Someone with military connections who still retained the freedom to be objective.”

As he said it, he looked at me with an odd smile. When I caught on, I felt like I’d been kicked in the stomach. Amanda followed Simon’s gaze, her eyes widening. She said, “Don’t tell me it’s—”

“Martin,” Simon said, “is the compromise. A military civilian.”

They both gazed at me, waiting for my reaction. I tried to keep my cool. I told myself that I been a cop for over twenty years, solved a lot of tough cases. That this was just one more.

But of course it wasn’t. This time I’d be caught in a tug-of-war between the secretary of defense and a powerful U.S. senator. And if I made one wrong move—

“Andrews, five minutes out,” the copilot called out cheerfully from the cockpit.

I swore.

 

As the home of Air Force One and one of the most famous military installations in the world, Andrews got more than its fair share of maintenance dollars, and it looked like it. We approached the base from the west and flew over wide, clean streets, perfectly manicured lawns, and seemingly endless numbers of cream-colored buildings that gleamed as if freshly painted. Because it was the morning rush hour, cars were backed up a half mile along the access road leading from the main gate, waiting to pass through the security police checkpoints.

Nearing the runway, the helicopter angled left, keeping clear of the traffic pattern. At the far end, I caught a glimpse of the control tower and the newly renovated base operations/passenger terminal building. The helicopter landing pads, which the president often used, would be on the massive concrete ramp out front, to the right of the grass infield with the big American flag. Our forward speed slowed, and we began a gradual descent.

“Martin—”

When I turned, Simon and Amanda were looking at me. He said, “I’ve been assured you cannot be removed without the consent of Senator Garber and will also be granted the authority to do the job. Still, if you’d rather decline, I can request—”

“Define authority,” I said.

“You will have complete control in the investigation. You can request any assistance you require, conduct any tests you wish, and compel whomever you want to cooperate.”

“Including the four-stars?”

“Yes.”

“So they have to talk to me?”

“Yes.”

“Cooperate in every way?”

“They’ve been instructed to do so, yes.”

Amanda shook her head. She wasn’t buying this, and neither was I. This was the military, and they were four-star generals. Regardless of my expressed authority, I wouldn’t be able to compel them to do anything. I sighed. This was turning into a morning of being cornered into jobs I didn’t want to take. “Relax, Simon. I’ll run the investigation.”

His eyes bored into mine. “You understand the generals will test you, pressure you. That’s why they agreed to allow you to be in charge. They are counting on you to be deferential toward them.”

I nodded.

“Remember, we are in a war. Our government cannot afford a scandal within the military hierarchy. It’s imperative that the investigation be conducted quietly and efficiently. At times, that will be difficult to accomplish, but we must—”

“Simon, I’m a big boy. I can handle this.”

He smiled and squeezed my shoulder, a significant gesture, since he wasn’t into touching. “I’m sure you’ll do fine, Martin.”

Recalling his phone conversation, I asked him when Senator Garber was coming out to Andrews.

“He and Secretary Churchfield are wrapping up a meeting at the Pentagon. They’re flying to Andrews by helicopter sometime within the next hour.”

“Lucky us,” Amanda said. “So who gets to baby-sit?”

“The senator,” Simon said, “will not interfere with our investigation. He’s only interested in seeing his son’s body.”

“And the SECDEF?” she asked.

No response.

I asked Simon where General Garber’s body was now.

“In the compartment. Agent Hobbs called the senator within minutes of the landing, to notify him of his son’s death. When Senator Garber told Agent Hobbs to secure the compartment, he was informed by Hobbs that he’d already done so.”

I gave Amanda a little smile.

“Marty,” she said, “any rookie knows you seal off a death scene.”

“Cut Andy some slack, huh. He can be a good cop when he wants to be.”

“Now that,” she said, “is one ringing endorsement.”

In response to Simon’s quizzical gaze, I explained that Andy Hobbs and Amanda had worked on a series of robberies over at Fort Meyer about a year ago. “The suspect,” I said, “was an air force sergeant. The case file got misplaced, and the guy walked.”

Amanda almost choked. “Misplaced? Andy lost the file in a bar.”

“He denies it.”

She gave me a dirty look and asked Simon about the status of the passengers. His response was pretty much what I’d anticipated; the generals and key members of their staffs had returned to their Pentagon offices. Not the approved solution, but tracking them down wouldn’t be difficult.

Amanda asked Simon if Senator Garber had any evidence pointing to murder. Simon replied no, saying only that the senator was aware that the other members of the Joint Chiefs were resentful of his son’s appointment to the chairman’s position. I told Simon my primary concern was whether the senator would believe us if we concluded his son’s death was an accident.

“He’ll believe me,” he said. “But he must be convinced we made a thorough inquiry.”

I said, “So we go through the whole drill? Conduct interviews, process the compartment, order up tests—”

“Yes.”

“—even if we verify the door was locked—”

“Yes.”

“—and even if Dr. Billy Bowman examines the body and determines the death wasn’t homicide?”

Simon smiled. “Ultimately, it’s your decision, Martin.”

“Thanks a lot.”

The helicopter stopped its descent, and I glanced outside. We were maybe ten feet up, following a taxiway toward the ramp. I could see a line of security policemen spaced out every hundred yards or so, to prevent access from the adjacent flight-line road. I looked for a blue-and-white Boeing 757 with “United States of America” painted across the side. It wasn’t there.

Then I noticed the enormous double hangar over to the right, its entrance marked with a red-coned security perimeter. Two Humvees were sitting out front, men manning the roof-mounted machine guns. The military wasn’t messing around about keeping the investigation into Garber’s death quiet.

The landing pads appeared, and I could see a marshaler with his wands, waiting to park us. Thirty yards to his left, I spotted two shiny air force staff cars, a knot of air force uniforms clustered around them. Our welcoming committee. I didn’t see Andy Hobbs and his CID team or the members of the OSI forensic unit, but I didn’t expect to. Priority number one for the air force would be to keep them out of sight.

The helicopter turned into the ramp area, and the marshaler motioned us forward. The group waiting by the cars spread out expectantly. I could seem them clearly now. A one-star general, two full colonels, a major with a dark blue Security Police beret, and couple of sergeants. One colonel produced a cell phone and ducked into a car, obviously to report our arrival to some Pentagon heavy hitter.

The helicopter touched down.

Showtime.
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