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      Sunday, October 27, 2002—Day 1

      

      National Transportation Safety Board Special Agent Ashley Lewis struggled through another hundred feet of slushy bog before coming to rest her thin frame against the seat of the Sheriff’s half sunken Ski-Doo. The Northern Minnesota air was bone-chillingly cold. She panted heavily, thick clouds of vapor materializing in front of her face.

      Ashley jogged her eyes upward into the sky. Her timing was impeccable, witnessing the last remnants of darkness in the western sky being replaced by the beauty of the breaking dawn.

      She looked down at her new REI hiking boots and knocked them against the track of the snowmobile. A pre-Halloween winter storm had moved into the region, and her boots were no match for the eight-inches of icy, mucky snow. She clenched her teeth and shivered. The sensation of her toes rubbing together like prickly ice cubes was unbearable.

      She took in a deep breath. The smell of fire was strong, and she flinched at the scent of roasting flesh. She peered across her immediate surroundings. A dozen yards away in the charred forest, four ruggedly dressed emergency responders sloshed around dragging corpses out from the smoldering wreckage. Off to the side in a small clearing was St. Louis County Chief Medical Examiner, Dr. Earl Blatnik, who stood inspecting the contorted remains spread out in front of him. He was bundled up from head-to-toe with only his gaunt, pale face exposed to the elements. Behind him, toxic blue smoke billowed off a blackened wing of the plane.

      The impact area had been a shocking inferno. She’d seen her share of grisly wrecks but this one was topping the charts. But she’d expected as much before coming out here: first at the scene had been the National Guard search helicopter whose pilot reported over the radio, “All that’s left is a patchwork of burnt toast, over.” The eight people onboard had been presumed dead from the beginning.

      Ashley peered down at her watch. It was 8:13 a.m. With any luck she’d be back to the command center by noon.

      She glanced over at FBI Special Agent William Buckley who was off taking a piss in the woods. She hated working with him and hoped his penis would freeze off.

      The local sheriff and his deputy, both with goatees and clad in outdoor hunting apparel, were huddled on the sidelines casually watching two of the emergency workers pull the sixth charred victim from the wreckage and place it atop a body bag. As if performing a comedy skit, the worker slipped on the plastic and, in his attempt to recover his footing, grasped onto the corpse’s uncovered shoulder and peeled off the crispy skin all the way down to the wrist.

      Ashley could only shake her head and get back to her job at hand. She pulled her gloves off, grabbed a digital recorder from the front pocket of her backpack, and turned it on. She cleared her mind and took a proper site survey. She lifted the recorder to her lips and in her soft soprano voice stated flatly: “The fuselage is destroyed. The cockpit is gone. The plane door has been blown thirty feet off its hinges. The left wing is badly torched and mangled. The right wing is severely damaged, and the tail is only about one-third intact. The angle of the propeller damage to the tops of the trees indicates the engines had been operational at the time of the steep descent.”

      She reached back into the pack, pulled out her Garmin GPS and turned it on. She was facing west which meant the main section of the plane was facing due north, and pointing away from the airport at a 90-degree angle to the runway. Planes don’t fly sideways and she filed the unusual trajectory away in her mind.

      She replaced the recorder back to her mouth.

      She dictated, “The accident occurred in dark lighting conditions under snow and sleet. The site is forty-seven degrees eighteen seconds north latitude, ninety-five degrees thirty seconds one hundred twenty-five west longitude at an elevation of about thirteen hundred feet sea level. The primary impact zone is free of snow as the fire and subsequent heat from the crash melted most of it away.”

      The Blackberry in her pant pocket vibrated three short bursts. She turned the GPS to tracking, snapped it to her pack and replaced the voice recorder to its case.

      Next, she retrieved her phone. There were two texts from Bob Burns, her NTSB co-worker. The first text read: ‘The plane was a twin-engine turboprop Beechcraft King Air A100 manufactured by Raytheon Aircraft.’ She looked back to the twisted wreckage. In her experience, the Beech A100 was a strong and durable plane that had more than met its muster in flight-hour safety. From now on she’d keep the model of plane in the back of her mind when theorizing plausible scenarios for the cause of the disaster, knowing now that in percentage terms it was far more likely that the accident was pilot error rather than mechanical.

      She scrolled to the second text where Burns had provided the METAR, the Aviation Routine Weather Report in which the form of weather is given. It read:

      

      262314Z AUTO 00000KT 1SM -SN SCT004 OVC005 01/00 A3006

      

      Ashley closed her eyes and envisioned last night’s weather scene: 26 October 23:14 hours; wind calm; visibility 1 statute mile in snowy conditions; scattered clouds at 400 feet and overcast at 500 feet; temperature 1 degree Celsius and dew point 0 Celsius; barometer 30.06 inches of mercury.

      She drew her eyes back to the message. The text ended with: ‘the METARs throughout the entire day showed barometric pressure falling. Temp at ground level was 1 C!!!’

      A scenario materialized in her mind. The altimeter reading would be inaccurate and the aircraft would appear higher to the pilots than it actually was. The air would’ve been well saturated and reduced the lapse rate to as little as one degree per 1000 feet. The aircraft would’ve been experiencing icing conditions borne out by the fact that it was snowing with freezing rain. To her it was the perfect set up for a classic tail stall. The stab on this model of plane was low and the King Airs performed well in moderate levels of ice but she also knew great care must be taken during liftoff or getting into the approach phase. Also in this weather model, the flap selections must be made with great care, the boots which break up any ice formation must be working well and there couldn’t be any disruption of airflow over the tail. Once the stall occurred and the pilots needed to recover, the proper procedure was to check back and reduce power. But this recovery was what most pilots never learned.

      A stiff wind blew across her face. Not inured to the smell of burnt human flesh mixed with jet fuel, Ashley reflexively lifted her Gore-Tex sleeve to her nose.

      She pushed herself off the snowmobile and trudged over behind Dr. Blatnik who, smartly, stood upwind from the corpses. He was shaking his head in dismay as the last victim’s lower torso was laid out in the row. The Sheriff and his Deputy ambled up next to him and drooped their heads. The grisly job of piecing body parts back together was now over.

      Ashley peered down at the fleshy and fried sack of bones of a dead human being that had just come to rest. It was a ghastly sight. The body had been dismembered in half, with the upper torso mostly just muscle and skin fused to the bone; yet, one set of captain’s bars clung perilously on the shoulder, the rest of the shirt ashes. The right eye had melted. The left eye, somehow left unscathed, sat perched in its socket, its glassy stare gazing straight back at her.

      She looked away and shivered again.

      “So whattaya think, Dr. Blatnik?” the Deputy asked plaintively.

      Dr. Blatnik twitched his nose. He pushed back the sleeve of his coat, glared at his watch and declared, “I hereby pronounce all eight individuals dead this twenty-seventh of October two-thousand two at eight nineteen a.m.”

      Ashley took a last peek across the field of corpses, wondering which one was United States Senator Russ Sellwood.
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      Homicide Detective Robert Lighthouse spied out his second-story office window upon the mean streets of East New York. Sutton Avenue looked much the same as it always did: grim. But life at the 75th Precinct of Brooklyn North Homicide Division was always grim.

      Lighthouse stretched his lean yet muscular six-foot-two frame and peered at the Timex on his left wrist: it was 9:21 a.m. His watch, like his Carhartt canvas dungarees, was utilitarian and virtually indestructible —it took a licking and kept on ticking.

      He looked back outside. The streetlights had just powered off and he witnessed a strong gust rip a few dozen brown, wrinkled leaves from the trees and hurl them down the street. In the windy chaos of the city, the leaves quickly fell into place with the plastic litter flapping itself through the small cadre of rookie cops now staggering into the station to finish up the previous week’s paperwork.

      He pursed his lips. The rookies were clueless to the importance of family life on a Sunday morning. But who was he to judge? After seventeen years in the division, the 75th Precinct was his family—at least it had felt that way up until last month.

      He let out a melancholy sigh. Any minute now—and for the umpteenth time—his boss, Captain Frank Perkins, would be striding up the stairs to suspend him pending an investigation into last night’s shooting where Lighthouse had blasted a hole in the head of a rampaging and suicidal gang member.

      He relaxed on his heels and sighed. He deserved better than what was about to come. He shouldn’t be punished for a few back and forth pot shots with the Bloods and Latin Kings. Firing his weapon was supposed to be one of the perks of the job—that he aimed to kill every time was something he kept to himself.

      Lighthouse unconsciously reached down and stroked the rosewood handle of his sleek Smith and Wesson Model 36 .38-caliber snub-nose revolver holstered tightly to his right hip. He’d named the gun Lucy from the first moment he’d touched her, and ever since she’d been the best companion he’d ever had.

      He let his pinky graze her nickel plating, and felt a pang of angst—he and Lucy would be separated from one another for the next seven days of suspension, or as long as it took Internal Affairs to clear him this time.

      Lighthouse felt a little sorry for his boss. He knew Perkins loathed having to deal with I.A. investigations and all the associated paperwork. Mostly though, the Captain hated all of Lighthouse’s mandatory psych evaluations. Those reports never went off too well with the big brass. Despite being continuously diagnosed with an acute Buccaneer Complex, the powers that be still allowed him loose on the city.

      Lighthouse focused back outside. There was a lull in the air and fall’s debris sat still in the street. Sooner rather than later the Captain would pull up in his black Lexus and the shouting of expletives would commence.

      He turned away from the window, sat down in his wooden swivel-chair and rocked back into a reclining position. He cupped his hands behind his head and reflected on how things had quickly gone downhill ever since his one and only partner, the infamous Harvey P. Mahoney, retired last month.

      The ’70s fluorescent light fixture above his head suddenly started to flicker. He jogged his eyes upward just as one of the 48” tubes sputtered off. He made a quick mental note to have Melanie put in a work order to get it changed. Lighthouse smiled. Though Mahoney was gone, at least Melanie Plante was still around. In his mind, there was no better support secretary in department history. For over ten years now, Melanie had been a faithful and forgiving teammate out on the squad room floor. He’d really be lost without her.

      Lighthouse closed his eyes and ran his hands through his thick brown hair. He stopped his fingers over the four-inch scar that ran from the upper of his right ear to the top of his skull. He massaged it in a circular motion. He breathed in slowly, rhythmically, trying to relax. But he couldn’t loosen up; the fetid scent of musty latex paint made him feel claustrophobic.

      He popped open his eyes and sat up in his chair. Other than his beloved Mr. Coffee percolating away, the room was eerily quiet.

      He reached forward, snagged the TV remote off the desk and pressed the POWER button. The screen filled with images from a TV helicopter looking down upon a mess of a plane crash. The male voice of the CNN anchor spilled into the room, his perfect tenor pitch reporting, “Sources now confirm there were eight people onboard Senator Sellwood’s charter flight including the Senator, his wife Betsy, his youngest daughter Margaret, a Sellwood aide confirmed as Helen Reed, the two pilots and two others whose names have yet to be released.”

      Text trailed along the bottom of the screen alerting even the deaf to the tragedy.

      “For those of you just tuning in,” the anchor continued, “United States Senator Russ Sellwood of Minnesota and seven others died late last night when their charter plane hit an early winter storm and crashed. The plane had been en route from the capital of St. Paul to the northern city of Eveleth, Minnesota where it disappeared from radar. The National Transportation Safety Board and Federal Airlines Administration are coordinating a search with the local authorities. Mary Beth Olsen from our sister station in Duluth, Minnesota is reporting from the scene. What can you tell us, Mary Beth?” the anchor queried passively.

      Lighthouse pressed the MUTE button. He watched as the helicopter’s wide angle of the crash site cut away to a youngish blonde reporter standing beside a beige, single-story aluminum-sided building. The camera slowly zoomed onto her headshot. Her eyes were glassy and a thick blue and white scarf was wound tightly around her neck. She tried to hold back her shivers and mouthed into her microphone, her rushed breath sending streaks of water vapor into the air. Lighthouse envied her at the moment, wishing to have crisp fresh air in his lungs too.

      The screen suddenly cut to a C-SPAN view of the Senate Floor where a stocky, balding late fifty-something suited man seemed to be giving an impassioned speech. The man’s arms were flailing and his body was swaying back and forth at the podium, sweat visibly beading on his fleshy brow. The man’s opaque-shaded eyes and flushed wrinkles glowed brightly on his cherry-wood-chiseled face. The man exuded a confidence that only self-actualized men could carry. Lighthouse presumed correctly that he was watching archival footage of Senator Sellwood.

      The feed cut back to the news studio where a male anchor sporting expensive teeth and a striped blue tie sat across a circular table from two men in business suits and a woman dressed in mourning black. One of the men wore a military-style crew cut and his name on the screen read, Richard DeVry. The other man had poorly sculpted hair, five o’clock shadow and was listed as George Partridge. The woman panelist sat with perfect posture and was dressed like she’d just come from church. She appeared sincere, giving off a motherly aura. The name on the screen advertised her as Janet Flattery.

      Lighthouse watched them all nod their solemn heads in unison. He fiddled with the remote and the anchor’s voice zapped back to life: “That’s a good point, Mr. DeVry. The Senator’s death is truly a tragedy of national proportions.”

      Rick DeVry aka Mr. Crew Cut bobbed his head up and down, agreeing with himself enthusiastically. “His death is an especially heavy blow to Minnesota. Senator Sellwood had built up considerable clout in the national arena and could finally wield some real political power.”

      Heads around the table again bobbed in agreement.

      DeVry arched toward the camera. “It’s clout Minnesotans have lacked since the grand Democratic days of Gene McCarthy and Walter Mondale. Senator Sellwood will be sorely missed.”

      The woman nudged herself forward on her chair. Composed, she said, “The further tragedy here is the loss of Betsy Sellwood. In my thirty years reporting from the Beltway, I’ve never met a more passionate and tireless advocate for children’s rights. Betsy Sellwood led the way networking with other Senators’ wives to push through groundbreaking legislation for children’s public welfare and education.” A genuine tear ran down the woman’s face. “Betsy and Russ Sellwood existed together championing global humanistic ideals. They were dear friends to many and I wish them Godspeed. Right now my wholehearted prayers go out to their surviving son, the Senator’s staff and his millions of supporters. Betsy would always say that children are the future and we must protect and nurture them at any and all costs. She devoted her life to these pursuits.” She paused and dabbed a handkerchief to her eye. “I ask the nation to pray over their souls.”

      “Prayers too for the Democratic Party. They had a sure win on their hands in Minnesota and now that’s just fallen from the sky,” DeVry quipped, his prescient pun later to be replayed over and over again. “The Democrats would’ve had majority control of the Senate with the win in Minnesota.” He raised his palms in the air. “Now it’s anyone’s guess what will happen.”

      A noticeable pause hung in the air as the other guests waited for him to continue.

      “Meaning?” the anchor inquired ruefully.

      “That his Republican challenger and the Republican Party as a whole must be in a state of awe right now,” DeVry elaborated, knowing how to make good television.

      Partridge snickered. “It’s true. Mort Bowman, the Republican challenger, was coming into the voting at least twenty points down no matter whose poll we looked at. It had seemed like the Republicans lost the Senate. Now, ah, um,” he stuttered, “at best it’s up for grabs if not straight into the pocket of the Republicans.”

      The anchor straightened his back. “Do I hear an insinuation in your comment, Mr. Partridge?”

      Partridge waved his hands in the air. “No, no, nothing of the sort,” he said defensively, grabbing for his water.

      DeVry cut in. “But if I’d have to guess, Sellwood’s largest campaign contributors are sitting in the boardrooms of their medical device companies fixated on a new FDA strategy right about now.”

      Janet Flattery gasped. “That’s surely not the case! Need I remind you this is a day of mourning!” she reprimanded.

      “I’ll take Mrs. Flattery’s side on this one,” Partridge responded trying to ride on her coattails. “There were no truer Americans than Betsy and Russ Sellwood. This was a couple exemplifying what it meant to go after their true devotions. Senator Sellwood was about to fulfill his life-long dream of becoming the chair of the Senate Education Committee so he could fill the halls of education with as much money as was heavenly possible. Senator Sellwood wasn’t just a politician, he was a man steeped in the democratic ideals that there is no better means to an even better end than knowledge and the proliferation of higher education.”

      Lighthouse drifted off, musing that a good pair of Carhartts could last for years at a time. Evidence lay in his closet back home in Minnesota where he still had his very first pair that he’d bartered for with Old Artie Jensen years ago. Carhartt was the only brand Jensen’s Ace Hardware had carried in tiny Grand Marais, population 1,395, so essentially the die had been cast from the very beginning. He didn’t care that he dressed like he should be on an oil rig or pounding nails at a construction site, his denims were functional with large pockets and holsters galore; besides, blood and grease usually washed easily from the fabric.

      Ding-a-ling, ding-a-ling.

      Lighthouse muted the TV then panned his eyes toward his departmental phone. The Caller ID told him Mahoney was on Line 1.

      Ding-a-ling, ding-a-ling.

      Twenty-six straight days. It was how many times in a row that Mahoney had called at or about this precise time in the morning. It was now starting to turn into a surprise if he wasn’t going to call.

      Ding-a-ling, ding-a-ling.

      Mahoney would just have to wait. Lighthouse reached out, palmed his tarnished coffeepot like a basketball player would a ball, filled up his blue mug and then guzzled half the cup. He returned the pot back to its rightful altar, licked the last luster of the Ecuadorian blend from his lips and slammed the mug down on the desk, splashing a few drops onto the paperwork littering his desk.

      Ding-a-ling, ding-a-ling.

      Lighthouse grabbed the receiver. “What do you want, Harv?” he asked, his Fargo-esque accent twanging into the phone.

      “Hey buddy, you catching all this on the tube?” Mahoney replied in his native Brooklyn tongue.

      “Yup.”

      “Quite a mess, huh?”

      “No surprise there.” Lighthouse threw his legs up on his desk, in the process nearly smashing his new Apple iPod to bits. Melanie had gotten everyone in the department to chip in for a birthday gift, and she’d even taken the time to download some of his favorites like Mozart, Sting and the Talking Heads.

      “Perkins called me late last night,” Mahoney went on. “Mentioned you might be needing a vacation.”

      “What, you and he are good buddies now that he ain’t babysitting your fat ass anymore?”

      Mahoney chortled happily. “Sure thing, buddy. But hey, listen here. I tend to agree with him that you’re up for a little down time. You know, go take a sweet vacation back home or something and get away from it all.”

      “Vacation?” Lighthouse replied, the word reverberating through his mind, the intonation sounding intensely foreign to him. “Fat chance of that.”

      “What then, you just gonna sit around the department and mope?” said Mahoney before falling into an uncontrollable smoker’s cough.

      Lighthouse pushed the receiver away from his ear and glanced back to the TV. Mrs. Flattery was again dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief.

      “Listen,” Mahoney said partially recovered. “I’ve got just the thing for us-”

      “Ah, here it comes,” Lighthouse bemoaned.

      Mahoney belched into the phone. “You still there, buddy?”

      “Yup.”

      “I’m telling you, I’ve got the perfect vacation planned,” Mahoney said, exhaling a scratchy wheeze.

      “Sounds like you’re having a grand old retirement, Harv. Wish I could be living a gentleman’s days of leisure just like you. Though in your case, doing it unbathed and naked in your dead mother’s living room.”

      “Thank you, Mom,” he chortled.

      They chuckled together which set Mahoney off into another uncontrollable coughing fit.

      “Ah, jeez!” Lighthouse demanded, holding the phone away from his ear.

      “Sorry, buddy,” apologized Mahoney, coughing hard a last time before clearing the last phlegm from his throat.

      Lighthouse placed the receiver on the desk and palmed his forehead. It wasn’t easy witnessing another man’s deteriorating health. In truth, he felt ashamed for Mahoney. The man was pushing sixty-six-years-old next month and carried a two-hundred-eighty-pound, potato-sack torso. There was no doubt he was an unhealthy, sloppy man, even XL t-shirts barely able to cover the sag that once had been a stomach. When he wore his bullet-proof vest he waddled like a duck down the street. On top of that, he was a two-packs-a-day chain-smoker, ingested fast food at an alarming rate and still swore by a nightcap of scotch every night. On any given day, Mahoney was likely to fall over and die.

      Lighthouse had been relieved when Mahoney voluntarily retired from the department and moved into the private sector. If not, the job would have surely swallowed him whole.

      “You still there, buddy?”

      Lighthouse cradled the receiver between his neck and shoulder. “So what’s up? Your voice is trembling with excitement.”

      “Perkins said you’re benched for ten days. Effective immediately. So I got to thinking…” Mahoney trailed off enthusiastically.

      “Perkins has you doing his bidding now, huh?” Lighthouse stood and looked back outside. The Lexus still hadn’t arrived.

      “Nah, nothing like that,” Mahoney retorted. “What I was trying to say when you rudely interrupted me was that you could come join me on this juicy new contract I just landed.”

      “What have you gone and done this time?” Lighthouse stated sarcastically.

      “Oh, you’re gonna love this gig, just love it,” Mahoney replied excitedly.

      “Well get to the point, will yeah?”

      “Okay, okay. It’s not public yet but Mr. New York real estate mogul himself, Sydney Boyle, along with his darling wife Barbara, was on the plane that crashed with that senator in Minnesota.”

      Lighthouse glanced back to the TV screen. Mrs. Flattery’s make-up was now distorted by tears running across the left side of her face. And the anchorman was busy licking his lips like he’d just eaten a salty potato chip. “You don’t say-”

      “Yeah, the Boyle’s are deader than doornails. You must remember their butler, Gerald, don’t you? The one we interviewed during that robbery gone bad in their co-op a few years back?”

      Lighthouse flashed back. Gerald. Butler. Boyles. “That middle-aged guy who smelled of cheap French perfume?”

      Mahoney snickered. “Yeah, one and the same. But if by God’s own grace didn’t I run into the guy at the grocery store last week, and he chatted me up to no end.”

      Lighthouse chuckled heartily. “He suddenly got the hots for a fat old Irish copper, huh? This your way of confessing you’ve swung your door wide open now?”

      “Laugh all you want, but I’ll be the one cashing the checks at the bank. It’s all about networking, buddy,” Mahoney stressed. “That interaction with Gerald gave me the chance to give him my business card and let him know I’d left the force and gone into the private consulting business.”

      “Oh, I get it. You’ve weaseled your way into the Boyle family through him somehow,” Lighthouse surmised.

      “Nothing of the sort,” Mahoney answered, playfully offended. “It’s actually the other way around. Gerald called me this morning. He’d recommended to the family to use my services and they resoundingly said yes. This contract sorta fell out of the sky, so to speak,” he remarked.

      “I can already tell nothing good will come of this.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. The contract only stipulates that I’ll help the Boyle family stay in step with the upcoming investigation. The only deliverable is to recover the deceased’s remains in a duly and timely manner and bring them home for a proper burial.”

      “Did you type that up all by yourself?”

      “For the fifty grand retainer Gerald just hand delivered to me, I’d go clean their toilets with my toothbrush if they asked me to.”

      “Sounds like the start of a budding bro-mance,” Lighthouse quipped.

      “Go ahead and poke jokes all you want. But Forbes has the Boyles listed at a couple billion bucks so they can sway my fat hips around all they want.”

      “Gerald and Harvey. Or would it be Harvey and Gerald? How would you be introduced at the swanky parties?”

      “Fuck off. But hey, what do you think?”

      Lighthouse watched the TV screen transition over to a group of parka-wearing mourners in the frigid outdoors holding Sellwood banners and crying in front of a large stone mansion.

      “It’ll be easy peasy,” Mahoney continued. “The contract just states I can represent the family in the matters of the crash. You know, see what I can do on the ground. Talk to the insurance company reps and ground crews if need be. That sort of thing.”

      “I’m glad this private dick business is starting to work out for you.”

      “For us, buddy,” Mahoney countered.

      “Us?”

      “Yeah. I worked it out so you could come along with me for the entire first class ride. Best of all, we get to go back to your native state of Minnesota and spend some time with your grandpa again. It’ll be like old times when we all went fishing and stomping around through your family forests. Think about how good it will be catching a few of those walleyes and lake trout you like so much.”

      Lighthouse groaned into the phone. Last time he’d brought Mahoney back home to Minnesota the guy had gotten drunk for two solid days. Overall though, it’d been an excellent week watching his grandfather and his partner interacting together. It had been especially enlightening for Mahoney who’d finally been able to fathom the isolation of Lighthouse’s upbringing. “For sure I get to visit Pa?” he questioned.

      “Hundred percent. I’ll personally escort you there.”

      “Hundred percent?”

      “Hundred and ten percent.”

      “And I don’t have to foot a single bill?”

      “Zero. Zippo. Not a thing.”

      Lighthouse pursed his lips.

      “C’mon, buddy, we know you need the break. And this one’s paying healthy. I’ll count you off a small stack of Benjamins right when you get to the airport,” Mahoney said gleefully. “It’ll make up for the pay they’re gonna dock you for last night.”

      “That bastard drew his gun first,” Lighthouse contended defensively. “The bodega across the street will have the footage to prove it.”

      “Better having hope than having nothing.”

      “That much is true.”

      They chuckled together again before Mahoney coughed another lung into the phone.

      Lighthouse grabbed his coffee mug and slammed what was left of the dregs. A free trip to go see Pa couldn’t be turned away.

      “We’re wheels up on the Boyle’s private jet in less than an hour, so get your ass out of your chair and be waiting outside the precinct in five minutes. Their limo is already on its way to scoop you up.”

      Lighthouse shifted his eyes to the far end of his desk. A messy stack of Fives and Sixty-ones—enough open homicide case files to last any small town cop’s entire career and then some— stared back, the curled corners of the papers bulging out from the edges of the folders like rabid dogs panting their tongues at him. “A limo you say?”

      “Yeah. A large stretch one. Then a private jet to take us to the scene in Minnesota.”

      “You’re twisting my arm pretty hard here,” he replied weakly, knowing Mahoney was offering him a good diversion from his current doldrums.

      Mahoney cleared his throat and, in his best Marlon Brando voice, declared, “I’ve made you an offer you can’t refuse.”

      Lighthouse stood, cradled the phone between his ear and left shoulder and stepped back to the window. The wind was steady now and the trees were skinned bare of their leaves. More noticeable was the hood of a black Lexus glaring back up at him. Time was up. Captain Perkins had arrived.

      “Whattaya say, buddy?”

      Lighthouse adjusted Lucy on his holster. She was six shots straight from the hip, grip loose at the lips and when it came right down to it a flare from the wrist that quickly ended most situations no questions asked. “Alright, Harv, I’ll come along with you.”

      “That’s what I’m talking about,” Mahoney rejoiced.

      “Redirect the limo driver to pick me up in front of Roger’s Café instead of the precinct and I’ll see you at the airport,” he commanded, a smile rising on his face as he hung up the phone.

      Lighthouse quickly filled up his thermos, switched off the TV and dodged for the backdoor. Things were looking up. He wouldn’t be surrendering Lucy today after all.
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      Lighthouse cued up the Marriage of Figaro on his iPod and wiggled his frame around the plush leather seat of the Boyle Corporation’s well-appointed Learjet. 10,000 feet below lay the thick pine forests and freshwater lakes that comprised the terrain of Northern Minnesota. He smiled. He was back to the land of his birth, and somewhere in the woods below him his venerable ninety-three-year-old grandfather, Pa, was toiling away.

      He looked down at his wrist. He’d reset his watch the moment they’d lifted off at La Guardia and it was now 11:13 a.m. CST., gaining an hour on the flight west.

      He stared numbly out the plane window. Rays of light were streaking down through a thin layer of clouds and reflecting an angelic likeness onto the ice-draped treetops of the thick pine forest. Whistling winds whipped their destructive dance over the heavy, hovering limbs, precipitating the onset of another cold, blustery Minnesota winter.

      Lighthouse closed his eyes and let Mozart sway his thoughts toward Pa. The man had single-handedly raised him from the age of just three days old after his parents and great-grandfather had been killed in a car accident. It had been just he and Pa to make a life together on the family homestead.

      Pa blamed himself for the accident, clinging to the belief that it was his fault for letting his son and new bride dip into the previously untouched family trust to buy their first and last car, a brand new 1963 Cadillac convertible. Pa had always stated that the Lighthouse Family Revocable Trust—incorporated by a corrupt lawyer in the 1890s to steal the family’s vast forest holdings—was illegitimate dirty money, evidenced in the evilest fashion by what happened the first time the funds were ever touched.

      Lighthouse didn’t really care what Pa had to say about it though. No matter the who, the what or the how, the facts were always the same: his mother, father and great-grandfather died in a car accident on the bright and sunny morning of June 24th in the year 1963 while happily driving their three-day-old baby boy from the hospital back home. But they never made it. Lighthouse was thrown from his mother’s arms into the tall grasses on the side of the road before the car careened down the steep rocky embankment. He was the only survivor. The others died instantly, crushed by the weight of the car atop their bodies, or at least that was what the official coroner’s report stated.

      Familiar feelings of anger surfaced in his mind. His family was needlessly killed by the son-of-a-bitch sheriff who’d yet again been driving drunk. Sheriff Arno Niemi never served a day in jail for the crime nor seemed to have a single day of remorse.

      So thus it came to be that orphaned Lighthouse and Pa were destined to live together working the family’s forestlands along the rocky shores of Lake Superior.

      “Wakey-wakey, it’s time to go,” Mahoney said, yanking an earbud out of his partner’s head. “We’ve landed in some Podunk town.”

      Lighthouse opened his eyes. “I wasn’t sleeping,” he mumbled, trying to escape from his self-reflective thoughts. He pulled the other headphone from his ear, turned off the iPod and slipped it inside his jacket pocket. “Just resting my eyes is all,” he added.

      “Well rest them another time. It’s time to go,” barked Mahoney.

      The pilot, Captain Lott, popped out from the cockpit and said, “Welcome to Eveleth-Virginia Municipal Airport. Don’t forget to set your watches to Central Standard Time, gentlemen.” He pressed a few buttons on a wall panel and the door and stairs to the plane opened.

      Lighthouse stood, made his way to the open hatch and prodded down the stairs. A constant assault of sleet rained down from the heavens above like buckshot from a shotgun.

      He paused at the bottom of the stairs, buttoned his jacket to the top then turned to examine the plane he’d just flown in on. A few small patches of ice clung to the wings but otherwise it appeared clean and new.

      “Get a move on it,” Mahoney bellowed from behind him, waiting to get off the stairs.

      “Just wait a sec!” Lighthouse volleyed back as he swept his glances across the tarmac of the small one-runway airport. On the far edge of the airstrip a vintage World War II hanger and a Korean War era Quonset hut stood, a testament to bygone days. Across the tarmac, a small open-air hangar held two Cessnas. But the bulk of the action at this airport was taking place around a worn-out, corrugated-metal terminal building where a Sheriff’s Cruiser and various government marked SUVs were parked out front. Numerous men in orange polar gear stood next to the vehicles mingling about drinking out of large plastic Thermoses. Along the far side of the building were grouped a small contingent of press vans and their tents.

      “Get a fucking move on it,” Mahoney mouthed off. “It’s fucking windy and cold out here.”

      Lighthouse shielded his face and strolled toward the terminal. As he passed by the vehicles the men all held up their mugs in greeting and nodded friendly hellos. He nodded back politely. These were true Northern Minnesota folk, a hearty bunch who could withstand whatever the harsh elements could bring.

      Lighthouse paused at the entrance and looked back at the vehicles. One of the SUVs was emblazoned NTSB. Another FAA. Two were FBI unmarked. Seemed appropriate under the circumstances. But what did Lighthouse know, this being only his second time involved with a plane crash. The first was when he and Mahoney were just at the right place at the wrong time when a teenager committed suicide by slamming his father’s vintage 1959 de Havilland Otter into a lake in Northern Maine less than three hundred feet afield of their fishing boat. He and Mahoney had been the first ones on the scene (but the kid had been purposeful, dying in the subsequent drowning).

      Lighthouse turned in time to witness Mahoney struggle with the straps on his backpack then slip on a patch of ice and fall directly on his ass. Some of the men in the crowd pointed and jeered.

      “Shit, I think I broke my fricking ass bone on that fall!” Mahoney whined loudly as he stumbled up and tried to brush himself off.

      “You think?” Lighthouse said, furrowing his brow. Changing the subject he said, “By the looks of things around here, this might turn into a real Fed nightmare.”

      “How should I know? I just stepped off the plane and have been flat on my ass most of the time,” Mahoney answered, chuckling off the pain.

      Lighthouse rolled his eyes. “Maybe we should go see Pa first and let this circus calm down a bit.”

      Mahoney winked. “Nothing to worry about, buddy. It’s just a few bodies to bag and tag. Don’t worry, we’ll be out of here soon enough.”

      “Lovely. You’ve gone and turned me into a goddamned body collector.”

      Mahoney slipped a Lucky Strike from his pack and tapped it. “Just make the best of an easy situation. It’s what we came here to do and there’s no shame in admitting it. Let’s sit back, let the medical examiner do his thing and get the bodies back to the plane.”

      “You make it sound so romantic.” Lighthouse felt the air dance across his face. Felt its dryness. He could smell the pines in the distance. He knew the sky would clear up soon.

      Mahoney chortled. “You can count on me to be the crowd-pleaser.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      Mahoney took a hard drag and exhaled a cloud of smoke. “I’ll be inside once I finish up my business here. But don’t worry, buddy, with all the badges running around finding the coffee cart will be the easiest task of all.”

      Lighthouse opened the front door. Warm heat brushed his cheeks and invited him inside. “Meet you at the snack bar then,” he said to Mahoney. Though not officially on the case but out of habit, he unconsciously pulled out his NYPD gold-shield, hung the distinction on his denim jacket and walked confidently in through the doors.

      Immediately, the glare of federal suits slapped him in the face. There were dozens of them all vying to work in a small one-room terminal. Some had set up laptops on makeshift cafeteria tables and the rest all seemed to be on cell-phones or their Blackberry devices. They all huddled stiffly together in discussion groups with fake attitudes roaring off their brows.

      A drinks and snacks station had been set up along the sidewall where two older, pudgy blond women served the guests out of four large stainless steel dispensers. It was a popular spot as groups of men and women vied for refills to keep warm from the torment of the cold. On a side table, an assortment of homemade sugar cookies and baked goods lay strewn about on various random trays. Mahoney would be in heaven.

      Lighthouse walked over, pinched a Styrofoam cup off a stack at the end of the table and slipped in alongside the others in line.

      “You look really familiar,” said a young man next to him.

      “I do?” replied Lighthouse, inspecting the young man. He wasn’t a day over thirty, bore a buzz cut and was dressed in a cheap suit. Lighthouse wondered if this would be the biggest case the kid had ever been on.

      The young man stared at the badge. “NYPD,” he mouthed.

      “Name’s Lighthouse,” he said, proffering a hand.

      The young man pumped it and beamed a wide smile. “Glen Olson. FBI Duluth office. A real pleasure, Mr. Lighthouse. I thought I recognized your face. You’re the famous detective Lighthouse from New York City.”

      Lighthouse dropped his grip and smiled appreciatively.

      “Impressive stuff, I must say,” Olson continued.

      Lighthouse nodded his appreciation further.

      “God, the West Side Strangler case was truly incredible detective work. It was required reading in my first weeks of FBI training. And that Bobby Pearson case is legendary. All the bizarre sex acts that guy tried to perform on all those young girls’ dead bodies must have been…”

      A chubby hand interrupted them. “Name’s Mahoney. Harvey Mahoney,” he said, stepping in line next to Lighthouse. He’d have to save Lighthouse from the Bobby Pearson story once again. The case had been gruesome and neither of them liked to relive it. “We’ve been partners for nearly twenty years now.”

      Olson pumped his hand then quickly released.

      “Yup. Almost twenty years now,” Lighthouse said, playing along.

      Olson snapped his fingers. “Oh yeah. Harvey Mahoney. You were mentioned in the cases a lot too,” he speculated, not really having a clue. “Wow! I never imagined meeting you guys in real life.”

      Lighthouse smiled widely, hoping this conversation wasn’t about to morph into anything more. He needed a cup of java to fill his belly and settle his nerves.

      “You guys just get in from New York then?” Olson asked.

      “Yeah,” Mahoney replied.

      “So you’re on the special investigations unit Buckley’s put together, huh?” Olson speculated.

      Mahoney wiped his patchy gray hair down with his hand. “Who’s Buckley?” he asked.

      “Special Agent Bill Buckley. He’s in charge of the whole federal investigation,” Olson answered, looking over his shoulder to try and spot his boss’ boss.

      Lighthouse recorded the name in his head and turned around to view the crowd in the room. He peered at the very front of the terminal entrance at a middle-aged man in a dark suit, white shirt and beige London Fog over-coat. The man was giving out directives from a temporary command desk. “That one must be Buckley,” he stated, mostly to himself.

      “Yeah, that’s him,” Olson acknowledged.

      Lighthouse took a closer look. Fed Buckley had a big chest and wide shoulders, short-cropped hair and a thin nose with pale skin. He was waving his arms around in the air while precariously trying to hold onto a couple of files in his grip.

      “Can I getcha some coffee, sir,” the fatter woman behind the serving table asked Lighthouse.

      “Yup,” he said, breaking his stare away from Buckley and handing over his cup. “Just black please.”

      “You betcha,” she said with a smile while going about her task.

      Mahoney handed over his cup. “Same for me.”

      “So you came all the way from New York City for this?” asked Olson excitedly.

      “Yeah,” Mahoney responded blandly.

      “But not here on the official investigation?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then, um, for the Boyle family I assume?” Olson asked quizzically.

      “That’s right, kid,” Mahoney said cheerfully.

      “Here you go, boys,” the server lady said, handing filled cups back to Lighthouse and Mahoney.

      Lighthouse quickly grabbed the cup and guzzled half. He loved how the liquid coated his throat and settled into a mellowing calmness in his belly. “So Olson, what do you make of the investigation so far?” he inquired.

      “Not much really,” Olson answered with a shrug, then handed his cup over to the woman behind the table.

      “No new reports in the last hour or so?” asked Lighthouse.

      Olson paused to think. “We haven’t been told much.” He snapped his fingers again. “But I did hear that the VOR directional radio beacon was inaccurate and misleading because of negligence or something.”

      “Go on,” Lighthouse directed. The young man had puppy-dog-innocent eyes.

      “Other than that I, um, can tell you that everyone’s a bit edgy because the terrain out there’s all swamp and peat bogs. It’s all iced over and slushy and the temps today and tomorrow are supposed to warm up so the whole recovery’s going to be real tricky. All the men are complaining it’s going to be a real bitch. Some are even trying to push for hazard pay allowance,” Olson rambled on.

      Lighthouse stopped listening as his attentions were drawn to the door. His vision focused on the five-foot-six, hundred-twenty-pound beauty suddenly coming into the building. Her rich dark mane was slicked back into a bun behind her slender neck and her black parka was zipped to the top for maximum warmth. Her cheeks were highlighted a blister-seeking red from her short encounters with the winter winds.

      Lighthouse took a double take. She had healthy accentuations and wore sophisticated attire. Her strides were assertive as she sliced through the room with an air of confidence. She showed no fear, a worthy attribute in his eyes. He watched her meander up to the coffee table, snatch a cup into her dainty hands and take a place in line. He was heart-struck.

      “You hear that, buddy? The union boys are making a haul on this clean up. Many are getting triple time out there,” Mahoney blurted out excitedly.

      Lighthouse’s female concentrations burst. “What’s that?”

      “The union boys are mopping up on this one, so to speak,” Mahoney reiterated with a sly grin before recognizing his partner’s current line-of-sight. “Oh ho ho,” he chortled. “I see. Mind on the female persuasion.”

      “Keep your voice down, Harv,” Lighthouse said, hushing him. But the hush worked against him as she gave a hesitant glance in their direction. Busted, Lighthouse painted on a simple smile and shyly glanced down at his coffee.

      Mahoney finger jabbed Lighthouse in the gut and a little too loudly said, “Let’s head out to the crash site and see what we can make of it all.”

      “That’s never going to happen,” Ashley called out flippantly, having overheard them.

      Mahoney shot her a quizzical look. “Huh?”

      “Only emergency personnel are allowed at the site. It’s extremely fragile out there,” she replied squarely.

      “Okay darlin’, whatever you say,” Mahoney huffed, taken aback by the woman’s candor.

      Lighthouse smiled and took in a deep breath. She smelled like the warming scent of cedar boughs in a midnight sauna. He was enthralled by the woman in front of him. She had perfectly straight, pearly-white teeth and hiding behind her glasses shone green eyes as pure as Colombian emeralds.

      Ashley placed her hands on her hips. “Darlin’? What decade did you stagger out of?” she retorted uncharitably.

      Lighthouse laughed. She was an adept man-handler. One thing for certain was Mahoney had his work cut out for him if he was to retake any of the ground he’d already lost.

      “Name’s Lighthouse,” he said, stretching out his hand.

      “Ashley Lewis. NTSB,” she replied, without reciprocating. Instead, she pushed between them and handed her empty cup to one of the ladies, saying, “Just hot water for my tea please.” She turned her head back to them and added, “Just an FYI guys, but no one is allowed near the crash-site area without NTSB approval.”

      “Nice to meet you too, darlin’,” Mahoney snapped back, his pocked nose reddening.

      She opened her herbal teabag. Without inflection in her voice she replied, “What I mean is the fewer people out there the better. Crash sites are extremely sensitive areas.”

      “Okie dokie, darlin’.” He turned to Lighthouse and snickered.

      Lighthouse grimaced back, wanting to cry at the stupidity of his partner.

      Ashley shook her head and threw Mahoney a dirty look. To her rescue the attendant handed back a full cup of hot water. She received it with a smile, dipped the teabag in the cup, cocked her head to Lighthouse and added, “So this is what the NYPD sends us for support?”

      “The pleasure’s all mine, ma’am,” he replied jokingly with a two finger salute.

      She smiled. “It was nice to meet you, Mr. Lighthouse,” she said before promptly taking off for the front door.

      “Jeez, what did you have to go and do that for?” Lighthouse growled at Mahoney after she’d gotten out of earshot.

      “What the hell are you talking about? She started it all,” Mahoney whined.

      Lighthouse shook his head in disbelief as he watched the only sexy woman for miles around jut out the front door.
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      The small terminal building was becoming overcrowded with FBI, NTSB, FAA and legions of national reporters, so Lighthouse and Mahoney decided to retire back to the comforts of the Lear; besides, word had come down the chain that the eight deceased were being housed sixty miles southeast in the morgue at the University of Minnesota Duluth Medical School. Since getting the Boyles’ remains back to New York was their first priority, there was no reason to stick around Eveleth anymore.

      Lighthouse settled back into his leather seat, pulled Lucy from his holster and used her to scratch an itch on his back. He looked at his watch. It was 12:51 p.m. “Why are we wasting our time out here, Harv?” he asked.

      “I think Captain Lott is waiting for clearance for takeoff,” Mahoney replied from the galley.

      “No, not that. Why are we really out here? Your pension’s more than enough to see you through, so I’m not getting the angle you’re playing at here.”

      Mahoney shook his head. “Nah, pension’s not cutting it. Especially after sending half of it away each month.”

      “Half? I didn’t know your ex got her paws on your retirement too?”

      “No, not Trudi. She’s ancient history. I give a big chunk of cash to Joey each month.”

      “Oh. I’m ashamed to say it, but I haven’t spoken to Joey in a long while,” Lighthouse confessed, even though Joey was one of his only real friends in the world. They’d met in 1985 while stationed on Okinawa, while both were at the end of their four-year Army enlistments. Joey was the only reason in the world that Lighthouse ended up being a detective in the first place. “So how’s that kid of yours doing anyway?”

      Mahoney flicked an unlit cigarette into his mouth. “He gets along. It’s not easy being a single parent on a Sergeant Major’s salary.”

      “Guess not.”

      “You know Jason is eighteen now?”

      “Yup.”

      “Overall though, Joey and Jason have done great on Okinawa,” Mahoney reported.

      The thought of Okinawa triggered a cascade of memories for Lighthouse, the experience forever etched in his mind.

      “Jason’s thinking of enlisting now that he’s of age,” Mahoney informed him, spouting off proudly about the grandson he’d only met twice in person, the rest all by long distance phone calls every other month or so. “Jason knows it’s just a matter of days before his dad is shipped off to the Middle East, and he thinks he’ll be able to tag along for the ride if he joins up.”

      “Hmm. Might do Jason some good to finally get off the island,” Lighthouse answered genuinely.

      “That’s easy for you to say.”

      They were interrupted by the plane door opening and Captain Lott walking up the stairs.

      “What’s the good news, Captain? We about set to depart?” Mahoney asked, his mouth full of mini-sandwiches.

      Captain Lott shrugged. “Who knows,” he said then headed off to the cockpit.

      Following on the tails of Captain Lott, the chatty Agent Olson popped his head in through the plane’s door and remarked, “Hey guys, just came to check up on things.”

      “Hey kid,” Mahoney replied, reaching for the scotch-filled crystal decanter and filling up his glass. “Your boss send you over to come spy on us?”

      “No. I saw the pilot heading for the plane and came by to say hello,” Olson replied, his big, baby-face grin marveling about the interior cabin. “Wow! So this is how the other half lives.”

      Lighthouse pulled a brochure from the pocket of his armrest and tossed it to him. “Entertain yourself,” he said with a little chuckle under his breath.

      Mahoney lit his cigarette. “The pilot said something about this being a Learjet 45.”

      Olson slowly fingered through the owner’s manual before stopping to read a passage aloud: “ ‘The eight-passenger executive interior is finished in gray spinney-beck leather with coordinating headliner, side panels and carpeting-’ ”

      “This bird’s only got four comfy seats,” Mahoney interrupted him and pointed to the back of the cabin. “They took out the rest to make room for that sweet bedroom in the back,” he added with an approving grin.

      Olson cleared his throat and resumed reading: “ ‘The cabin arrangement includes a double club and forward galley. The interior is complimented with smoked nickel plating and high gloss veneers finished in rich oak and Accordia pleated window shades system.”

      Lighthouse stroked Lucy. The Lear complimented his ensemble perfectly.

      Olson continued: “ ‘The aft-enclosed lavatory has a wet vanity, heated water tank and external service. Cabin entertainment includes Airshow Four Hundred featured with a ten point four LCD monitor, Sony Multi-Disc CD and DVD Player with individual headsets for each seat. A hundred-ten-volt inverter provides power to outlets throughout the cabin and lavatory. Membrane touch control switches control the lighting and entertainment.’ ”

      “Sounds better than my house,” Mahoney joked, ice-cubes clinking in his scotch glass as he took a seat and reclined all the way back.

      “Probably is,” Olson said, jesting back.

      Lighthouse broke into laughter.

      Olson took a few steps further into the plane to continue snooping around. “Not bad digs, gentlemen. New York City seems to be treating its detectives very, very well. Must be nice having something so luxurious to cozy up in while the rest of us poor saps freeze our asses off outside.”

      Lighthouse caught the cue on the first throw. “You’re welcome to take an empty seat.”

      “Don’t mind if I do,” Olson said happily.

      “But first, go over to the smoked nickel-plated, high-gloss veneer galley and refill my coffee,” Lighthouse instructed with a beaming smile and an outstretched arm.

      “You betcha,” Olson replied, grabbing the cup from his hand. “Happy to be of assistance.”

      “So what do you know this time around?” Lighthouse asked.

      Olson moved over to the galley and fiddled with the coffee pot. Having no reason to hold back, he reported, “First off, there was no distress call to the air traffic controllers prior to the crash. Zip. None. Nada,” he said, pausing for effect. “The plane was fully loaded and may have accumulated some ice. Agent Buckley said this would have increased the weight and the aerodynamic drag on the aircraft, giving the pilots no time to react if anything like a stall occurred.”

      “Sounds like this Buckley’s got things pretty well wrapped up,” said Lighthouse, disinterestedly.

      “I guess so,” Olson replied. “Seems like they’re focusing on the weather and the pilots a lot right now.”

      “So they’re going to pin it on the pilot, huh?” suggested Mahoney.

      “Too early to tell,” Olson answered, as if repeating straight from the mouth of one of his superiors.

      “Too early to tell what?” Lighthouse asked, having not paid attention.

      “To make a preliminary judgment about the cause of the crash yet,” Olson answered snappily.

      “Good for you, kid,” Mahoney responded, swirling his scotch. “Your training’s really paid off.”

      Olson grinned. “So, I, um, assume you’re off to Duluth next to get the bodies from the morgue?”

      “Something like that,” Mahoney answered.

      “You know, I’m your man in that town,” Olson started. “I’m a Duluthian through and through, and I’d be more than happy to show you guys around if you’d like.”

      “What, your ride up and left ya?” said Mahoney, blowing smoke rings into the air.

      Ignoring the question, Olson turned to face Lighthouse. He pointed to the gun holster. “That a Thirty-eight Special?”

      “Yup.”

      “Snub nose?”

      “Yup.”

      “I’ve seen you touch it a few times.”

      “Ah huh.”

      “You must really like it.”

      “Why else would I carry it?”

      “Why not something with a bigger kick? Like the standard nine mil they hand out these days.”

      Lighthouse shook his head. “When I go out on a collar I’m cuffing the guy in close quarters so a snubby is all I need.” Lighthouse pet his beloved Lucy. “And practically speaking, with a snub-nose the perps have a much harder time grasping the barrel of your gun. Lots of cop have had their very own guns used against them for that one simple reason.”

      “Cool, great tip,” Olson said in mild awe.

      “Yeah, great tip,” Mahoney mimicked.

      “Leave it alone, Harv,” he growled. He turned back to Olson. “So you’re a Duluth boy, huh?”

      “Born and raised. Duluth is the seat of St. Louis County and where the M.E. does all his work. The bodies are being examined there now. That’s the info I came by to give you guys in the first place.”

      Lighthouse thought to tell Olson he grew up around here too, not far as the crow flies away, but then he thought better of it. Best to have all the information flowing in one direction. “What’s the M.E.’s name?” he asked.

      “Dr. Earl Blatnik. I’ve had a few cases with him and he’s very professional.”

      “Good to hear,” responded Mahoney.

      “You guys will find him super easy to work with.”

      Lighthouse yawned unexpectedly. “Just for the record, Olson, we’d appreciate all the help you can give us in Duluth,” he said, thinking it prudent to have a FBI lackey guiding them around town.

      “So, um, then…” Olson hesitated, “you really wouldn’t mind if I bummed a ride down there with you?”

      “Not at all,” Lighthouse responded.

      “Sweet!” Olson exclaimed. He smiled vibrantly at Mahoney. “Then to answer your original question, Mr. Mahoney, yes I was stranded. My boss requisitioned my car and left me here in Eveleth high and dry. I figured you guys would have to head to Duluth to secure access to the Boyles’ remains, so I thought I’d take my chances and come aboard.”

      Lighthouse and Mahoney laughed in unison, setting in motion a jovial mood for the short flight to Duluth.
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      Meanwhile, on the other side of the tarmac, Ashley sat shivering at her makeshift mobile office in a cramped corner of the Quonset Hut that had been set up for NTSB command. She looked at her watch. It was 1:18 p.m.

      She grit her teeth and took a sip of scorching hot tea. No matter how hard she tried to get warm she was frozen to the core.

      Less than fourteen hours ago she’d been perspiring uncomfortably in Southern Georgia investigating the site of another crash when the call came in about Senator Sellwood’s plane. With orders coming from the top down, she’d disassembled her communications gear and caught the first redeye flight out of Atlanta en route to Eveleth, Minnesota. Having never heard of the town before, her first Google search highlighted the city as the site of the United States Hockey Hall of Fame. At the time she’d cringed at the thought, equating hockey to barbarism.

      Ashley arched her back and breathed in deeply. She stretched her arms in the air and slowly exhaled. She needed to relax and brush aside the chaos of her sleep-deprived life. Problem was, it was only going to intensify. With such a high-profile case like a Senator, authoritarian figures were sure to pop out of the woodwork in droves to point fingers.

      She flopped her arms to her sides. She was confident her bases were covered and she was ready for the onslaught. She brushed a few loose strands of hair behind her ear, leaned an elbow on the desk and dug back into the FAA’s first assembled report.

      The aircraft had originated yesterday at 10:12 p.m. from the Flying Cloud Airport in Eden Prairie, Minnesota, a southwestern suburb of Minneapolis. The plane was owned by Clear Sky Charters, a company she’d never heard of before. The aircraft had been in the air for fifty-nine minutes and had been cleared to land but two miles from the runway it suddenly veered off course and crashed at 11:11 p.m. Because of freezing rain, heavy snow and low clouds, it had taken search crews until the next morning to reach the wreckage.

      She continued perusing through the file. The ground flight manifest listed Thomas Perry as pilot and Marvin Johansen as co-pilot. Ashley didn’t recognize either of their names but this was usually the case in her investigations; yet, every now and again she’d see a familiar name from her years of active service in the Navy.

      The passenger list named Senator Russ Sellwood followed by his wife, Betsy, their daughter, Margaret, a Mr. and Mrs. Sydney and Barbara Boyle of New York City, and Mrs. Helen Reed, a Sellwood aide. Ashley bit her lip and pulled her gaze from the file. It was sad that at the end of the day they were just eight more numbers for her and the statisticians to tally up in the databases.

      She flipped to the regional meteorological reports but nothing sparked her interest. Next, she fingered through a manila file with a topographical map of the area. The crash site was marked with coordinates. She turned to the second page of the report and found two NTSB records printed on the page: (1) the deadliest aircraft accident in Minnesota was Dec. 1, 1993, where 18 people were killed in Hibbing, twenty-five miles west of Eveleth, when a Northwest Airlink flight crashed three miles from the runway during a night landing; (2) NTSB records indicate there have been 26 aviation accidents in Eveleth since 1965, most in the late fall or early spring, including three in which people died.

      With her index finger Ashley twirled up a few loose strands of hairs that were bobbing around her neck. The records and comments were indicative of two things: first, for the size of the Eveleth airport the number of accidents in just under forty years was fairly average; and second, most of the accidents occurred in the seasons of highest icing conditions. This stat would provide investigators easy evidence to blame the accident on the weather.

      She scanned her eyes down to the bottom of the page where someone had hand-jotted: ‘the aircraft was not equipped with a cockpit voice recorder, but ATC recordings indicate the pilots were advised several times during the flight of adverse icing conditions.’

      Ashley hummed quietly. It was a shame a flight recorder wasn’t a mandatory piece of equipment on charter flights. Now the flight’s last fleeting moments of vocal despair were lost.

      She closed the file and took another sip of tea. A strange sinking feeling invaded her gut. She needed to stretch her legs and get some fresh air. She stood and walked passed the other makeshift desks lining the length of the hangar, innately aware of all the men’s eyes tracking her every move.

      She stepped through the partially opened hangar door and looked out across Runway 27. Its approach was almost a perfect east-west heading with tall pines boxing it in. Again, the sideways direction and positioning of the downed plane in relation to the runway popped into her mind.

      A chilly breeze blew across her face. She peered up into the sky. Pressure was rising and the clouds were slowly parting. Soon the air would warm. She smiled in the knowledge that the storm would soon break and the sun would once again grace the ground.

      Ashley licked her dry lips. She needed something stronger than tea so she strode off back to the terminal building.
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      The University of Minnesota Duluth (UMD) School of Medicine resided in a two-story concrete and brick building constructed in the 1970s, an era of energy efficiency and unassuming façades. With small rectangular windows and a flat roof, it reminded Lighthouse of a few of the utilitarian jails he’d visited in New Jersey.

      During the ten-minute cab ride from Duluth International Airport, Olson explained that UMD was a medium-sized state campus with roughly 11,000 full-time and part-time students. Furthermore, the School of Medicine had an agreement with the county to house and perform autopsies. This way the university gained the ability to provide students and researchers access in the field of mortuary sciences and the county got a free pass running a mortuary.

      The cab dropped them off and while Olson went inside to track down the M.E., Lighthouse and Mahoney waited outside.

      “Fuck, I don’t know how you ever grew up in Minnesota,” Mahoney said negatively, sucking down another cancer stick, the wind biting at his ears.

      Lighthouse ignored him and glanced at his watch: 2:03 p.m. He meandered down the sidewalk and let his gaze fall upon a leafless, late autumn landscape. The muddy rains of October and the recent snow had frozen together into a giant mush, and the rows of parking lots looked inhospitable.

      He took in a deep breath, enjoying the cold chaos circulating in the air. The smell and weather of his youth returned. He smiled. He loved this time of the year. With the camouflage of the forest gone, the hunt was always easy.

      He swiveled on his toes and took his time walking back up the sidewalk. Lighthouse had been on the UMD campus once before. Almost a decade ago, he’d missed the shuttle that brought him the three-hour drive northeast to the Grand Portage Reservation and the stop closest to his family land. Thus having the afternoon free, he’d spent the time wandering through Duluth’s eastern neighborhoods exploring mile after mile of grand turn-of-the-century houses before ending up on the top of the hill on the university grounds. Here he’d met a history professor who informed him that 100 years ago the city was almost double its current population of 85,000 residents; and that at one time, Duluth boasted the highest per capita of millionaires in the world due to its proximity to the largest iron ore deposits in the United States. Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller had had businesses and grand estates here, the professor informed him, and hundreds of timber and steel barons built beautiful large homes and mansions across the breadth of the hilly city. Unlimited exploitation of vast natural resources with cheap immigrant labor had provided for vibrant urban creation. After the professor’s story, Lighthouse wondered how many of the mansions had been built from old growth timbers stolen from his family lands at the turn of the 20th Century.

      He reached the entrance to the building where Mahoney was stomping out his butt and Olson was holding the door open for them to enter.

      “Welcome to UMD,” Olson exclaimed while pointing down the stairs. “This way, gentlemen. Dr. Blatnik will be in the basement.”

      They descended down a single flight of stairs then walked down a drab hallway to where a row of waiting chairs sat vacant in a small, whitewashed, windowless lobby. Lighthouse and Mahoney took seats while Olson went to search for the medical examiner.

      “Real pleasant vacation you got me on here,” Lighthouse commented, his nose twitching from the sour scent of formaldehyde. He clipped his badge to his jacket but before he could utter more displeasure, Olson returned with a pasty man in his late fifties wearing a dirty smock.

      Olson cleared his throat. “Dr. Blatnik, please let me introduce Misters Lighthouse and Mahoney, both of New York City.”

      “Nice to meet you, gentlemen,” Dr. Blatnik said dryly. He slipped his hands to his sides and held them there, signaling the inappropriateness of a handshake at present. “Agent Olson tells me you work for the Boyle family?” he inquired.

      “That’s right,” Mahoney replied. “We’re here officially on behalf of the family.”

      “We’re all very sorry for the loss,” Dr. Blatnik stated flatly.

      Mahoney nodded. “So what do you think the timings going to be on the official coroner’s report?”

      The doctor looked up slightly. “Barring any unforeseen events of course, I’d say no more than twenty-four hours.”

      “That long?” blurted out Mahoney. He anxiously shifted from one foot to the other. “Can’t we get it any earlier than that? The family’s anxious to plan the funeral.”

      “There’s no way I can have a factual report before then,” Dr. Blatnik stated firmly. “I’ve got eight bodies to work on and only the three us of here.”

      “You find anything important we should know about at this point?” Lighthouse asked pleasantly.

      He looked at the badge on Lighthouse’s jacket. “You’re policemen?”

      “Yup. Brooklyn North Homicide.”

      “I see,” Dr. Blatnik said, wrinkling his nose. “Well then, early diagnosis has all eight victims suffering from blunt force trauma typical of these kinds of accidents. But it’s too early to say for certain that this will be the causes of their deaths. More likely it’ll be attributable to the fire. I’ll sign off on the bodies once it’s definitive.”

      Mahoney took a small step forward. “Any chance the bodies are viewable?”

      “C’mon, Harv, show some manners.”

      Dr. Blatnik shook his head. “I would think cremation might be preferred.”

      “Yeah, I guess so,” Mahoney said.

      Olson pulled out a note-pad. “What about the tox screens? Is it possible that the pilot or co-pilot were drunk?” he asked, jumping into the conversation.

      Dr. Blatnik shook his head. “So far the autopsies have found no evidence that Captain Perry or First Officer Johansen had any emergency health problems or otherwise that would have played a role in the crash. But again, it’s far too early to tell. Further tests for the presence of drugs in all the bodies are pending from the lab. They’ll come when they come.”

      “Of course,” Lighthouse said cordially.

      “But I can definitely state that the two pilots and the Senator’s daughter are the only ones to have tested negative for alcohol so far. That’s very easy to test in-house. The other five had trace amounts in their stomachs, possibly from dinner the night of the crash,” Dr. Blatnik reported.

      “Hmm,” Olson hummed while writing. “Makes sense.”

      “Also, initial analysis has all the victims testing negative for commonly used drugs,” Dr. Blatnik reported.

      “That’s reassuring,” Mahoney quipped. “Hate to imagine the press reports if the Senator had tested positive for cocaine or weed.”

      Dr. Blatnik sighed impatiently. “Further, because the crash involved fire and impact, it’s going to take us awhile to determine the exact cause of death for each person. I’m sure you understand, detectives, how important it can be for family members to know the degree of suffering their loved ones went through. In my experience, the grieving process is considerably different depending on how a loved one died.”

      “I can’t imagine being burnt to death,” Olson exclaimed aloud, cringing.

      “Are you done?” Dr. Blatnik said, unamused.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that,” Olson replied apologetically, biting his tongue.

      “I’ll know more after I examine tissues for the presence and accumulation of soot in their airways. It’s fairly conclusive but the final judgment will come from samples that get sent to the FAA laboratory in Colorado. We don’t test for the presence of carbon monoxide here.”

      “Okay,” Lighthouse replied uncaringly. Dead was dead no matter how it happened. He only cared if murder was involved.

      Dr. Blatnik bobbed his head up and down. Eager to move on with his examination, he darted his eyes to his watch.

      Lighthouse caught the hint. “We appreciate your time, Doctor, and we look forward to seeing you again tomorrow.”

      “I’ll have much more to report by then. Thank you, gentlemen. We have a big job ahead of us here so please let the families know we’re doing our best,” he advised before walking away.

      Mahoney saluted Lighthouse. “See buddy, my promise is complete. Now we’ve got time before the case is closed to go up and see Pa.”

      “Superb,” he said jokingly. He turned around to leave and accidently bumped straight into FBI Agent Bill Buckley.

      “Oh, sorry,” said Lighthouse apologetically.

      “Oh yes, excuse me,” Buckley said in return. He spotted one of his agents.  “Olson, what are you doing here?” he asked quizzically.

      “Just escorting detectives Lighthouse and Mahoney to the morgue, sir,” he replied, straightening up.

      “Ah, right. Nice to meet you, gentlemen.” Buckley gestured a hand. “Didn’t I read a true-life crime novel about you a few years back?”

      “Yup.” Lighthouse quickly pumped the man’s hand. It was cold to the touch.

      “Name’s Harvey Mahoney, nice to meet you, Agent Buckley,” he said, reaching for the man’s hand and giving it a good shake.

      “You’re nothing like the way I imagined you from the book,” Buckley said, looking Lighthouse over head-to-toe. “You’re much younger than I imagined.”

      “Can’t say the same for my partner,” he replied with an unsubtle wink at Mahoney.

      Olson couldn’t help but chuckle.

      Mahoney cleared the phlegm from his throat. “What can you tell us so far, Agent Buckley? I assume you’re close to wrapping up this case?”

      “It’s a big job, gentlemen, and one that I’m not at liberty to discuss right now,” Buckley categorically stated. “Olson, your tour guide services are over. Get back downtown and make yourself useful.”

      Olson straighten up. “Yes, sir. I was only trying to do my part by helping with the paperwork for the release of the Boyle remains. One less thing for you to deal with, sir.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself, Olson. Only one you were trying to help was yourself,” Buckley stated honestly, stress visibly building upon his brow. “I’m sorry, gentlemen, but you’ll have to excuse me. I’ve got eight NTSB investigations and five FAA inquiries simultaneously churning along, not to mention the bloody anthill of the media I’m dealing with right now.”

      “You’re forgetting about two of New York’s finest who are currently standing right in front of you,” Mahoney opined with a wry grin.

      “I’ll chalk that one up when I get the time,” Buckley remarked distastefully.

      A mightier-than-thou attitude. This is exactly what Lighthouse didn’t like about the Feds.

      “Look, if you need something for the family go bother Lewis at the NTSB. It’s her report anyone really gives a damn about anyway,” Buckley stated sourly.

      “Good luck getting anything from that woman,” Olson remarked chauvinistically, trying to get back into the good graces of his superior officer.

      Buckley smirked. “What, she already turned you down, Olson?”

      “The brush off is more like it, sir. She never even let me finish my first sentence before she just walked away. What a snob,” Olson scowled.

      “Sounds exactly like the Ashley Lewis I know,” Buckley commented unflatteringly. “Now scram, Olson, and get back to work.”

      “Ah, okay…well, um, yes sir,” Olson replied.

      “Anyway gentlemen,” Buckley began again, “You boys have a good day.”

      “That’s it?” Mahoney said. “The Boyle family is anxious for some concrete information regarding the investigation.”

      “I’m sorry, gentlemen, but you’ve put me in a quandary here. Since you only represent the families of two of the deceased and aren’t on the investigative team, you’ll have to get your information through the proper public channels. We’ll have a release for the families and their representatives soon enough.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me? You know who we are!” Mahoney blurted out, taking his own high-handed approach. “I solved my first murder case before you even wet your diapers, missy. So don’t go giving me your proper channels bullshit!”

      “Calm down, Harv. The man’s got an investigation to run,” Lighthouse said with his usual cordiality. Lighthouse knew eventually he’d get what he wanted out of Buckley, even if he had to jump through a few hoops along the way. “You’ll have to forgive my partner, Agent Buckley. He’s prone to childish outbursts.”

      “No offense taken. Just keep in mind I’ve got every Tom, Dick and Harry senator from Timbuktu and back breathing down my neck,” Buckley said undiplomatically.

      “You’re a real fucking douche bag,” Mahoney snarled back.

      Buckley pushed his face up close to Mahoney and barked, “Listen, Maggie! I don’t know who the fuck you think you are but I’ve got better things to do than sit around here arguing semantics.” He stepped away and started to walk down the hall, barking back, “Olson, get your ass back to the Federal Building. And I mean right now!”

      “Absolutely, sir,” Olson said, nodding to his superior.

      Lighthouse yawned. He was completely unoffended at the spectacle that had just taken place. He watched Buckley parade off, the man’s back hunched and his fingers shaking slightly, a nervous twitch forming in his hand. At least Mahoney had gotten the part about Buckley being a douche bag correct.

      Lighthouse palmed his forehead, pulled his skin as hard back on his skull as he could muster then set his fingers into massage mode. He wheeled back to Mahoney and said, “Let’s go back to the plane and fetch our things. Maybe we can stay the night in town then catch the morning shuttle north. I’d like to stay somewhere nice. This way you can start peeling off all those Benjamins you’ve been bragging so much about.”

      Mahoney wasn’t listening. Instead, his rabid attentions stayed focused on Buckley. He snickered then loudly roared down the hall, “See ya later, dick-face!”

      “Fuck you!” Buckley retaliated back without turning around.

      Lighthouse winked at Olson. “Have fun back at the office,” he added before leisurely strolling off down the hallway.
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      The Fitgers Hotel and Shopping Complex, a completely renovated, hundred-thirty-year-old building sprawled across two city blocks of Duluth’s premiere lakeshore, had stunning views of downtown and unrivaled vistas over the blue expanse of Lake Superior. Mahoney had been generous and booked them a deluxe suite on the top floor.

      Lighthouse leaned against the balcony railing, slammed another complimentary Starbucks café latte from the mini-fridge and looked out across his view. The clouds were dense and low and cast a breathtaking spectrum of vivid grays, whites and blues over the lake. Seagulls soared in the breeze while whitecaps whisked over the surface of the water. It warmed his heart to be near this great body of water again.

      He’d left the sliding glass doors to the room open and suddenly the drone of CNN emanated from inside. His ears perked up as the news anchor reported: “The other five victims at the scene have now been identified as a Sellwood aide, Helen Reed, pilot Thomas Perry, co-pilot Marvin Johansen, and New York City real estate mogul and socialite Sydney Boyle and his wife, Barbara. Mr. Boyle built the family company into the second largest real estate holding firm in Manhattan. In a statement earlier today, New York City Mayor Ron Forbes said the community had lost two of its greatest benefactors. Mr. Boyle was fifty-three years old. His wife was fifty-one. I understand we are now cutting over to Duluth, Minnesota for a live news conference regarding the ongoing investigation.”

      Lighthouse stepped back inside the room and sat at the foot of the king bed. The picture dissolved away from the anchor and materialized onto a conference room where Special Agent Buckley stood behind a podium. His nose was over-powdered and he looked nervous.

      Lighthouse whet his parched lips. He hated being on TV and was glad he wasn’t the one in the spotlight. The press always twisted his words into rubbish, and it had happened so many times that he now refused all interviews. Occasionally he’d let Mahoney take the stage when a case had been easy and straightforward, but not the ones readymade for sensationalism. Those stories stayed under wraps until Captain Perkins had drank enough whiskey to get in front of the cameras and let the information dribble out.

      Lighthouse kicked off his shoes and edged back on the bed. He watched Buckley awkwardly bow his head to the left and place a finger up to his ear, listening intently to someone verbalizing into his earpiece. Then Buckley pointed out to the crowd of gathered reporters and sternly said, “Yes, the reporter in the green.”

      Off-screen, a male voice asked: “A large grouping of bird feathers were reportedly found at the scene and there is speculation that migrating geese flew into the engines. Can you confirm this?”

      “We’ve seen no feathers or similar evidence to support such a theory,” Buckley replied swiftly. He again pointed out to the crowd of reporters. “The lady in red.”

      A woman’s tender voice asked, “But isn’t it conceivable that a gaggle of geese could’ve taken down the plane?”

      Buckley cocked his head agreeably and answered: “That’s a very good question. It’s a rare occurrence, but if in fact a mid-air collision occurred, it could’ve caused serious control problems. But once again, this doesn’t seem to be the case.” Buckley, now cheerful the press was so easy going, pointed and said, “the male reporter from CNN.”

      A man’s hoarse voice asked, “Have you been able to make any preliminary judgments about the possibility of mechanical error? Or perhaps pilot error?”

      Buckley paused deferentially. “We have ruled out engine failure. Our preliminary investigation indicates that both engines were functional upon impact. As to the possibility of pilot error, that will be a long, pain-staking investigation. We’ll certainly pursue that track if the evidence justifies it.” Buckley rubbed his nose with his left hand and visibly clenched his jaw. “Yes, you in the Nike shirt.”

      Lighthouse sighed. It was a complete crock of shit. All the questions and answers seemed scripted; yet, he watched on.

      The next reporter asked, “Senator Sellwood’s plane conveniently went down a week before the most important midterm election in decades. Have you seen any indication of foul play?”

      Lighthouse leaned toward the television. Finally, a provocative question.

      Buckley rose his right hand to his earpiece. A second later he had the gall to mutter, “Ladies and Gentlemen, that’s all the time we have for now. Thank you for coming out today,” before he strode off amid the flashing cameras.

      Lighthouse turned the TV off and laughed. He felt worked up for nothing. It wasn’t his case and never would be. He was just here for the free trip to see Pa. An open and shut matter.

      He guzzled the last half of his coffee, threw his empty can in the garbage and paced around the room. The thought flickered around in the back of his mind about how much of a pussy Buckley was. The guy couldn’t even deflect a question that was going to be asked a thousand times over.

      Lighthouse turned his attentions to his hunger. He’d seen venison burgers on the menu of the brewpub that was located adjacent to the hotel. His next move in life, an easy sale at that, was inviting Mahoney to go down with him for a beer and a bite to eat.
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      Ashley Lewis, having gathered updated reports from respective agencies, requisitioned a vehicle for herself then sped south to Duluth. She felt confident the investigation in Eveleth was moving ahead in the right direction now that eight two-man NTSB go-teams were assigned to the crash.

      Her first stop had been to see Dr. Blatnik at the morgue. During live investigations she liked to speak directly to the medical examiner instead of just reading the coroner’s reports after the fact. She’d been lucky in her timing and found the doctor typing at his desk. The conversation was quick but satisfying and she’d left with a small file in her hands and a lot of her questions answered.

      From there, she jumped back in her vehicle and headed over to a restaurant called The Brewhouse that had been highly rated online. She was finally ready to relax and needed a hearty meal and a pint of beer before calling it a night.
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      Mahoney and Lighthouse hit the main floor of the Fitgers Mall and entered the busy brewpub. A white twenty-something man in dreadlocks was busy spinning records on a small stage and two-stories of patrons—all wearing the odd assortment of trendy outdoor gear—lounged around sipping locally-brewed craft beers and bobbing their heads to the music. Off a half dozen steps to the left, men and women sat around an inviting semi-circular bar. Lots of loose stares hung in the air, mostly from the predominantly female crowd hovering about.

      Lighthouse and Mahoney made their way through the maze of tables to the last two empty barstools at the far end of the bar.

      “Not bad digs for a beer joint,” Mahoney announced loudly over the noise. He plopped himself down and fidgeted on the barstool.

      Lighthouse ignored him. Instead he engrossed himself in the simple pleasure of admiring the look and feel of the handmade walnut bar top. It had a soft, glossy sheen and the urethane glide tickled his fingers. The counter made him feel welcome, imbibing a sense of community with his surroundings.

      A newspaper rested beside him. Splashed upon the front page was an aerial shot of the crash site with its burnt-out crater and various plane appendages strewn about. The scene looked totally inhospitable. He was glad they hadn’t gone out to the wreck site.

      Lighthouse pulled his head out of the photo and scanned beyond Mahoney, whereby he looked straight into the eyes of Ashley Lewis who’d just sat down at the bar.

      Their eyes locked. It was momentary but certainly long enough hang time for Lighthouse’s complete ingratiation.

      “Ms. Lewis,” he mouthed over the noise of the bar.

      She nodded cordially, rose her glass slightly off the bar and toasted him. “Mr. Lighthouse. Fancy seeing you here.”

      “A small world apparently.”

      “A pleasure nonetheless, Mr. Lighthouse.” She rose her glass again.

      “Please, just call me Lighthouse.” By the change in her friendliness, he could tell she was slightly tipsy.

      Mahoney did a ninety-degree swivel with his head. “Well hello again, darlin’,” he said jovially.

      “Ugh.” She slammed the remaining beer in her glass.

      Quick on the fly, Lighthouse reached across Mahoney’s chest and grabbed the pitcher that was sitting in front of her. “Refill?”

      She smiled and held up her glass.

      “What are you drinking? The color looks great,” Lighthouse inquired.

      “It’s called Hoops Toot Ale and it’s delicious. Would you like some?”

      “Don’t mind if I do.” He smiled brightly and grabbed a glass off the counter.

      “You have an interesting accent,” she commented offhandedly. “Are you Canadian?”

      “Something like that,” Lighthouse replied vaguely.

      Impatient for a drink, Mahoney threw a twenty-dollar bill on the bar, reached over the counter and grabbed a clean glass. “Drinks are on me,” he offered while he poured himself a beer out of her pitcher.

      Ashley raised an eyebrow.

      “He means well,” Lighthouse said humorously.

      “Why is it I only seem to find the two of you at watering holes?” she jested.

      Lighthouse cracked a smile. He panned the room and spotted an empty table. “Shall we grab a table?”

      She looked down at her beer and shrugged. “Sure, why not.”

      Lighthouse patted Mahoney on the shoulder and led the way to the corner of the restaurant. Here they could hear and be heard. “This okay?” he asked, pulling the chair out for her.

      “Sure, I’m easy.” She took a seat and placed the files she had with her down on the table.

      Lighthouse sat down next to her and pointed at the files. “Part of the case?”

      “Isn’t it always?”

      “Going well?” sputtered Mahoney through an unlit cigarette dangling from his mouth.

      “As good as I could hope under the circumstances,” she answered frankly.

      Lighthouse nodded. “I know exactly how you feel.”

      “I’m sure you do,” she said with genuine admiration, having been told earlier in the day by some coworkers that he was a legendary homicide detective.

      “Comes with the territory I guess,” Lighthouse continued. He looked into her eyes in another attempt to draw her in. But he missed. She was looking down into her beer contemplating another stress-relieving swig.

      “If you think this case is big, you should see the bullshit we have to peddle in New York,” Mahoney bragged. He took a swill from his glass.

      Ashley brushed a stray hair from her face. “I wonder, does the scope or setting of the case matter? I mean, be it New York or Minnesota, a case is a case and I take them all on with the same degree of seriousness.”

      Mahoney rose from the table. “Damn smoke-free laws. I miss New York. I’m heading outside for a cigarette. See you guys soon,” he said and left.

      Lighthouse let his eyes wander back over her files. The top one appeared to be a folder from the medical examiner. It had the same logo as the one he’d seen at the morgue. “So what’s your impression of Dr. Blatnik?”

      “The man seems able-bodied enough. I’ve seen better but I’ve certainly seen ten times worse.”

      “I get about the same impression.”

      “I don’t think he’s about to let anything slip by,” she stated, fidgeting in her chair, uncomfortable where the conversation was heading. “So are we here to drink beer and have a bite, or talk shop?”

      “Both I imagine. I’m guessing the two of us wouldn’t do small talk much justice.”

      “Figured me out already, huh?” she replied, bemused. She rose her head, shifted her eyes and looked him straight in the face. “I’m sure you’re astute like that.”

      Lighthouse held her eye. He could sense her outer defenses shattered by two pints of ale.

      Ashley broke off the stare and regained the conversation. “You guys staying at this hotel too?”

      “Yup.”

      She laughed.

      He cleared his throat, unable to read her little giggle. “So, how’s your investigation coming along?”

      “It’s coming along nicely, thank you.” She threw her head back and took a long hard swig from her glass, knowing her neck would be exposed. “But this case won’t be an open public docket for many months, so I’ve got all the time I need,” she added.

      “I don’t know,” Lighthouse replied, leaning over and grabbing his glass off the table, in the process catching her faint cedar scent again. “You’ve got your work cut out for yourself on this one. I think we all do.”

      “I’ll drink to that.” She felt herself losing control.

      Lighthouse took delight in watching her. “How long does the NTSB usually stay out at the crash site?”

      “Not long enough, in my opinion.”

      “I must admit I’ve never been involved in an NTSB investigation before. I don’t know any of your procedures.”

      She licked the sweet taste of ale off her lips, and with her index finger pushed a few loose strands of hair behind her ear.

      Lighthouse took another gulp of beer to hide his excitement.

      “They’ll be pulling wreckage out of the woods for the next couple of days then we’ll ship the mangled engines to the manufacturer, Pratt & Whitney of Canada. From there the engines go through a NTSB supervised teardown in an attempt to see if they malfunctioned. Once that’s all done it’ll get pretty quiet around here and most of our teams will head back to Washington, D.C. to make models and analyze the heaps of generated information.”

      “Interesting.”

      “The propellers will be shipped to a separate manufacturer. Then we work on arrangements with the charter operator’s insurance company for the removal of portions of the wing, tail and other parts of the plane from the woods where the crash occurred. After that we work in teams assigned to probe such things as air worthiness, air-traffic control and weather. Eventually, we write the factual report about the crash and its background.”

      “So what’s the dirt so far?” He inquired further. “Pilot or weather?”

      She swallowed hard, taking time to form her response. “All I can say is that it seems pretty clear the FBI wants to focus on the pilots making mistakes because so far no mechanical problems have presented themselves.”

      “Is this usually the case?”

      “Sometimes,” was all Ashley wanted to answer. All crashes had too many possible hypotheses, and she didn’t really feel like getting into them all at the moment. She sat up in the chair. “Okay, my turn.”

      “Shoot,” he responded eagerly.

      “What are your first impressions of Blatnik’s preliminary report?”

      He shrugged. “I haven’t seen it yet. We spoke to him a few hours ago and he said he’d have something ready for us tomorrow.”

      She slid the file over to him. “I was able to drag a few pages out of him.”

      Lighthouse pushed it back to her. “Mind just summarizing it for me?” he asked gently.

      “Sure. Well it’s pretty standard stuff really except uh...” she hesitated.

      “Except?”

      “Except I’ve read it five times now,” she declared.

      “And?”

      “I’ve never read a coroner’s report five times. Maximum twice,” she answered solemnly.

      “Your point being?”

      “That the findings seem a bit off,” she replied. She opened the file and pointed at a line on the report. “Like this. It claims that the pilots were the only ones to have died on impact. All the others died as a result of smoke inhalation.”

      “Wouldn’t that make sense if the airplane crashed cockpit first?” he hypothesized.

      “Sure. But it didn’t. Not really. The angle of impact does not line up with the pilot and copilot dying from impact forces. Especially both of them having suffered almost identical broken necks. It’s awfully suspicious.”

      “How so?” Lighthouse tapped his fingers on the side of the table. It was a habit he had when things were heating up.

      “In all my years at the NTSB I’ve never seen a coroner’s report where both pilots died from fractured necks. They have the best seats and belts for a frontal impact. It also helps avoid whiplash during takeoff or landing. They almost never break their necks in wrecks. They usually die from internal hemorrhaging and blood loss or from a subsequent fire.”

      “So you’ve never seen it this way before?” He questioned. It was an important fact.

      “Never both pilots dying in exactly the same way.”

      “But you must admit there’s always a first time for every scenario?” he conjectured.

      “Well yes, but…” she began before pausing. “It’s weird is all.”

      “Are you implying there was foul play here?”

      Ashley sat back into her chair. “My gut is telling me something’s up.”

      He nodded. “But gut feelings and reality are two different monsters altogether. Trust me, it’s something I know all too well.”

      “I bet you do.”

      He nodded.

      “Okay wise guy, but riddle me this.” She opened another file on the table that was marked FAA on the front cover. She read: “ ‘The first officer’s voice is heard on nearly all radio transmissions with Air Traffic Control, suggesting that the captain was in charge of the flight controls the whole time.’ ”

      “So?” he asked as he imagined kissing her neck.

      “So if the pilot was in constant communication with the tower then why didn’t he SOS a distress call at the last minute before the crash? This is what usually occurs. All he had to do was push his mic button but apparently he had no time?” she contemplated.

      “I guess that’s a little fishy.”

      “Sure is,” she stressed.

      Lighthouse was delighted by her presence. It wasn’t often he was in the company of such a woman.

      “Well, detective,” she decreed, fighting to stifle a yawn. “I’m enjoying your company, but I’ve barely slept in three days.”

      “Oh yes, of course,” he attested cheerfully, even though what he really wanted to do was talk and theorize more. “How about we continue this conversation over breakfast?” he offered.

      Ashley slammed her beer, grabbed her files off the table and rose from her chair. She smiled directly at him. “Sounds like a plan. Say six a.m. in the hotel restaurant?”

      “Great,” he replied, standing as any gentlemen would when a lady retires for the evening.

      “Okay then,” she said and stumbled off to her room.
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      Monday October 28—Day 2

      

      The Boss relaxed his sixty-year-old body in the custom leather pilot’s seat of his newly delivered Cirrus Centennial Edition SR 22 and looked at the time on the console. It was 0530 hours and he was making fantastic time soaring 8,000 feet above the great Commonwealth of Virginia.

      He tinkered with the controls. The bird was fresh off the production line and it was the maiden voyage. He wouldn’t pretend there weren’t risks in clocking the first hours of flight, but it wasn’t anything he hadn’t done before.

      Having been in two wrecks himself, he knew better than most that a plane could crash during any moment of flight. His first crash was in Vietnam when his Douglas A-4 Skyhawk was shot down during a recon mission over the Mekong Delta; the other in 1991 when he went on a thrill ride with an elite Marine team sabotaging SCUD missile launch sites before the official start of Desert Storm in Iraq. He’d been injured both times, severely in the latter when their Black Hawk helicopter was hit with a surface-to-air missile and blown out of the sky. Four invasive surgeries and over a decade later, the shattered discs in his lower back would likely never fully heal.

      Danger aside, the controls were customized to his specifications and he felt invincible. Nothing could keep him out of the skies. Not even a nation mourning the loss of a senator in a plane crash. He didn’t care if it was in a bottom-of-the-line Cessna 335 or sailing like a bullet in a Mig29, all that mattered was that he was behind the stick and soaring through thin air. Then and only then did he feel free and at home.
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      The early morning television viewers awoke to global leaders proffering their condolences to Minnesota at the loss of the great Senator Sellwood, their fabled son. Even Tibetan monks were offering prayers as a mark of their deep sense of bereavement.

      But then news broke that the copilot of the downed plane had been drunk, which fueled a media frenzy that had everyone grasping at straws.

      The story that unfolded to the public told of copilot Marvin Johansen partying quite hard the night before. In a drunken stupor he admitted to a group at his table he likely shouldn’t be flying the next day. The pilot, Captain Perry, was scrutinized even worse. A simple background check turned up a felony conviction from the early 1990s for importation and distribution of marijuana, for which he was sentenced to a year in federal prison. This new information fueled conspiratorial accusations, and the pilots now took center stage in the media investigation.

      At first, Special Agent Buckley had been furious that information surrounding pilot error had leaked. But most of his fury was just for show because if the investigation got messy, he now had two scapegoats for the accident. And better yet, dead scapegoats. Buckley’s reputation wouldn’t be in jeopardy now if the case became a quagmire.

      With copilot Johansen’s malfeasance firmly in his court, Buckley swept into action. He pulled in the reigns of the investigation and steered his teams towards pilot error. It would be easy enough to trample through the lives of these two pilots and have a hard, solid report in their disfavor.
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      Breakfast at the Fitgers Inn was serve yourself continental in a large conference room on the main floor. Lighthouse’s trusty Timex showed 6 a.m. on the dot when Ashley sauntered in and grabbed a hot tea.

      “Good morning, gentlemen,” she said, sitting down next to Lighthouse and Mahoney who were already two mugs of strong coffee ahead of her.

      “Good morning, darlin’,” Mahoney replied, a cheerful smile on his face.

      Lighthouse raised his cup in the air.

      Ashley took a small sip of tea. She knew she had much to learn from these men. Before retiring to sleep last night, she’d spent the greater part of a drunken hour Googling Lighthouse. It amazed her that he was one of the best New York City homicide detectives on the force. “So boys,” she said familiarly, “what’s on the agenda today?”

      “We’re waiting for the official coroner’s report to come out,” Mahoney replied. “And Lighthouse is figuring out how to catch a lift up to visit his Pa,” he added, a little white lie not always being a bad thing.

      Ashley rose an inquisitive eyebrow.

      “I grew up a few hours north of here near the Canadian border,” he managed between gulps.

      “Really?”

      He pursed his lips and nodded affirmatively. He gazed out the dining room’s large picture window and watched a group of seagulls playing in the winds over the lake.

      “Incredible view, isn’t it?” Ashley suggested, observing his eyes wandering out the window.

      Lighthouse brightened. She’d completely read his mind.

      “Well,” she started. “I’ve got a car and I’m in need of a breather, so if you want to play tour guide and don’t mind me tagging along, I could drive you wherever you need to go.”

      “Sounds like a great plan,” Mahoney said, rising up from his chair. “I’m going for a smoke before we head out.”

      “Sorry, Harv, it’s only a two-seater,” Ashley joked.

      Lighthouse caught the flirtatious twinkle in her eye.

      Mahoney slapped Lighthouse on the back. “I told you things would work out,” he chuckled.  “They always do. I’ll go follow up with things on my end and catch up with you all later. Now you kids have fun. Give my greetings to Pa and tell him I’ll see him next time,” he said waddling off.

      “Will do,” Lighthouse said with a knowing smile.
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      Minnesota Highway 61 hugs Lake Superior’s rocky North Shore, and the vistas from the road are spectacular. Looking at a map, the two-lane highway forms one outer edge of the arrowhead that comes to a point where the Minnesota and Canadian borders meet.

      For Lighthouse and Ashley, the three-hour drive northeast had been largely uneventful. Along the way, he’d pointed out a few of the requisite landmarks: Gooseberry Falls State Park with its series of cascading waterfalls; Taconite Harbor Loading Docks where millions of tons of iron ore pellets are loaded onto ships annually; and the Lutsen Ski and Recreation Area, which boasted the longest ski run in the Upper Midwest at nearly a mile long. But with all the natural beauty stretched out in front of them, most of the time was spent in awkward silence enjoying the semi-foggy view.

      Now midmorning, the wind had moderated, the low clouds were dispersing and the sun was making quick work of yesterday’s snow accumulation.

      “Pull up over there on the woodchips,” Lighthouse instructed, pointing at a small clearing off the side of the highway.

      “You weren’t kidding when you said you lived deep in the forest,” she remarked as she pulled the fleet Chrysler over and parked. She peered out the windshield upon a large deciduous forest.

      “I’m afraid we’re on foot from here on out,” he said, opening his door and climbing out.

      “Really, we’re walking?” she asked as she jumped out into the crisp air and locked the door. She was glad she’d worn her North Face parka and snowpants to stay warm.

      “It’s not far. Just about a quarter mile,” he replied and set out.

      She followed him up a wide, well-worn path bounded on both sides by a deep forest of large cedar and white pines. It reminded her of hikes to the Redwoods of Northern California or the old growth Douglas Firs in the Oregonian Cascades. She loved being in old growth forests. It made her euphoric. And this time was no exception.

      The path led to a multi-acre clearing where a massive three-story, hundred-foot-long log house commanded the area.

      “Well you made it. My childhood abode,” Lighthouse stated nonchalantly.

      Mouth agape, Ashley stood in front of the grand house awestruck by master carpentry. She’d never seen such a massive log house before. With a cursory look, she guessed the main house had to be at least 5,000 square feet. There was a series of giant old growth timbers framing out the entire structure, and fanning out from the main house sprawled numerous additions connected by gorgeous wooden bridges that spanned over a series of small creeks. The whole complex evoked mystery. Her mind conjured up an image of a Zen retreat, the atmosphere perfectly harmonized. One of the outbuildings was comprised of cedar shake siding with a slate roof where two beautifully constructed dormers peered out onto rock gardens. Another little house had exquisite images of forest animals carved into the scaled pine siding. Slatted decks wrapped around most of the entirety of the compound. Fronting the main house behind her, a couple acres of well-kept orchards and gardens were mostly cleaned up for the season.

      Her picture of Lighthouse was blurring slightly out of imagination. She’d taken him for a slight country hillbilly. Maybe a trailer home with a toothless father holding court. Not the family of what appeared to be wealthy landowners.

      “Holy shit,” she inadvertently blurted out. “You didn’t say you grew up in a mansion!”

      “I’m not taking credit for any of it. It’s all Pa’s, not mine. He’s been laboring on it a good seventy-five years now, give or take a decade here and there.”

      “Seventy-five years? How old is your father?”

      “Pa’s ninety-three now. But he’s not my father. He’s my grandfather.”

      Ashley was intrigued. She felt like she’d just entered a fairytale. “It’s incredible!”

      “Pa will be pleased to hear you like it,” Lighthouse said, gleaming. He pointed up the deck to where an old man was coming out of the house. “Here’s Pa now.”

      “What’s all the racket?” Pa said before realizing who his company was. “Ah, Bobby, you’re home!” he exclaimed jubilantly, and took the steps nimbly down two at a time.

      Lighthouse lit up watching his lifelong guardian descend down the stairs. “Morning, Pa!”

      Pa gripped his grandson with a firm handshake. “Ain’t this a surprise. Come home collecting your rice, I suppose. You know, Bobby, they tell me it was a grand season on the lakes this year,” he admitted.

      Ashley gave him an inquisitive look, having never heard him called by his first name before.

      “Who’s this young misses ya brought?” Pa asked, cursorily sizing her up.

      She gestured a hand. “Ashley Lewis, sir. Pleased to meet you.”

      Pa shook her hand firmly. “Nice makin’ your acquaintance, Miss Lewis. Robert Lighthouse at your service. Most of da imperfections ‘round here I’ll take the blame.” He winked at her then turned to Lighthouse. “I approve.” He quickly turned and skipped up the steps. “I ain’t trying to be rude or nothin’ but I was just in the middle of jointin’ a cabinet. You young kids go commune with nature for a while.” He waved a finger in her direction. “Bobby’ll take ya up the river for a hike. Won’t ya?”

      Ashley stood transfixed. The whole situation seemed surreal. Pa didn’t seem like a day over seventy. He had a lean and lanky bone structure, healthy skin and upright posture. His mane was gray with no trace of balding and two glistening rows of pristine white teeth shone from his mouth. His steps were solid. He obviously had great genetics. No wonder Lighthouse appeared to be in his late twenties even though he must be late thirties or early forties, she contemplated.

      Lighthouse beamed. “Of course I’ll take her up the river, Pa.”

      Pa winked at them both. “About time that masterpiece of yours got some attention. Come on back when you’re done. That should give me enough time to finish up around the house.”

      “Excuse me?” Ashley asked perplexed.

      “Pa wants me to show you my cabin.”

      “You have a house here too?”

      “Sure do,” Lighthouse responded, a smile of satisfaction drawn upon his lips. “Okay Pa, we’ll be back soon.”

      Lighthouse led Ashley through the gardens where onions, potatoes, carrots and the last browned lettuce still clung to the chilled earth. Remnants of the ice storm crunched under their feet as they moved on through the orchard of mature apple and crabapple trees, picked bare for the impending winter.

      They wound their way up a short hill and onto on a carriage path that followed along a thirty-five-foot-wide river. “This is Lighthouse River,” he informed her.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said.

      “It sure is.”

      “Just gorgeous,” she repeated as sunrays bled through the canopy and lit the mid-morning mist rising from the soft piney undergrowth. His pace quickened and she fell a step behind, which enabled her to admire his body blending in with the natural surroundings. It had been a long time since she felt so exhilarated by a man. Everything around her was overwhelming her senses.

      A few minutes up the path they came to an old wooden lumber mill with a large waterwheel built to its side. Sawdust sprinkled the surrounding grounds. On the far side of the structure, milled lumber left to cure many winters ago was piled high under large wooden sheds.

      “Wow, this thing is ancient,” she said marveling at the old but well-maintained mill, the likes of which she’d only seen in pictures of historic New England.

      “Pa says my great-great-great grandfather, Holgate Lighthouse, built it with his son in 1804. Our clan’s been on this land continuously since 1798.”

      “It’s beautiful,” she replied, romance in her voice.

      “I spent my youth here milling lumber with Pa,” he nonchalantly commented before resuming his stride along the path.

      “Incredible,” she responded, marching on behind him.

      The path narrowed into a trail and the incline became more steep. The river itself was quite shallow as water cascaded down rocky bluestone shelves. Two hundred yards onward up the trail, they came to a short, pebbled beach fronting a small pond at the foot of a forty-foot high waterfall. A single-story, A-frame log cabin with a small deck gently rested atop the cliff.

      Ashley spied the quaint dwelling. She giggled in disbelief.

      “Welcome to my humble home away from home,” Lighthouse said, bowing to her.  He led her to a stone staircase running up from the side of the river pool to the cabin. Green ferns along the waterfall swayed in the misty winds as the river effortlessly cascaded down the mossy slope into the pool below. “Ladies first,” he said gesturing for her to head up.

      “Thanks,” she said, and raced like a giddy teenager up the steps.

      When they reached the deck, he gently grabbed for her hand and turned her around.

      Her visions filled with splendor. They were high enough atop the forest canopy for an unobstructed view of Lake Superior. Sunrays were piercing through the clouds and the light shimmered off the waves like diamonds dancing in moonlight. The blue waters seemed to stretch on for infinity.

      His warm hand sent feelings of calmness reverberating through her softening body. She turned to him and without warning grabbed him tightly around the waist. Then she kissed him hard on the lips.

      Lighthouse hoisted her in his arms, kicked open his front door and carried her up to his second floor loft. He threw her on the bed and instinctively they began tearing at each other’s clothes.
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      110 miles away across Lake Superior on Wisconsin’s stormy southern shores, Larry Benson was decked out head to toe in foul-weather gear solo captaining his newly purchased J-29 sailboat. He was running a North Sail #1 and clipping into the waves at a constant six knots. Since yesterday, he’d put considerable distance between himself and the Lakehead Marina in Duluth.

      His heart beat strongly as he sailed along, reveling in the freedom off the swells. The call of seagulls pierced out from the distance through the dense fog left over by the storm front. It would be another windy, wet day as the waves continued to build across his hull.

      Benson tightened his gloved grip on the helm, leaned back and braced his stocky torso against the safety lines. The boat ascended another four-foot wave then crashed down on the other side.  He was having a grand old time.

      Things couldn’t be better. The latest mission was complete and his thoughts were fresh with victory, his stress melting away by the minute. Even his escape route was taking on a legendary status in his mind: he and a prized J-29 sailing off into history. He wondered if there could ever be a better way to slip away from a target area than under sail and the cover of a snowstorm. The assassination had been easy as pie.

      Benson inched the rudder away from his body and steadied his course. He took in a hallowed breath and blinked, accentuating the crow’s feet around his eyes. The way the rays were flickering through the fog suddenly reminded him of his first ever assignment for the Boss.

      It was 1990 and Benson was fresh off a successful tour in Panama leading squads of paratroopers on month-long, search-and-destroy excursions into the jungles. His missions were so successful that one day on his R&R in Panama City he’d been pulled aside by a man in civilian clothes claiming to represent an operational branch of the Special Forces Counter Strike Unit. At the time he’d never heard of the group so he initially flinched at the recruitment offer. But the man was persistent. Twenty-five grand cash persistent. And within hours Benson was on a plane heading stateside to Seattle. Over the next month he and Brice Marion, his superior officer in his new strike cell, plotted out his first assassination. Their first mark together was a senior executive at Boeing’s Satellite division who’d obviously angered the wrong people at the top of the food chain.

      The gig had been straightforward enough. The executive and his wife were avid sailors and took their boat out on the Puget Sound every weekend, making Benson’s assignment a breeze. The hijacking had gone over painlessly. Needless to say, the boat and its passengers were last seen heading out into the foggy ocean under a small craft advisory. The luxury Catalina was never found and presumed lost at sea. Actually, Benson chopped the husband and wife into little pieces and threw them overboard for Orca food. Then he gave the boat a spiffy new paint job, re-titled it in Panama and sold it off to a fat-cat seafood distributor from Miami. And from that job onward, Benson pledged allegiance to the covertly funded strike group and its unseen Boss.

      Benson heard an unnatural splashing coming from the front of his new sailboat. He snapped back to reality, quickly set the auto-pilot bar, jumped to his feet, pulled a knife from his belt and scanned his immediate surroundings. The noise continued near the hull. He crept to the front slowly, keeping his momentum in step with the swaying boat. Ready to strike, he dove flat chested onto the deck and swiped his blade through the air. A seagull, shocked at the display, hissed foul and flew away.

      Benson laughed joyously at his own antics then went back to the helm. He loved fucking with the seagulls and keeping their dirty shit off his deck.

      The wind whipped up and Benson adjusted the rudder. If the gusts held out he’d ease right into the port at Bayfield, WI and dock for the night. Then like a phantom he’d be gone again in the morning, hopefully disembarking under the cover of fog with no one the wiser.
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      Lighthouse lay naked next to Ashley, blood roaring vivaciously through his veins. They’d had mind-blowing sex, almost mystical, and they were both fully spent.

      She raised a hand and gently pet the hair behind his ears. “What’s this long scar on your head?” she asked, resting atop the animal pelts littering his bed.

      “Hmm?” Lighthouse groaned euphorically.

      She ran her index finger along the seam of the four-inch scar stretching from the top of his skull to behind his right ear. It was the first blemish she’d seen on his chiseled body. “This scar,” she repeated.

      “Oh that. She’s over there,” he said, pointing to the large bearskin rug spread generously about the hardwood floor. “We tussled when I was ten,” he remarked candidly.

      Ashley raised up on her elbows and gazed upon the pelt. “A bear did this to you? Really?”

      “Yup. Mamma bear lost that fight. Was my first real life-and-death experience.” Lighthouse rolled over and tickled his tongue around her taut nipples.

      She fell back onto the bed, closed her eyes and giggled ebulliently.

      “Something wrong?” he asked, kissing up and down her chest.

      “Shut up, just don’t stop,” she muttered in ecstasy.

      The loft suddenly became splashed with sun and she opened her eyes. The ceiling’s handmade trellises looked down on her. The craftsmanship of this cabin paled in comparison to the main house but it was still a masterpiece. “You actually built this place?” she asked.

      “Yup. Every square inch.”

      “The timber is obviously from the land but what about the windows?” she inquired.

      He pulled his head up to answer. “I traded finished lumber for all the windows. I was sixteen that summer and I can tell you that was a lot of cutting and milling,” he admitted with a big smile, the happy memory flashing back.

      “You and Pa must’ve had a great time building this place.”

      “Nope,” he answered flatly. “He never showed up once before I finished it. That’s not his way. This house was my manhood project and mine alone.”

      She playfully pushed him off her naked body, popped out of bed then peered down over the loft at the carpentry that had come from his hands. The place was just a main single story with a wood-burning stove, eating and sitting area plus the bedroom loft. She walked back next to the bed and grabbed his handgun off the bedstand. “I like your gun,” she said while gently stroking it. “She my competition?”

      Lighthouse winked. “Her name’s Lucy and she and I go way back. But be careful, she’s loaded.”

      Ashley replaced the gun on the table and jumped back into bed. “You trying to make me jealous already?” she joked.

      He sat up and looked her in the eyes. “Just lay here longer with me.”

      “I thought you’d never ask.” She leaned over and kissed him on the lips, her tongue dancing with his. Their intense physical connection left her in a trance-like state, and they’d been too engrossed in the moment for either of them to think about protection. She hoped she wouldn’t have to worry about that later.

      Lighthouse inhaled deeply and looked around his loft. Unprovoked, he said, “I started building this place when I was fifteen. Pa said I couldn’t lay with a woman until I had my own house to raise a family in. He said that was the Lighthouse way.”

      “You built an entire cabin just so you could lose your virginity?” she asked, astonished. Her first time was in a dorm room in college drunk from wine coolers, the man’s face now a blur. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Nope. I was thirteen when Pa came to me to explain the birds and the bees. He said that if a man went laying with a woman and a baby sprung from it, then it was the man’s duty to house the family. His exact words.” Lighthouse sat up in bed and nodded his agreement. “Seemed reasonable at the time.”

      She giggled.

      “I started getting horny when I was about fifteen, so I built it.” He laughed, knowing now the absurdity of it all compared to most other kids’ experiences.

      “I’m impressed.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Not about the house,” she said playfully punching his rippled chest, examining the tattooed outline of a black bear over his heart. “But you know, the lengths boys will go to get some.”

      “I guess,” he trailed off. “So what’s your story?”

      “What, because I slept with you I owe you my life story?” she said facetiously.

      “Yep,” he said, prodding her with a little tickle to the sides. He loved the way her skin glistened in the sunshine.

      “Well let’s just put it this way, I spent last weekend with my friend Merlot organizing files alone in my apartment.”

      “Where’s home?”

      “D.C.”

      “You like it?”

      “It’s alright. I’ve been there eight years now.”

      “And before that?”

      “Six years in the Air Force after I graduated college. The regimentation and attention to order suited me pretty well,” she admitted.

      “Then straight out to the NTSB?”

      “Yeah. They recruited me pretty hard. There aren’t many people with my specialized knowledge of aircraft aerodynamics and simulated weather patterns.”

      The front door suddenly opened. “Lighthouse, you up here?” a woman’s tender voice called out.

      “Shayna?” Lighthouse replied back excitedly.

      Shayna Deschampe burst into the room and tackled the stairs to the loft in seconds.  “I’m so happy to see you!” She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him on the forehead, her long silky brunette hair engulfing him.

      Ashley recoiled backwards in shock.

      Oblivious to Ashley’s presence, Shayna fluttered on, “I was just driving by on my way to Grand Marais and saw the car parked at your road. I stopped in to see Pa and he told me you were up here. God how I’ve missed you,” she explained, tussling his hair.

      Instinctively, Ashley covered herself with a beaver pelt off the bed. Her gazes stretched upon the woman before her. Shayna was beautiful. She was lean and curvy in all the right places. Ashley felt slightly intimidated by the other woman.

      “I dreamt of you last week,” Shayna continued unabashed. “They were really strong feelings, as they always are.”

      “Hey Shayna, ah, this here’s Ashley. Ashley, Shayna,” Lighthouse said, introducing them without any awkwardness on his behalf.

      Shayna sprang backwards and covered her mouth in embarrassment. “Oh my God. I’m so sorry, Ashley. I was just so excited to see Lighthouse that I didn’t see you there.”

      “I’ll see you back down at Pa’s then, yeah?” he insinuated to Shayna.

      “Oh yes, of course. Again, I’m sorry,” Shayna responded before jaunting out of the cabin.

      “Did that seriously just happen?” Ashley blurted out.

      “Most definitely.” He smiled brightly. “That was Shayna.”

      “Dare I ask?”

      “About Shayna?”

      Ashley sat flabbergast, awaiting more answers.

      “Shayna’s my oldest friend,” he said openly.

      “Like from childhood?”

      “Yeah, from childhood. The Deschampe clan were the only ones who came out here with any frequency when I was young. Shayna practically lived here for two whole summers while her grandfather was trying to run a lumber operation at the waterwheel.” He slipped off the bed and stretched. “God, those were good days. I’d guess you’d say we spent every waking moment together back then,” he explained fondly.

      “She must be very special to you.”

      He nodded. His best childhood memories mostly involved times he spent with Shayna here on the land. Looking back in retrospect, he’d loved his upbringing. There’d been no vices growing up in the woods. It was mainly just he and Pa eking out a very nice and sustainable living felling trees, milling lumber, and hunting and gardening the land. They had no electricity and a stubborn old outhouse. Pa had never cared much for books or religion so Lighthouse only went to school about half the time or when he made it to the road in time to catch the 6 a.m. school bus heading into town. The northern border of the family land budded up against the sparsely populated Grand Portage Reservation with its native Ojibwe people. Other than with some of the tribal members, Lighthouse had few social interactions growing up. Instead, it had been the environment that had fostered his mind, body and soul. Rural isolation is a slower tempo that is measured in seasons rather than days, hours or minutes. He’d been lucky enough to grow up far away from the globe’s dominating cultures incessantly smashing the masses between their existential grips.

      “Yup, Shayna’s a good girl alright,” he acknowledged lovingly. “Her mom ran off to Minneapolis like so many other native women fleeing from the Res back then. I guess as kids we bonded over the fact that neither of us had mothers. After the two summers she spent here she bounced around the area with her dad and I only saw her a few times a year after that.”

      Ashley sat up and crossed her legs on the bed. “Something more you’d care to tell me?”

      “What about?”

      “Well you know. Maybe like her obvious love for you.”

      Lighthouse chuckled. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Kidding? Can’t you see it?”

      He chuckled harder. “Only in my dreams. Shayna’s been with Jennifer since they were both eighteen. Those two are inseparable. Your gaydar must be broken,” he joked.

      “I would’ve never guessed-” Ashley trailed off. “She’s so beautiful.”

      “If I was confessing, Shayna and Jennifer are my best friends in the world. Other than Harv of course. So consider the subject of Shayna fully disclosed.”

      “Disclosed and understood,” she responded, jumping out of bed and gathering up her clothes.

      They dressed and went downstairs together.

      She walked over to the wood-burning stove. An iron cooking pan hung above it. On a table to her left sat a couple utensils, a single plate and a metal coffee pot. A cup stained by use and age rested next to a hand-crank FM/AM radio on the end of the table. “How long did you live out here?” she queried, panning around the sparse interior.

      “Mm, off and on for about three years. I left for good on my eighteenth birthday and I’ve only come back sporadically over the years. Mostly just to check in with Pa and such.” He walked over to the front of the cabin and took the only framed photo off the window ledge. He dusted it off with his shirt and held it up. Then, as he’d done countless times before, he peered deeply into the picture of his parents on their wedding day.

      The colors in the Kodak moment had faded to dull hues over the years, but the happiness on the faces of the two young lovers holding hands seemed to have only intensified with time. His father sported a wide, honest smile and wore a wool button down and a crisp new pair of Levis. His sun-tanned face beamed the strength of youthful pride.

      His mother donned a short, white handmade dress with dozens of colored flower patches sewn upon it. Her slim mouth was curled at the corners in a modest smile, and her long blond hair waved gently in the slight wind of the day. Sunshine beamed through the trees behind her. With a glowing smile radiating across her face, she looked like a field of wild flowers dancing in the summer breeze. His father was twenty-two, his mother twenty. They appeared the epitome of two people with full, long lives in front of them.

      Their wedding clothes were still in Pa’s closet. As a boy Lighthouse used to go and take them out of storage and smell them, trying to envision his mother and father in all their newlywed innocence.

      “Why would you ever leave this place?” she asked quizzically, like she was in paradise.

      “I joined the Army,” he answered into the photo.

      “Why on God’s Earth would you go and do a thing like that?” she asked. She fingered the coffee pot and a greasy film streaked her index finger.

      Lighthouse delicately touched the photo, moving his finger over his parent’s images. “It just felt like the right thing to do that day,” he said casually.

      She turned from the stove, wiped her finger on her pants and laughed into his back. “Yeah, that’s usually how I make life-changing decisions too.” When he didn’t respond she said, “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Nope.”

      “Come on?”

      He held the photo tightly. “Nope. I’m not kidding. It was my eighteenth birthday, and I was in Duluth that day with Pa having to sign some legal documents at an attorney’s office. The Army recruiting station was right next door and I liked the poster on the window of the man aiming a gun. It just so turned out that the recruiter and the attorney knew each other well and it took them only an hour to sign me right up. Just felt like the right thing to do at the time,” he explained.

      “Didn’t Pa protest?” she asked, sidling up next to him and placing an arm in his.

      “Why would he? I was my own man.”

      “There’s got to be more to the story than that?”

      Lighthouse kissed the photo and set it back on the ledge overlooking the waterfall and the forest.

      Ashley could feel that she’d hit a sore spot. She reached down and held his hand. “Your parents?”

      “Yup. They died in a car accident when I was three days old,” he offered.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said quietly, hugging him consolingly. It made more sense now why he might have wanted to leave and join the Army.

      “Nothing to be sorry about. I’ve had a great life. Just wish I could have known them a bit is all.” He turned into Ashley and passionately kissed her. “Okay, enough sentimentality for one day.”

      She smiled brightly.

      “I guess it’s about time we go have a visit with Pa,” he said, leading her out the door.

      “And Shayna too, I guess,” she sounded off, somewhat sarcastically.

      Lighthouse and Ashley returned to the main house and were greeted by Pa sitting in an Adirondack chair on his deck. A large canvas sack rested next to him.

      “Where’s Shayna?” Lighthouse asked his grandfather.

      “Said she was late fer a meeting or other and had to go,” Pa replied. “Said she’d try and stop again when things weren’t so busy.”

      Ashley breathed a sigh of relief. She didn’t want to rush headlong into his life from just a first fling.

      “Okay,” Lighthouse replied matter-of-factly. “So Pa, you got your venison set aside for the winter?”

      Pa leaned forward on his heels. “Nah. I ain’t found the time to go huntin’ yet. Figure it’s the season though.”

      “Hmm, right,” Lighthouse mumbled to Ashley. “I’m going to have to ask you for a small favor,” he said to her.

      She raised an eyebrow suspiciously. “That being?”

      “I need to go on a quick hunt for Pa. Winter’s around the corner and he’ll need his meat.”

      “And?”

      “What do you say about parking yourself down here next to Pa until I get back? Shouldn’t be more than a few hours. Did I mention Pa makes a mean cup of chokecherry tea?” he said, flashing his best puppy-dog eyes.

      “That I do,” Pa said cheerfully.

      “Well if that’s the case, then I’d be delighted,” she replied happily.

      “I’ll be right back then,” Lighthouse stated and took off through the gardens.

      He arrived back to his cabin and went straight to his front wall. He reached out and placed his fingers under one of the twelve-inch pine siding slats and gently lifted it, revealing three slats that were in fact attached together by a hinge mechanism which moved the panels downward to show off a hidden compartment for his rifles.

      He reached in and pulled out his military issue M21 Sniper Rifle from its pegs. He ran his fingers along the top of the Zeiss telescopic sight, knowing full well it had saved his life in the jungles on more than a few occasions: El Salvador at the end of 1981, Lebanon in ’82 and Grenada in ’83.

      Lighthouse shouldered the rifle and sighted out the window. The weapon was a killing machine and way too much for a deer; besides, he hadn’t shot it since 1984, and likely never would again.

      Lighthouse kissed the butt of the rifle and placed it back inside the wall. “Not today, old friend,” he said before grabbing a musty buckskin and laying it on the table. He unsheathed the gun and out came Remy, the Lighthouse family 1897 Remington 30.06 Winchester. Pa had passed Remy down to him when he was ten years old and in need of resolving the bear issue that had just gotten the better of his skull. From that point onward Remy had been his.

      Lighthouse opened a drawer under the table and grabbed a single rifle cartridge. He shoved it in his pocket and strode out the front door.

      Five minutes later, he sat perched in his favorite three-hundred-year-old cedar tree overlooking a favored watering hole of many animals. The vantage point gave him a 270-degree view of his surrounding area and a perfect line of sight on the deer trails leading off into the woods.

      He nestled his back up against the trunk, raised his knees to his chest and rested Remy across them.

      A breeze floated through the old growth’s great boughs.

      Lighthouse took in a deep breath through his nose and marveled at how the tree’s scent had stayed constant through all his years. She was two hundred feet high and her soft green boughs draped over the water’s edge, sparkling like the sleeves of a silk kimono.

      Lighthouse pulled the rifle shell from his pocket and loaded it into Remy’s chamber. He wondered how many hundreds of days he’d spent in this tree—the first 133 of which were saddled in pain with sixteen fresh stitches in his head. He’d been hell-bent on taking revenge on the momma bear that had half scalped him, so he’d sat here silently counting off every moment as he waited for her to eventually come strolling down the path.

      Those had been dark days, in the tree left alone with his demons. He’d allowed his blood to boil with rage, and day after day his bitter hate for his attacker grew. He’d passed his time dreaming of making burger patties out of her flesh and feeding it to the seagulls. His hate magnified even further as he’d imagined Sheriff Niemi’s face on the body of the bear. He would slaughter them both with one shot, sending them to rot in the ground together.

      It had been demanding waking at 4 a.m. each day, eating a meager breakfast then trudging off to sit in the perch of a tree through nightfall. And doing it day in and out for 133 straight days. He’d sat motionless in wait, cradling Remy over his knees at the ready. And never during the entire four-and-a-half-month period did he stray from his intentions or take aim at another critter. Not once. He didn’t pull the trigger until the fateful day when the wind had been just right and he’d smelled the bear coming down the trail. The next thing Lighthouse always remembered is pumping two bullets into her head and then jumping up and down next to her body in the utter delight of his revenge.

      A deer’s audible rang out from the distance, and Lighthouse broke free from his memories. A cool breeze pierced through the giant cedar and chilled his cheeks. Moments later, a spry doe pranced up to the watering hole on the other side of the pond.

      Lighthouse peered at her as an eagle would a spotted field mouse. He steadied Remy into his shoulder. But suddenly the doe bleated back to an unknown male.

      Lighthouse paused. The rutting season was in full swing and the females were in estrus. He lowered his gun, sparing the vulnerable doe.

      A short distance into the forest a young buck tended his grunt. The doe’s eyes dilated frenetically. Then she flinched, glanced around and fled away from the pond quickly.

      Lighthouse flexed his trigger finger and sniffed the air. Three urine rubs hit his nostrils. There were two bucks and a bear on the same path. And the frequency of their smells was getting shorter and shorter. The group was heading his way.

      He easily sized up the hunting moment: a doe was being chased by two rutting bucks, the younger one challenging the alpha to mate the doe; and a bear was tracking the older buck.

      He shouldered Remy again and took aim down the path. The elder buck sent out a deep, loud tending grunt and seconds later he pranced perfectly into sight. He stood tall and strong, had a full rack and his neck was thickly browned.

      He gently eased on the trigger and a shot rang out. Milliseconds later, the buck slammed to the ground. Pa would be thrilled with such a solid slab of meat. Lighthouse had chosen the hunt correctly, allowing for nature’s unending circle of life to continue.

      He descended from the great cedar and paused at her giant base. A leftover blast of cold air from the morning slapped his face and chilled his bones. He shivered and his mind jumbled into conflicting thoughts. On the one hand, he was happy he’d brought Ashley home with him. But on the other hand, something else was weighing on his mind. Instinctively, he knew they needed to get back to their respective investigations. His gut was telling him it was time to head back to Duluth.

      He focused his mind instead on his triumphant day: he’d gotten to see Pa, make love to an exquisite woman and had now finished a successful hunt with Remy. It was easily one of the best days he’d had in many years, and he was sorry to see it end so quickly.
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      The Minnesota Democratic-Farmer-Labor (DFL) Party ended their emergency session Monday night in near paralysis. The inner circle had spent a grueling thirty-six hours brainstorming names for a new candidate but no definitive standout shone against the horizon. Not even from the bottom ranks. The inventory was thinning, and they were quickly coming up empty with a feasible replacement to tender.

      What the Party elders did agree on was for the memorial service to become a centerpiece of democratic ideals. The Minnesota DFL was about to be on the world’s stage in front of a captive, grieving audience, and they decided the service should be an awe-inspiring celebration of Sellwood and his triumphs, showcasing the Party at large. Out of the celebration, they hoped a new candidate would emerge.

      Their star had fallen out of the sky and along with it decades of hard work. It was now up to the Democratic Party to sort it all out. They needed someone fresh to shed light through the dark clouds that had cast an ominous veil over the great State of Minnesota.
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      Fifty-eight-year-old Mortimer Bowman closed the door to his office in his St. Paul campaign headquarters and fell recumbent on his distressed-leather couch. He needed a breather before throwing himself back into the media feeding frenzy that had engulfed his campaign.

      Bowman leaned up, loosened the ties of his shoes and slipped them off. Only two days ago he hadn’t a chance in hell to beat the incumbent. He’d even secretly been making plans to go back into corporate law. The official polls had placed Sellwood as the twenty-point leader, and even Bowman knew the media was being overly generous on his behalf—the true reality had been a far grimmer 80/20 margin. But the moment Sellwood had been pronounced dead, his Republican phones had lit up so fast with greedy lobbyists that he didn’t have enough staff members to answer all the calls.

      Bowman fell back onto the couch and wiggled his toes. He’d played it smart. The first act he’d performed in front of the cameras was to head to church and pray. From there he’d traveled to the Sellwood reelection headquarters on Summit Avenue in St. Paul to shake hands and offer his deepest condolences to his challenger’s ardent supporters. Some Democratic heads boiled over at the vile, politically-motivated actions, saying it was a crude showing of sentiment. But more level heads prevailed, embracing the gesture as genuine.

      With condolences offered Bowman circled back to his own headquarters and led a group prayer. It was taped and immediately played on all the national television networks.

      He shook his legs to try and stimulate circulation. He ached all over. But there was no time for complaints. The election process had to go on. The last twenty-four hours exemplified that politics stood still for no one. It was amazing how the polls took such a Herculean leap overnight, with friendly media raising his odds of victory to sixty percent. The voters, too, were quickly changing sides. Most had resigned to the idea that he was the only candidate now for the job.

      Bowman inhaled deeply and closed his eyes. He would bring in a swift, hefty victory for the Republican Party and break the big battle on Capitol Hill where the Democrats currently held a one-vote stranglehold in the United States Senate. His election was the decider of who controlled the most powerful body of elected officials on the planet. And with a sweeping win he’d finally be able to join the club. No less, he’d be the hero for bringing power back to the Party. All the senior senators and political leaders would know his name the moment he stepped off the plane in Washington, D.C.

      Bowman drew his hands to his forehead and massaged delicately, his botox treatments still healing. His thoughts raced through a host of campaign issues and botched debates, though only one thing struck him as certain: he was now the front-runner in the election. Who could the Dems possibly throw at him? There was no way he’d lose now. No way.

      Bowman placed his feet on the floor and stretched. He was thrilled. Becoming a United States Senator had always been a part of his grand plan, and he was quickly closing in on his goal.

      He’d come to Minnesota by way of Massachusetts where he’d never had even the slightest chance to win a race—politics basically a hereditary birthright coveted by powerful families. Even though Bowman came from a well-heeled East Coast clan and had graduated from Harvard, he didn’t have the support of untold millions of dollars.

      He slipped on his shoes and shook his head in bewilderment. In the end, the most important moment of his life had come down to someone else’s horrible plane crash. Fate or freewill, Bowman couldn’t have asked for a better thing to happen in his life. But he would never admit that fact, not even voice the feelings to his loving wife of thirty years. He knew some thoughts were better left unspoken.

      A few more days and he’d be gallivanting down the red carpet in an undisputed landslide victory. All he had to do now was act reserved, supportive and patriotic. Then he’d be headed out of the dreary Midwest once and for all. He hadn’t survived two tours in Vietnam not to go all the way to Washington, he reasoned.

      His break over, Bowman patted his hair in all the right places and stepped over to the door. He was now ready to begin the most triumphant week of his life.
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      Tuesday, October 29, 2002—Day 3

      

      Lighthouse, Mahoney, Olson and Ashley descended upon Dr. Blatnik typing up reports in his office at the University of Minnesota Duluth School of Medicine.

      “Good morning, Doctor,” Lighthouse said energetically, a spring in his step as he entered the room. His Timex read 7:03 a.m.

      “Morning,” Dr. Blatnik replied without looking up from his computer.

      Lighthouse looked around. The place was a mess. The desk was littered with files, and textbooks of every kind were open and laying about in odd locations, one even inside an empty fish aquarium. A few medical credentials hung crookedly on the wall. The M.E. looked disheveled as well. His hair was slicked to his head and dark circles had formed under his eyes. He was obviously overworked.

      “We’re here for the coroner’s report,” Lighthouse said, his nostrils flaring again from the heavy smell of formaldehyde in the office.

      Mahoney slouched against the back wall. Olson and Ashley stood next to him.

      Dr. Blatnik paused his work, picked up a folder off his desk and held it in the air. “I worked through the night on those extra tests you asked for, Ms. Lewis.”

      “Thank you so much, Doctor,” Ashley said, stepping forward and grabbing the file from his hands. She tucked it under her arm and returned to stand next to Olson.

      “Impressive request, I must say,” Dr. Blatnik continued.

      “So you found something significant?” she asked.

      He bounced his skinny head up and down. “It’s been an interesting night to say the least.” He shot her a quizzical, wondering-if-he-should-continue glance.

      “We’re all in good company here,” she replied reassuringly.

      Dr. Blatnik cleared his dry throat. “Well like I said, it was an interesting night. First, the additional tox screens you ordered came back positive. The lab found very high levels of benzodiazepine in all of the victims’ bloodstreams except the pilots.”

      “Bensozepinite?” mumbled Olson.

      “Benzodiazepine,” Dr. Blatnik said, correcting him. “Members of this class of drug are used to treat insomnia by inducing sleep while others in the class help decrease anxiety. At increased doses they cause sedation, sleep, unconsciousness, surgical anesthesia, and at excessive doses, death. The screens found high levels in all the victims. Enough for unconsciousness,” he reported.

      “Really? Wow!” Olson exclaimed.

      “So they were intentionally drugged?” Ashley conjectured.

      Dr. Blatnik shrugged. “Not for me to speculate.”

      “Drugged!” Olson repeated disbelievingly. He fidgeted on the heels of his rubber soles.

      Dr. Blatnik waved his hands in the air. “Calm down, son. Just from this information you can’t hypothesize an intentional drugging,” the seasoned doctor explained.

      “Yup,” Lighthouse agreed. “It could have been some granny accidently knocking her pills in the cookie dough and everyone scarfing down the cookies. Sometimes there are limitless possibilities,” he added.

      “Yeah, maybe?” Olson said.

      Mahoney shook his head. “Nah, don’t let them fool you, kid. No way someone was passing out downers on this plane like it was a party bus or eating dosed cookies.”

      Dr. Blatnik shrugged.

      “Hmm,” Lighthouse expelled. Rubbing his chin. “Benzodiazepines are controlled substances. What prescriptions should we be looking for?”

      Dr. Blatnik cleared his throat. “Well there’s a few of them. Lorazapam might be the most common, which is the brand Ativan. Then there’s Temazepam, which is the brand Restoril. Triazolam, which is commonly prescribed as Halcion, and quazepam which is prescribed as Doral,” he answered, listing them all off.

      “Ativan, Restoril, Halcion and Doral,” Lighthouse said, repeating the names.

      “That’s correct, detective.” Dr. Blatnik shifted uneasily in his chair. He glanced apprehensively at his visitors, wondering how to drop the next investigative bomb on them.

      “Something else you wish to share?” Lighthouse pressed him.

      Dr. Blatnik nodded. “Worse news, I’m afraid.”

      “Don’t be shy,” Mahoney said.

      “It appears the pilots were both dead before the plane crashed,” Dr. Blatnik stated flatly, knowing full well now that his job was about to be heavily scrutinized and likely taken over by the FBI.

      “Whoa, I don’t like what I’m hearing,” Ashley stated, squinting her eyes in a focused concentration before blowing out a deep breath of air. Her instincts about the pilots had been right all along. This wasn’t an accident after all.

      “Come again?” Olson blurted out loudly to Dr. Blatnik, becoming more astonished by the minute.

      “Postmortem confirms the time of death up to twenty-four hours prior to the recovery at the crash site. Based on rigor mortis both of them had been dead well before they were found.”

      “Did you know this when we were here yesterday?” questioned Mahoney.

      “Of course not!” Dr. Blatnik shrieked defensively. “I didn’t know until late last night when I did a more thorough examination of the bodies. That’s when I discovered the discrepancies between the pilots and the others.” He paused for effect. “A cursory look into their lungs told me they hadn’t inhaled any soot whatsoever. That being the case I went over them with a fine-tooth comb. Peeling away the charred skin around their necks revealed faint ligature marks and cracked hyoids. You’ll see it in my photos.” He lifted a second file in the air. “Two copies of it all in here.”

      Mahoney moved forward and grabbed it.

      Lighthouse had a mental flash. Take out the original pilots, switch them out with a new crew then drug the passengers. Get the bird in the air, replace the dead pilots in the seats then jettison. Mission complete with no one the wiser.

      “The pilots were intentionally strangled?” Olson asked, dumbfounded.

      “It appears that way,” Dr. Blatnik said exhaling deeply, the knowledge now off his chest. “Well folks, if there isn’t anything more then I really should be contacting the FBI and getting back to my work.”

      “The press is going to have a field day with this,” Mahoney commented.

      “Who else knows about your findings?” Lighthouse interjected.

      “Excuse me?” said Dr. Blatnik.

      “Who else have you discussed this information with?”

      “You’re the very first ones,” Dr. Blatnik replied cautiously. “I worked mostly by myself through the night and was just typing up the report when you came in.” He puckered his lips thinking about it further. “I guess the tech kid down at the lab we contract with knows about the benzodiazepines. But I’m not sure he could put two and two together.”

      “When’s your official report due out?” continued Lighthouse.

      “At most three hours. Give or take an hour. Really just depends on when I can get back to work,” replied Dr. Blatnik, hinting it was time for them to leave.

      Lighthouse relaxed his stance. “Alright. That gives us a few hours head start.”
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      Even by Minnesota standards, the fifteen-minute ride from the morgue back to Duluth International Airport had been harrowing at best. The winds off Lake Superior had shifted into a classic Nor’easter, and the lake-effect ice-snow-rain mix was shelling down again from the skies. The roads were like ice-skating rinks.

      Lighthouse looked at his watch as he re-boarded the Learjet. It was square on 8 a.m., and he already felt like he needed a rest. Ashley was on his tail coming up the steps. Olson stood next to Mahoney who was at the bottom of the stairs having a smoke.

      “Welcome back,” Captain Lott said, greeting them welcomingly from inside the cabin. “Just an FYI folks that any departure you have in mind will be delayed by ten minutes so the wings can be de-iced.”

      “I’m never getting in a car in this state again,” Ashley commented offhandedly as she adjusted the strap on her computer bag.

      Lighthouse ignored her remark and turned to the pilot. “We’ve developed a few hiccups so we’ll have to get back to you on the timing of things.”

      “Roger that,” Captain Lott replied. He stepped aside for his guests and moved into the flight deck.

      Ashley suddenly smiled at Lighthouse. “Impressive digs. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.”

      “If only,” he chuckled. “My assets don’t extend much past owning a couple of goldfish.”

      She lightly shoved him. “You’re trying to use modesty to mock me, aren’t you?”

      “No truly. This plane is just a loaner so Harv can recover the bodies quickly and get them back to New York for a funeral. And knowing him like I do, he’ll go open his big trap right away to the Boyle family about it being a murder and he’ll try to press for a bigger contract. And he’ll blow it.”

      “Meaning?”

      “That I’ll be back to economy plus standby and free airport hotel shuttles within the hour.”

      She laughed. “So that’s how it really is, huh?”

      “Afraid so.” His face got serious again, murder once again infecting his life. “Why don’t you go ahead and take the workstation,” he said pointing to the custom ergo chair and walnut desk.

      “That’ll work just fine,” she replied and took a seat. She pulled out her laptop and set it up on the table.

      Olson slipped aboard and hovered next to the galley. “God, it’s even better the second time you board.”

      “And the third and fourth time too,” Lighthouse remarked, plopping back down in his usual seat in the second row. He reached into his gym bag at his feet and pulled out his bullet-proof Kevlar vest. He took off his jacket, slipped on the vest and tugged the Velcro tight. Lastly, he readjusted Lucy on his hip.

      “Are you kidding me? Do I need one too?” Ashley inquired nervously.

      “That’s entirely up to you. I’m putting it on for good measure,” he answered, parsing his lips. The entire ride back from the morgue he’d questioned himself on why he and Mahoney were getting involved in a multi-unit taskforce trying to solve a senator’s homicide. When the news broke later tonight that everyone aboard had been assassinated, it would become utter chaos, and none of their respective agencies would ever be satisfied with a favorable result.

      “A bullet-proof vest? Really?” said Ashley, her smile flattening like a pancake.

      “Definitely. We’re playing in the big leagues here.”

      “I can get us a couple vests in a jiffy,” Olson said as he threw his jacket back on and zipped to the door. “I’ll be right back. Don’t leave without me.”

      “So who do you think the senator pissed off?” she asked, postulating.

      “How do you know it’s even the senator they were after?” Lighthouse countered.

      A gleam rose in her eye. “Good point.”

      “Could’ve been the wife,” Lighthouse said, winking at her.

      “You’re terrible!”

      “I’ve had stranger things happen. What if the killers wanted the Boyles dead and thought using the Senator would be the perfect cover?” he speculated.

      “That an interesting angle.”

      “The Boyles could have had some big business deal go wrong. Or even more likely there’s a feuding family member lurking in the background. People in New York come up with some pretty stupid plans when billions of dollars are at stake.”

      “Is this why you’re the best?” she said, flatteringly.

      “Best at what?” he winked.

      Mahoney boarded the plane and plopped down into his seat in the first row, the one front and center to the big flat screen TV. Instantly he began to snore loudly.

      Ashley and Lighthouse looked at one another and chuckled.

      “But listen, you’re right. It’s not the Boyles. Just like you thought, the senator must have gone and pissed someone off. And in a big way. It always amazes me the lengths people will go to kill one another,” Lighthouse said reflectively.

      “I guess you’ve seen it all.”

      He shrugged and became slightly serious. “Reason I think you’re right is I ruled out the Boyles when I first left New York. Captain Lott shared that he’d landed in the wrong city in the first place. They went to Eden Prairie thinking the funeral was in the Twin Cities, with no intention of going to Eveleth. While the plane was refueling, the Boyles and the Senator struck up a conversation in the waiting lounge. Realizing they were both heading to the same funeral, one thing led to another and Sellwood and his wife invited the Boyles to be their guests. Apparently, the Boyles counteroffered to take them all on this plane but Sellwood said he couldn’t accept because of corporate gift laws. Captain Lott further disclosed that the Boyles were scheduled to stay in Minneapolis through Monday for a long weekend. That’s why he’d been able to fly back to New York to be with his family.”

      She peered intently at him, soaking up the vital information. “So you knew from the start that the Boyles weren’t the targets. They were no longer on their own plane, so a planned attack would be much harder to pull off at that point. This ruled out the Boyles, and the pilots too, no doubt.”

      “It did. Their bodies were planted. And it seems improbable a suicide mission was happening here since they were both killed in the same manner.”

      “Have you figured out a motive already?”

      “Money,” Lighthouse said bluntly.

      Ashley pursed her lips. “Of course.”

      “Problem is he’s a senator and it’ll be a lot more complicated than just money. An assassination like this needs a lot of infrastructure.”

      “You think it’s a military hit?” she asked.

      “Could be. More likely it’s some highly trained mercenaries. This took a lot of teamwork.” He turned away from her and muttered under his breath, “There is no hunting like the hunting of man.”

      “What was that?”

      “Oh, it’s the quote by Ernest Hemingway mounted near the entrance to our squad room at our precinct,” he said vaguely.

      “What’s the quote?”

      He swallowed hard. “‘There is no hunting like the hunting of man. And those who have hunted armed men long enough and liked it never care for anything else thereafter.’”

      “Interesting quote to have at the precinct,” she remarked. “Hey wait, doesn’t Sellwood have a son?”

      “He does, and he’s a person of interest. Mahoney did a bunch of Google searching on the plane out here, but little came up on the guy. He’s in his early thirties and lives in San Francisco. Works at some painter’s co-op. Right off the bat Harv thinks the guy’s gay, of course. But that matters nothing to me.”

      Ashley raised an eyebrow. “As it shouldn’t.”

      Lighthouse winked. “It’s a good idea that we track him down though, so we can rule him out.”

      “Maybe we should check out Sellwood’s close aides after that,” she suggested.

      He nodded.

      “I’ve never been on a murder investigation before,” she said, slightly thrilled.

      “Hopefully it’ll be your last,” he replied, pausing. “But listen, you might want to stay away. Riding along with me and Harv ain’t what it’s cracked up to be.”

      “Are you saying I’m putting myself in danger?” she asked playfully.

      Lighthouse pointed to his vest. “Need I say more?”

      “You two kids mind keeping it down over there,” came Mahoney’s sleepy voice out of the background. “This fat man’s trying to catch some Z’s.”

      She smiled gingerly at Lighthouse.

      “Quit being a duff, Harv,” Lighthouse countered.

      “Yeah, duff you too,” Mahoney cat-called back.

      “So what’s next?” Ashley asked.

      Lighthouse blew air through his teeth. “We follow the physical evidence. Seems only fitting we check in with the company that chartered the flight.”

      “Oh yes, the charter company. But they always plead innocence,” she emphasized. “Just when I think I’ve heard every excuse in the book someone always surprises me. It’s my specialty to sift through all their BS. Especially when the mechanic’s logs are bad. The stories some people invent and want me to believe.”

      Lighthouse nodded. “Don’t I know it.”

      She brushed a loose hair behind her ears. “The charter company is called Clear Charter Airlines, and their Minnesota office is at the airport in Eden Prairie. The Sellwood campaign headquarters is nearby in St. Paul too. Maybe we should stop in and say hello,” she stated.

      “Good call,” he praised, impressed by her intelligence.

      “Hey,” Olson called out as he came back on the plane, his arms full of vests. “This one should be your size,” he said, handing one to Ashley.

      “Where’d you get these?” she asked.

      “I requisitioned them at the cop station inside the terminal. Being FBI has its advantages. I even got you one, too, Mr. Mahoney,” he reported as he wheeled around on his toes, only to find Mahoney’s eyes closed in a faked sleep. He was excited. It was unlikely he’d get to get another chance to work with veteran homicide detectives anytime soon. “And don’t worry, they had a triple X,” he added to Mahoney with a snicker.

      Lighthouse laughed jovially. The guy was industrious and he liked him. “Okay, Olson, sit down and buckle up, because we’re off to Eden Prairie.”
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      The Boss sat in a vinyl booth inside Minnie’s Diner in the middle of Kansas cornfields. The Coca-Cola clock on the wall said it was 0747, making his breakfast two minutes late. But he wasn’t upset. Bernard had two other customers he was busy with.

      The Boss peered out the windows. The sun was rising in the blue sky, illuminating the dull brown landscape. There was nothing but harvested stalks for six miles until hitting the driving drudgery of Interstate 80.

      The Boss looked back inside. Minnie’s Diner was a restored 1930s art deco country hop with an ambience set to a fairer, far-off era. Minnie’s was truly a hidden gem, and for thirty years the Boss had regularly been coming to its doors; besides, nothing in the world to rival Bernard’s homemade Indian fry bread. The old Navajo had kneaded tirelessly in the same spot for over sixty years and had a special recipe known only to him.

      “Sorry for the wait, Boss. They ordered seconds,” Bernard revealed with a prideful grin on his face. He set a steaming plate of food down on the table.

      “I wish I had the luxury,” the Boss quipped before spooning in a mouthful of corn hash.

      “Protocol?” Bernard asked.

      “Files are in my trunk, per usual.”

      “What about them?” Bernard asked, glancing over at the couple who were the only other customers in the joint. They were making their way about the back roads in a sporty Benz.

      “Let’s just wait them out,” the Boss replied.

      “Fine by me,” Bernard said. “You want seconds too?”

      The Boss chuckled and swished some coffee around his mouth. “You’ve been asking me that same question for over thirty years. And what do I always say?”

      “That if you had seconds then you’d have no reason to come back so often.”

      “If I’ve said it once I’ve said it a millions times…”

      “Never let the customer leave on too full a stomach,” Bernard said, completing the sentence.

      The Boss raised his coffee cup in the air. “I’ll take another half cup while we wait though.”

      “Coming right up, Boss,” Bernard replied and left.

      The Boss watched Bernard shuffle back to the kitchen. The old Indian knew more about him and his business than anyone else in the world—if he was paying any attention, that is. Bernard had been solid as a rock for thirty years and he was the only person alive who knew the Boss’s daily habits, and thus his weaknesses.

      The Boss bit off a morsel of flat bread. The flavor exhilarated his mouth and in his delighted mood he let his mind meander through memories of the past. It had been a day much like today with its sparrows rustling through the husks and the cattle contemplating another day’s grazing—the days before he’d become the Boss—when by total accident (or maybe by fate) he’d first stumbled into Minnie’s. It was 1972 and he was on a month’s leave from the South Asian theater of war. One day on his way back to Fort Bragg from New Jersey, the military cargo plane he was on made an emergency landing at some rich rancher’s airstrip in the middle-of-nowhere Kansas. After safely landing, they’d been told it would be at least ten hours before a repair crew would arrive. So he bummed a ride from a farmer to the nearest restaurant which landed him at Minnie’s Diner. The flat bread had been so delicious and having nothing else to do, he’d just stayed there late into the night making small talk with then-owner Minnie. Sometime around midnight, Minnie ordered a much younger and less confident Bernard to drive him back to the airstrip. And the rest was history. From that point onward during his solo cross-country jaunts in his planes, the Boss was a regular customer. Eventually in the mid-1980s, the Boss purchased the diner from Minnie and sent her off to retire in Florida where she deservedly belonged. Bernard didn’t join her, preferring to stay put having lived out back of the building since he was thirteen. On the morning of Minnie’s departure, Bernard had glanced up from the kitchen just once and muttered a single sentence: “Thanks for all ya done for me, Min, but I just don’t feel I could take the change of weather.” Then Bernard just looked back down and returned to his kneading.

      Bernard returned with the coffee pot in hand and refilled the Boss’ cup. “So how’s KCPC doing this year?” he asked.

      “Chugging right along,” the Boss replied cheerfully, yet evasively.

      Bernard nodded. “That’s good. And Minnie’s?”

      The Boss glanced around the small ten-booth 1950s style café. Minnie’s Diner was titled in the name of Kansas Cooperative Partnerships Corporation (KCPC), which also owned all the surrounding farmlands for virtually five miles in every direction including the long-ago-dead rich rancher’s airstrip. “I’d say Minnie’s is holding down the fort nicely,” the Boss responded.

      Bernard grinned and nodded. He looked out the window and asked, “You letting the same Mexicans farm out here again next year?”

      “I suppose. It’s only one square mile so I can’t see how it could hurt anything,” the Boss reflected. He had KCPC furloughing most of the land out here to collect the generous fallow farmland subsidies handed out by the Department of Agriculture. Suffice it to say, the Boss had perfected the art of plundering government subsidies: in the first three quarters of the year, KCPC had netted a cool $91 million. The company was a little Midwest cash cow. But with the Boss managing over $200 billion in hidden assets, KCPC was just a drop in the bucket in his business empire.

      “Your man Franklin was back,” Bernard stated flatly.

      The Boss frowned. “You sure it was him?”

      Bernard stood still. He didn’t even blink. “He sat in booth two pretending to read a road map,” he reported.

      “Did he order flat bread?”

      Bernard nodded.

      “Did he snoop around outside?”

      Bernard shook his head. “Nothing on night surveillance either.”

      “Hmm. I’ll handle it,” the Boss replied, peeved. He valued his anonymity and Franklin was overstepping his boundaries.

      “Anyone else I should be looking out for?” Bernard questioned. The Boss had only shared four men’s names and pictures with him over the years—Franklin, Brasio, Jones and Malone—but Franklin was the only one he’d ever met in person. Now twice.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll handle it,” the Boss repeated. Sure a few politicians, some select military generals and the key industrialist here and there knew his real identity, but they all liked the status quo and had never ruffled any feathers. But Franklin was trying to show up for breakfast, and that was just crossing the line.

      The other two customers left money on their table, waved a ‘Thank You’ to Bernard and left.

      Alone to speak freely, the Boss stated, “Better yet, next time Franklin comes in for a visit serve him up your famous flat bread then bury him out back with the others.”

      “You got it, Boss,” he said and walked back to the kitchen.

      The Boss dabbed his lips with his napkin. He was letting his anger get the better of him, so he pulled out his Waterford pen and started tallying up on a napkin the votes that were forming in his favor in the upcoming midterm election. With Saint Sellwood out of the way, a Republican majority would control the Senate, and any future committee appointees he wished to push through would now go as planned.

      The Boss looked up and smiled briefly. He was glad the do-gooder Senator was gone. The man from Minnesota had had unreasonable ideologies of how the world should be versus how the world really was. Men like Sellwood couldn’t fathom how one small wrench in the machinery could cause a meltdown in the very fabric of life. They didn’t understand the delicate balance of managed capacity. Too many people thought the world could be upended and changed overnight when it had taken centuries—millennia really—to get it running this smoothly in the first place. And there was nothing anyone could do about it. Especially not a lowly Senator from Minnesota who came without an ounce of military experience under his socialist belt.

      The Boss looked back out the window. The Benz was now far out of sight. He left his booth and walked out to his VW Jetta. He double clicked his FOB and the trunk popped open.

      Bernard shuffled up.

      “Make sure to double arm the bunker once you leave it,” the Boss ordered.

      Bernard nodded and looked into the trunk. He reached in and pulled out a sealed cardboard box of legal files. “Just the one?”

      The Boss winked. “I’ll be back for breakfast on Wednesday.”

      “And if ya aren’t?” Bernard inquired dryly.

      The Boss closed the trunk of the car. “If I’ve said it once I’ve said it a million times…”

      “Then it’s all yours, Bernard, it’s all yours,” answered Bernard proudly.

      “Yes. If I never come back, Bernard, then take whatever you wish,” he said before getting into his car and zooming back to his airstrip.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Lighthouse glanced at his watch. It was 8:41 a.m., and they’d landed safely at the Flying Cloud Airport in the Minneapolis suburb of Eden Prairie.

      They deplaned and walked over to the nondescript Clear Charter Airlines office where a small group of men and women in NTSB and FAA jackets milled about drinking coffee. Mahoney moseyed up next to them and lit a cigarette. Olson stayed next to him to make small talk with the group. Ashley immediately ducked away and disappeared to confer with a male associate.

      Lighthouse entered the office where a middle-aged woman with sandy-blonde hair and a blemished smile worked behind the counter. She wore the top two buttons of her company-logoed shirt open and was the lone employee in the office. Her name badge read Kathleen Hanson and her eyes were bloodshot from crying. Nonetheless, she greeted Lighthouse with a warm hello.

      “We’re so sorry for your loss, ma’am,” Lighthouse said consolingly as he moved toward the counter.

      “I’ll be okay,” Ms. Hanson said, sniffling. She looked back down and continued packing the clutter of mismatched Chinese plastic ornaments and picture frames off a desk and into a cardboard box.

      “I just need to understand that I can’t stop fate,” Ms. Hanson said as she stopped her task. She rubbed the Christian cross on her necklace then looked up to the newest set of strangers to enter the room. “You know, this incident has brought me closer to God,” she ordained as tears flooded from her eyes.

      Lighthouse nodded a few times. He wondered if she was under distress from the calamity that had bespoken the Senator, or from the presumed termination of her job. He reached into his jacket and pulled out a fresh Kleenex he’d swiped from the Learjet’s bathroom. He maneuvered closer to her, handing her the offering. “My name’s Detective Lighthouse,” he informed her.

      “Thank you,” she said, accepting the tissue.

      “So Mrs. Hanson-” Lighthouse started.

      “Ms,” she said, correcting the handsome detective.

      “Such a shame, ain’t it ma’am,” Lighthouse started.

      “What is?”

      “The whole accident caused by a heart attack,” Lighthouse proposed, shaking his head wearily.

      “A heart attack?” she questioned.

      “I can’t tell you how many cases I’ve seen like this. More common occurrence than one likes to think.”

      “You don’t say?” she replied, her mood calming slightly.

      Lighthouse nodded. “The copilot is busy with his job on landing all the while the pilot passes out. Then, Bang!” he threw his hands in the air for effect. “So many of the clues are lining up straight in that direction here,” Lighthouse misleadingly added. “We’ve talked to the medical examiner and he’s likely to concur.”

      The front door opened wide and caught her attention. “May I help you?” she said somewhat snidely, her eyes dilating slightly to another impending encounter.

      Lighthouse turned and watched Ashley enter the room. Her face was slightly flush.

      “Good afternoon, my name is Ashley Lewis,” she said, quickly closing the door behind her. “I’m with the NTSB Special Go-Team Investigatory Unit which-”

      “Surprise, surprise,” Ms. Hanson replied harshly. “You might as well just pitch a tent in the hallway with the others.”

      Ashley edged into the room. She offered her business card and said, “I see you’ve met my colleagues.”

      Lighthouse didn’t like where this was heading, but didn’t want to intervene quite yet.

      “Like I told the lot of you, my name is Kathleen Hanson, spelled with an ‘o’ not an ‘e’,” she responded flatly. “And that’s all the questions I’m allowed to answer.”

      “It’s been a tough day for all of us, Ms. Hanson,” Ashley expressed, loosening her tone.

      Ms. Hanson rubbed her cross. Tears again welled in the corners of her eyes. She pat them with her new tissue, turned and resumed her packing.

      Ashley continued. “We really do appreciate your cooperation in this investigation. The sooner we get it all out of the way the better it is for everyone.”

      With her back turned to them, Ms. Hanson stated, “I’ve already handed over all the information I have. My employer has instructed me that no matter what, I’m not supposed to speak directly about the accident,” she replied steadfastly. “The company’s attorney will handle all that in a deposition or something. I was told to invoke my rights and stay quiet. It’s for my own protection.”

      “It’s okay, ma’am,” Lighthouse pitched softly, “accidents happen. There’s no blame going round.”

      “Doesn’t matter anyway,” Ms. Hanson proclaimed. “Because I had the day off and don’t have a shred of first-hand knowledge about the crash.”

      “You had the day off, huh?” Lighthouse volleyed back in a sweet, high-pitched voice.

      “Indeed I did,” Ms. Hanson replied, softening to his gentle tone. “I’ve been working hard lately so my employer gave me a day off. The kids and I went to The Mall of America for a little family bonding time. Who was I to complain?”

      “Do you usually get a lot of time off like that?” Lighthouse questioned.

      “Mm, well no. Not really come to think of it. Here and there, I guess. I had the week off after the 9/11 attacks last year when we were all grounded. But that time I just stayed at home, held the kids and cried,” she answered solemnly. “That’s when I professed my faith in Jesus again.”

      “You get along well with your boss?” Lighthouse asked.

      Ms. Hanson stopped her motion for a moment and genuinely thought about the question. “My boss? Well sure. Pretty much I guess. I’ve never been written up or reprimanded, if that’s what you’re getting at,” she replied confidently.

      “Oh no, nothing like that,” Lighthouse said, reassuringly.

      Ms. Hanson turned back around to face them. “Truth be told, I don’t really know my boss. I was interviewed by a lady here in this office and then I was trained in Kansas City. The company’s main headquarters is in Chicago, and no one from there comes up this way much. It’s just me most of the time. You’re pretty much looking at the entire Eden Prairie division.”

      “Is that so?” Lighthouse said.

      Ashley took out a flip pad and started taking notes.

      “As you can see for yourselves we’re pretty small. We’ve only got eight pilots in the rotation at any given time,” Ms. Hanson related. “It’s easy for one person to manage it all. Even part time.”

      “Wish I had it like that,” Lighthouse commented earnestly. He shifted from one leg to the other.

      “However, I’m strapped to my pager twenty-four seven,” she rambled on. “But it doesn’t go off that much except for quotes from potential customers. We mostly do corporate services that rent for a few weeks at a time, and they book well in advance.”

      Ashley raised a hand in the air and cut the woman off. “Where do you keep the maintenance records?”

      “We contract out all that to a local crew,” Ms. Hanson replied, pointing out the window and across the tarmac. “Hanger seven across the way.”

      Lighthouse arched his back. He was getting hot having his jacket zipped up over his Kevlar plating. “Then who was covering for you at the time of the Senator’s flight?” he queried.

      She shrugged. “Cheryl, I guess.”

      “Is Cheryl here today?” he continued.

      “No.”

      “Does she usually substitute for you?”

      “Sometimes.” She paused a moment. “The office rang me the night before to tell me that the Senator had changed his schedule from an afternoon flight to a night one but that I could take it off since Cheryl would be in the office on a stopover from Juneau and could cover my spot,” she answered.

      “Is that a common practice?” Lighthouse asked.

      She nodded. “Yeah, she’s done it quite a few time before.”

      “And where can we find Cheryl?” Lighthouse asked.

      Ms. Hanson shrugged. “I guess I don’t know. Maybe she’s at headquarters in Chicago?” she answered dismissively. “It was just a stopover, so I assume she was on her way to Midway. Pretty sure her route was Juneau to Midway, stopping here to drop off one of the passengers.”

      Lighthouse darted his eyes to Ashley. “I’m sorry, Ms. Lewis, I’m sure you had more questions of your own you wanted to ask?” he said, cueing her up to interject on his behalf. He wanted to stray away from the conversation.

      Ashley turned back to Ms. Hanson. “Do you know if Cheryl has given her statement to the NTSB or FAA yet?”

      “I don’t know what Cheryl has or hasn’t said. I was called by the company’s attorney and told to wait to speak until my deposition with investigators. They told me to remain silent and do my part for the company in this troubled time.”

      Lighthouse peeked over the side of the counter. Underneath the computer terminal keyboard sat a thick scheduler. He twirled his fingers behind his back signaling Ashley to continue.

      “Was the Senator a frequent customer?” Ashley prodded on.

      Lighthouse pocketed the scheduler when Ms. Hanson wasn’t looking. Then he slowly moved over and began inspecting the copier station, pretending to be investigating the shredder nestled by its side.

      Ms. Hanson drooped her head and sniffled again. “He’s used our company for the past few seasons now. He was such a great man. God rest his dear soul.”

      “May I have the phone number of your corporate headquarters?” Ashley asked.

      Ms. Hanson rustled a brochure off the desk and wrote the number on the cover. “I mean, nothing like this has ever happened while I’ve worked for this company.” She reached over and handed the brochure to Ashley.

      Ashley hunched her shoulders. “Mind if I ask who is in charge in Chicago?”

      “Linda Davis.”

      “Linda Davis,” Ashley mouthed as she wrote the name down.

      “The company has an exemplary record and the pilots are in great health, too. I should know. I’ve seen all their medical records,” she said, pointing to the small stack of files near the copier.

      Lighthouse looked back over to her. “You knew all the pilots pretty well, huh?”

      “Yeah. Sort of,” she replied.

      “Perry and Johansen?” Ashley asked.

      “Ah, well, yes.” She dropped her head in her hands, forcing back the tears.

      Lighthouse stepped back to the front of the counter. “We’re so sorry for your loss, Ms. Hanson. We truly are.”

      Ashley bit her lip and nodded her condolences.

      “Would you be so kind as to run us copies of their medical files? Then we can be out of your hair,” Lighthouse stated.

      “Ah, certainly. I can do that right away,” she replied, wiping the tears from her check and composing herself. She stepped over to the copier and immediately went to work on the request.

      Lighthouse grabbed a brochure off the counter and flipped through it. “Nice brochure,” he commented.

      “Oh yes. We had that made last year,” Ms. Hanson replied, glancing back at him.

      Lighthouse held it up in his hand. “A very nice photo of you here on page two.”

      Ms. Hanson blushed at the flattery.

      “Handsome photos of the pilots, too,” Lighthouse said, reading her discomfort.

      “Yes, very handsome men,” she acknowledged.

      “And these are the eight pilots working for the company right now?” Lighthouse questioned pointing to the pictures in the brochure.

      “Yes. All of them.” She paused. “Ah, well, legally they’re all contract fliers and not officially employees,” she said, correcting her statement. “But they’re the current rotation out of our hangar.”

      “So only eight pilots on rotation then?” Lighthouse continued.

      “Typically that’s correct. Every now and again we have fill-ins or contract pilots from other charter companies jump in when things get busy,” she answered.

      “And how often does that happen?”

      “Mainly just around the holidays. Almost always Thanksgiving and Christmas when some of the senior pilots decide to take off the same days. Those are the weeks when my job’s a real grind.”

      Lighthouse switched gears again. “Do you have a surveillance system here?”

      “Like a security camera?”

      He nodded.

      “No,” she answered. “Why?”

      “Nothing special,” Lighthouse responded quickly. “Sometimes the families would like any last known footage of their deceased family members. Especially in such high profile cases such as these.”

      “Oh, I see,” she agreed, nodding. “I know they have a security camera at the airport entrance when you drive in. But I have no control over that,” she replied. The copy machine whirled off and she handed over two manila folders. “Here are the files you requested.”

      Ashley stepped up and grabbed them. “Thank you, Ms. Hanson. You’ve been a real help.”

      “I hope it’ll help the investigation. Hopefully you’ll find something in there that helps confirms if either Marv or Thom had a heart attack. I think that would be a big weight off everyone’s shoulders.”

      “It’s quite likely at this point,” Lighthouse said, and motioned Ashley to the door. “Thanks for all your help. And again, our sympathies for your personal loss,” he added, raising his hand to bid her adieu.

      Ms. Hanson stood rubbing her cross around her neck.

      “Where does a heart-attack fit in?” Ashley asked after the door had shut behind them.

      “Just an ice-breaker to get her rambling.”

      “Oh, I see.”

      Lighthouse moved over to Mahoney and Olson who’d struck up some conversations with a couple of the NTSB folks. “Hey, Olson, come here a second,” he said, pulling him away from the group.

      “What’s up?” Olson asked.

      “I need you to go muscle someone with your badge and get us a copy of the video feed from the front gate. Get the entire twenty-four hours prior to the departure and meet us back on the plane. After that we’ll all head over to the Senator’s campaign headquarters,” Lighthouse directed before turning and heading back across the tarmac to the relative shelter of the plane.
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      Fifteen minutes later, they were all back together on the Learjet. Lighthouse sat next to Olson, who had a CD ROM of the gate security tapes cued up on his Dell laptop.

      “I’ve found the Senator and his entourage but not the Boyles or the pilots yet,” Olson explained, his eyes peeled to the screen as the video time lapsed backward 16 frames per second. He slowed down the video when a car entered the picture so he could scan its occupants before moving on quickly to the next frames. “But I’m only one hour before departure so far, so I’ve got a long way to go.”

      “The Boyles entered the airport from the sky,” Lighthouse cut in. “So we’re likely not going to find them on the security tapes. Same goes for this Cheryl woman Ms. Hanson told us about. The pilots could be another two hours of searching if at all. That’s the one thing we know for certain.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Dead or alive their bodies had to get on that plane somehow.” Lighthouse pulled out the charter company brochure he’d snagged from the office and handed it to him. “See if you can match any of the faces of the eight pilots in here with anyone on the video. I want to know if any of the other company pilots conveniently happened to be here at the same time. Make screen shots of all the faces on the tapes where you can, and print them off.  We need to start passing some visuals around.”

      “Roger that,” Olson replied, immediately getting on task.

      “Good work.” Lighthouse stood up and stepped over to Ashley, who was in the galley waiting with two fresh coffees.

      “Here,” she said, handing him a cup. “I’ve tried a dozen times to get through to the Clear Charter Airlines headquarters in Chicago, but so far I’ve been unsuccessful. The line’s always busy. Further, the company’s website is blank, and I’ve had no luck tracking down a Linda Davis at the company. And she’s not on Google anywhere.”

      “Yeah, that figures. I’m guessing they’re trying to avoid any and all press right now.”

      “Suppose so,” she agreed.

      “I’m thinking we should head over to the Sellwood headquarters sooner rather than later,” he stated.

      “I hope you don’t mind, but I think I’m going to pass on that one. I’ve had enough driving in this state for one lifetime already,” she joked. “Besides, it might be best if I stay here and focus. I need time to dig into the files we’ve accumulated so far.”

      “Sounds like I’ll be heading out sooner then,” Lighthouse replied, flashing her a toothy smile before turning and leaving. “Change of plans. Olson, pull Harv out of his seat and let’s get our asses out the door.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Here, sir,” the bearded Somali cabbie declared as he turned to his customer in the front seat. “It is here.” He pointed out the window. “The address you give me.”

      Lighthouse looked out the window. The Sellwood offices were housed in a massive turn-of–the-century home on St. Paul’s mansion-splashed Summit Avenue. Its sprawling front lawn was bustling with activity. Under a large oak in the middle of the lawn, a few dozen parka-wearing, tear-soaked mourners were holding an impromptu candlelight vigil. To one side of the yard, workmen were constructing a large stage. Volunteers were stringing up banners on all the bushes and between the tree-lined, 100-foot driveway. People were trickling in from the sidewalk with bundles of flowers and condolences in their hands. It was a strong show of support among the grieving constituents, and a big rally was in the making. Under the circumstances, Lighthouse found it somewhat tasteful.

      “Here’s a hundred for a deposit,” Mahoney said sticking the bill in the cabbie’s face. “Just keep the meter running and don’t move. We’ll need you to take us back to the airport soon.”

      The driver flashed a happy smile. “Yes, sir. I park over there,” he said, pointing down the boulevard.

      Lighthouse looked at his watch: it was 9:44 a.m. He zipped up his jacket then jumped out into the street. There was a cloudy sky and it was cold enough for him to see his own breath. The front lawn resembled a football field with groups of mourners covering more surface area by the minute. Over the commotion and voices, he heard the muffled sound of a mother robin chirping.

      Without waiting for Mahoney or Olson to get out of the cab, he dropped his head and scurried up the sidewalk. Hundreds of shoeprints had trod before him and the walkway had been turned into mush. Halfway to the front doors, he stopped to wait and marveled at the giant mansion. With its mammoth stonework, arched entrances and two massive hard-carved wooden front doors, the place had been constructed for some robber baron millionaire of yesteryear.

      Mahoney stopped next to him and blew out a cloud of smoke. A horde of news vans were parked along the driveway, and reporters and cameramen milled near the grand front doors to the mansion. “You still thinking this was a great idea?”

      “I can see the lead tonight,” Lighthouse speculated, “Once again, Senator Russ Sellwood and seven others have been pronounced dead in Northern Minnesota. Flags around the country have been lowered to half-mast and silent prayers have encircled the globe. In Sports, the Bulls swept Golden State. Stay tuned for your latest calamities eight minutes at the top of every hour.”

      “You should think of a new career,” Mahoney joked.

      “Maybe,” he said, shrugging. His hair fluttered in the slight breeze and snapped him back to reality. He took nine more strides forward before stopping fifty feet from the front door. Out of nowhere, reporter Shelby Bryant of CNN materialized. She came at him with a microphone in her hands, her 5’10” frame and bombshell hair bobbing towards him faster than he could blink. She was one of the feistiest women he’d ever met and he could see that her lava-fired blue eyes were on the hunt for the day’s headliner.

      Lighthouse cringed. Shelby had gotten her start reporting in New York and from time to time their paths crossed. Crossed to the point that one night about a decade ago she’d tried sucking him off in the locker room at the precinct. She’d just wrapped up a month-long investigative piece about the detectives of the 75th and was trying to say her farewell, it seemed. But it hadn’t gone well and he’d buttoned up halfway through the sloppy spectacle. Neither of them had taken offense and afterwards life had just gone on as normal as if nothing had ever happened. A month later, Shelby received a big promotion and moved to Atlanta. And Lighthouse hadn’t seen her since.

      Lighthouse swiveled around on his heels and pleaded for Mahoney to step it up. “Make it snappy,” he commanded loudly. He glanced over his shoulder. Shelby was cuing up her pudgy cameraman and they were almost upon him.

      “Ha ha,” Mahoney chortled loudly as he finally spotted Shelby roaring down the sidewalk in their direction.

      Lighthouse raised his eyebrows and turned to Olson. “Whatever you do just keep walking. Let me handle her. This one’s quick as a whip and sharp as a tack so don’t get caught in any of her traps.”

      “If it’s not the great Lighthouse in the flesh and blood,” Shelby Bryant declared cynically as she huddled up next to him, her lips parting to reveal perfectly aligned television-reporter teeth.

      “Afternoon, Shelby. Long time no see,” Lighthouse greeted her nicely, but nonetheless accelerated his steps up the sidewalk.

      She kept gait perfectly. She jabbed a mic into his face and gestured for the cameraman to roll tape. “Detective Lighthouse, what is NYPD Homicide doing here?” she asked.

      “Ah, Shelby!” Lighthouse exclaimed and waved his hands in front of the camera to blur the images.

      “Do you have any suspects at this time, detective?”

      He stopped in his tracks. He’d been ambushed. “Let me make something crystal clear. I’m here paying my respects to the family as a native from Minnesota and not here on official department business,” Lighthouse announced, shielding his eyes from the camera’s blaring lights.

      She pointed at him. “Then why’s your badge tacked onto your jacket?”

      “Ah, shit,” Lighthouse let out. He shook his head, palmed his badge and slid if off its lapel. “Habit.”

      Shelby snickered then wheeled the mic to Mahoney. “Detective Mahoney, in what capacity are you here?”

      Mahoney mopped his brow and said, “The Harvey Mahoney Agency of New York City offers nothing but the best in private affairs handling,” he plugged, the opportunity to name drop and soak up free press time irresistible. “We’re here in a familial capacity on request of the Boyle family.”

      “Have you been hired to investigate wrong doing?” she asked, chewing into him.

      “Something like that,” Mahoney inadvertently answered, the spotlight too strong for him to resist some drama.

      Lighthouse caught Shelby by the arm and stopped her in her tracks. “We’re not here investigating any wrong doing, Shelby. Do you hear me? I’m on holiday seeing my Pa and Harv’s here being paid to help plan a joint funeral,” Lighthouse fibbed. “Look at him. He’s retired for God’s sake.”

      “Planning a funeral? You could have come up with something better than that,” she said laughing, her intense eyes glistening in the knowledge of deceit. She dropped her mic and whispered into his ear, “Keep it up. You know how I like forceful men.”

      He let go of her elbow and growled. “Don’t go twisting my words around, Shelby,” he demanded. He looked her hard in the eyes. “Not right now.”

      She winked. Relentless, she placed the mic back in Lighthouse’s face and continued to badger him, “Has this now become a joint investigation between the FBI and NYPD?”

      Lighthouse waved his arms in the air to cover his face. He’d had enough. If she pressed him any further, he’d make the dialogue garbled with personal innuendos directed at her. That would get her off his back once and for all. Noticing Olson slipping in through the large front doors, Lighthouse darted off. Shelby, satisfied for now, didn’t follow.

      The doors entered into the mansion’s grand foyer. Immediately, Lighthouse was slapped with the full flurry of people scurrying to and fro. The grand mahogany-carved stairwell was a steady flow of ascending and descending aides and well-wishers. He spotted his two accomplices waiting over by a large walnut-paneled wall with a flag of the State of Minnesota hanging upon it. He moved over to them. The woman’s powder room around here was larger than his entire apartment in Tribeca, he thought.

      “Who was she?” Olson queried.

      “Shelby Bryant from CNN,” Lighthouse answered gruffly as he paused next to them. “She used to do spot reporting in New York. She’s not worth worrying over.”

      “She sure seemed to have your number,” Olson said, jesting slyly.

      “Had, past tense,” Mahoney offered jovially.

      “Really?” Olson questioned. “She’s a fox.”

      Lighthouse furrowed his brow. “Let’s split up and canvass the place. We’ll cover more ground this way. Olson, go and find the campaign director and get all the schedules and stuff. Harv and I will go rifle through the Senator’s office and see if anything looks peculiar or out of place. Meet us back here in thirty minutes or less.”

      “Okay.” Olson turned and headed down the hallway with the flow of all the others.

      Lighthouse stopped a badged staff member and asked him where the Senator’s office was located. He was instructed to head to the second floor and follow a corridor to the backside of the mansion.

      They ascended the grand oak staircase, made their way to the back of the building and headed down a long hall with small offices interspersed along the way. Half the windows were Tiffany leaded stained glass and the others peered out onto a beautifully landscaped backyard.

      They halted at the end of the hallway at a slightly ajar office door with the nameplate: UNITED STATES SENATOR RUSS SELLWOOD.

      Lighthouse knocked, in the process nudging it open further. “Hello?” he stated. He heard no response so strolled through the door into a sizable room. He was greeted by the gaunt, shallow stares of a thin, dark-haired, thirty-something-year-old man who was sitting behind a massive wooden desk, the likes of which seemed fit for a king.

      “Afternoon,” Lighthouse said in greeting as he entered the room. “Name’s Lighthouse. This here’s Harvey Mahoney.”

      “Benjamin Sellwood,” he replied sluggishly, his tone harmoniously flat. He stayed slouched in his chair.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Sellwood,” Lighthouse acknowledged with a nod, and stepped closer to the desk.

      Sellwood lowered his eyes. “The Senator was my father.”

      “Our condolences for your very great loss,” Lighthouse replied in his customary response to grieving family members right after the devastating news of a death. He cast his eyes upon the fallen man’s son. The man appeared sleep-deprived and his eyes were dimmed and hollowed. He had that special look of “support exhaustion” where a person is overly comforted during hard times.

      “How may I help you, ah, Mister…?” Sellwood asked, perplexed.

      “Lighthouse.”

      Sellwood’s grieving ears pricked up. “Any relation to the Lighthouse Trust in Duluth?” he inquired, maybe a big donation for the funeral about to be in his cards.

      “Excuse me?” Lighthouse asked bewilderedly. How did this man know about his family’s little trust? he wondered.

      “I asked if you were from the Lighthouse Trust up in Duluth. A friend of mine from Carlton College, his father worked at the trust,” Sellwood stated, his voice perking up while trying to brag about his connections. “It’s considered a plush job coming out of academia,” he implied.

      Lighthouse was still bewildered. He didn’t know where the conversation was heading. “What are you getting at?” he pressed, his voice lingering in the air.

      “Well, you know.”

      Lighthouse lifted an eyebrow.

      “That in any matter that arises for your organization you can count on my continued support,” Sellwood replied.

      “Well that’s good to know.” Lighthouse realized Sellwood knew nothing of his family. He was being the crafty fox to get close to the hen house. “Were you here helping your father on the election when the tragedy struck?” he asked, switching gears.

      “Sadly no,” Sellwood answered, bowing his head. “I was in San Francisco. I arrived yesterday morning after they found the plane.”

      Lighthouse poked a hasty eye about the room. The American flag loomed large in the corner, dozens of photos of the deceased with important people adorned the walls, and an enormous large carved mahogany desk with matching receiving chairs sat as centerpiece to the spectacle. An oil painting of the family hung on the wall. Papers stamped with government looking insignia littered the desk in no apparent order, and many of the drawers and file-cabinets in the office were opened and in mild disorder. He wondered if the Senator and staff had been this messy or if young Sellwood had done a mini-search of his father’s office. Lighthouse opted for the latter. “You and your father were pretty close, huh?”

      “Sort of,” Sellwood said, feigning a sigh of grief.

      “Distant father-son dynamic kind of thing?” asked Lighthouse, prying.

      “I guess you could say that. I’m sorry, who did you say you were again?”

      Mahoney tipped his fingers in the air and finally piped in. “Harvey Mahoney and Detective Lighthouse from the NYPD.”

      “NYPD?” Sellwood repeated back in a question, at odds with the association he’d already built in his head about the man in front of him. “You don’t say?”

      Lighthouse bowed his head. “Yes, sir,” he said stressing the word ‘sir’ in the attempt to give the man the belief of higher status. People always spilled more information this way.

      “And why might you be here?” Sellwood questioned.

      “On behalf of the Boyle family,” Mahoney answered.

      “Oh yes, I’m sorry,” Sellwood countered, recognizing the names and shaking his head in dismay. He motioned to the captain chairs at the head of the desk. “Please gentlemen, do take a seat.”

      “This’ll be brief,” Lighthouse disclosed, not moving from his stance. “We’re just looking to clarify a few matters for the family, sir.”

      “Of course.”

      Lighthouse leaned a hand on his hip. Benjamin Sellwood looked nothing like his father, in mannerisms or build. He was far skinnier, and more feminine.

      “I’m sorry, I’m having a hard time keeping track today,” Sellwood said lowly. “So what is it you want from me?”

      “We just need to ask a few questions to fill in a some of the blanks. You know, the basic stuff like the private burial matters of the families.”

      Sellwood snapped his fingers and pointed at Lighthouse. “Aren’t you that real-life detective they made a TV series about?” he stated excitedly.

      Lighthouse sighed. It’d been a series of two-hour specials, but he’d quit after just five of them. The whole thing had been a shitshow right from the start. The press had been eating the department for lunch back then and the Captain had had the harebrained idea to have a reporter follow a cop around as a publicity stunt. Lighthouse had been the one offered up front and center, but it backfired. Badly. On the very first day of filming it turned into TV sensationalism. Lighthouse, after being fired upon by a suspect, had been forced to draw his weapon and shoot, killing the man. And the reporter had taken a slug in the arm. From then on the producer was hooked. Suffice it to say it turned into a nightmare for Lighthouse as fact and fiction were always tied for the lead; mostly though, it was outright fiction. Adding to his chagrin, people started accosting him on the street in all manner of behaviors, from the autograph seekers to the downright rude anarchists. Worse, time and again he kept finding himself fucking up in front of the lens.

      “I thought you looked familiar,” Sellwood stated, wearily. “A real celebrity from New York. Please, do have a seat, detective.” He again gestured generously to the chairs in front of the desk.

      Lighthouse acquiesced and sat down.

      “Don’t mind if I do,” Mahoney stated, plopping down heavily into the chair.

      Sellwood opened his arms out theatrically like his father always did and said, “May I get you something to drink? Coffee perhaps?”

      “Sounds great,” Lighthouse replied, jumping at the chance to wet his whistle.

      “Just black for the both of us,” Mahoney stated.

      Sellwood raised a limp wrist into the air. “Ms. Morgan?” he said in a singsong voice.

      “Yes, Ben?” came a woman’s voice from behind a cracked-open side door to the office.

      Lighthouse shot his head around. The room was large and he hadn’t seen the cubby-hole office off in the corner.

      “Two coffees for my special guests please,” he intoned like he was the boss.

      “Certainly,” Ms. Morgan’s voice answered back warmly.

      “She’s been so strong through this whole ordeal,” Sellwood admitted. “I don’t know what I would’ve done without her. She’s worked for my father for over twenty years now.”

      “In what capacity?” Lighthouse inquired.

      “As his personal secretary.”

      “So she runs his day-to-day affairs and things?”

      Sellwood nodded. “Ever since my father’s days in the professional associations.”

      “Does she work here or in Washington?” Mahoney interjected.

      “Both,” Sellwood reported politely.

      Lighthouse caught his inflection, possibly stating the good secretary and the Senator were too close. “She sounds very dedicated,” he added.

      “To the very end,” Sellwood answered. He finally sat up, put on a smile and stared straight at Lighthouse. “So Mr. Lighthouse, I think I can put two and two together here. If you’re in front of me then I must somehow be in a real life episode of Detective Investigates. Is that it?” he quipped.

      Lighthouse stayed tight-lipped, not wanting to indulge the indignation.

      “It’s like my own little made-for-TV moment,” Sellwood proclaimed loftily. His eyes sagged and his friendly smile faded away. “This was a homicide wasn’t it, detective?”

      “Nothing of the sort,” Lighthouse retorted.

      Mahoney wiggled his lard uncomfortably in the chair and handed over his business card. “We’re just here doing routine information gathering for the Boyles. The Harvey Mahoney Agency is on retainer for the family,” he boasted.

      Sellwood tossed the card on the desk and peered searchingly at Lighthouse. “The Boyle’s could’ve hired anyone. It’s even likely their family attorneys have a local office here. But that’s not what happened, did it? You were hired. Hence, this was no accident after all.”

      “Is that what you think?” redirected Lighthouse, taking back control of the questioning.

      “My father’s plane conveniently crashes one week before the most important election the Republicans have had in two decades!” he exclaimed histrionically, then pounded his fist on the table. “It was the fourth quarter and they were down by five touchdowns. I’m not trying to be some kind of conspiracy theorist here, but this was no fucking accident!”

      Lighthouse felt the man’s anger. The guy was right on the money. But there was no way he’d ever hint at it.

      Sellwood dropped his head in dismay and caved over in the chair. “Please forgive my outburst. This has been a horrific day.”

      Lighthouse tried getting a read on Sellwood’s theatrics—the hesitation, the miniscule twitch at the corner of the eye, the slight contraction of the pupil, the flush to the forehead almost imperceptible under the thick crop of hair, the outbursts of emotion—but his observations were mostly in vain. Sudden death and its grief exhibited so many forms after terrible shocks. Most started with bewilderment and denial and went on from there. It sometimes caused Lighthouse’s keen intuition to blur. “This is a magnificent house. I can only imagine the skilled hands that went into building it,” he commented admiringly.

      Sellwood miraculously recovered from his emotional ailments. He smiled and replied, “The house was built for the J.J. Hill family and was later owned by a close family friend of ours. They bequeathed it to my father for his Minnesota offices after he won his first senatorial bid. When the friend died, my father spoke of generously giving the building to the Minnesota Historical Society to be used as a museum. After his political term expired of course. Which I guess has now come to pass,” he trailed off.

      “Coffee?” Ms. Morgan said entering the room, tray of porcelain cups in hand.

      Lighthouse stood up next to his chair. Ms. Morgan was in her late fifties or early sixties with dyed brown hair. She wore glasses and had a conservative dress. At first glance, Lighthouse would’ve passed her off as a veteran elementary school teacher. But the seriousness in her eyes told a different story.

      Sellwood leaned back and kicked his feet up on the desk. “I’m sure Ms. Morgan will have all the details about the building if you’d like them, detective,” he offered. Without waiting for a reply he opened his arms wide, waved them about and declared, “I wholeheartedly agree with you though. The splendors in the craftsmanship of these old palaces are marvelous. The elegance is expressed everywhere. This house was designed by Oliver Traphagen and crafted by artisans like Louis Comfort Tiffany.”

      “Hmm,” said Lighthouse, bobbing his head.

      A smile rose on Sellwood’s face. “I value the simple things in the construction. Like the brilliantly quarried stones in the basement foundation or the immaculate first growth trusses. Not a hint of Home Depot anywhere, gentlemen,” he added satisfactorily, puckering up his lips in contemplation.

      “It’s lovely, Ben,” Ms. Morgan said, putting on a cheerful smile. She handed the coffees to her guests then set one next to Ben’s feet on the desk.

      Sellwood beamed. “Well said, Ms. Morgan. It’s truly lovely.”

      “Name’s Lighthouse,” he said to her with a nod of the head.

      “Harvey Mahoney of the Harvey Mahoney Agency, ma’am,” he nodded.

      “Marybeth Morgan,” she replied graciously, turning in an attempt to leave.

      “Mr. Sellwood tells us you worked for the senator for over twenty years?” Lighthouse questioned.

      She stopped midstride and turned around. “That’s correct. I spent twenty-one years as the Senator’s personal secretary,” she answered proudly.

      Sellwood grabbed his cup and slurped aggressively in an attempt to illicit some attention.

      “I’m so very sorry for your loss,” Lighthouse offered.

      Ms. Morgan bowed her head.

      “Two decades. That must’ve been an amazing journey,” Lighthouse continued, sympathetically.

      She crossed her arms and looked at the ground. “It truly was. We gave it our very best each and every day.”

      “I’m sorry to have to ask you such an awful question, Ms. Morgan, but why weren’t you on the flight with the Senator?”

      She shook her head slowly and whimpered. “My mother’s been sick and had an episode the week before. The Senator decided that I should take the day off and stay at home with her.”

      “Your husband must be thanking his lucky stars that you weren’t on that flight,” Mahoney expressed, wanting to fuel some more emotion out of her.

      “I’m not married,” she replied gruffly.

      “Nonetheless,” Lighthouse cut back in, “people are thankful you’re still alive.”

      She bawled and tears quickly ran down her flushed cheeks. “We met in college,” she said, repeatedly shaking her head. “I’ll never forget him. He was the greatest man I’d ever…”

      Lighthouse stepped over and consoled her with a soft hand on the shoulder. “Yes, yes, a great man. We are all very sorry that he is gone. He was my senator too.”

      She pulled out a Kleenex from her pocket and composed herself.

      Lighthouse stepped back and sipped his coffee. It was lukewarm and guzzle-able, so he took in half the cup in one swill. “Will you be staying in Minnesota now, or heading back to Washington?” he asked her.

      She gently pat the tears from her cheeks. “I’ve decided to retire and move back permanently to Minnesota to be closer to my mother. I’m sorry, gentlemen, but I have an extraordinary amount of things to attend to, so I must bid your leave,” she stated timidly and left.

      Lighthouse bowed his head gently. Unlike young Sellwood, he found Ms. Morgan’s emotion genuine.

      “Thank you, Ms. Morgan,” Sellwood said flatly at her back, with little sympathy whatsoever for her emotional distress. He reclined comfortably back into his father’s chair, the attention again centered in his court.

      Lighthouse began, “Your father being a United States Senator, he must’ve had a large life insurance policy?”

      “Both my parents did,” Sellwood answered squarely.

      “How much are we talking about?”

      Sellwood sidestepped the question, wanting the stranglehold over the man’s curiosity. “Most murders are motivated by money, aren’t they, detectives?” he asked.

      “Not always.” Lighthouse sat back down. Somewhere in the conversation he knew Benjamin Sellwood was trying to make his point. “But the possibility needs to be investigated one way or the other.”

      “If you want to know all the financial details, you’re going to have to ask Ms. Morgan. She has all the paperwork. All I know is both my parents have sizeable estates. You know my mother was a Pillsbury, right?” he stated condescendingly.

      Lighthouse slammed the remains of his coffee. It was very natural to displace grieving with identifiable facts. Most people needed to divert the pain of sudden loss, and many did it in counting their newfound inheritance.

      “Ben?” interrupted Ms. Morgan, strolling back into the room.

      “Yes, Ms. Morgan?”

      “Pastor Barnes will be here soon and would like to discuss some details of the service with you,” she said gently.

      “Oh yes. Thank you, Ms. Morgan,” he replied, smiling grudgingly in her direction.

      Lighthouse caught the subtle inflection in his actions. It was all an act. They’d used this routine before, presumably instigated on the other’s behalf. But he didn’t find it suspicious. It was just political timing, as if many people needed attending to and everyone had a set time limit: the honor of an eight-ounce cup of coffee.

      “I appreciate you taking the time to come and see me, detective. Please call again if you have any more questions.”

      “We wish you and Ms. Morgan the best,” Lighthouse commented.

      Mahoney raised his right hand in the air in a small wave. “Take care of yourself now.”

      “Thank you again for stopping by, gentlemen.”

      They departed the office then backtracked to the foyer where they found Olson texting on his Blackberry.

      “Find anything useful?” Lighthouse asked him

      “Not much. Just a bunch of grieving volunteers.”

      They headed outside. Luckily Shelby Bryant was nowhere in sight. Mahoney fired up a cigarette and let the smoke dribble out of his hairy nostrils.

      Olson piped back up. “I interviewed the campaign manager about the Senator’s schedule, meetings and special events. I couldn’t read anything from his expression. But he seemed oblivious enough. He just gave me the straightforward answers you’d expect. I think the guy’s on the up and up. He mainly reported that the Senator’s day had been routine. Nothing new that I could tell. What did you guys find out?”

      “Plenty,” Lighthouse disclosed. “Benjamin Sellwood, the Senator’s only son-”

      “Is a dickwad,” Mahoney cut in to finish the sentence. He shook his head and inhaled another drag.

      “Is pretty worked up, is what I was trying to say,” Lighthouse reported

      “You met the Senator’s son?” Olson asked.

      “Yup.”

      “He a possible suspect?” Olson inquired.

      “Isn’t everyone at this point?” Lighthouse countered back.

      “In the very least the kid’s guilty of being a drama queen,” Mahoney stated.

      “Maybe so,” Lighthouse agreed. “Or maybe the guy’s in utter shock and craving attention. Regardless, he doesn’t know how to correctly fulfill his needs.” He looked around at the chaotic scene developing on the front lawn and knew it was time to leave. He was confident they had all the information they could get here. “Let’s get out of here and head back to the plane before Shelby pops back up again and ruins my day.”
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      Shelby Bryant wasn’t out in front waiting for Lighthouse (or anyone else for that matter) because she was busy inside her news van with her cameraman Kyle editing a piece for the next news cycle. One decision she’d made for certain was that Lighthouse wasn’t about to be on the cutting room floor. To the contrary, his words were always so easy to manipulate that she’d decided to lead with him.

      Shelby knew that even if Lighthouse was telling the truth and he was just there helping with private affairs, leading with a homicide inquiry made for good news. If it bleeds it leads. And if it conspires to bleed, it sometimes leads even better. Her twelve-second blurb hit CNN for the first time less than an hour later to some three million eyes. By the afternoon it would be seen by up to thirty million more.
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      Jonny Brasio, aka Hacksaw, paced in front of his 52” flat screen in his new master bedroom suite in Portland, Oregon. He was livid. CNN was reporting that NYPD detectives were investigating the Sellwood crash as a possible homicide. Hacksaw hated when people went sniffing around in his business.

      He threw the remote at the screen, wishing he had someone in front of him to take his anger out on. He’d earned his nickname from the way he’d hacked up gooks with his machine gun in the Tet Offensive. And since then the name had stuck. It was appropriate though, as even entering his sixth decade, Hacksaw still never took prisoners. His life as a mercenary required it that way.

      He moved over to his ergonomic chair at his computer center, typed in a few commands and started recording CNN. He would tape every word onto his hard drives for the next few hours then have the computer continuously search for all relevant names that might match up with the investigation. By then he’d have contingencies in the works and a cleanup plan rolling into place.

      He settled his thoughts by walking downstairs to the kitchen in his new house. Portland was supposed to be his fresh start but he’d only been here a few days and it already looked like he’d have to leave.

      He poured himself a cup of coffee, turned on the TV and flipped through channels. Images of faraway lands and fantastic science fiction floated by in front of him. The visual triggers helped him recount that his life had been one of wiping out governors, foreign heads of state, criminals, businessmen and dozens of out of control drug dealers.

      Hacksaw roared in anger and slammed his fist on the kitchen’s granite island. His operative, Benson, had made good on the assignment and the Senator had been brought to his demise, but a snag had developed.

      Hacksaw shook his head and slurped down some coffee. As the Boss’s right hand man, it was his neck was on the line if the mission went tits up.

      He grabbed his SAT phone and dialed Benson. It was time for damage control. The team had to plug the holes that were leaking, and fast.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Back in Duluth, Benson huffed for breath as he slipped the oversized hockey duffle bag carrying the dead man into the minivan and slid the door shut. The medical examiner had been heavier than he’d looked.

      Benson jumped into the driver’s seat and paused. The UMD campus had more traffic than he would’ve liked. But the job was time sensitive and he’d been left with no other choice.

      Benson suddenly punched the steering wheel. He was pissed off that his sailing escape had been cut short. After such a successful operation downing the senator, the last thing he wanted to do was go back to the scene and mop up; though, he’d been somewhat lucky with timing since he’d only been eight minutes outside the port town of Marquette, Michigan when Hacksaw had called and ripped him a new one. So he’d docked his boat at the municipal marina, took a taxi to the city airport and convinced a small sightseeing tour operator to fly him to Duluth for two grand in cash. The whole episode had taken him less than forty minutes to go from being in the middle of the lake to donning a fake FBI badge and carousing about the morgue at his leisure.

      Benson pulled out his Garmin GPS and plugged in the address on the M.E.’s driver’s license. A route instantly mapped. He started the ignition and rolled out of the parking lot.

      Benson had found himself lucky. He was just in time to stumble upon the doctor finalizing the incriminating coroner’s report right before any official release. Who would’ve thought the doctor would scan for benzodiazepines and find the ever-so-slight ligature marks on the pilots’ crispy necks. Hopefully the majority of the leaks were now plugged. Nonetheless, it had been a close call.

      Benson took in a deep breath and tried to relax. He steered the van onto Woodland Avenue and sped down 21st Avenue East to Interstate 35. The first thing he needed to do was crash this van along the route without anybody watching. Then he needed to get his ass back up to Eveleth where all the NTSB and FAA people would be on the ground doing their best at a recovery. Once there, he’d vacuum up gigabits of their classified information out of all the agent’s devices. With his customized Bluetooth enabled device, he’d have every meeting place and time, every Word and pdf document, every case list and every agent’s emails and files right there at his fingertips.

      Benson merged into the speeding traffic of I-35 South. He was satisfied the mission was stabilizing. He was destroying evidence at every turn. His only worry now was Hacksaw’s insistence on a face-to-face meeting in the late afternoon. His ranking cell leader wanted to go over the next phase of cleanup in person to get the situation under wraps. Benson wasn’t overjoyed by the prospect of the man’s company.
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      Lighthouse was happy to be on the plane and back in the company of Ashley, who’d greeted him upon his return with a warm stewardess-like smile and fresh cup of coffee.  She even had CNN up on the flat screen.

      “You boys just missed yourselves on television,” she stated disapprovingly. She glanced between Lighthouse and Olson then turned her ire towards Mahoney. “I thought you knew how to behave better than that.”

      “It was an ambush,” Lighthouse replied, images of Shelby suddenly refreshing in his mind. He shifted his weight from one leg to the other and looked at his watch: it was 12:17 p.m. and it had taken them forty-six minutes to go from St. Paul back to Eden Prairie.

      “The reporter implied you were there investigating this as a homicide,” she reported.

      “Shelby’s a smart girl,” Lighthouse professed.

      Ashley cocked her head back to Mahoney. His shirt was un-tucked and he was out of breath as he collapsed back into his front row seat. “And Mr. Mahoney didn’t help matters much either,” she declared.

      “Harvey P. Mahoney Agency at your service, darlin’,” he said, winking in her direction.

      “Yeah, that reporter chick was right up in Lighthouse’s face firing off questions like bullets,” Olson related as he stepped between them and sat back down in his seat.

      “The cat’s out of the bag now, is that it?” Ashley questioned.

      “Half in, half out,” Lighthouse answered. “Shelby has a mute button if we ask her nice enough. She knows if she plays her cards right she’ll get the first scoop on the story.”

      “Are you sure you can control her mute button?” Ashley stated facetiously.

      Olson cackled. He pulled out the tray table, set out his laptop and went back to work running the video feeds.

      “Let’s talk back here,” Lighthouse said, motioning toward her workstation.

      She sat back down and he stood over her. A hint of sunlight penetrated through the plane windows.

      Lighthouse leaned over and spoke softly into her ear. “The press is not always pleasant, but Harv will handle it. He always does.”

      “The press seems to be the least of my worries,” she said anxiously. “The realization that I’m ankle deep in a murder investigation has stunned me back to reality. I’ve never investigated at this level before,” she confessed.

      He placed a soothing hand on her shoulder. “It’s nothing to worry over,” he said hesitantly.

      “I hope you’re right,” she replied, relaxing under his touch.

      Lighthouse closed his eyes for a split second to think. The long taxi ride had allowed him time to paint a better picture of the dangers that lay in front of them. And his gut was telling him to be careful. That everyone needed to be very careful.

      “Are you getting any of this?” Ashley questioned, tapping his fingers.

      Lighthouse opened his eyes, startled. He’d drifted off. “Hmm?” he said, dropping his hands from her shoulders.

      She nudged her head toward the screen. “I was asking you to bear with me. I’ve dug up a lot of information I need to show you.”

      “Shoot away.”

      “Okay,” she began confidently. “The company structure starts out with Clear Charter Airlines LLC, a Minnesota corporation with the offices we were at today.”

      He nodded.

      “That in turn is duly owned by Clear Sky Enterprises LLC registered in Illinois. When I phoned them it went straight to a recording telling callers that the company would be releasing a statement about the crash through an attorney at a later juncture.”

      “Um-hum,” he mumbled, soaking the information into memory.

      “From there, Illinois corporate registration lists Clear Sky Enterprises as an airline charter holding company. The owner is listed as Charter Enterprises LLC, a Delaware corporation.”

      “It’s just like those Russian nesting dolls,” Lighthouse interjected. “No matter how many shells you take off there’s always another one right underneath.”

      “Exactly,” she explained excitedly.

      “If I was a betting man I’d say when we look up the registration from Delaware, it’ll be owned by a company with a fancy foreign address.”

      “Yes!” she exclaimed.

      Lighthouse closed his eyes longer than a blink then exhaled a deep sigh. Why him? Why an offshore corporation? he thought. He was now so far out of his jurisdiction that the lines were going to bleed United Nations blue. “Which country?”

      “Bahamas. Charter Holdings Limited,” she reported.

      Lighthouse shook his head. “Good luck getting any info out of them.”

      “Already have,” she bragged. “Charter Holdings Limited is owed by a Grand Cayman entity,” she said while fluidly tapping her fingers across the keyboard. “The name is Stratosphere Holdings Limited Liability.”

      “How were you privy to all that so quickly?” he asked, amused.

      She grinned. “I still have most of my clearances from my military days.”

      “Now it’s me who’s impressed.”

      “I think they forgot to change my passwords.”

      Lighthouse laughed approvingly.

      She mock saluted him. “Just doing my duty, sir.”

      “Were you able to find out who owns the Cayman account too?”

      “Give me a few minutes and I’ll see what I can come up with,” she reported. She felt energized to be in his company again.

      “I don’t mean to burst your bubble, but I’m telling you from experience this offshore business is never a clean affair,” he stated. “There’s a lot more Russian dolls then one likes to think.”

      “But it’s penetrable, right?” she asked.

      “Sometimes. We’ve dealt with it a dozen or so times in the past. And in about half of the cases where we went digging around, the Feds ordered us to stop. Always some bullshit line about national security.”

      “Then what happens?”

      He whispered into her ear, “I make Harv dig deeper.”

      Reflexively, she placed a hand on his arm. “Quite the bro team you have going,” she teased.

      He chuckled. “Nah, the reality is we just make a few phone calls and try to pull in some favors. Once in a while something jiggles loose. Especially out of the Wall Street guys. They’ve got all the connections to the money sewn up tight. If you want to know where the funds are flowing offshore, you go to them first.”

      Olson approached from the aisle. “Hey, I found something,” he said excitably.

      “Yeah?” Ashley blurted out.

      “Yeah. I think I got our guy,” Olson explained.

      “You get a good mugshot of him?” Lighthouse asked.

      “Sort of.” Olson held up his laptop. “As you can see they came in in a tool truck. But the driver’s face is mostly hidden behind dark glasses and a worker’s baseball cap.”

      Lighthouse peered into the picture on the screen. It was cropped in on a man in the driver’s seat of a Dodge Ram pickup truck. His face was obscured by dark glasses but he had a chiseled chin and high cheekbones. His head was covered in a baseball cap pulled tightly over his ears. The man had expertly shielded himself from the camera so as not to reveal the outline or shape of his nose. “This the best we’ve got?” he asked Olson.

      “Best so far. Rest of the time he ducks down like he’s adjusting his seat.”

      “Guy’s a pro. Knows perfectly how to ditch the camera,” Lighthouse commented. “What’s the time stamp?”

      “Eight forty-three a.m. It’s one hour forty minutes before the Senator arrives. And I checked the plates. The truck was reported stolen earlier in the morning when the owner awoke and found it missing.”

      Lighthouse took another good look at the man in the photo. The chin had a slight scar running on its underbelly. “I think we’ll be meeting you somewhere soon enough,” he said to the man in the photo. Then he turned to Ashley who was hovering over his shoulder and said, “Meet Mr. Bad Guy. Try and remember his face.”
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      With his arms folded across his lap, Lighthouse sat aboard the Learjet staring out the window. His earbuds were in and Sting was serenading him with Fields of Gold. The melody was relaxing and allowed him to quietly tiptoe back through the events of the past few days.

      “Hey, Buckley’s on TV again,” Mahoney declared loudly. “Whoever’s got the remote, turn it up.”

      Lighthouse turned off his iPod and lurched forward in his seat. He looked at his watch: it was 3:41 p.m. and they were still at the Flying Cloud Airport. Everyone had opted to stay aboard to work.

      “Just a sec, Mr. Mahoney,” Ashley said. She held out the remote and upped the volume.

      Everyone watched as FBI Agent William Buckley stood behind a podium on the rotunda outside of the Federal Building in downtown Duluth. The sun was descending quickly and its rays were barely reaching the ground in front of the five-story, gray-stone, Roman-column building.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Buckley began proudly, the flag waving prominently behind him. “This press conference is to report the preliminary findings from the medical examiner in the crash of United States Senator Russ Sellwood and others. There is no question and answer session after this report,” he stated firmly, taking a sip from a bottle of water. “The FBI has had time to study the coroner’s report and we find it consistent with the nature of the crash. Blunt force trauma associated with impact crashes, and smoke inhalation were listed as the causes of death for all eight occupants. Copies of the report are currently available. That’ll be all for now. Thank you.”

      Buckley walked off the podium and the picture cut to a smiling, middle-aged brunette on set. “This is CNN,” the channel informed the viewer before cutting to commercial.

      Ashley held out the remote and pressed the MUTE button.

      Lighthouse turned and faced a cabin of dumbfounded looks. “Misinformation feed?” he proffered.

      “Who knows,” Mahoney said. “Maybe the FBI’s finally figured out the Senator was axed and they released the statement to get a jump on the trail. Just like us, I suppose.”

      Ashley shook her head, confused. “Really?”

      “Sure, the department might be trying to buy some time,” Olson theorized.

      “You hit the nail on the head there, kid,” Mahoney stated. “No offense but the FBI are a bunch of cock blockers to any investigation.”

      “I really can’t take a side one way or the other,“ Olson responded with ambivalence.

      “Let’s stop getting ahead of ourselves,” Lighthouse offered level-headedly. “Olson, get Dr. Blatnik on the line right away. Tell him it’s important. I want his full story on this.” He turned to Ashley. “You track down the where, when and how of all these Russian dolls you’ve been looking into. We need to find them right away,” he said robustly, cheerleading his team. Lighthouse stood and went over to the galley. He poured himself another cup of coffee. A few minutes later, Olson hovered up next to him, his laptop in his hands.

      “What did Dr. Blatnik say?” Lighthouse asked.

      “His office said he wasn’t in,” Olson replied.

      “That it?”

      “The girl on the phone said he hadn’t been seen since lunch. She said when she returned he was gone and the reports were all done. She speculated that he’d gone home to take a rest. I pressed her pretty hard. Told her it was an FBI emergency and all.”

      “You get his home phone? Or cell number for that matter?”

      “Yeah. I’ve got his cell but it goes straight to voicemail.”

      Lighthouse stepped into the aisle to stretch. He rubbed the cottonmouth from the edges of his mouth. “Maybe Buckley ordered him home to keep him under wraps for a little while.”

      Mahoney hacked phlegm from the front row. “Now that the FBI have taken control, I wonder how long until the Boyles’ remains will be released?”

      Lighthouse heard dollar signs in Mahoney’s voice. “I almost forgot that you don’t get paid until the bodies are back home and buried.”

      “And the sooner the better,” Mahoney replied. “Only stipulation in my contract is to deliver the remains home safely. Everything else is just frosting on the cake. Let’s hightail it back to Duluth and see where they’re at.”

      Lighthouse caught the slight angst in Mahoney’s voice and understood its meaning clearly: they could just wait onboard until the bodies were ready to be flown back to New York City.
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      Lighthouse knocked on Dr. Blatnik’s office door, but there was no answer. He looked at his watch: it was 5:43 p.m. The morgue was virtually empty and Dr. Blatnik was still nowhere in sight.

      “What did you find out?” Lighthouse asked Olson as he came around the corner to join him.

      “Not a single person has heard from or seen him. Where’s Mr. Mahoney?”

      “He went outside to have a smoke.”

      “Maybe Ashley was smart staying back on the plane again,” Olson stated, bored. “She’ll probably get more work done, that’s for sure.”

      Lighthouse knocked vigorously on the office door. “Dr. Blatnik?” he said. After no response, he twisted the knob and it gave way. He peeked into the small room then turned back to Olson. “That’s strange. The pungent formaldehyde smell is a lot less noticeable now.”

      Olson smirked.

      Lighthouse stepped into the office and turned on the lights. “Hmm, that’s weird,” he remarked gazing at the doctor’s desk. A neat pile of papers now stood where before it’d been a complete mess. “The whole place has been straightened up.”

      “Maybe his assistant gave a run at it. She probably didn’t want all the media to see the cluster fuck that it was,” Olson remarked, popping his head in the door.

      “She take his computer tower too?” said Lighthouse, pointing to the dust outlining where the base of the tower once sat.

      Olson stepped up to the doctor’s desk. A stack of files red stamped CORONER’s REPORT were stacked atop of it. He picked one up and fingered through it. “This must be a hoax. It just mentions impact related injuries associated with high impact crashes and smoke inhalation as the causes of death. Says it for both the pilots, too.”

      “Hmm.” Lighthouse reached down and touched Lucy.

      “What’s going on here?” Olson questioned to himself. “I don’t think Dr. Blatnik would release these results, do you?”

      Lighthouse paused in place. “Something’s fishy. We need to go find one of his assistants.”

      They hurried out of the office and headed forty steps down the hall to the examination room where a late twenty-something, blond-haired woman in scrubs was attending to her work.

      Lighthouse affixed his gold shield in clear view on his jacket and turned around to Olson. “Stay here. This’ll go better one on one.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Lighthouse strode in through the swinging doors. “Excuse me, is Dr. Blatnik available?” he asked the woman.

      She turned around to meet his eyes. Demurely, she answered, “No, sir. I think he’s gone for the day.”

      Lighthouse locked eyes on the younger woman. She was obviously a medical student. “Do you know where he’s gone off to?”

      “I’m not sure. He left during lunch sometime,” she reported blandly.

      “You work for him?”

      “Yes I do. After Dr. Blatnik finishes examinations, I bring the bodies to the crematorium or get them ready for the funeral home. Then I clean up his work stations and tools.”

      “Where are the bodies now?” asked Lighthouse.

      “Which bodies?” she asked naïvely.

      “From the Sellwood crash. I’m here on behalf of two of the victims.”

      She stopped her work, came over to him and inspected his badge. “NYPD. Cool. I’d love to go to New York City one day.”

      Lighthouse danced a smile from his lips. “Believe me, I’d take northern Minnesota over New York any day of the week.”

      “Maybe,” she replied. She smiled then whispered under her breath, “though I might actually find a date out there.”

      Lighthouse ignored the comment and stayed on point. “I’d like to see the Boyles’ remains if I could.”

      She butterfly flickered her eyelids in the good-looking man’s direction. “Are you here for a few days?” she asked.

      Lighthouse turned up his palms. “The bodies?”

      She sighed. “Can’t even interest you in a drink tonight?”

      “I’m afraid not,” he replied with a shrug. “They’ve got me on a real tight schedule. Another time maybe,” he said.

      She smiled softly, taking her rejection in stride. “Well then, you’ve got some good timing as I think the urns are ready to be picked up.”

      “Urns?”

      “Yeah. Their ashes will be down at the end of the hall in the crematorium.”

      Lighthouse felt his stomach drop. “Are you telling me the bodies have been cremated?”

      “Of course,” she said proudly, her job done punctually. “I had rush orders on each of them when I returned from lunch. They were all to be immediately cremated. On account of them being so burnt up and such,” she said, slightly cringing under her own comments.

      “You brought them down there yourself?” asked Lighthouse, astonished.

      “Yes.”

      “How long ago?”

      “Right after I got back from lunch. So a good four hours or so now,” she replied good-naturedly. “Don’t worry, they’ll be ready.”

      “Shit!” Lighthouse barked out before turning and bursting into the hallway.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” Olson howled after him.

      “Impossible!” Lighthouse yelled out as he ran down the corridor. He shot through the doors marked CREMATORIUM and paused in a small waiting area next to a service counter.

      The door leading to the crematorium had a keypad number locking handle. He went over and starting reaming on the handle and pounding on the door. “Anybody in there!” There was no immediate answer so he kept pounding and yelling.

      “What’s going on?” Olson asked, catching up with him.

      “Go grab that girl. We’ve got to stop it!” Lighthouse barked.

      “Stop what?” Olson asked, perplexed.

      “The bodies. Someone ordered them to be cremated,” he said, exasperated. The door handle wouldn’t budge a bit.

      “Is this what you’re looking for?” Olson said, pointing to the eight colored urns resting on a service counter table behind them. Each had a flowered tag attached near the base.

      Lighthouse turned around.

      Olson reached out for the tag on the closest urn and read, “Sellwood, Russ.”

      “Fuck!” Lighthouse screamed.

      “It’s that big of a problem?”

      “Well hello, it’s pretty hard running tests on bodies that no longer exist,” Lighthouse explained.

      “Oh shit.”

      “Yup, oh shit,” Lighthouse responded disappointedly. He bit his lip. He didn’t like how this was playing out. Not one damn bit. All the hard evidence had been turned to ash.

      In silence he headed back to the M.E.’s office and searched the place for clues, but nothing of substance jumped out at him.

      “Someone’s done a bang-up job of covering things up around here,” he admitted to Olson.

      “This is real, isn’t it?” Olson replied, his voice nervous and warbled. “I mean, it’s a real cover-up.”

      “First things first, we need to track down Dr. Blatnik,” Lighthouse stated as he reached out and opened the door. But as he stepped back into the hallway he inadvertently bumped directly into Special Agent Buckley again. So startled by the impact, he drew Lucy from her holster.

      Buckley rose his hands in surprise. “What the fuck! Point that someplace else,” he demanded, angrily.

      Lighthouse quickly holstered Lucy. “Sorry, I was just showing Olson here my quick draw,” he said foolishly.

      Buckley peeked into the room. “Jesus Christ, Olson, what are you doing running around rogue like this again?”

      “I’m not, sir,” Olson replied sheepishly.

      Buckley shook his head and put his hands on his hips. “Then tell me what the fuck you’re doing here again! And with him?”

      “Don’t you have more important things to be doing then pestering us?” Lighthouse shot back in Olson’s defense.

      “I don’t fucking answer to you!” Buckley barked angrily.

      “What did I miss?” Mahoney said, staggering up the hallway. Tension filled the air and he could smell a good fight. He pointed to Buckley’s chest and said, “Listen, missy, I think we went over this with you once before.”

      “Back off, you has-been hack,” Buckley said, mouthing off.

      Mahoney rose a finger at him. “You’re a real fucking piece of work!”

      Buckley ignored him and looked at Lighthouse. “I don’t have time for this, detective, so stand your fat monkey down,” he demanded, shaking his head insolently.

      “You fucking dick!” Mahoney exclaimed angrily.

      Buckley shook his head in disgust. “You guys are real vultures, aren’t you? They haven’t got the good doctor’s mangled body out of the wreckage more than thirty minutes before you come down here rummaging through his office. Real classy,” Buckley spit between his teeth.

      “What?” Olson blurted out.

      Lighthouse let the information sink in. He was sure he’d heard correctly.

      “What are you talking about?” Olson asked again.

      Buckley laughed pitifully. “Don’t play dumb, Olson.” He looked at his watch. “It’s four thirty-six and you’ve known about Blatnik’s death for at least twenty minutes now. That about how long it took you monkeys to get over here?”

      “What are you talking about? Are you saying Dr. Blatnik is dead? Don’t kid around with me here, sir,” Olson said, suddenly sick to his stomach.

      Buckley straightened up. “Are you telling me you didn’t know that Dr. Blatnik’s car went off a slippery bridge and crashed twenty feet into a ravine?”

      Olson whimpered. “No, sir. We didn’t know.”

      Buckley softened up. “Well if it’s any consolation, emergency crews on the scene said his neck was severely fractured and he probably died instantly.”

      Olson started to hyperventilate.

      “Calm down, Olson, accidents happen every day. Especially with the kind of weather around here,” Buckley reminded him.

      “Accident? This isn’t an accident. It’s murder!” Olson exclaimed throwing the coroner’s report at Buckley. His voice cracked. “This proves it!”

      “What the fuck are you rambling on about? Get ahold of yourself!” Buckley ordered.

      “He was murdered! Just like the rest of them!” Olson screeched.

      Buckley slapped him across the face. “Jesus Christ, calm yourself down!”

      Olson recoiled.

      Buckley turned to Lighthouse to cast blame accordingly. “What kind of shit are you feeding my agent?”

      Lighthouse hadn’t flinched at any of the outbursts. He’d just stood his ground watching. “Mahoney and I were just explaining some of the finer points of homicide investigations to him. Case studies and such. Not a big deal. We’ll take it all up another day.” He turned toward Olson. “Go home and get some rest. The loss of a colleague’s not easy.”

      Buckley ignored him and turned back toward Olson. “You got a lot of explaining to do when you get back to the office. If you know what’s good for you, you’d best be off to where you belong. And I mean on the double.”

      “But, sir, you need to listen,” Olson raved on senselessly. “It’s a murder conspiracy. The whole thing is. We’ve proved it and…”

      Buckley waved a stiff arm in the air. “That means scram, Olson! You’ve all gone mad!”

      Olson huffed loudly but took the cue and grudgingly strode away.

      Buckley changed gears. “What the hell are you guys doing here at Blatnik’s office in the first place?”

      Mahoney coughed loudly. “I’ll answer that. We came to get a release on the bodies. When he hadn’t arrived back in such a long time we starting looking around for the forms ourselves.”

      “Sure thing,” Buckley said sarcastically. “We’re not all investigative geniuses but how dumb do you make me out to be?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t answer that yet,” Lighthouse announced. “But we were just leaving. We have cremated remains to deliver back to New York City,” he said and walked away.

      “You’re way out of your jurisdiction here, detective!” Buckley screamed at his back. “You’d better watch your step if you know what’s good for you.”

      “Fuck off, missy,” Mahoney expelled a last time as he hustled away.

      Lighthouse and Mahoney grabbed the Boyle urns and left the sterility of the medical building. Olson was out front waiting for them by his car.

      “I hate that man,” Olson explained. His confident smile was gone. In its place a red splotch had painted itself across his left cheek where he’d been slapped.

      Mahoney patted him on the shoulder. “Sure thing, kid.”

      Before Lighthouse could utter a response, the young female attendant he’d just interviewed stepped into their path.

      “Oh, hello again,” she offered nicely, but now through tear-stained cheeks. She pointed at the urn in his hands. “I see you have what you were looking for.”

      “Unfortunately,” Lighthouse replied.

      She sniffled bleakly. “Did you hear the terrible news about Dr. Blatnik?”

      They all nodded solemnly.

      “I just can’t believe it,” the girl continued. “It’s so surreal. I see him at lunchtime and then he’s gone forever.”

      “I thought everyone went out to lunch without him?” Lighthouse inquired.

      “We did. I meant when we came back from lunch. I saw him from a distance as he was loading up his car,” she said before beginning to sob again.

      Lighthouse inferred a clue. “Loading it up with what?”

      “I don’t know. It looked like one of those big bags all the hockey players carry their gear around in. But I was parking and didn’t get a good look. Then he just jumped in and roared off,” she said, pouting more.

      Lighthouse nodded reassuringly. “Everything will be just fine, you’ll see.”

      She shook her head in dismay. “What a strange last image I’m always going to have of him. His backside to me and all bundled up with a heavy jacket and hat and scarf. Then he vanishes from life forever.”

      “What color scarf was he wearing?” Lighthouse inquired.

      “A thin red one.”

      “That something he always wore?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Not that I can remember.”

      “And the jacket, what color was that?” he grilled her.

      “Dark blue. Maybe gray,” she answered, puzzled. “And same color hat. Gray I think.”

      “That his usual outfit?”

      “Well no, it wasn’t.” She looked at Lighthouse quizzically.

      Lighthouse smiled politely. “Thanks for all your help.” He pat her on the shoulder. “We’re very sorry for your loss.”

      She cried some more tears and trudged off.

      Lighthouse turned to Olson. “We ready?”

      “Right this way,” he said, holding open the car door.

      Lighthouse climbed in. Pieces of the puzzle were falling into place: (1) it was easy to surmise there’d be no red scarf wrapped warmly around Dr. Blatnik’s fractured neck; and (2) it was starting to look a lot like they were up against some real Black Ops pros.

      Olson helped Mahoney settle into the front seat then popped behind the wheel.

      “Poor Dr. Blatnik,” Olson stated. “You think Buckley’s in on it?” he asked, wanting to get the question off his chest.

      “I doubt it,” Lighthouse replied. “He’s too stupid to be a part of something this sophisticated. But we’ll find out soon enough.”
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      They arrived back at Duluth International Airport where the plane was shrouded in an ominous foggy darkness. Captain Lott was outside inspecting the landing gear, and they all saluted him with a half wave as they re-boarded.

      Lighthouse collapsed into his chair.

      Mahoney set the matching porcelain urns in the seat next to him.

      Olson hovered near the plane door, one eye firmly set on his car idling outside.

      “Productive trip?” Ashley asked as she emerged from the back of the plane with the TV remote in hand. Now knowing the men’s strange affinity for CNN, she switched the flat screen back on.

      Lighthouse shook his head and groaned. “What a SNAFU,” he muttered inaudibly under his breath.

      “I beg your pardon?” she said.

      “I’m just hoping we’ve got guns enough to pull this off,” he inadvertently said out loud. He leaned forward in the seat and placed his head on his elbows, casting his eyes to the floor.

      Mahoney stepped to the galley and grabbed a scotch. “Hey darlin’, what are you drinking?”

      “Um, nothing right now,” she said, trailing off while glancing at the urns a first time.

      The soprano voice of a female anchor blared out from the TV, stating, “The NTSB issued a statement today saying that the Evidence Recovery Team crews in the crash of Senator Russ Sellwood were ahead of schedule. In Minnesota’s capitol of St. Paul, a bi-partisan movement is readying itself for tomorrow’s big afternoon memorial service at the Sellwood mansion. Benjamin Sellwood, the Senator’s son and only surviving member of the family, issued a statement asking for a one-minute moment of silence to memorialize the victims of the crash. The observance is set for three oh seven to three oh eight p.m. Central Standard Time. In Sports the Bulls beat Golden State-”

      Ashley muted the TV. Tension filled the air.

      Olson broke the silence. “I’d better get home before the weather gets any worse,” he proposed.

      Lighthouse peered up at him. “Good work today.”

      Olson bounced from one foot to the other.

      “Tomorrow we’ll really be needing you on the ground here in Minnesota,” Lighthouse announced to him. “You’ll be our eyes and ears?”

      “Sure thing,” he remarked decisively.

      “First thing you need to do is snoop around the morgue and badger that young pretty attendant. Find out which lab they used for the advanced screenings that were ordered. And don’t babble on to her about the investigation. Nothing like the crazy story you just sprung on Buckley.” He wrinkled his brow. “Just ask her which company they used. Then track down the reports from the tests they ran, make five copies of it all and fax one to a woman named Melanie in my department,” he said, motioning to Mahoney.

      Mahoney pulled one of his old NYPD business cards from his pocket and handed it to Olson. “All the numbers are on here, kid. Call the cell and you get me.”

      Lighthouse puckered his lips. “You got it?”

      “Got it,” Olson said, nodding.

      “Who are you going to fax a copy to?”

      “Melanie.”

      “Good. After that, work up more clips and headshots from the airport security camera you pulled in Eden Prairie. See what you can match with the victims. Get good headshots of the passengers coming in that morning and run the plates on all the cars coming and going. Run all the mugs through the FBI database. Email it all to Melanie. Every time you find something you think is important, send it to her. Work from the assumption we’re after a team of pros. We’ve surely got more faces to identify than just the one so far.”

      “I’m on it, sir.”

      “Oh, and lastly, get your hands on every security camera anywhere in and around the morgue. The University must have some cameras set up. Maybe we’ll get lucky and pluck a few more visuals on who we’re dealing with here.”

      “You got it,” Olson stated excitedly.

      “That’s what we’re all hoping for, kid,” Mahoney chimed in.

      “Goodnight everyone. Hope to see you all soon,” Olson said as he waved and bounded back down the stairs.

      “Can I see you for a sec?” Ashley said, waving Lighthouse over toward her workstation. “You’ll want to see what I’ve dug up.”

      He stood behind her and watched her narrow fingers gently glide across the keyboard. “So where are we at?” he asked.

      “What’s with all the sour faces?” she inquired.

      “We’ve got a monster on our hands.”

      “I thought we already knew that.”

      He sighed deeply and shook his head. “You’re not going to like it.”

      “I’m a big girl,” she retorted.

      “Dr. Blatnik’s been killed,” he reported.

      “What? Really?” she gasped, stunned at the news. “How?”

      A stern look grew on his face. “I think they killed him at the morgue then crashed him in his car. And on top of that they cremated all the bodies. Now no new tests can be run. There’s a pro clean up job happening here. Someone’s playing for keeps.”

      “Why didn’t you call me right away to tell me?”

      He paused. “I, ah, didn’t want to scare you,” he answered truthfully. “You were here all by yourself and all.”

      She digested his comment. In retrospect it was very thoughtful of him; in a protective manner kind of way. “I can live with that answer. But poor Dr. Blatnik,” she moaned, her face growing pale.

      He placed a soft hand on her shoulder. “Are you going to be okay?”

      “I guess so. I mean I barely knew the man,” she answered. She composed herself. “Well then, this certainly fits in nicely with what I’ve been digging up.”

      “And that is?”

      She pointed to the screen. “It’s an interesting puzzle so far. I cross-referenced benzodiazepine in both the NTSB and FAA databases and have come up with three hits where it’s been previously mentioned. Of those, all coincidentally involved elected or government officials.”

      “Really?”

      She looked up into his searching eyes. “Yeah. The first was Illinois Governor Ralston Tillerson who died in a small plane crash right before his reelection bid in two thousand. Then there was Alaska Senator Skip Willey’s plane, which crashed in nineteen ninety-seven. That’s followed by the mysterious downing of United States Attorney General Merv Patterson in a C-14 military transport in Bosnia in nineteen ninety-one.”

      “Interesting.”

      “I don’t know why I asked Dr. Blatnik for those additional screenings, but the thought just materialized in my mind that the autopsies should be done as thoroughly as possible right from the start. I must have been suspicious that a senator was killed in an accident right before an election.”

      “You’ve got great instincts.”

      “At least statistically speaking,” she noted professionally. She shook her head. “For the last sixty years, politicians have increasingly used air transport as a necessary means of jumping around a state during crucial campaign events. It’s not unlikely that candidates have six flights a day in the run-up week to the elections. During the rest of the year that same individual maybe takes one flight a week, and then usually only on a commercial carrier.”

      “Hm.”

      “Another interesting fact is over twenty politicians have gone down in crashes in the last thirty years. Plain and simple, the crashes usually involve too much airtime for either an overworked pilot or mechanically stressed-out aircraft. Add that to October and November election weather and the proper ingredients come together nicely for fatal accidents.”

      “Makes perfect sense.”

      “It should.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      She bobbed her head and hair under his face. “I found three other cases of Restoril intoxication. Two of those cases involved two or more of the aircraft occupants having the drug in their bloodstream.”

      “Noted. I think we can start to assume these are related MOs.”

      “Exactly!” she exclaimed. “It’s been bugging me since Dr. Blatnik reported it to us.”

      “I like your hunches.”

      “I read hundreds of reports and filings every month and some things just stick out in my mind. Benzodiazepine was one of them. Usually it’s referred to as prescription Restoril.”

      “I’ve heard it mentioned a few times before, too. Usually when an old granny OD’s on the stuff.”

      “This time I’ll have to take your word for it,” she said glibly. She raised her head, opened her eyes and peered back to the screen. “Just so happens these three reports all had prescription Restoril along with alcohol noted as contributing factors in two of the crashes.”

      “You found three more associated crimes. Nice work.”

      “Thank you. And now we have three more precedents where the assailant could have left behind valuable clues.”

      “Naturally.”

      She hunched her shoulders. “Why don’t you get a coffee,” she suggested. “After that I should have some new information for you.”

      “Can I get you one too?” he offered graciously.

      “No thanks. I’m amped up enough as it is.”

      Their conversation was interrupted by Ashley’s cell phone. She looked down at the caller ID. A quizzical look came across her face. “I have to take this. It’s my boss.”

      “Go ahead and answer it.”

      She smiled then placed it up to her face. “Agent Lewis…yes… yes, sir…yes, sir. I’m doing okay, sir. No, I don’t need a breather. Back to Washington? But, I, okay sir. Okay. Yes, sir.” She grimaced into the phone as the mostly one-sided conversation ended.

      Lighthouse took a step away and raised an eyebrow.

      “I need to head back to Washington. It’s a big case and lots of people want progress reports. Then I’m ordered to take a day or two off. It’s departmental policy if I work more than 80 hours in the field without a break.”

      “Departmental policy?” Lighthouse asked.

      She shrugged. “More my boss’s policy.”

      “Great,” Lighthouse exclaimed.

      “How do you figure? I’m getting ordered home.” Ashley bit her lower lip and peered out the plane window.

      “Great that you get a couple days off,” he answered excitedly. “Mahoney is rolling in dough from this gig, so why don’t you tag along with us.”

      “Ah, I don’t want to be the third wheel,” she said, trailing off.

      “Don’t be silly. We need your help,” he explained.

      She smiled at his attempt to lighten up the dour mood. “Is this your way of asking me to stay on the case?”

      “Sure is. This way I can keep an eye on you, too,” he said, grinning from ear to ear.

      She brushed back a few loose strands of hair behind her ears, and pondered over the pros and cons of the offer. “I have direct orders to head immediately back to Washington, D.C. and check in. They want to make sure I’m off the frontlines and at home. How do you see this working out exactly?”

      “Even better news,” Lighthouse exclaimed. “We were just heading off to Washington now. Isn’t that right, Harv?” Lighthouse said, calling out to him in the front seat.

      A cough rang out. “Whatever you need, buddy.”

      “There, Harv seconded it himself. So we’re off to Washington first.”

      She perked up. “But what about the Boyles?”

      “Dead ashes can wait a few extra hours. And this is the perfect excuse for us to pop in at Sellwood’s Washington offices to snoop around.” He then whispered softly so only she could hear, a healthy grin splitting across his face. “Besides, it’s also the best way for me to see your place and spend the night.”

      “So you think you’re staying with me, huh?” she said, smiling genuinely at the attention.

      “You just told me you’ve got a day off, so if you don’t mind playing tour guide this time around…” he quipped, remembering her line.

      “With the big finish at my house, I assume?”

      “Yup.” He smiled to her just as Captain Lott entered the plane and closed the cabin door behind him.

      “What’s the good word, Captain?” Mahoney inquired.

      “Just finished settling up the fuel bill,” he explained. He looked down at the urns in the seat. “That them?” he asked.

      Mahoney nodded consolingly.

      “Alright then. I’ll have us in the air in five minutes,” Lott reported.

      “Hey, Captain?” said Lighthouse, stopping him. “I was hoping that since the remains are cremated and not needing any more funeral attentions that you might be able to drop us in Washington, D.C. on our way back East? It’s kind of on the way,” Lighthouse said hanging his words, trying to coax a positive response.

      “Something important come up, Mr. Lighthouse?”

      “Important enough.”

      “To D.C. you say?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Lott smiled brightly. “Don’t worry, Mr. Lighthouse, your reputation proceeds you. I’ve read about you in the New York Times more than once. Just tell me where to go and I’ll get you there.”

      Lighthouse smiled. “Excellent.”

      “If I could ask one favor in return?” the Captain asked.

      “Shoot.”

      “I’ve been in the Boyle family employ for over twenty-three years, and it would be an honor for me to personally deliver the urns back to their son, Arthur, and the family.”

      Lighthouse pointed to Mahoney.

      “Be my guest,” Mahoney said nodding an aggressive yes, happy someone else wanted to take over the responsibility.

      “Thank you, gentlemen,” Lott said, nodding appreciatively. “Just keep in mind that I can’t guarantee I can come back and fetch you. I can only promise to drop you off right now.”

      “Completely understood,” Lighthouse replied.

      Captain Lott bowed his head. “Like I said Mr. Lighthouse, you’re known as a man who’s never let our good city down. It’s been my pleasure to serve you.”

      Lighthouse heard a noise behind him and rolled around. Ashley had cozied up behind his left shoulder.

      Lott eyed her. “Everyone to Reagan National then?”

      “Yes, please,” she replied.

      “Then buckle up, ladies and gentlemen. I’ll have you there in a little over two hours,” Lott ordered as he stepped toward the flight deck.
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      Hacksaw made it from Portland to Duluth in a flash. Once there, like a coyote tracking a rabbit, he sniffed out the trail of the meddling detective Lighthouse and his cigarette-sucking Brooklyn sidekick.

      Hacksaw, amused, watched them closely, ready to plan a leveled strike. Maybe for the sport of it, he might even get his hands dirty.
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      From the second story balcony windows of the mansion, Benjamin Sellwood brimmed in delight as he peered down upon all the activity bustling around the front lawn. The bandstand was all set up and hundreds of candle-bearing well-wishers stood vigil. News crews scurried about preparing their gear for the mass convergence of bodies expected for tomorrow’s service. The spectacle was shaping up to be grander than a high school homecoming football game.

      Sellwood had never been more emotionally charged or elated in his life. Not with drugs or homo-sadistic sex. Not even when he’d made love to the only girlfriend he’d ever had, Rachel Mertz. No, this was way different. This was the rush of power over the people, and it was the greatest high he’d ever experienced. He saw now why his father coveted his elected position—it produced mind-blowing adrenaline.

      Sellwood turned around and walked back to his new office. His mind was spinning under all the fuss and commotion. His world had just been thrown upside down, but strangely, it seemed for the better. Politicians he’d never met before were bowing at his knees and offering their condolences, trying in earnest to reap a quick stroke in the limelight next to the grieving heir. Even church elders were cuddling up to him, hopeful for the possibility of prime-time press.

      The spotlight didn’t daunt him one bit. He was prepared. He’d fantasized about this moment all his life.
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      McCormick & Schmick’s was thinning out by the time Marybeth Morgan took a table and waited for Raymond to arrive. She bit her cuticle and sighed: she couldn’t believe she’d been so desperate as to call up Raymond and ask him out for a date, him being the last thing that should’ve been on her mind with the calamity of the previous 48 hours. Her whole life had been ripped apart with the plane crash and the Senator’s violent death, and she couldn’t face another night home alone.

      Marybeth cued the waiter and ordered a French merlot. She looked at her phone. It was already 8:36 p.m. and it wasn’t like Raymond to be late; though, it’d been only two hours since she’d rang him. And they had been broken up for over a year now, so it was possible he’d moved onto someone else by now.

      Marybeth took a long sip of wine. The alcohol instantly warmed her insides and dulled her emotions. She’d be needing a lot more than one glass if she was going to get through the next ten hours with Raymond glued to her side.  He was always eager to lift up her skirt, but at least he’d made her splendid breakfasts after morning love-making.  That is until he went bankrupt and lost everything, including the nest egg she’d loaned him, when the dot-com bubble burst. As a stock broker and financial planner, those were grueling months for Raymond, their romance being collateral damage that never recovered. She was relieved when he finally ended the relationship with his lame version of a Dear John letter. But she reluctantly still missed him, as Raymond was a gentleman through and through.

      She shook her head and took another long gulp from her glass. She needed to immediately change her thoughts. Tonight was not the time to dwell on the past. Tonight was to forget the present, and everything her life represented.
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      The Learjet hit a patch of turbulence and rattled for a few seconds. Lighthouse paused his iPod and looked out the window. Save for the plane’s flashing running lights, it was pitch black outside. He guessed they were somewhere over eastern Maryland. He changed his watch ahead an hour to 9:23 p.m. They’d be at Reagan National soon.

      Lighthouse left his seat and stepped over to Ashley who was busying herself with her computer, her eyes glued to the screen. “You look like you’ve got a lunker on the line,” Lighthouse stated.

      “A lunker?” she asked, not knowing the term.

      “A really big fish. A lunker,” he answered, hovering near her. He was excited to stay with her tonight.

      “You’re not talking about yourself again, are you?” she said playfully, a crisp smile breaking upon her lips. She glanced up toward him, her thoughts now focused on how refreshing it would be to finally have a real man in her bed.

      He leaned over and kissed her softly on the lips.

      The computer screen beeped and one of her open windows reloaded. “What was that?” she asked, perplexed. She threw her attentions back to her computer and typed a few commands. “I’ve got a sneaker!” Ashley exclaimed loudly. “I’m being hacked!”

      “Meaning?”

      “I’m being scanned. Server side, I think,” she explained. “Someone’s recording my every keystroke.” She raced her fingers over the keyboard. “Hold on a sec…if I just place an outside trace ping…I think I can…shit!”

      “What?” he said buoyantly, pumped-up by her excitement.

      “It’s gone,” she admitted, her mood tempering.

      “How’s that?”

      “It’s just gone,” she answered in relief, followed by immediate disappointment.

      “Can you get them back?”

      She kept typing in a frenzy. “What the hell, how is this possible?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I didn’t think anyone could penetrate my server without me knowing. Here, look at the logs,” she said, pointing at the lettering flowing up the screen.

      He glanced at the DOS window and crinkled his nose. For all intents and purposes, he was computer illiterate.

      “There’s no doubt about it. It’s here in black and white,” she implored.

      “Doesn’t that happen a lot, though? With all the computer viruses running amok  and such?”

      She thought about it. “Sometimes yes, sometimes no. It always occurs when I’m inside the Air Force databases, and sometimes from multiple sources at the same time. But never from this NTSB server before.”

      “Maybe they’re doing an upgrade and that’s why it started and stopped so fast. But what do I know?” said Lighthouse, shrugging.

      She furrowed her brow.

      “Air Force you say?” he said, changing the subject.

      “Six years, remember?” She straightened her posture and saluted him graciously. “First Lieutenant Ashley Lewis at your service, sir.”

      He grinned. “I’d figured that little edge of yours had to come from somewhere.”

      “Little edge?”

      “Just the perspective of a lowly enlisted Army man, ma’am,” he said before kissing her long and hard.

      She pushed him away gently. “Consider yourself lucky. I’m not usually into Army men.”

      Lighthouse straightened up and got back down to business. “Should we be worried about this trace on your line?”

      “I don’t know but I’ll certainly be tracking it from now on.” She pressed and held the power button, abruptly hard booting anyone off her trail.

      The screen bleeped and materialized back on. Ashley typed and the monitor split-screened, the left side with Air Force insignia and the right occupied with a web-enabled database search site for the FAA. “There’s no one scanning me on either of these sites yet. Just the one time on the NTSB mainframe.”

      “Maybe some new security thing,” Lighthouse suggested.

      “No. If the NTSB were keylogging, I’d know about it. I’ve got the highest clearance.”

      “I wish I could be so confident. Melanie rants all the time about using any FBI site. She thinks they’re recording everything she does. She says it freaks her out that all my strange requests will forever go down under her name.”

      “I have access to and read all the department and committee notes and journals. Things don’t just happen in a vacuum.”

      Lighthouse shook his head. “I disagree. Sometimes it’s hard to know what’s going on right beneath your own nose. The higher ups are always plotting in secret behind our backs.”

      She saluted him again. “That information is above my pay grade, sir,” she said, trying to lighten the mood. She knew neither of them could win this joust right now. Moving on she said, “So, I’ve just had a very fruitful hour and have some leads. First, I dug up similarities in the three crashes that seem relevant.”

      “Hey, working without me?” interrupted Mahoney as he stepped out from soiling the bathroom. “Nice stomach flopper a few minutes ago, huh?”

      “Glad you could make it, Mahoney,” she said. “We were just discussing some information about three other possibly linked cases.”

      “Thatta girl,” Mahoney said, unknowingly sexist.

      “Ashley’s been working hard while you’ve been off studying ESPN,” Lighthouse cracked.

      Mahoney belly laughed. “Complain all you want. But how else would you know the Mets beat the Cardinals two to one in the eleventh.”

      “Clever.”

      Mahoney waved his arms about good-naturedly. “And besides, how about these accommodations, huh? How else would you have such splendid surroundings if it weren’t for my handiwork?” He lost his breath and went into a fit of coughs.

      Lighthouse slapped him on the back. “A good cigarette’s all you need to calm that right back down,” he added sarcastically.

      Mahoney lowered his hands from his mouth, took in a deep hit of oxygen and sat himself down in the seat across the aisle from them.

      “As I was saying,” Ashley continued, “there are three other crashes with similarities. I’ll start with the 1991 crash with the Attorney General. It’s vague and only lists a single sentence entry of a bottle of Restoril in the inventory of the recovered belongings. But it’s significant enough for our purposes.”

      “Um-hum,” Mahoney lipped.

      “Also in the ninety-one Attorney General crash, only twelve of the seventeen passengers or their remains were ever recovered. And nothing of the pilots.”

      “Missing bodies aren’t good,” Mahoney interrupted. “Anything ever turn up since?”

      She shrugged. “No one knows. The crash site happened in the dead of winter on a densely wooded mountainside that’s virtually uninhabitable. They didn’t even find the crash for four days after communications had been lost. It was also noted that they didn’t actually get on site for another three days after that due to adverse mountain weather conditions. The report speculates that some of the crew and others might have survived the crash and somehow headed off in search of help, only to freeze to death and get buried in snow somewhere on the thick of the mountain.”

      “Delightful,” Mahoney said.

      “The crash could’ve been a well-orchestrated hijacking like ours,” Ashley exclaimed. “And the same scenario fits with the Illinois governor’s crash and the senator in Alaska too. Each have the pilots and other bodies missing. In the case of Governor Tillerson, he crashed into a deep muddy lake in central Missouri where recovery efforts were dampened by the terrain conditions. The NTSB reports claim only half the plane was ever recovered, and only one of the five bodies was ever found. They only found the senator’s body, but not his son nor a friend nor the pilots.”

      “Fish bait falling from the skies,” proffered Mahoney.

      Ashley twirled her hair. “It’s an interesting assassination strategy. And certainly makes for the perfect cover up. Such extreme condition crashes where large pieces of the plane are unrecoverable. In Alaska the plane rests thirteen hundred feet deep on the icy lake floor.”

      “The method seems to be working for someone,” Lighthouse acknowledged. “And if it ain’t broke, why fix it.”

      “But Sellwood’s crash happened in the middle of the woods,” Mahoney was quick to comment.

      “Yeah, but less than a quarter mile from a very large, deep lake,” Ashley remarked. “Maybe the weather was so bad that the plane wasn’t able to stay directional after they jumped ship.”

      “Maybe,” Lighthouse said. “Or maybe the perps knew to change it up this time around. They did go to the trouble of replacing the pilots’ bodies back on the plane after all. They wanted to make it appear an undeniable accident. I’m guessing they didn’t find the pilots bodies in the other cases because they had never been on the flights to begin with. They were killed well in advance and dumped elsewhere.”

      Mahoney coughed. “Alternatively the Ops team could have been the pilots from the start. Their names easily could be fictitious, and once they bailed from the plane, they disappeared off to another mission.”

      “Good point, Harv. And the other link between the three is the Restoril in the blood stream.”

      “Correct,” Ashley stated. “Which both these cases have in common. Tests did show the drug present in one or more of the victims.”

      Lighthouse raised his index finger in the air. “Pattern number one: drug them with Restoril. Pattern number two: hijack a plane by snuffing out the pilots then crash it into a deep lake or inaccessible winter mountain.” A third finger went up. “Pattern number three-”

      “Make a quick riddance of all the evidence,” Mahoney said, glancing in the direction of the urns.

      “I was hoping to say it a little nicer, but that’ll do.”

      “Are you guys ready for the good stuff now?” said Ashley excitedly.

      “Lay it on us,” Lighthouse responded.

      “Except for the Attorney General’s military transport, all three crashes involved charter companies.”

      Mahoney burped. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning it was easy for an outsider to pull all the strings,” she answered. “None of the planes were corporate or private planes like the one we’re on now. If they had been, it would’ve been harder for a rogue team to infiltrate the plane in the first place. Didn’t Captain Lott say he’d been the Boyles’ private pilot for over twenty-three years? Can you imagine if he suddenly hadn’t called or even shown up to fly? Then suddenly another pilot or pilots were waiting to greet them at their plane,” she offered.

      Lighthouse rubbed his forehead. “Yup. Access to the plane has a lot to do with it.”

      “With absolute certainty,” she said.

      “Speaking of Absolut, I could use a shot right about now,” Mahoney jested. He cracked his knuckles then waddled away to the galley to pour himself a drink.

      Lighthouse ignored him, and returned his attentions back to Ashley. “Did you find out anything else?”

      “Loads more,” she stressed enthusiastically. “I pulled some registries and discovered that Senator Willey had a yearly lease for his transport. Alaska is so remote and huge that he probably had no other way to get around up there.”

      “Do you know if many of the politicians use leases?”

      “They do. Especially once they hit a second term,” she explained.

      “I guess by then they’ve learned how to finance it with taxpayer money,” he quipped.

      She smirked. “Both Senators Willey and Sellwood had two-month contracts with charter companies. And also through a charter, Governor Tillerson was on a scheduled fishing trip to Canada when his plane plunged into the lake.”

      “You still talking about fish bait?” Mahoney opined, returning from the galley with ice cubes clinking in a glass.

      Lighthouse shook his head then addressed Ashley. “Don’t mind him, his mouth is just a disease he has.”

      “I’m beginning to see that,” she said, smiling.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Mahoney said, drawing the glass to his lips.

      “Onto the charter companies,” she said, pressing forward. “Anchorage Charter, Inc. was incorporated in nineteen ninety-five and filed bankruptcy in ninety-seven, one month after the fatal crash. Anchorage Charter was a subsidiary of Pegasus Charters, Inc., Chicago, Illinois which once again was a subsidiary of a Delaware company held by an offshore account.”

      “Surprise, surprise,” Lighthouse called out. “Same MO for the Missouri Governor?”

      “Yup,” she said mimicking him.

      “Should I assume all the shell companies are shut down?”

      “Yup,” she replied, this time playfully.

      “You got all that in the last hour?” questioned Mahoney. He pulled a mini vodka bottle out of his pocket and held it between his fat fingers.

      “I know where to dig, Mahoney,” she boasted arrogantly. “It’s a little something called follow through.”

      Lighthouse chuckled. “You can say that again.”

      “And to top it all off,” Ashley remarked euphorically, “everyone’s favorite FBI asshole, Bill Buckley, was the lead investigator in the ninety-seven crash. And remarkably, he signed off with a panel on the two thousand crash as well.”

      “Really?” questioned Lighthouse.

      “You don’t say…” Mahoney trailed away, now firmly entrenched and anxious to hear her speak more.

      “It’s quite incredible when you think about it!” she exclaimed.

      “We’ll have to give Buckley a deeper look,” Lighthouse replied.

      Captain Lott came on over the intercom, explaining, “We’ve been cleared for landing and are now on our descent. We’ll be on the ground in less than fifteen minutes.”

      “Great work, darlin’,” Lighthouse said, winking at her.

      She smirked. She liked his sense of humor. “I’ll have even better access when we get on the ground.”

      “Great.”

      “So what’s our plan?” she hinted.

      Mahoney shrugged indifferently. “Ah, maybe I’ll get a hotel nearby your place or something?”

      “Nonsense,” she implored. “I have four bedrooms and four bathrooms and they are all well away from each other. There’s more than enough room at my place. And this way, Mahoney, we don’t have to come find you wandering around Georgetown in the morning.”

      “Sounds like a deal to me,” Mahoney accepted graciously.

      “It’s settled then,” she said ending the quick debate. “So I guess it’s time for everyone to take their seats and buckle up.”

      “Yup,” Lighthouse replied. He sat back down in his seat, plugged in his earbuds and cued up Hungry Like The Wolf  by Duran Duran.
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      Hacksaw looked at his watch. It was 8:13pm. He flashed back to the screen of his satellite phone. It told him the New York registered Learjet, Serial NN7755, had refueled at Duluth International Airport at 6:27 p.m., setting an initial flight plan to an unlisted private New York airstrip. At 6:43 p.m. Duluth International ATC reported the plane’s route changing to Reagan National. The passenger manifest listed three of them plus the pilot.

      Hacksaw delighted in the lack of effort it took to track these jokers. Some days his job was wanting for excitement—people were so sloppy in their movements to where killing for him had become fruitlessly routine.

      Even with the ease of his current tracking job, Hacksaw was becoming increasingly edgy. This woman, Ashley Lewis, was accessing too much information all at one time. Her cross-references were right on the mark, and she’d plotted out three of his other jobs now. If she spilled her guts before he got to her, the cat might leap out of the bag. And that was a dire no-no.

      He’d sniffed her trail on the NTSB mainframe, pinpointed her originating satellite-based IP address then slipped his electronic virus on her laptop via a simulated redundant login. When he quickly realized she’d caught wind of his trace, Hacksaw switched over to his custom coded software that no one could detect. Since then, logging all her digital movements had gone smoothly. But he’d witnessed enough to know she was a real threat. This woman and her traveling companions from New York City were ruffling feathers in too many places. Hacksaw’s only recourse was to rapidly and methodically deal with this group of do-gooders. He immediately contacted his man on the ground in Washington, Quinn, to deal with the trio, knowing the experienced IRA hitman would put an end to this merry detective making.

      Meanwhile, Hacksaw and Benson would rendezvous in Minnesota to mop up the last few details. He knew the ultimate success of this mission now rested in who had the best intelligence coupled with the fastest reaction times.
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      Seamus Quinn was quiet but more socially affable than others in his guild. He was thirty-eight-years-old but felt and looked a decade younger. He carried a smile that to most women registered as a sort of childish abandon; though when he was finally naked in front of them it become undeniably apparent there was nothing childish about him, his torso scarred and burnt from various wounds of war.

      In his first tour in Iraq in 1991, his superior officers nicknamed him Chameleon Quinny for his uncanny ability to blend into any desert landscape. In this environment, he learned how to strike a stifling blow to the enemy then fade back into the sands for future engagement.

      By the time his third tour in the desert rolled around, Quinn had been plucked by General Lockley to be the main assassin for the deck of cards of Most Wanted Iraqis.  And from that point onward he’d plied his trade solo, finishing the war with his own confirmed straight flush.

      After the war, the general helped him move into mercenary work. And for eight years now his contracts consisted mainly of foreign corporate hits and knocking off drug kingpins.

      Quinn’s cell rang. It was Hacksaw. “Yeah,” Quinn answered gruffly.

      “The girl lives in Georgetown. You’ve got thirty minutes or so before they arrive, so get going,” Hacksaw ordered.

      “Yes, sir,” Quinn replied.

      “Details are coming encrypted. Out.”

      Quinn hung up, looked down at his satellite phone and read the address on the screen: 3367 N Street N.W. He recognized the street, and knew the area well. It was right near Georgetown University. From where he was now, Quinn could have basic surveillance up and running on the place within fifteen minutes.

      He assembled his kit and slipped out his front door. As far as appearance went, Quinn was a fair-skinned and unassuming Eurovan-driving musician on his way to Georgetown for a gig.
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      Agent Buckley sat at the desk in his room at the Radisson Hotel in downtown Duluth. He clasped an envelope from the Pentagon that had only moments ago been hand-delivered to his room by a uniformed officer. This was only the third time Buckley had ever received an official envelope from them, so he was glad that he was alone when it arrived. He preferred gloating in private.

      He opened the envelope, pulled out a single folded sheet, and worked it over in his hands. The bonded, linen paper was of very high quality and appealing to the touch.

      He unfolded it, looked at the Pentagon Seal indented on the top of the page, then read: “Bill: The panel is grateful for your tireless work performing your duties in the Sellwood case. Please be informed that we’ve reviewed the findings and we agree with you that, preliminarily, the accident was a combination of weather related factors compounded by the risk of pilot error. It’s unfortunate that eight people had to lose their lives in such a manner.”

      Buckley looked up from the page. He was thrilled and openly chuckled in delight. He’d received a big promotion each time after receiving a letter from the Pentagon on a hard case like this.

      Buckley’s mind wandered back to the first time he’d ever received such a letter. It was 1997 and he’d been the team leader on Senator Skip Wiley’s tragic crash in Alaska. It had been Buckley’s first case dealing with the major press, and speculation had run rampant. But after receiving the letter of praise on Pentagon letterhead (even though a few facts in the investigation had appeared suspicious), in the end Buckley officially signed off on the governor’s fatal crash as weather/pilot related. The Pentagon had forced his hand in his report, even though the inconsistencies surrounding the Wiley crash could not be explained away nicely. Regardless, the findings were accepted by the panel. Quickly thereafter he’d received a promotion and packed his bags for D.C.

      His spirits soaring, Buckley set the letter down, opened his laptop and started typing up some preliminary judgments. Yet again, blame would fall to the pilots and the always belligerent weather.
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      “We’re entering my neighborhood,” Ashley announced as the Lincoln Town Car they rented from the airport turned left off M Street and onto N Street N.W.

      Mahoney snored his response from the backseat.

      Lighthouse peered at his watch: it was 10:13 p.m. They’d left Reagan National twelve minutes ago and were making good time.

      The driver slowed and Lighthouse gazed out the windows. Elegant three-story colonial row houses lined both sides of the street. The driveways were packed with BMWs, Audis, Land Rovers and other expensive SUVs. Georgetown wasn’t at all what he’d expected. It had a charming sense of character.

      Lighthouse had been to Washington D.C. twice before: once on a group tour of Langley with a few of the guys from the 88th Precinct; and the second time being honored by the Director of the FBI at the Hoover Building down on Pennsylvania Avenue where he shook a lot of hands and threw away hundreds of useless business cards. That time a serial murderer had been terrorizing the East Coast from Washington to New York and needed to be taken down. Lighthouse became the unlikely hero and he’d even gone to the White House for a full one-minute photo op with President Bill Clinton.

      The cab stopped in front of a well-lit brick house with the front door and the garage painted in matching blood red.

      “Here we are,” Ashley acknowledged, and popped out onto the sidewalk.

      Lighthouse slapped Mahoney on the chest. “Harv, wake up and pay the driver.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Mahoney grunted, awakening.

      Lighthouse grabbed his gym bag from the center seat and popped out of the taxi. Though it was night and late fall permeated the air, it was still a balmy sixty-five degrees. He inhaled softly, methodically, extracting a delightfully fresh hit of breath from the air. The entirety of her property came into view as he followed Ashley up her bricked driveway. It was gorgeous, and it appeared as though it was the only stand-alone house on the block, the rest immaculately-cared-for row houses. Ashley’s house even came complete with a generous private side yard where gardens spilled out from behind a wrought-iron gate. A two-car garage made up the bottom level and stairs led to the entrance on the second. The third floor had large square windows painted in Union blue and on top of her flat roof was a large, glassed-in roof terrace. “Nice place you’ve got here,” Lighthouse said, impressed.

      “I like it,” she admitted.

      They reached the stairs and he grabbed for one of the bags in her hands. “Here, let me take one of those,” he offered.

      Her face graced a modest smile. “Thanks,” she said, handing it over before striding up the short flight of steps.

      “Cool neighborhood,” Mahoney mentioned as he stumbled up to the landing.

      “I’m pretty happy with the place,” she reiterated before pulling out her key and unlocking her door. She flipped on the inside lights then held the door firmly open for Lighthouse and Mahoney to enter. “Come on in.”

      Mahoney strolled into the foyer, the thought of taking off his shoes never once entering his mind. He glanced around at the crystal chandelier and sophisticated antique-looking furniture. “Wow, nice joint. Not sure my fanny’s expensive enough for this,” he bellowed good-naturedly.

      “I picked the place up for a steal at a government auction,” she explained as she closed the door behind Lighthouse. “There was some Washington banking scandal and the IRS auctioned off the house and everything in it in one lot. I got the furniture, the Ferrari in the garage, artworks, bed linens and all. I was just at the right place at the right time, I guess,” she said modestly.

      “Guess so,” Lighthouse remarked, gazing a flattering eye around the place.

      “I’d just recently been awarded a sizable sexual harassment settlement from the Air Force and so I plunked most of it down on this place,” she replied honestly, having no reason to abstain from the facts of her past. “You wouldn’t even believe me if I told you how much I paid for it all.”

      “Try me,” Mahoney commented.

      “Let’s just say I was the only bidder and paid mere nickels on the dollar.”

      “Really?” babbled Mahoney. “So what did you end up paying for it then?”

      “I don’t want to brag, but I could eBay the Ferrari in the garage for more than I paid for the whole lot,” she stated, a victorious grin firmly poised in the corner of her mouth.

      “And to think, Harv, you still live with your mother,” Lighthouse joked, nudging him.

      “Really?” she asked.

      “No,” Mahoney drawled in a defensive laugh. “He’s just being an ass. My mother died years ago.”

      She laughed then pointed down the corridor. “Okay Mahoney. I think you’ll be happiest down here on the first floor. Just keep to the right and you’ll find your room. It comes with your own private bathroom, too. This way there won’t be any doubt about who stunk it up,” she joked.

      Mahoney tapped her on the shoulder. “You know, darlin’, you aren’t so bad after all.”

      “And it’s upstairs with my bags for you,” she ordered Lighthouse, prodding him away cheerily.
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      Wednesday, October 30, 2002—Day 4

      

      The Hart Senate Building was constructed in the 1970s as an addition to the Dirksen Senate Office Buildings. From the outside, it was like any other bland office structure with no particular architectural worthiness. But its location—bounded by Constitution Avenue, C Street, First Street and Second Street N.E.—is what solidified its position of power near Capitol Hill.

      While Mahoney paid the driver, Lighthouse looked out at the building from the backseat of the taxi and yawned. Capitol Hill was on semi-lockdown after 9/11, and just getting here had been a maze of security checkpoints manned by hulking police officers examining car after car. Second Street NE was blocked off entirely.

      Lighthouse checked the time. It was 9:03 a.m. and had been a relaxed morning at Ashley’s house. The slow start was provoked by the late night and caressing under the sheets for a good hour before they’d even decided to head downstairs and make coffee. Even the fall leaves seemed to tumble down the street more slowly after they’d taxied away from Georgetown.

      “I can honestly say in all my years living in Washington that I’ve never been to this building before,” Ashley declared looking out the window.

      “Can’t say I’ve been either.” Lighthouse clipped his gold shield tightly to his jacket, jumped out of the car and onto the sidewalk. Ashley came up beside him.

      Mahoney walked up to them and lit a cigarette. He took a drag and exhaled smoke rings. “Let’s just hope someone’s here, because I don’t want to make that trip again. You’d think his office would be manned at a time like this. He was a senator after all.”

      “I’ve tried all the phone numbers for his office several times, and I always get the same recording thanking us for our sympathies, etcetera,” Ashley informed him.

      “C’mon, Harv, you can bet your last dollar there’s people at his office right now,” Lighthouse said. “We’ll have staff to grill, don’t you worry,” he added.

      The three of them walked across the granite walkway, strolled in through the front doors, and were greeted by two bulky officers manning the security desk and walk-through security scanner. These were precautions and procedures of everyday life post-9/11 that everyone had become accustomed to, but Lighthouse still didn’t like the intrusions. These days security was like a game of strip poker.

      Lighthouse walked up to the cops behind the desk and announced, “NYPD. I’m wearing my Kevlar and packing so what’s your policy?”

      “Me too,” Mahoney informed them.

      Ashley smiled. She’d almost forgotten she was wearing body armor.

      The shorter of the two officers approached them and inspected the badge. “You’ll have to leave your weapons here at the desk, but you can run the vests through the x-ray and wear them again if you like,” he instructed.

      Lighthouse nodded, took off his jacket, handed Lucy over, took off his vest, put them in a plastic bin with the rest of the contents of his pant pockets and placed the lot on the machine’s conveyor belt. He walked through the scanner without setting it off.

      The taller of the two officers picked a sensor wand off the table and walked over to Lighthouse. “This won’t hurt a bit,” he said with a grin.

      Lighthouse stood spread eagle as the officer waved the wand around his torso.

      Cleared, Lighthouse stepped to the end of the checkpoint to collect his cleared items. He watched Mahoney and Ashley repeat his steps then file back into line behind him.

      “Sign here,” one of the cops said handing over the inventory clipboard.

      Lighthouse scribbled his name then handed the clipboard to Mahoney. He in turn signed and handed back the paperwork.

      “Thanks, folks,” said the other cop, waving them free.

      They strapped their vests back on, grabbed their personal articles and stepped near the entryway that led into the building’s atrium. Etched in the granite over the entryway was written a dedication.

      Mahoney read: “‘This building is dedicated by his colleagues to the memory of Philip A. Hart with affection, respect and esteem. A man of incorruptible integrity and personal courage strengthened by inner grace and outer gentleness, he elevated politics to a level of purity that will forever be an example to every elected official. He advanced the cause of human justice, promoted the welfare of the common man and improved the quality of life. His humility and ethics earned him his place as the conscience of the Senate.’”

      Ashley scoffed. “How can they make a politician sound so reputable?” she joked.

      “He must have burnt all his files right before he died,” Lighthouse said, jocularly.

      “You know, that’s a great idea. I never thought of that one before,” she said, laughing.

      “Yeah, like what just happened to the Boyles,” Mahoney commented.

      Lighthouse turned to Ashley. “Shall we?”

      She nodded.

      They walked into an open atrium where the six stories of glass offices lined the interior walls. Lovely walkways and balconies overlooked the center of the building. A massively imposing black metal art installation soared almost the height of the building, and a mobile of black clouds hung from the ceiling.

      “What great natural lighting,” Mahoney remarked as he stared up at the ceiling where a patchwork of large square windows arranged in groups of nine allowed spectacular light to enter the interior.

      “Impressive,” Lighthouse said, panning his eyes about the open-plan structure.

      Ashley walked to a directory on the wall near a bank of elevators. She read the placard hanging next to it: “‘Mountains and Clouds, sheet metal maquette and wire, 1976, Alexander Calder (1898-1976).’”

      “It’s awesome,” said Mahoney, looking up at the giant piece of art.

      Ashley continued: “It says: ‘the matte black aluminum clouds, the largest of which weighs one ton, are suspended from the roof, revolving above the thirty-nine-ton steel mountains.’”

      Lighthouse pointed to the directory, wanting to get back on point. “Which way to Sellwood’s office?”

      Ashley scanned the directory with her fingers. “Let’s see…Minnesota, Sellwood. Office SH-136. First floor. That way,” she said, pointing in the opposite direction down the hall.

      “I’m interested to see what turns up here,” Lighthouse mentioned, walking off ahead of them.

      Office SH-136 was easy to find. Outside the office suite, a small engraved plaque and Minnesota flag stood to greet visitors. Lighthouse peeked in through the glass doors.  Three women in office clothes were sitting and standing about in conciliatory postures of grief. One of the women obviously had been crying, her eyes welted from tears.

      Lighthouse pocketed his badge then entered the room.

      “I can’t see how God could’ve done this?” said a middle-aged, crestfallen woman with pillowy lips and wearing an ugly beige suit and tennis shoes.

      “Joan, you need to look on the bright side. Russ is a martyr now,” a late thirty-something woman nearby stated empathetically.

      “Sally’s right, there’s always a silver lining in these things,” the third woman agreed.

      “Good afternoon, ladies,” Lighthouse remarked coming up to them.

      “Good afternoon,” the women said in unison as they stretched their necks to see who had come calling.

      “Name’s Lighthouse,” he said, then purposely pointed only to Ashley. “These are my associates, Harvey Mahoney and Ashley Lewis from the National Transportation Safety Board,” he added, using Ashley’s title only to imply they were all from the same agency.

      “Transportation Safety Board?” Joan repeated, questioningly.

      “Yes. Special Go-Team investigations from the NTSB,” Ashley answered, understanding Lighthouse’s cue and stepping forward with her business card.

      “It’s all so awful,” Joan added solemnly.

      “We’re all so very sorry for your terrible loss,” Ashley replied. “We’ll be gone as soon as we can, but we have a few routine questions we need to ask first.”

      “You’ll have to speak with Robert on any matters relating to the crash,” Joan instructed. “He’s the one handling all the investigation interviews. Robert Wright, W…R…I…G…” she looked at Lighthouse. “Is someone going to write this down?” she asked.

      “And where can we find this Robert Wright, ma’am?” he inquired.

      Sally pulled herself off her desk. “Mr. Wright is the communications director to the Senator. He’s in the last office at the end of the hall before the Senator’s room,” she answered, pointing down the hall.

      Lighthouse nodded graciously. “Thank you, ladies,” he said, and continued down the hall, waving at Mahoney and Ashley to follow him.

      “Just make sure whatever Robert says that you take it with a grain of salt,” Joan called out after them. “He’s a conspiracy theorist, you know.”

      Lighthouse nodded a final thanks, then led the way down the white-paneled hallway. They stopped at the last office, where the name Robert Wright was scribed beside the door.

      The door was wide open and Lighthouse peered in. A reed-thin man with short salt-and-pepper hair and wearing grey slacks and a black sweater stood with his back to the door sulking over a pile of letters on a desk.

      Lighthouse knocked on the door. “Mr. Wright?”

      Wright swiveled quickly on his heels, revealing his grieving eyes. “May I help you?”

      “My name’s Lighthouse,” he announced, walking up to his desk and proffering a hand. From the man’s slouch, he could tell the guy was in distress. It was easy to see there was no act in Wright’s emotions. He was in a true crisis.

      Wright grabbed his hand loosely. “Robert Wright. Communications Director to Senator Sellwood.”

      “This is Harvey Mahoney and Ashley Lewis, from the NTSB,” Lighthouse continued in further introduction. “If you don’t mind, Mr. Wright, we’ve got a few questions to ask.”

      Wright bobbed his head and motioned to the chairs in front of his desk. “Please, come in and sit down. Whatever I can do to help.”

      Lighthouse registered a slight confidence rise in Wright’s voice. The man was obviously not shy of wanting some attention during these days of mourning.

      “Please accept our sincere condolences for your loss,” Ashley said, feeling like she was getting good at this forced introductory line after practicing the last couple of days. She handed her business card in his direction.

      Wright grabbed the card and inspected it.

      “Yeah, the entire nation is mourning the loss,” Mahoney said, trying to sound consoling.

      Everyone took seats.

      Wright wiped a tear from his cheek and sat down too. “I’m so sorry,” he said, placing his elbows on his desk for support. He stared at the three stern set of eyes glaring back at him.

      “I know exactly how you feel,” Ashley said, compassionately.

      Lighthouse gave her a strange look. It was the first time he’d heard such range of affection in her voice.

      “A few years back I lost a very close colleague of mine in a plane crash,” she acknowledged.

      Wright peered back up at her and broke a woeful smile. “These last eleven years in Washington have been the greatest of my life. I wouldn’t give them back for anything.”

      “You’re from Minnesota, right?” Lighthouse surmised.

      “That’s correct. Tiny Benton, Minnesota. For me it was the story of a small town farmer’s son making it in the big city. Something like Mr. Smith Goes to Washington. Without all the Hollywood spin, I suppose.”

      Lighthouse got the picture. He imagined Wright’s family farmed a livelihood primarily of corn and farm subsidies. And now the native son in Washington had probably helped the ‘pork’ increase dramatically back to the family farmers of America. “Have you been with the Senator the entire time he was in Washington?” he questioned.

      “I have. I’ve been with him from the very beginning,” he answered proudly. “I was in his grassroots election campaign when he first started out. I took time off from law school and a core group of us spent day and night making that first election happen,” he reminisced, running his right hand through his hair. “It was a magical time.”

      Ashley grinned pleasantly, patiently.

      Wright lost his emotions and shook his head downward in an attempt to wave off his fond memories. “Forgive me and my silliness.” He stood and proffered his card to each of his guests. “I’m sorry, you said your name was Lighthouse something from where?”

      “Detective Lighthouse, NYPD.” He pulled out his badge and pinned it back on his jacket.

      “Ashley Lewis, National Safety Transportation Board,” she repeated.

      “Harvey Mahoney.” He stood, shook hands but offered up no card.

      Wright looked at Lighthouse and paused on his features. “NYPD. Are you working for the Boyle family?” he asked quizzically.

      “That’s right,” Mahoney answered him.

      “I’m with the NTSB,” Ashley piped in.

      “Detective Lighthouse…” Wright trailed off. “How do I know that name?”

      Lighthouse stayed silent, offering nothing of his on-again, off-again fame.

      “I’ve got it!” Wright declared, leaning back from his desk. “I saw your picture on CNN this morning. You’re that famous New York City detective.”

      Lighthouse shrugged.

      “So it was foul play!” Wright shouted out.

      “Is that what you think?” said Lighthouse, reflecting the question back to him.

      “Of course it was,” Wright said, straightening up in his chair.

      “What makes you so sure of that?” Mahoney interjected.

      “Oh gosh, lots of people here on the Hill are happy Senator Sellwood is dead,” Wright relayed.

      “Go on,” Lighthouse prodded.

      “Listen, detective,” Wright said, suddenly getting worked up. “I can’t name a single man in this great country who wanted to see equality and truth in government more than Senator Sellwood. And let me tell you, those sorts of ideals are not what Washington is built on. Around here it’s all about money and power. Period. Everyone knew the Senator was trying to shake things up around here.”

      “Anyone in particular wanting him dead the most?” set forth Lighthouse.

      Wright scoffed then bent over. He pulled a large file folder out of his drawer and threw it on to his desk. “Take your pick. We receive hundreds of nasty letters and a few death threats every year. These are copies of each and every letter we’ve gotten in the last few years. Most of the letters are from neo-conservatives telling the Senator he’s going to hell. We send all the originals to the FBI so they can gauge the severity of the tone. Little good it did for the Senator, I guess,” he added, pouting.

      Mahoney stepped up and examined some of the files. “Makes me rethink a career in politics.”

      Wright picked up a small white envelope off his desk. “Here’s the latest death threat. It says someone’s going to mess with him back in Minnesota and kill him. Came in just last week.” He stretched out his hand and proffered it to Lighthouse. “Be my guest, detective.”

      Lighthouse raised his hand. “Thanks for the offer but I’ll leave that up to the FBI.”

      “Suit yourself,” Wright replied and dropped it back onto the pile.

      “But if you had to venture a guess, who’d be at the top of your list for wanting the Senator dead?” continued Lighthouse, baiting him.

      Wright cleared his throat, happy to be able to continue his diatribe. “Senator Sellwood was one of only three members of the Senate to vote no to the war in Iraq, which as you can imagine made him a very unpopular man. He even told me once that someone wanted to kill him.”

      “Who?” Mahoney jumped in.

      Wright shrugged. “I don’t know. It was years ago and he never told me the person’s name. But it was no secret that his true goal in Washington lately was to burst the veils of secrecy over at the Armed Forces Committee and the Appropriations Committee.”

      “Armed Forces Committee?” Mahoney asked.

      Wright swiveled to face him. “Armed Forces and Appropriations. But it’s more like mis-appropriations if you ask me. If I was to posit a conspiracy I would start there.”

      Mahoney frowned.

      Wright wrinkled his nose and nodded to the group. “These committees are the real heart and soul of the world’s power brokers. Powerful men have used these committees for the last fifty or so years to rule the world by supplying arms everywhere they’ve wanted to control. And when it gets out of control and too lopsided in one direction, they just go in and start a little war of destruction. This way they can use more of their own weapons against the weapons they let fall into the wrong hands in the first place. All in the interests of the American people, of course,” he proselytized.

      “I see,” Mahoney said.

      Lighthouse watched Wright’s body language. He could tell right away the man had nothing to do with the Senator’s death. There was no false calculation in his mannerisms.

      “Personally, I think he was killed as some sort of reprisal for the latest vote,” Wright offered up.

      “What vote?” asked Mahoney.

      “The Senator rallied votes in the last hour against ratification of the latest $42 billion armaments allocation. That’s $42 billion with a ‘b’,” Wright stressed, trying to let the figure set in. “That’s a lot of money to hold up a vote over. And doing it against mercenary armies.”

      “Really?” Mahoney said, dumbfounded.

      “I told him not to hold up the vote. But then he went and actually rallied support against it. He just wouldn’t listen to me.”

      “You’re implying he was killed over $42 billion dollars?” Ashley questioned.

      Wright looked her in the eyes. “That’s a whole lot of money to cheat away for pet projects, if you catch my drift,” he offered. “These are dangerous men who love the kind of wealth and power controlling armies brings. Add that to the Senator’s NO vote on the invasion of Iraq and you have every military minded person in the world lining up to eliminate him.”

      “Maybe,” Lighthouse replied, mustering up some agreement.

      “You have to understand that these hidden payments have been going on every year for something like fifty years. Over time I bet it must equal over a trillion dollars. Maybe more in today’s dollars if it was scaled for inflation,” Wright informed them.

      “A trillion dollars,” Mahoney said, savoring the sum in his mind but barely able to fathom the number itself.

      Wright locked onto Lighthouse. “I’ve never been to the New York City you inhabit, detective, but I would venture a guess that Washington can be just as ruthless when it wants to be.” He lowered his head, intermittently looking around for more justification to theorize. “Even Presidents get taken down around here.”

      “Did you often fly with the Senator?” Ashley questioned, changing the subject.

      Wright paused, a tad thrown off by the new line of questioning. “Well yes, I did,” he answered, turning to her.

      “In the past, has anything ever appeared suspicious to you on the charter flights?” she asked.

      “Not that I can recall.” He bit his lip and slowed his speech. “Nope. Nothing off the top of my head.”

      “Did you know the Boyles?” Mahoney asked.

      “I’d never even heard of them before the crash. I’m not going to be of any help with that, I’m afraid.”

      “Just needed to ask,” Mahoney said.

      “I would guess you knew the Sellwood family well then?” Lighthouse asked.

      “Of course. Not so much Benjamin, but I’ve sort of gotten a better understanding of him in the past few months.”

      “How so?” Lighthouse asked with a piqued interest.

      “Let’s just say he’s never been the most social one in the family. Sometimes he’s even downright anti-social.”

      “Did this cause a lot of friction in the family? With his father a famous senator and such?”

      Wright nodded vigorously. “Did it ever. For years Ben and the senator barely even spoke. It’s only been in the last few months that they’ve had what one might call a semblance of a normal father-son relationship. If courteous yet constant arguing can be called such a thing,” he added.

      “Ideological disagreements?” Ashley inquired.

      “I think you could say that. But in Benjamin’s defense, I will say it was getting better lately. Much better.”

      “How so?” Lighthouse asked.

      “Ben had been coming around the family a lot more. If you ask me it was because he wanted something. But what, I really don’t know,” Wright explained excitedly, becoming elated with the professional audience hearing out his growing theories.

      Lighthouse crossed his legs. “Hmm.”

      “You might say Ben was mildly estranged from the family.  For a few years there he pretty much stayed in San Francisco and never saw any of them. He didn’t even come home for the holidays. He was always making up excuses to his mother for not being able to come to Washington or Minnesota.”

      “But that all changed recently?” explored Lighthouse further.

      “Sort of. He was out here three times in the last month alone pretending to help with the campaign. But if he really wanted to help out, he should’ve gone to Minnesota and not here. He mostly just got in the way.”

      “But he’s there in Minnesota now,” Mahoney said.

      “Yes, but probably only for the funeral.”

      “Anyone on these committees in particular that we should check out?” Lighthouse asked, moving on with another line of questioning.

      “Offhand, I’m not sure. I know that’s not much to go on, detective, but I unequivocally believe you’ll find the murder case starts here in Washington. Just follow the money.”

      “Maybe so,” Lighthouse commented flatly. “But there’s a lot more motives in this world other than purely money and power.”

      “You’d know that better than I,” Wright attested somewhat snidely, and in doing so threw a lull into the conversation.

      Lighthouse broke the awkward silence. “How about you show us around the senator’s office?”

      Wright hesitated. “I, ah…”

      “It’s alright, Mahoney won’t bite,” Lighthouse added lightly.

      Everyone laughed, breaking the collective tension in air.

      “I guess it can’t hurt. But I need to wrap this up quickly. I have an eleven a.m. flight back to Minnesota for the funeral.”

      “Won’t take but a few minutes,” Lighthouse commented.

      Wright motioned them out of his office and led them the few steps into the hallway. He stopped in front of the senator’s door, paused to put on a faint smile then held it open for his guests.

      “How many people have been in this office since the crash?” Lighthouse asked.

      Wright shrugged. “A few dozen I reckon. We held a candlelight prayer service in here the first night with something like twenty people who’d assembled. And of course, all the women have been in and out many times. I’m sure there are others I don’t know about,” Wright concluded. “The cleaning staff maybe?”

      Lighthouse wasn’t listening. He just wanted to keep Wright’s mind occupied for a few moments so he could concentrate on the office of the late Senator. The cliché photos of Sellwood shaking hands with current and past Presidents adorned the first section of the fluorescently lit whitewashed walls. Papers were scattered atop a large oak desk sitting in the middle of the floor. A Minnesota State flag hung behind it. It was the first senator’s office in Washington he’d been in, and it was smaller and of cheaper quality than he assumed it would be. “There aren’t any windows,” Lighthouse remarked.

      “That suited the senator just fine,” Wright countered. “Most of the time he was at committee meetings and lunches and not sitting behind the desk. This office was mostly primarily his retreat from the madness of the Hill.”

      Lighthouse picked a scheduler off the desk. “This his date book?”

      “Yes.”

      For effect, Lighthouse flipped through a few pages of the book. “Were all his appointments made here through this office? Even the ones for Minnesota?”

      Wright cleared his throat. “Yes. Joan and Marybeth ran all appointments through this office. Especially his busy travel schedule. Sally managed most the meetings and lunches and Betty took care of the government documents and signatures.”

      Lighthouse handed the appointment book over to Ashley. “Could you go and quickly make a copy of this?” he said to her.

      “On the double, boss,” she replied sarcastically, and left the room.

      Lighthouse turned back to Wright. “What else can you tell me about Marybeth Morgan?”

      “Marybeth…” Wright trailed off. “Well she’s been with the Senator the longest. Absolutely wonderful woman. Marybeth was the Senator’s go-to gal.”

      “She seems quite fond of Benjamin,” Lighthouse stated.

      “Well yes, they’ve always had a special relationship, I think,” was all Wright voiced on the subject.

      Lighthouse knew something more was implied but he wasn’t going to pull it out of him. Knowing the discussion was nearly over, he scanned the room a last time. Wright had nothing more to offer him. “Will you be attending the memorial service in Minnesota?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it for anything.”

      “Well, thank you for your time, Mr. Wright,” Lighthouse said, reaching over and shaking his limp hand.

      “It was a pleasure meeting you, detective,” Wright said lastly, waving them out of the room.

      They regrouped in the hallway outside the Senator’s office. But right as Mahoney started them down the hall, he turned, and whispering loudly, said, “Don’t look now, but Shelby’s back on our trail.”

      “Ah shit,” Lighthouse pronounced, spotting Shelby and her cameraman interviewing the distraught Joan while the other women looked on in fascination. He painted on a cheerful face and moved quickly down the corridor.

      “I should’ve known I’d find you guys here,” Shelby declared while at the same time cueing her cameraman Kyle to follow her lead.

      Lighthouse shook his head grimly.

      “Kyle, in three, two, one,” she said, counting down and holding the mic straight in Lighthouse’s path.

      “No, no, no,” Lighthouse protested. “C’mon, Shelby, you’ve already done enough damage, so just let it rest.” He lifted his hand toward the camera and hurried out the door.

      “But Lighthouse, you know as well as I do this party hasn’t even begun to get started,” she remarked gleefully.

      He placed his arm in the air and tried to wave her away. “Thanks for the invite but I’m a little busy right now.”

      “Let’s make a deal, detective,” Shelby said, lowering her mic and motioning Kyle to quit filming “I’ll let you go this time but you promise to pony up when you’ve got the goods,” she proffered, knowing it was better to be on Lighthouse’s good side for his endgame and not to pester him too much in the middle.

      “You know the drill, Shelby,” Mahoney said, passing by her. “You’ll get something when we’re good and ready. And only if you don’t go fouling up the investigation any more than you already have.”

      “We’ll see you boys later then,” Shelby said, instructing Kyle to pan back on Joan.

      They regrouped in the atrium area away from prying eyes.

      “What’s next?” Mahoney inquired.

      “We follow the money,” Lighthouse answered. “Forty billion dollars is a hell of a lot of cash. This Robert fellow might just be right.”

      Ashley looked at her watch. “Sounds like a good plan. But first I have to go check in at the office and make a report for my boss. If you guys want to go down toward the Smithsonian and hang out on the Mall for an hour, I’ll call you on Mahoney’s cell to meet back up for lunch.”
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      The Boss looked around an empty Minnie’s Diner and sighed. He’d just gotten off the phone with Hacksaw and nothing in the man’s report sounded encouraging.

      “It’s been a while since you stayed here past nine-thirty,” Bernard implied as he poured the Boss another coffee.

      “I’m waiting on a weather system to clear Colorado,” he lied.

      “Well that’s a relief. I was startin’ to worry something was wrong. Not sure what I’d do with all the extra flat bread if something were to happen to ya,” Bernard replied facetiously.

      The Boss looked up at Bernard. The Native American man’s aged eyes were weathered like granite stones. “You ever feel like you’re losing your touch?” the Boss asked.

      “Something the matter with the flat bread?” Bernard queried, taking it the wrong way. “I hope you haven’t been waiting here all this time just to tell me that.”

      “No, nothing like that. I was speaking metaphorically. Like time is slipping from my grasps.”

      “You tryin’ to say we’ve got problems?”

      The Boss looked down into his plate. Not until last week had he had any problems. For a split second he wondered why he’d gotten himself wrapped up into this Sellwood conspiracy in the first place. He could have just played fair and made the Senator run around the bases another term before the man would’ve worn himself out or gotten distracted by some other social obsession. But the plot to kill him came knocking on the door and had been too juicy to pass up; though, with the idea having come from outside his own camp, he should’ve realized that it was too good to be true.

      “I should’ve never gone along with someone else’s rash plans,” the Boss acknowledged. “I should’ve taken my sweet time and done it properly.”

      “That bad?”

      The Boss dabbed his lips with his napkin, set it on the table and rose from his booth. “Regrets are for losers, Bernard, and we’ve never lost one yet. Let’s just say the situation is containable for now and move on,” he explained then strode out the front door. He then made up his mind to jump into the action and mop up the mess left behind by his incompetent team.
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      “Hey, it’s me,” Hacksaw stated, his SAT phone rubbing uncomfortably against his scruffy beard while he tried to balance a laptop in his arms. “You got the lady’s house rigged up yet?”

      “Yes, sir,” Quinn replied confidently. “I’ve got ears in the kitchen and upstairs bedroom. External video feed’s a go too.”

      “These dumb cops and this ditsy woman are meddling in the wrong pot,” Hacksaw said as his fingers typed a few commands across the keyboard. A second later, a color video feed of a red painted door of a well-manicured 19th Century Georgetown house came into focus on his screen. Hacksaw wondered for a split second how a NTSB dame got the dough to afford living in such a swanky neighborhood like Georgetown. He quickly speculated it was inherited money and moved on to the thoughts of the woman’s demise. “Okay, good work. Just make sure the takedown looks completely accidental. We don’t need to aggravate this fucking situation any further.”

      “It’s all taken care of, sir. It’ll look more natural than a granny dying while knitting a sweater,” Quinn stated. After the two cops and the lady had left in the morning he’d gone inside the house and unloosened the exhaust valve just far enough for a slow yet fatal leak. “There’s no better time of year than late fall for carbon monoxide poisoning.”

      “Thatta boy,” Hacksaw commented. “You didn’t forget about the battery in the carbon monoxide alarm, did you?”

      “Got it covered, sir,” he acknowledged, knowing the house was slowly becoming a death trap.

      “Report back once your mission’s complete,” replied Hacksaw, knowing he could truly count on the Irishman’s techniques.

      “Roger that, sir,” Quinn said.
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      The glassed-encased rooftop terrace of Ashley’s Georgetown house commanded panoramic views of Washington. To the south snaked the Potomac River and the high rises of downtown Rosslynn, Virginia. To the southeast, the Washington Monument. Northwest was Maryland, and to the east the tony neighborhood of Dupont Circle.

      Lighthouse checked the time: it was 3:43 p.m., and the evening sky was beginning to chase the late afternoon sun.  The day was getting away from them. Ashley had been greatly delayed by meetings with her boss and co-workers, and lunch had been missed hours ago. Mahoney suggested an early rendezvous at her place.

      Lighthouse admired the powerful phallic symbolism of the Washington Monument. “You’ve got quite a view from up here. Now I’m horny, too,” he laughed.

      “You men,” Ashley retorted, stepping up next to him. “Always about sex.”

      “Great view nonetheless,” he said, grabbing her around the waist and pulling her close.

      “I’m not sure which view I like better,” she pondered, winking. “This one or the one from your cabin. The view of you buck-ass naked in your loft was pretty good too.”

      “I guess it’s who you’re with and not where you are that really matters,” he said wisely.

      “How poetic. Each day I learn a new side of you,” she reflected, scrunching her nose.

      “Hey everyone, Special Agent Douchebag is on the tube again!” Mahoney hollered up from downstairs.

      “Be right there, Harv,” Lighthouse called back, a look of disappointment crossing his face as their romantic moment was interrupted. “So much for fucking on the rooftop,” he commented slyly.

      Ashley flicked him playfully. “You dirty pig. I love it,” she laughed, dashing down the stairs.

      Lighthouse trailed her down to the living room where Mahoney’s lazy ass was sunk into her Restoration Hardware distressed leather couch, CNN on the Panasonic big screen TV in front of them.

      “Wonder what this dick will say this time,” Mahoney stated, turning up the volume to catch the end of a press conference.

      “To reiterate, we’re treating this purely as an accident,” Buckley’s voice spouted out loudly from the screen.

      Lighthouse and Ashley stepped over to watch.

      “There’s nothing to suggest other than the crash being a very unfortunate accident,” Buckley continued, his hands tightly gripping the podium.

      “What bullshit!” Ashley screamed at the TV. She turned to Lighthouse and shook her head. “He’s been worthless since the day I met him.”

      “No argument here,” Mahoney said, echoing her sentiments.

      “Complete bullshit,” she repeated.

      “Agreed,” Lighthouse said. “But let’s not jump to any conclusions. Buckley might come in useful.”

      “Doubtful.” Mahoney pulled out a pack of cigarettes and packed it.

      On TV, Buckley outstretched a finger in the direction of the crowd. “Last question. Gentlemen in the red tie.”

      The camera panned to a reporter who announced, “This is Norm Gentry from Cable News. Special Agent Buckley, could you please elaborate on the sudden death of the medical examiner who’d been working on the case. Do you see these two accidents related in any way?”

      Buckley dropped his head slightly and almost heartfelt, answered, “It’s with deep remorse that a fellow colleague has perished due to a weather-related event. Our condolences go out to the family of Dr. Blatnik for their great loss. This storm has wreaked havoc and brought a lot of misery in its wake. That’ll be all for now,” he commented lastly and walked away from the podium.

      “That fucker’s guilty!” Mahoney said cajolingly. He sipped some beer and ate another handful of popcorn. He adjusted his weight on the slippery cushions then continued, “Well that was a waste. He said nothing new.”

      “I’d love to know what you’re thinking right now?” Ashley queried Lighthouse, hoping to change the subject.

      “At the moment I’ve got more questions than answers,” he answered honestly. Lighthouse didn’t know who was pulling Buckley’s strings.

      She reached over and put a finger on his forehead. “Just tell me something that’s roaming around up there. Just one clue.”

      “Nothing is coming to me straight away.”

      “Hell, I’ll tell you what I’m thinking,” Mahoney interjected, popcorn strewn upon his shirt. “This Wright guy rubs me all the wrong way. He knows more than he’s letting on. He’s not telling us something really important. I think we need to have another talk with him. If he flew often with the Senator and knew the whole routine, it would have been easy for him to help plan this crash.”

      “Nope. You’re wrong,” Lighthouse responded. “He’s definitely not the one we should be watching. It’s someone else we passed by lately that’s not leveling with us.”

      “Who?” Mahoney asked.

      “Yeah, who?” Ashley seconded, eager for a solid break in a suspect.

      Lighthouse wrinkled his eyebrows.

      “Well?” she asked.

      He flashed her a smile. “My gut’s telling me we owe Minnesota another look. I wasn’t finished closing up the cabin for the winter anyway.”

      “Ugh. It’s so cold there,” she complained.

      “Ain’t that the truth,” Mahoney agreed.

      “But that’s where we’ll find it,” Lighthouse quipped.

      “Find what?” Mahoney questioned.

      “The cold truth.”

      “Oh yeah, the cold truth. I get it, buddy,” Mahoney said aiming a finger gun in his direction.

      Ashley grinned and shook her head, the pun so appropriate.

      Mahoney’s stomach growled. “Can’t this all wait until tomorrow? I’m four sheets to the wind and need something to eat. We’ve barely had anything since morning. Let’s all go out and enjoy ourselves. On me,” he added for good measure.

      Lighthouse shrugged indifferently.

      Ashley bit her lip and looked at Lighthouse. “I think I’m going to hang low here for a few hours and call it an early one. I have a lot of paperwork to catch up on from earlier. But the two of you go. There’s tons of great places all within walking distance. I’m sure you boys can figure it out.”

      Lighthouse sensed her desire to be left alone. A trait, he knew, all animals exhibited at times.

      “How about it, buddy? Care to wander around a bit and get some chow?”

      “There are some really great little places just around the corner,” she reiterated eagerly.

      “Fine. But let me go freshen up before we head out,” he declared to Mahoney and left the terrace.
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      Benson felt a rare calm as he sat in a Toyota Sienna minivan rental car on Duluth’s Skyline Boulevard overlooking Duluth Harbor and its iconic Lift Bridge. For the last twenty minutes he’d stared out the windows at the picturesque city and watched the sun attempt to break through the clouds and sparkle its rays upon the fresh snow-blanketed hillside. A thousand feet below his position on the hill, a half dozen or so towering grain elevators and millions of dollars of iron ore and coal were piled into small mountains along massive docks, with 1000-foot Great Lakes liners waiting to be loaded. The city was a lesson in Midwest economics as commodities of all types flowed through its port. The Welcome to Duluth visitor’s guide listed the city as the 17th largest bulk shipping port in the United States with international access through the Saint Lawrence Seaway.

      Benson grabbed the steering wheel and looked down at his watch. He’d been waiting for twenty-three minutes and still no sign of his leader. But no sooner had the thought washed over him when Hacksaw rapped on the windows and jumped into the unlocked car.

      “We don’t have a lot of time here so listen closely,” Hacksaw declared under his breath. He zipped his jacket all the way up. “Orders have come down that you’re to break an ankle or knee or something on that bitch reporter from CNN. Her name is Shelby Bryant. Track her down and make it look like an accident. Get her off her feet and away from the trail for a while. The Boss wants her to sit the rest of this one out if you catch my drift. It’s the news that’s really killing us. We slow her down and everything else goes away.”

      “Ah, fuck no,” Benson complained, having seen the broad on TV and taken a shining to her. “Don’t make me snuff out a chick.”

      “Piss off, Benson!” Hacksaw hissed angrily under his breath. “If it wasn’t for you, she and all the others wouldn’t be sniffing around the fucking joint in the first place.”

      Benson sighed plainly, at a loss for explanations for the current debacle. “You know as well as I do the plane was supposed to go down in the lake. But that shithead Schultz is a fuck of a pilot and now I get all the blame?” he emphasized. “He’s the fuck that was one degree off and downed it in the forest.”

      “Stop deflecting the blame on Schultz,” Hacksaw announced authoritatively. “You were on the plane too.”

      “The least he could do is be here to help clean things up,” Benson whined.

      “He would if he could but he can’t, so leave it alone,” Hacksaw commanded, raising his voice in the increasingly spirited conversation.

      “But taking out a chick?” Benson complained again.

      Hacksaw curled his right fist into a ball and pointed it all Benson. “I didn’t say to kill the cunt. I said to break her ankle. Make her disappear to the sidelines. Stop being such a stupid fuck.”

      Benson conceded the debate by looking away toward the water.

      Hacksaw growled displeasure but saw it was time to build his lieutenant back up. “You’ll get over it. But hey, that was a fucking bang up job you did cleaning up with the medical examiner. That was swifter than I could have hoped for,” he praised, bits of spittle expelling from the corners of his mouth.

      “Yeah, I guess,” Benson bemoaned.

      “After you get that reporter in a cast, go track down an FBI guy name of Olson. He’s in the Duluth office. Get what you need from him then make everything he knows disappear,” Hacksaw ordered.

      Benson looked up and nodded, his grin a little more chipper now. “That’s more like it. A real target.”
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      The Boss sat in his plane on his airstrip in Kansas, staring down at the two-page dossier that had been compiled on Detective Lighthouse.

      He was flummoxed. The profile was way too thin and he couldn’t find a weak spot to squeeze. The Boss literally had nothing on him except a single line entry by the FBI dated all the way back to 1989 stating Lighthouse was instrumental in catching the triple murder suspect, Martin Coinaham. There was also a one-page military record which indicated he was in the Army from 1981-85 but stating virtually nothing else. There wasn’t even a headshot nor a home address listed. The files on Lighthouse seemed to have been purposely expunged.

      The Boss looked out the windscreen. He wondered how such a high profile NYPD detective, one who had been on television and in the New York Times half a dozen times, could secure such a low profile. The Boss instinctively wondered who was protecting him.

      The Boss threw the file on the passenger seat and readied his controls for takeoff. It wasn’t to say that he was totally baffled by the detective’s slim paper trail, but he was slightly intrigued by it. Certainly not enough that he thought Lighthouse was becoming a real threat though.
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      Lighthouse had two beers on an empty stomach. Mahoney’s dinner consisted of three beers and a handful of peanuts followed by a few rounds of cheap bourbon. In their compromised state, they’d wandered around for over thirty minutes lost in a mash. In the dim Washington evening, Ashley’s red door had been hard to find. It was a little past 9 p.m. when they finally stumbled back to the base of her stairs.

      “This is it?” Mahoney slurred as he fumbled for a cigarette.

      “Pretty sure,” Lighthouse concluded. Alcohol rimmed his brain, and he hoped Ashley might be awake so he could cuddle up to her before sacking out for the night. He stepped his way up to the door that she’d promised to leave open. At the top of the landing he turned to Mahoney and whispered, “She’s liable to be sleeping so make sure you keep it down.”

      Mahoney joined him on the top stoop. “You first. I’m takin’ a quick smoke before bed,” he said, his bloated fingers fumbling around with a lighter.

      “Suit yourself,” said Lighthouse cracking open the door, a rush of air from inside forcefully escaping out.

      Mahoney lit up his cigarette. The flame from the lighter jumped, extinguished and exhausted a strange burnt smell into the air.

      “That smell funny?” inquired Lighthouse suspiciously.

      Mahoney flared his nostrils. “Yeah. Tastes kinda sour.” He flinted his lighter again and held the flame. Sniffing it he said, “Nope, nothing wrong here on the Western Front,” he added, gleefully stupefied.

      Lighthouse stepped in through the front door. “Ashley?” he called out. He turned back to Mahoney. “Something’s not right. There’s something stale. I can feel it.”

      “Hopefully not your pecker,” Mahoney joked before barreling over in a cough.

      Lighthouse continued into the foyer, sniffing the air as he went. But nothing appeared out of the ordinary. “Ashley?” he called out again loudly.

      “Quiet down or you’ll wake ’er up,” stammered Mahoney, peeking into the house, careful to keep his arm outside so the smoke wouldn’t enter.

      “Don’t think she’d care if I did,” Lighthouse boasted, stopping at the landing to the third floor.

      “Casanova Lighthouse extraordinaire,” Mahoney sung out loudly. “Okay buddy, goodnight. I’ll be out here a few more minutes if you need any help,” he chuckled as he pulled his head back outside and clumsily slammed the door shut.

      “Ashley?” Lighthouse called out as he ventured up the stairs. From out of nowhere his mood spoiled. He felt drowsy, his eyes heavy. He couldn’t tell if it was the effects of alcohol or something more sinister. He took in a hefty breath to clear his head and that’s when he felt the gas in the air tinge his lungs. “Ashley!” he yelled. Like a black stallion he rushed up to her bedroom. He burst into her room and saw her sleeping peacefully.

      “Ashley. Wake up!” he commanded. But he still didn’t get a response. He jumped next to her and shook her. Her body was limp. She was out cold. Her lips were sinking blue, and Lighthouse could tell she was losing oxygen fast. Maybe too fast.

      He grasped her neck, locked lips with her and blew his last breaths of fresh air into her lungs. Her chest heaved, yet her eyes barely flickered.

      Lighthouse grabbed her up in his arms, leapt from the room, bolted down the stairs and out the front door. In the process of exiting fully armed, he knocked Mahoney straight down the stoop and onto the driveway.
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      One block away, Quinn was inside his van watching his closed-circuit camera feed that he’d installed on the light post across the street from her house. He was mystified and sat in a stunned silence as the spectacle unfolded. He’d hoped it would be days before the bodies were found. Instead, one target was performing mouth-to-mouth on another.

      Quinn cursed himself for leaving an important mission up to the frailty of an unfortunate accident. Now he would have to execute each one of them with firearms, and leave a messy trail to mop up. Without another thought, he grabbed his 9mm pistol with silencer off the seat next to him, placed it in his jacket pocket and jumped from the van. From there, he strode down the sidewalk quickly.
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      “Harv, call 911!” Lighthouse exclaimed.

      Mahoney lay on the ground, bleeding and stunned from being thrown down a flight of stairs and smashed to the ground.

      “Now! Call 911 now!”

      Mahoney fumbled in his pockets for his cell phone.

      “Ashley, wake up! Come on baby, wake up!” Lighthouse lightly slapped her on the cheek in-between mouth-to-mouth breaths. He held her head firmly in one palm and hovered over her, repeating his CPR routine. It was working, and he could feel his breath bringing life back into her lungs. He inhaled deeply again and forced another gush of air into her mouth. His force was so great that she reflexively spit into his face and startled herself awake.

      Ashley looked up dazed and confused.

      “Jesus Christ, buddy,” Mahoney spurted, climbing back onto his feet, his phone now in his hands. “I think I’m fucking bleeding from that fall.”

      “Clam up, Harv,” Lighthouse ordered, “you’re just drunk.”

      Lighthouse heard Ashley groan. He looked down straight into her eyes. A flicker of life had returned from the abyss. “Ashley, say something!”

      She fluttered her eyelids. “I…I…can’t remember,” she mumbled, tugging at the strings of her memory.

      Mahoney stumbled onto the hand railing and tried to hold on tight. But he couldn’t muster a good grip and struggled backwards on the steps. He laughed to himself. As he was falling, he heard the familiar sound of a silencer popping off two rounds. He felt a bullet rip into his arm followed by a force hitting his midsection like a freight train running out of control. “What the fuck! Look out!” He yelped, tasting the metal on his tongue as he fell hard onto the ground.

      Peripherally, Lighthouse had seen the man coming down the sidewalk. But he hadn’t been quick enough to react to the man’s assault on Mahoney. As soon as he heard the first round pop, he grabbed Lucy and fell on top of Ashley to protect her. He triggered off a round at the intruder while in that same split moment realizing that a trigger had been pulled on him as well. Lighthouse jerked his head to the left. Nonetheless a bullet tore into his right shoulder. He felt a sharp pain seize his entire body before it localized as a pinch in his muscle. He stamped out the pain, barrel-rolled off Ashley’s body and squeezed out another round from Lucy. The shot was a direct hit to the man’s forehead and the intruder’s torso instantly crumpled to the ground.

      Lighthouse jumped to his feet, froze in place and quickly scanned his surroundings. There seemed to be no more unwelcomed company so he quickly scurried over to the man now spread upon the pavement. He looked down at him. The fight was over. The man’s sunken skull was flooding the sidewalk cracks with pools of blood.

      Lighthouse glanced to Mahoney. He was on his feet again but self-absorbed trying to wiggle out of his bulletproof vest. Assured his partner’s injuries didn’t appear life threatening, Lighthouse went back and knelt next to Ashley.

      “What’s happening?” she asked groggily, raising herself up on her elbows in a slow uneven movement.

      Forgoing the knot of pain spreading through his left shoulder, Lighthouse picked her up off the ground and gingerly carried her into her side yard. He set her down out of harm’s way then ran back to Mahoney, helping him like a crutch to the outside garden. Lighthouse stabilized them both then performed his own quick self-examination: the bullet had gone straight through the soft tissue in his upper shoulder but hadn’t ripped into any bone, so he still had full range of the entire joint. The same couldn’t be said for Mahoney. He’d taken one straight in the arm that had undoubtedly shattered his humerus. Luckily his vest had taken the brunt of the shot to his upper chest and saved his life.

      Everyone stabilized, Lighthouse hustled over to the intruder’s body. He wanted anything he could get before the police and emergency personnel arrived.

      He circled his assailant’s dead corpse. Lean, fit and muscled, the man had mid-length hair and finely trimmed sideburns. He wore work boots and a dark peacoat jacket. Underneath, he had on non-descript, label-less clothing. It was a trait well known for hired guns so as not to be linked back to anyone or anything. There was no doubt that the man was a professional soldier or mercenary.

      Lighthouse leaned in closer to the body and took a sniff. The dead man lacked any scent of cologne, soap or shampoo and he couldn’t tell straight away if the guy was an American or a foreigner.

      He looked at the man’s forehead and examined Lucy’s handiwork. It was a classic bullet shot to the head and a mixture of brain fluid, matter and blood dribbled from around the gaping hole in the skull. For a fleeting moment, Lighthouse felt proud at winning the duel.

      He quickly rifled through the man’s pockets twice. But he’d only been carrying a keychain with a fob remote for some model of Ford van, and a loaded clip for his 9mm. There was no cash or ID or anything else.

      He pocketed the keychain then replaced the ammo back on the perp. Now he had a vehicle to search, and in turn more clues in the hunt.

      He felt a further tear inside his shoulder and grimaced in pain. It had been a long time since he’d been shot—stabbed and almost thrown into an oncoming bus, yes, but not shot—the stretch almost a decade in the making.

      Lighthouse heard the sirens blasting up the road. He folded the man’s coat back together then slowly moved away from the body. He pulled out his badge, held it in the air to ward off any friendly fire and steadied himself for the onslaught of questions and answers that were sure to come.
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      Lighthouse dangled his feet off of the side of the hospital bed and gazed at the floor. The bullet had been removed from his shoulder and he was all patched up. He’d refused any meds and the local anesthetic was wearing thin, so real pain was setting in.

      “Quit adding insult to injury here,” Lighthouse demanded of the young, slick-dressed detective standing at the foot of the bed. The guy just wouldn’t leave the situation alone for the night. “What’s your name again?”

      “You’ve asked me that twice now but to refresh your memory, the name’s Barry Stone, D.C. Homicide. And you know I’m not going anywhere until you start answering my questions,” he crowed.

      Lighthouse drooped his head. “Right. Stone.”

      “Oh come on, detective,” Stone drawled out. “Drop the charade already. I want to know how you and the deceased are related?”

      Lighthouse was restless to leave. But he was more anxious to have Lucy back at his side. While he and his team were down for the count, his nemesis was out there plotting against them and getting stronger by the minute. “Can’t you see I’m in no position to answer questions?” he said, propelling his wounded shoulder forward.

      Stone placed his hands on his hips and held steady. “Though the numbers might suggest we’re the murder capital of the United States, I assure you triple homicide attempts are not the norm here. So start talking.”

      Lighthouse glanced at Ashley who was at the nurse’s station speaking to a woman behind the desk. Ashley’d been treated and released at the scene and was busying herself making sure all the paperwork was in order to secure his hasty release from the ER. Mahoney was in surgery with, as Lighthouse suspected, a shattered humerus. His partner wouldn’t be useful again for weeks.

      “Well, what do you have to say for yourself?” Stone barked.

      In a low key and self-effacing manner, Lighthouse raised his head slowly and took a better look at the D.C. detective. Stone was in his early-to-mid thirties with slicked-back, over-sprayed, sandy-blond hair. He had on a designer navy blue suit and jacket along with tacky brown suede shoes that he wore sockless. With the cocky bobs of his head and quick one-liner comebacks it appeared Stone lived and breathed Miami Vice. Lighthouse kind of liked the guy. Kind of. If only his persona weren’t so brash.

      Lighthouse looked at his watch. It was 11:53 p.m. and he was ready to go crash in a corner, somewhere far away from the world.

      Stone lifted his palms in the air. “With all due respect, detective, I wasn’t born yesterday. I know who you are. Tell me the truth so we can help each other out. Listen, we’ve both got the same goals here.”

      Lighthouse itched the sticky bandage on his upper shoulder. He’d been stapled together quickly. “I haven’t got the foggiest idea why we were targeted. Now if that’s it—”

      “Please don’t be offended when I say I think you’re full of shit,” said Stone, flaring a pearly-white grin. “Quit holding back on me. Somehow the story’s bound to be richer than you’re describing it. Believe me, I understand you might want to hold this fairly close to your chest,” he added.

      “Go figure,” Lighthouse said sarcastically. “And speaking of chests…” Lighthouse reached out for his bulletproof vest lying on the table and painfully slipped it back on.

      “Just because you’re famous up there in New York City doesn’t mean you can bring your battles into my town.”

      Lighthouse rubbed his forehead with his left arm and yawned. He turned to Stone and sighed. “Listen, I know you’re just trying to do your job, but now’s not a good time. I’ve got a wounded partner and a lady in distress. How about you cut me some professional slack here. Let’s agree to take this back up at a more reasonable hour.”

      Stone waxed his hair with his fingers then looked at his watch for effect. “Look man, I didn’t plan my day around pestering the hell out of you. And certainly not a few minutes before midnight on my Tuesday night off. But here I stand. And you keep making me do it longer and longer. So quit changing the subject and give me some straight answers already.”

      Lighthouse feigned ignorance.

      “I know this town better than anyone out there. I can help if you just let me in,” Stone pleaded.

      “That’s the exact same line one of your colleagues tried on me about an hour ago. They teach that one at the academy around here?’”

      “For God’s sake,” Stone grumbled, frustrated.

      Lighthouse eased himself off the bed and onto the floor. The pinch in his shoulder became aggravated and he hunched up under the pain. “I trust you’re an able detective.”

      “Let me in. That’s all I ask,” Stone quibbled. “Don’t force me to hold you until you talk.”

      Lighthouse glared at him. “You want in on this, huh? Why are you so itching to sign your own death warrant? You think your death is inevitable and you want your wife and kids to have the pleasure of saying you went down in the Line of Duty. That it?”

      Stone leaned in close to Lighthouse and whispered, “You’re a real ass. Don’t underestimate me. I know this is all about the Sellwood investigation. Let me in. I’m not married, have no kids and could really use the promotion.”

      Lighthouse glazed a slow, indifferent eye over him.

      “Your mug’s all over the news lately. They’re speculating about your involvement in the investigation. Whether you like it or not you’re one of the headliners of the day,” Stone shot off. “I can only imagine the field day the press will have if this latest incident of yours was leaked out to them right now.”

      “I don’t know what more there is to tell you, Stone. Obviously we can guess there’s someone out there that still wants my head on a platter. If you’ve got nothing more, then I need to head home with my lady friend so we can get some rest.”

      “I can hold you as long as I want,” Stone said.

      Lighthouse leaned back against the bed and grit his teeth in pain. “Fine. Then go ahead and lock me up.”

      Stone bit his lip. He was peeved at not having any answers. “For fuck’s sake, Senator Sellwood lived in my district and that alone entitles me in on the case,” he whined.

      “Whatever you say.”

      “You come in my town and blast away a hired gun, and you won’t give me a single tidbit of information to work with. Why do you want to shut me down like this?”

      “Hired gun, huh?”

      “Prints came back ex-military. Irish Black Ops. No known driver’s license. No known address. No nothing,” Stone let slip, in the hope he’d get some information in return. “Whoever wanted the three of you dead wanted it done in a bad way.”

      “What did you find in the house?” questioned Lighthouse.

      “We dusted it but other than the three of you, there weren’t any matches.”

      “That it?”

      “Just about. And a dead battery in the carbon monoxide detector,” Stone hinted.

      “Implying?”

      “The furnace’s exhaust vent was rigged within the previous twenty-four hours. They had to be tracking you quite closely to pull that off.”

      Lighthouse frowned and massaged his brow.

      Stone couldn’t let go. “Someone in Washington doesn’t like you nosing around here much.”

      Lighthouse played with the bandages on his shoulder.

      “Why don’t you just give me a name right now and I’ll tell you if there’s any chance of bringing a case or not,” Stone acknowledged, knowing some people in Washington were beyond his reach.

      “Like I said, I haven’t got the slightest clue,” he replied truthfully. He saw Ashley turn from the desk and look over to him with a smile. She looked ready to leave.

      “Come off it!” Stone pouted loudly. “You wouldn’t be in Washington and far out of your jurisdiction if you didn’t have a name already. And that somebody has just tried wiping your name off the guest list. Tell me who it is.”

      “Alright, Stone. I’ll let you help,” Lighthouse acquiesced, having played around with the guy long enough. “But only under one condition,” he added.

      “Shoot.”

      “That your first task is to keep this whole mess under wraps. No leaks to the press,” Lighthouse commanded as he stood firmly back on his feet.

      “But…” Stone protested, “that’s not work at all.”

      Lighthouse looked him in the eye. “Keep the story quashed for twenty-four hours and I’ll let you join the team.”

      Stone frowned. “But what if you’ve solved it by then?”

      “Unlikely,” Lighthouse said, moaning in pain. “But listen, nothing for twenty- hours. Not the shooter, not us. You got it?”

      Stone nodded. “Alright, you’ve got twenty-four hours but that’s it. Then I’m coming back in force for answers,” he spelled out to him.

      “Deal,” Lighthouse said, limping off.
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      Back in a room at the Radisson Hotel in Duluth, Hacksaw sat booting up his laptop. It was late at night and he was irritated, having not slept for two days running. Worse, problems were popping up everywhere. Not only had he been busy mopping up another round of peripheral leaks in the frigid Minnesota Northland but he’d tried to call Quinn three times to no avail. This had never happened before. Quinn always answered. Always.

      The screen popped on. A few keystrokes later Hacksaw was watching Quinn’s live video feed of the girl’s house. Two Metropolitan Police vehicles were parked out front. It wasn’t a particularly good sign.

      Hacksaw had forgotten to record Quinn’s feed from the onset and this was the only image he had to go on. Something must’ve gone awry with the Washington mission. Otherwise, Quinn would have picked up in glee over a successful mission. Further, he would have pulled out all his tech gear by now. Hopefully it was just an anomaly.

      Hacksaw was in suspense, his mind meandering around all the possibilities. Could Quinn be captured? Or was it as simple as he’d finished the mission and gone off to bed?

      Even so, there’d still been no mention of deaths nor homicides coming across the wires in D.C. tonight. Whatever the reason, it irked Hacksaw to no end.
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      Meanwhile in Washington, Ashley tried keeping up with Lighthouse who was charging out of the emergency room. “What did that detective want?”

      Lighthouse slowed and let her saddle up next to him. “Hopefully I bought us a twenty-four-hour break from the action around here.”

      “Oh god, not that routine again,” she remarked dourly, now staying in step with his leggy strides.

      “What routine?”

      “The ‘give us twenty-four-more-hours’ routine,” she air-quoted, flippantly.

      “Hmm.”

      “Look what happened the last time you promised someone to hold off for a few hours,” she noted, her thoughts trained solely on the fate that had awaited Dr. Blatnik.

      He ignored her cynicism. “If this guy Stone takes a hit sometime in the next day then he’s only got himself to blame for it.”

      “Somehow I’ll have to trust you on that one. What do we do now?”

      He shook his head. “You still craving excitement?”

      “I’m seeing this through to the end.”

      Lighthouse felt re-invigorated by her resolve, her smile exuding a demanding confidence. “So what’s the latest with Mahoney?”

      “He’ll be in surgery for the next couple of hours.”

      “Ah, hell.”

      She grinned widely. “Those are the exact words Mahoney said. The good news is if all goes well, he could be released as early as mid-morning.”

      “At least that’ll give us time to go find the van and snoop around your house a bit.”

      Ashley stared at him wide-eyed. “But we’ve been made, and there’s a bull’s eye on our backs.”

      “Hmm,” Lighthouse moaned. She was correct. They had been made. And now with Mahoney down, movement was going to be much slower.

      “Well?” she demanded.

      “Let’s start by getting the hell out of here,” Lighthouse said as he tore the hospital wristband off, threw it into a garbage can then trudged out the exit.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Thursday, October 31, 2002—Day 5—Halloween

      

      The Timex read 1:21 a.m. and the moon was high in the sky, its light reflecting off the hood of the white, boxy, windowless 1998 Ford Econoline Cargo Van. The vehicle was as standard as they come and had been easy to pick out from the luxury car-lined streets.

      Lighthouse depressed the button on the key fob. The van’s taillights flashed, signaling the van was now unlocked. He and Ashley jumped in through the back doors, closed themselves inside and performed a tertiary search. The van was outfitted as a roving spy center, filled with video screens and recording devices. Dozens of electronic gadgets were plugged in throughout the interior. A cache of small arms and ammo were unlocked in a foam case on the floor, and a non-branded satellite phone with four numbers stored in its memory was lying on the front seat.

      “He left in such a hurry he didn’t log out of anything,” Ashley remarked as she sat down in the only chair and started typing away. “I have access to all his computer files, video streams and voice recordings.”

      “Sorry to break it to you, but this electronic stuff is not really my forte,” Lighthouse announced, as he sat on the floor and leaned against the back door. He was exhausted.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got this one covered,” she replied, and focused back on the keyboard.

      “Brilliant,” he mumbled.

      After what felt like a nanosecond, Ashley stated exuberantly, “Bingo!”

      The monitors on the wall flickered on, drawing his attention. The screens filled with streaming footage from interior and exterior shots of her house.

      She glanced between the monitors. “I guess we found the bugs in my house.”

      “Scary to think how close it just got,” he confided out loud.

      She hit return on the keyboard. Two more screens turned on. “From the looks of things, he had half a dozen camera angles on us at one time or another. The new ones here are lapsed recordings,” she said, pointing.

      “Hmm,” Lighthouse expelled softly, feeling himself hitting a wall. “I think it’s time we get some rest,” he managed before becoming slightly startled by a cell phone ringing from his breast pocket. Ashley had taken it off Mahoney when he was being wheeled into surgery.

      “Answer it,” she declared.

      He pulled it out and flipped it open. “Lighthouse.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t expecting you. Well good morning, Lighthouse. It’s Glen Olson in Duluth. How are you guys doing?”

      “Tired. Sounds like it’s been a late night for you too,” Lighthouse speculated.

      “Late night, early start. All a matter of semantics,” Olson explained excitedly.

      “What’s on your mind?” asked Lighthouse, lamenting his need for sleep, or a strong cup of coffee.

      “I’ve got everything you asked for,” Olson replied. “I tracked down the lab tech that ran the tests, and I got a copy of the original report. Better yet, they have enough sample evidence left if we need to run more tests.”

      “You didn’t cue him to anything about the case, did you?”

      “Not at all. I just told him that the department had lost the original paperwork since Dr. Blatnik’s accident.”

      “Good work. Scan and email everything you’ve got right away to our secretary, Melanie, in New York.”

      “Roger that,” Olson replied. “I also got the video footage from around the UMD campus and I think I’ve isolated our suspect. I’m pretty sure it’s the same man from the airport picture.”

      “Hmm. Well that fits in nicely.”

      “Only problem is it’s really hard to see his face. I couldn’t zoom in well with the glare off the windshield. He was wearing hats and dark glasses so there’s not much to go on.”

      “That’s expected,” Lighthouse replied.

      “Nothing more to go on from those angles, I’m afraid.”

      “Okay. So what’s going on with Buckley?”

      “What about him?”

      “Does he suspect anything after your outburst?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him since yesterday when he left our regional office for the one in Minneapolis. He was going to attend the senator’s memorial. A large group of officials are heading to Sellwood’s funeral where all the action is.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “So what’s happening on your end?” Olson asked, eager for an update.

      The assassin’s SAT phone resting on the passenger seat started ringing.

      Both Lighthouse and Ashley snapped their heads around and looked at it.

      “I gotta go, Olson. Maybe we’ll see you back in Minnesota,” Lighthouse said flipping the phone shut and replacing it back in his front pocket. He reached over and picked up the SAT phone that kept beeping.

      “Wait!” Ashley shouted, grabbing for the phone and plugging a cord into its base. “I want to record it and get a lock on the signal. The guy has it all set up so we might as well use the kit while we’re here.”

      “Good thinking,” he replied.

      Lighthouse wrinkled his brow and watched her work.

      “Trust me. This is all I did my first few years in service. This’ll get us a signature signal and voice recording to work with.” She clicked RECORD on an open program on the computer screen. “Okay, you can answer it now.”

      “Yeah?” intoned Lighthouse blandly, answering the phone.

      “Quinn?” said Hacksaw questioningly.

      “Yeah.”

      “Where the fuck have you been?” Hacksaw voiced angrily. “This is the fourth time I’ve tried getting hold of you!”

      “Sleepin’,” Lighthouse replied softly, but almost too flat for his own good as the man on the other end of the line paused hesitantly.

      “Toronto alpha,” Hacksaw said, testing the code.

      Lighthouse knew he didn’t have the answer. “Alpha Toronto,” he whispered back, shrugging toward Ashley for guidance.

      She shrugged back.

      “You’re a dead man, Lighthouse,” Hacksaw replied harshly before cutting off the line.
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      Hacksaw forcefully threw his SAT phone to the floor. One of the satellites was now potentially compromised, and the prospect of informing the Boss was not very enticing. The Boss would be sorely disappointed. The satellite was dead to them now, it’s positioning surely locked and being tracked this very moment.

      Hacksaw thought the worst was over when he’d given Quinn the neutralize orders, but things had gone from bad to worse. By fuck-up standards this was a big one. With Quinn either captured or dead, another prospect he didn’t find desirable to report, the mission was taking on a new dimension. Hacksaw knew it was time to ratchet it up a notch. And no matter what happened next, he would pin this botch job on Benson. Hacksaw would see to that personally.
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      The Boss sailed through the air at 21,000 feet heading east to Washington, D.C. He was fuming mad. The news from Hacksaw had been so disturbing he’d cancelled his trip to his house on Maui. It was now confirmed Quinn’s mission had been compromised and his body was splayed out in the D.C. morgue.

      The Boss stared out the windscreen. Quinn he could live without. But the potential loss of a SAT com unit was another story. He was now down to only three functional satellites orbiting the skies. There was no longer absolute knowledge that he had enough bounces to completely cover his tracks.

      The Boss gazed down at the ground. Brown and green squares and rectangle boxes in patchwork patterns were scratched across the Earth’s surface for as far as his eyes could see. Every square mile was modified by human hands, and sectioned off by country dirt roads dashing out into infinite prairies.

      He turned his eyes to the heavens. The sky was baby blue and seemed limitless. He brooded once more over the loss of the satellite, but he knew it was time to cut the cord and move on. The situation was hardly dire, and he made up his mind to forget about it.

      The Boss poked at the controls and adjusted up the throttle of the plane, wanting to be back in D.C. in less than three hours.
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      Lighthouse awoke recumbent on Ashley’s frilly yet undeniably comfortable French-couture couch. He rolled his weary eyes toward his watch. It was 7:46 a.m., and he was grateful for the couple hours of sleep he’d had.

      “Morning sleepy head,” Ashley called out from behind her computer.

      “You catch a few winks?” he asked.

      “Not much,” she replied, taking another sip of coffee. “I spent the last hour removing the cameras and bugs from my house and now I’m compiling data searches of the charter companies. There’s a web of fronts that prop them all up. It’s a challenge weeding through it all.”

      Lighthouse yawned. He dragged his feet off the couch and stretched. His body ached. His shoulder throbbed incessantly. “Don’t let me stop you from what you’re doing,” he mustered, glancing toward her.

      She abruptly stopped her typing. She swiveled her chair to face him with a warm smile. “It’s pretty freaky, right? Someone tried to poison me to death in my own home. And to top it off, both you and Mahoney got shot! I hope they’re not regrouping right now. How much time do you think we’ve got?”

      “Harv’s just lucky he was wearing his vest. Otherwise his guts would’ve spilled out all over the place. Then we’d really have a problem,” Lighthouse grumbled sourly. “You were only saved by having the good sense of cracking your window open a bit before laying down.”

      She locked stares with him. “It was you who saved me. You alone,” she said gratefully, recalling his face being her first vision she’d seen coming to, the faint taste of his breath still on her mouth.

      “Think what you want. Fact is, I got you into this mess in the first place,” he bemoaned, curling his hands on his face.

      She stepped from her chair to join him on the couch. She gently pulled his chin to meet hers, straddling him lovingly on the lounge. “Let’s forget about all that right now. Instead let’s see how I can alleviate your pain,” she adding, grabbing him and pulling him in closer.
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      Lighthouse and Ashley had fallen asleep naked wrapped around each other on her lounge. Her head, so slight and slender, lay nestled in the nook of his arm.

      The buzzing of Mahoney’s cell phone taxed his ears, and startled him awake. He glanced at his wrist. It was 8:53 a.m.

      “Don’t answer it,” she commanded, proceeding to kiss his neck.

      He opted to ignore the call. He stood, and with his one good arm, scooped her up, grasping under her firm runner’s ass. He pressed her body against his. “It’s time to get up,” he whispered.

      “Wake me up then,” she giggled.

      The phone rang again.

      “You can get it this time,” Ashley said.

      “You sure?”

      She winked. “Let’s get to work.”

      He extracted his arm from under her neck and slowly set her back on the lounge. He’d been thrilled to have a few intimate moments but the investigation had to continue. He flipped open the phone. “This is Lighthouse.”

      “Good morning, detective. Captain Lott here.”

      He glanced back down at Ashley. “Yes, a very good morning, Captain. So how are the Boyles holding up?”

      “Pretty well under the circumstances.”

      “That’s good. They say anything about the bodies being cremated?” Lighthouse asked.

      “Well, their son Arthur made mention. But only in a passing remark.”

      “Which was?”

      “Ah…he found it utterly regrettable that when his parent’s left him they were wearing royal Gucci, only to come back in Kmart flowerpots.”

      Lighthouse coughed into the phone, mildly surprised.

      “He used those very words, detective,” Lott continued.

      “Did he?”

      “Arthur is a very practical man. He understands the circumstances of the crash. The bodies charred beyond recognition and all. I think he’s just in utter shock right now. The whole family is.”

      “Are they a tight-knit family?” Lighthouse asked, digging a little deeper into their personal affairs. He needed to totally eliminate the Boyle side of the equation once and for all.

      “Oh yes, very close. Arthur had been entrusted to run the family fortune years ago, so there’s no financial motive going on there. And I can’t think of anything else. He and his father were the best of friends,” Lott reported.

      “That’s nice and sad to hear all at the same time. It’s something rare in this day and age.”

      “They spent their hobby time together playing tennis, going fly fishing and playing backgammon late into the night,” Lott said, pausing. “Sorry to take up your valuable time but I was calling to inform you I’m on call for the next few days and will be held up. There’s been a slight change in funeral plans. The Boyles have decided to have it today, the same day as the Sellwood affair. Arthur thinks this way the press will focus on the senator and forget about his family altogether.”

      Lighthouse sympathized with them. “Not a bad idea.”

      “My sentiments exactly,” Lott stated. “It’s been a real pleasure to meet you.”

      “And you, Captain.”

      “I really enjoyed the down-to-Earth company for a change. Please look me up when you get back to the city. We could grab a coffee, if you’d like.”

      “Sounds good. Please give our condolences to the Boyle family.”

      “Consider it done, sir.”

      “See you around, Captain.” Lighthouse flipped the phone shut. He moseyed back to the side of the couch, retrieved his boxers off the floor and slipped them on.

      “Has my dream of making love in the back of a fancy Learjet just been canceled?” quipped Ashley.

      Lighthouse chuckled. He pulled his pants and shirt on. “The way things are happening around here, I wouldn’t be so sure.”

      She unconsciously licked her lips. “No matter how things turn out, the day sure has started out well.”

      Lighthouse reached over and playfully mussed her hair.

      The phone rang again.

      She sat up, slipped on her blouse and laughed. Technology was sometimes like a pestilence, always coming along to interrupt a happy good time. “I guess it’s time to resume our duties, sir,” she added with a wry grin.

      He glared at the Caller ID: 952 area code. Offhand he didn’t recognize it. “This is Lighthouse,” he answered.

      “Did you say Lighthouse?” the voice on the other end asked quizzically.

      “Yes, Mr. Sellwood, this is detective Lighthouse speaking,” he answered, recognizing the voice right way.

      “Oh that’s great!” Benjamin Sellwood stated happily. “You’re the one I was actually trying to track down in the first place.”

      “Wonderful. So how can I help you today, Mr. Sellwood?”

      “Oh please, just call me Ben.”

      “Okay, Ben. What can I do for you?”

      “It’s been a very long and crazy night, detective. I didn’t get a single wink all night,” Sellwood said earnestly.

      “Join the club,” Lighthouse muttered.

      “Listen detective, I’ve uncovered everything you need to know to blow this case wide open,” Sellwood blurted out excitedly.

      “What’s that?”

      “The investigation into my parent’s murder, detective. I’m not naïve to what’s going on.”

      “Okay.”

      “Are you going to take me seriously or not?” Sellwood demanded.

      “I’m all ears.”

      “Are you still here in Minnesota?”

      “Nope.”

      “Can you come back here right away?”

      “Nope.”

      “But I found the evidence that will take them all down. It’s big. I mean really big. Like I said, it’ll blow the case wide open. You need to come back her right away.”

      “Just tell me over the phone, and I’ll chew on it a little.”

      “No way, not on the phone. It’s too dangerous,” Sellwood declared.

      “What’s too dangerous?”

      “Well…ah…”

      “Just spit it out,” Lighthouse said, getting sick of this cat-and-mouse conversation.

      “I have a good idea who the murderers are.”

      “Murderers, plural?”

      “I’m certain it was a group of hit-men or mercenaries,” Sellwood explained frantically.

      “Go on,” Lighthouse stated.

      “So you agree with me?”

      “I’m still on the line, aren’t I?”

      “I knew it!” Sellwood exclaimed. “There couldn’t have been any other reason for your involvement in all this if my father and mother weren’t murdered.”

      “Listen Ben, just tell me what you know. I haven’t got all day here.”

      “My father had been compiling a list of a secret group of assassins. And it’s long. Very long. He’s got their military ranks with numbered bank codes next to their names, and files of companies and business receipts with locations and pictures. Even a whole list of foreign banks they use,” Sellwood ran on excitedly.

      “Who are some of the names?” Lighthouse asked. “Hey, better yet, do you have paper and pencil? Let me give you the number to fax it all to.”

      “Detective, you’re not listening to me. My whole family has been wiped out. I called you because you’re the only one I trust right now. I’m really scared, and the last thing I’m going to do is fill up fax machines or chat up the airwaves.”

      Lighthouse wanted to keep him talking. “Okay. I understand. Let’s move on then. Tell me where you found this important list of tomatoes?” Lighthouse said, throwing out  random codeword.

      “List of tomatoes? Oh, I get it. The tomatoes. I found them tucked away at my parent’s house.”

      “Where?”

      “You’ll see for yourself as soon as you get here.”

      “That’s not possible right now. I’m in-”

      “That’s the deal,” Sellwood stated boldly. “You and your team can come get the tomatoes in person or not at all. I want to be completely kept out of this mess. I’m serious when I tell you I’m done chatting about this over the phone.”

      “I read you loud and clear,” Lighthouse replied. He looked back to Ashley who was slipping her pants on. “What’s the best number I can get back to you on?”

      “Get back to me later? Are you serious?” Sellwood yelped. “I don’t think you grasp the seriousness of all this!”

      “I’m sorry, Ben, this isn’t Star Trek. I can’t just zap there in a transporter machine.” Lighthouse was getting annoyed.

      “You’re making a big mistake here, detective. I called you because you’re the best in the world. I’m telling you the truth. It’s an enormous file. It’s everything you need to take them all down.”

      Lighthouse sighed. What if the guy was right? He thought. “So what did you have in mind then?”

      “We can meet up later today after the funeral.”

      “Today?” blurted Lighthouse. “There’s no way.”

      “I spoke with Robert Wright earlier. He said you were at my father’s office on Capitol Hill. Are you still in Washington?”

      “Yes,” Lighthouse leaked out slowly.

      “There’s a bunch of private planes and staff charters leaving out of Reagan National today heading here for the funeral. Most are leaving between eleven and noon. I can make sure you and your partner have seats on any number of them.”

      “That’s very kind of you, but I have to be back in New York for a meeting later today,” Lighthouse said, brushing off the offer.

      “I must insist. I have all my father’s notes on the tomatoes. You need to help me bring closure to this as quickly as possible. I feel like my life is now on the line.”

      “Hmm,” Lighthouse sighed, suspicion starting to get the better of him.

      “I spent the entire night stooped over the lot of this irrefutable evidence. It’s rock solid. It’s all here. Names, associations and trails of paperwork. Right here in my own two hands. This might be my father’s life’s work. And the pursuit which got him and my family killed.”

      “Okay, Ben, here’s what we’ll do,” Lighthouse said reassuringly to take charge of the situation. This would be a big break if Sellwood really had what he said he did. “Fax it all to my office in New York City. The number is on my partner’s card he gave you. From there I’ll have all afternoon to look it over and muster the necessary resources.”

      “No way, detective. I’ll end up six feet under just like my father,” he said adamantly. “I’m not faxing anything to anyone. How would I ever know whose hands they were really passing through? No way!”

      Lighthouse held his hand over the phone and rolled his eyes at Ashley. “You can’t believe this guy’s nerve,” he whispered.

      “Ms. Morgan just related to me that she’s found you seats on one of the private planes coming out,” Sellwood declared factually, like it was already a done deal. “There’s enough room for four of you. Bring whomever you need. Then we’ll meet up right after the services. If you get to the airport by noon, we’ll have you here just in time for the ceremonies.”

      “I’ll try, but don’t hold the plane on my account,” Lighthouse acquiesced. “I’ve got something to wrap up here, so I can’t promise you anything just yet.”

      “I’m sure you’ll make it, detective,” Sellwood proffered. “Be at Reagan National by eleven thirty.”

      “Thanks for the invitation,” Lighthouse said, flinging the phone atop his jacket. He looked back to Ashley. “You should be careful what you wish for,” he said to her.

      “Really?”

      “I meant the private plane. Sellwood’s flying us back to Minnesota today.”

      Ashley smiled victoriously. “Guess it’s going to be my lucky day after all.”

      “Only if you call going to a funeral lucky.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      She reached for the remote and turned on the television.

      The television popped on to Washington’s Channel 5 mid-morning news. A middle-aged, well-groomed TV reporter in a penguin-striped suit stood outside in the rising morning sun, the Capitol Building his backdrop. Into the microphone he said, “Congress is scheduled to proceed on a new budget consisting of a sixty-two-billion-dollar deficit shortfall. That’s one hundred billion better than last year but not good enough for many here on Capitol Hill. The Democrats blame the bloated military spending and the Republicans blame out of control social entitlements. Next week is sure to be a heated one as debates over pork belly projects and fiduciary duties come to a head. An anticipated forty percent increase in spending to the Armed Forces Appropriations will top their budget out at over five hundred billion dollars this year.” The screen cut to stock footage of a group of stodgy senators sitting around a committee room, presumably talking over the business of government. Via voiceover, the TV reporter continued his diatribe, reporting, “Allegations abound that billions of unaccounted for dollars have been sequestered in slush funds for some of the generals’ personal pet projects. The Senate is asking for more accountability with the spending. But under National Security regulations, this committee is not required by law to reveal thirty percent of their budget spending. It’s anyone’s guess, other than the committees, where all the money goes. The subcommittee is meeting in chambers this morning to take up the many Senate requests for this funding year. This is Rupert Strong with the Capitol Report,” he said, signing off.

      “Five hundred billion dollars. Thirty percent you don’t have to report,” Ashley questioned seriously. “I wonder if they just divvy it up amongst themselves? Imagine having a hundred fifty billion burning a hole in your pocket.”

      “Seems like there’d be a lot of wasted time trying to manage it all.”

      “Yeah. The bureaucracy of paperwork reporting alone must be staggering,” she reasoned.

      Lighthouse licked his lips. “We’ve got a couple of hours to kill before we’ve been ordered to the airport, so what do you say we head over to the Capitol and go sniff around this Armed Forces committee?”

      “Go chase down the money?”

      He nodded. “Money does seem to be extravagantly romanced around here.”

      “I like the way you just said that.” She pressed POWER on the remote and threw it on the floor. She held a pillow to her midsection then jumped off the couch. “I’ll go with you to the Capitol if you promise to take part in my dream jet ride today,” she said sultrily.

      He eased next to her and gave her a few gentle kisses. “That fantasy can be arranged.”

      “I’m finding that out about you,” she said, softly unlocking her lips from his. “Give me two minutes. I just need to quickly change.”

      He lightly pushed away from her. “Hmm, today will actually be my first time then.”

      “Is that so?” she purred playfully.

      “Yup. I’ve never once been present to a committee hearing to watch my tax dollars being spent.”

      “That’s not the fantasy I had in mind,” she said with mock disappointment, throwing the pillow at him and dashing away like a spry, seeded doe.
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      Lighthouse and Ashley loitered about the white-marble hallways of the Senate Building waiting for members of the Senate Armed Forces Appropriations subcommittee to exit their chambers.

      Lighthouse propped himself up against the wall next to her and checked the time. It was 10:33 a.m., and they still had more than enough time to make it to Reagan National.

      Ashley pulled out her Blackberry. “Let’s see what an Internet search turns up,” she said, her thumbs in rapid motion across the little keypad. “Okay, I found it. You want me to read it out loud?” she asked, looking up at his anxious, tired eyes.

      “I guess?” he murmured, unsure exactly what she was talking about.

      She peered back to her screen. “‘The Armed Forces Appropriations Committee Jurisdiction is: Aeronautical and space activities peculiar to or primarily associated with the development of weapons systems or military operations; the common defense; the Department of Defense, the Department of the Army, the Department of the Navy, and the Department of the Air Force, generally; maintenance and operation of the Panama Canal, including administration, sanitation, and government of the Canal Zone; military research and development; national security aspects of nuclear energy; naval petroleum reserves, except those in Alaska; pay, promotion, retirement, and other benefits and privileges of members of the Armed Forces, including overseas education of civilian and military dependents; selective service system; and strategic and critical materials necessary for the common defense. Comprehensive study and review of matters relating to the common defense policy of the United States.’”

      Lighthouse turned and looked down the hall. It was powerful wording and he didn’t want her to see his look of wonderment. This committee wielded considerable control over the world and its people—apparently five hundred billion dollars worth each year.

      “Let’s see here,” Ashley continued. “A few of the current committee members are the Chairman of the Joint Chief of Staff Reginald Gleeson, Senator Patrick Bagley from Michigan, and Senator Finn Jones of Kansas.” She held the Blackberry up so he could view the pictures.

      The doors to the committee room opened, and a rotund man dressed in distinguished military attire plowed through, his small entourage of adjuncts and assistants trailing behind him.

      “Excuse me, sir,” Lighthouse called out, stepping up and holding his badge in the air. “Mr. Reginald Gleeson?” He asked.

      Hearing his name, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff stopped in his tracks and turned around. “Yes?”

      “Sir, I’m detective Lighthouse, NYPD Homicide. I need only a minute of your time to discuss some important matters.”

      Gleeson raised his glasses, squinted and tried to inspect the gold shield. “What kind of matters, detective? I’m a busy man and don’t have all day to stand around.”

      “Matters pertaining to Senator Sellwood,” Lighthouse divulged.

      “Senator who?” the Chairman replied busily.

      “Russ Sellwood, the senator from Minnesota who just went down in a plane crash,” Lighthouse instructed.

      Gleeson furrowed his brow in recognition. “Oh yes. What an awful affair.” He turned to one of his assistants. “Is he the one who was on that fishing trip in Canada?”

      “No, sir. This is about Senator Sellwood whose plane crashed in an ice storm just a few days ago.”

      Gleeson snapped his fingers. “Yes, yes, Senator Sellwood… but what does any of that have to do with me?” he asked, shrugging indifferently.

      “It seems nothing, sir,” Lighthouse replied, puckering his lips. Gleeson’s body language was very clear and easy to read, and he knew right off the man wasn’t hiding a thing. He had an honest stature, held good eye contact when he spoke and his facial muscles hadn’t twitched a tad with a single question yet. “I’m sorry to have wasted your time, Mr. Chairman. Have a nice day,” he said and returned back next to Ashley.

      “What was that all about?” she inquired.

      “Apparently nothing. He’s clueless,” Lighthouse reported.

      “Oh, here’s Senator Bagley coming,” she said, pointing to a man with a crew-cut and expensive suit walking out the doors, his two male aides walking close behind him in silence.

      Lighthouse held his gold shield in his hand and approached Bagley. The man’s posture was erect and drawn to attention from military training; and he had sour eyes that had obviously seen battle once too often. “Senator Bagley, sir. My name’s Lighthouse, NYPD Homicide. May I have just have a minute of your time?”

      Bagley stopped and peered at the credentials. Seemingly in order, he turned to his aides and instructed, “One of you get me a tuna on wheat and the other head back to the office.”

      The aides saluted, tapped their heels and left without a word.

      Bagley waited until his aides were out of earshot before turning to address the police officer in his presence. “What can I do for you? Lighthouse is it?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And you’d be?” Bagley asked, jogging his eyes to the woman who suddenly joined them.

      “Ashley Lewis, NTSB.” She held out her card in greeting. “Nice to meet you, Senator Bagley.”

      Bagley relaxed, thinking somehow this had to do with transportation rather than something superfluous he couldn’t pin down at the moment. He grabbed up her card. “A pleasure, Ms. Lewis.”

      Lighthouse looked at the floor and shifted from one foot to the other, pretending to be uneasy interviewing a man in power. “I know your time is short, Senator, so let me state the facts. It’s come to our attention there was bad blood between the committee and Senator Sellwood,” he stated, throwing dissent into the air.

      “That’s absurd!” Bagley intoned, taken off-guard by the accusation. “Who’s told you such nonsense? There was nothing but utter respect between the committee and Sellwood’s investigation.”

      “Our sources say otherwise,” Lighthouse said spiritedly, seizing on the fresh opening. “We’ve got it on good authority that Sellwood was on the wrong side of some of your committee members. That a vendetta was out against him,” he added loudly.

      “Hey, hold that down,” Bagley said, hushing him as he glanced up and down the hallway. “Listen here, detective. This Sellwood versus Jones and McCall feud is utterly false. If that’s where you’re heading with this, then your sources are feeding you old intel.”

      “And you think that’s the tune McCall’s been singing?” said Lighthouse, trying to bait a trap.

      “Absolutely. A law’s a law. If Sellwood wanted to poke deeper into the classified information he would have to wait it out until he made it onto the committee himself. If ever. End of story. Period. National security issues.”

      A phone chirped from somewhere on Lighthouse’s jacket.

      Bagley pointed at his pocket. “It’s yours. Now it seems we both have better things to do,” he stated, trudging off.

      Lighthouse filed Bagley’s conversation away, scooped the phone from his jacket and looked at the Caller ID. Unknown number.

      “This is Lighthouse,” he said, answering it.

      “Hey buddy, it’s me,” Mahoney said, groggily.

      “Harv, so good to hear your voice! They finally got you up and eating ice cream, huh?” he teased good-naturedly.

      “Yeah, back in tiptop shape,” Mahoney related. “They said I’m ready to be released. Can you come and get me now?”

      Lighthouse pointed to the watch on Ashley’s wrist.

      “Ten forty-four,” she whispered. “We’d never make the flight.”

      “Sorry Harv, no can do. You’ll need to sign yourself out. We’ve got a flight leaving Reagan National in forty-five minutes.”

      “Flight leaving in forty-five minutes?” Mahoney repeated. “Where are you going? Were you just gonna leave me?” he added, puzzled.

      “Listen, we’ve got to get back to Minnesota right away and you’re in no condition to travel, so-”

      “The hell I’m not!” Mahoney countered. “I’m as good as new.”

      “C’mon Harv, you just got out of surgery.”

      “It was day surgery and there’s no way you’re leaving me behind,” Mahoney admonished.

      “Okay. Whatever you say, partner.”

      Ashley nudged Lighthouse as more and more people began coming out of the committee room.

      “Listen Harv, I’m right in the middle of something and gotta go. It’s on you to meet us at Reagan National in forty-five or you’ll miss the flight,” he said and hung up the call.

      “I think that’s Senator Finn Jones,” Ashley said, motioning with her head toward a gaunt, edgy looking man walking by himself out the doors.

      “Senator Jones,” Lighthouse said, giving him chase down the hall. The man’s gray hair was a mess and he looked exhausted. “Name’s Lighthouse, NYPD,” he said, flashing his badge.

      Jones came to an abrupt stop. “What does a cop from New York City want with me?” he declared as he cursorily scanned the hallway, visibly paranoid to the possibility of any others that might be in listening distance.

      “I wanted to personally thank you for your hard work and commitment to the committee,” Lighthouse plugged.

      Jones drew a smug look on his face. “I don’t have time for jokes.”

      “Joke? I wanted to thank you for your work on the committee,” Lighthouse repeated.

      “Are we done hopscotching yet?” Jones said exasperatedly, an I-don’t-have-time-for-this-crap enveloping his demeanor. “Let’s say we save each other time and you just lay out the itch you need scratched.”

      “A no-nonsense man. I like that,” Ashley commented, hoping to soften him up.

      Jones cast his attention toward her. “And you’d be?”

      “Ashley Lewis, NTSB.”

      “NYPD and NTSB. Sounds like we got lots of itches to scratch around here,” Jones remarked sarcastically.

      “Just the one named Sellwood,” Lighthouse said ruefully.

      Jones bobbed his head up and down. “I should’ve guessed as much. Though I never really thought any of it would actually get back to me.”

      Ashley was caught off guard. Was Senator Jones admitting guilt? She wondered. She glanced to Lighthouse for guidance.

      “Murder has a funny way of getting around all the bases,” Lighthouse quipped. “There’s a lot of stops and starts but sooner or later the right pitch always comes along.”

      “Are you talking about me? You’re crazy if you think I had anything to do with it!” Jones shrieked.

      “This is a fellow senator we’re talking about here. You really want that going on your record?”

      “That’s bullshit,” Jones pronounced. He looked around to make sure they were still alone. “You recording this?”

      “Nope.”

      Jones squinted his eyes. “You’ve got this all wrong. I’m the one who gave Sellwood all the evidence he needed to make his case. Don’t go pointing fingers at me for troubles he went chasing down.”

      “What evidence did you give him?” Lighthouse asked.

      “Bank accounts. Routing numbers. Shell companies. A few dozen names to look into. That sort of thing.”

      “Who? I need names.”

      Jones shook his head. “Nope. I’m not going to be next on the slab. Besides, what he dug up is beyond me. I just gave him a few of the company names I kept coming across and some of the other clues.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like things that aren’t in the public domain. Like activities involving no accounting standards,” Jones hinted nervously.

      Lighthouse nodded. There was an incredible fear emanating off Jones. He was like a scared animal popping its head back and forth looking for a hole to go hide in. “What kind of things outside the public domain are we talking about?” coaxed Lighthouse.

      “Like numbered bank accounts in the Caymans kind of things,” Jones confessed.

      “Slush funds?” Ashley questioned.

      “Call them as you see fit,” Jones sneered, dancing around her inquisitions.

      Lighthouse cracked his neck. “So you gave Sellwood the evidence and he went to town on it from there. Is that what you’re telling us?”

      “I’ll plead the Fifth if you subpoena me,” Jones asserted craftily, his tepid eyes becoming more nervous. He fumbled in one of his file folders and pulled out a single piece of paper. He folded it and quickly handed it to Lighthouse. “That’s all you get. You big shots want anything else, go bother the FBI. Ask them about an early Nineties investigation codenamed Operation Extinguish. Then you can decide how much you value your own lives.”

      “Operation Extinguish,” Lighthouse repeated, the name sounding vaguely familiar.

      Jones pointed at them. “You decide to go down this path, and I assure you you’ll end up like Sellwood,” he cautioned before slinking away.
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      The Boss smiled brightly. He was flying on autopilot at an altitude of 25,032 feet with a healthy tailwind and making excellent time. He landed his eyes upon the digital clock. It read 1044 EST and he still had fifteen minutes before touch down.

      He glanced out the window into the clear Virginia sky. The horizon was grand and there were rolling hills for as far as he could see. His thoughts cleared of residual burdens that had suddenly begun to fester in his mind.

      He switched on the small satellite TV to CNN. Stock footage rolled of the deceased Sellwood filibustering on the Senate floor. The headline scrolling at the bottom of the screen read: ‘Minnesota Senator Russ Sellwood memorial service 3pm CST. Live coverage here on CNN.’

      “You were such an arrogant fool,” the Boss said, chuckling at the screen.

      The picture faded from the Senator to a shot of a sexy blond reporter outside a mansion in the winter cold. She announced: “The late fall storm that took the lives of Senator Sellwood and seven others in last Friday’s plane crash has claimed another life. The FBI has just released a statement that field agent Glen Olson was killed when his car veered off the road and smashed into an overpass. He’d been driving from Duluth to the Twin Cities for the Sellwood funeral and apparently lost control of his vehicle in snowy conditions. Agent Olson was described by his coworkers as a well-liked, dedicated member of the Duluth field office.”

      The Boss smiled at the news. Benson was obviously doing his job.

      He squinted and stared at the reporter’s scrappy television eyes. He was sure her sweet on-air persona hid the ravages of her testosterone-driven career.

      The reporter continued: “This is the second fatal accident in as many days to afflict the investigation. Only yesterday, the chief medical examiner on the case was killed when his vehicle plunged off an embankment and into a culvert on his way home during an especially heavy snow squall off Lake Superior. Coworkers reported that Dr. Blatnik had just come off a thirty-six-hour shift and was exhausted when the accident occurred, though sources close to the investigation state foul play has yet to be ruled out. This is Michelle Moore reporting from the Sellwood Headquarters in St. Paul, Minnesota,” she said, signing off with a bright smile.

      “Foul play? You bitch!” the Boss screamed at the screen. “You’ll learn to keep your mouth shut soon enough.”

      The plane jilted slightly in turbulence, and the Boss felt a moment of insecurity arise from his inner depths. He turned off the TV and tried to relax. But he couldn’t. This assassination had become a debacle and all the collateral fall-out was starting to irritate him. Though insulated from the crimes, he felt his only recourse was to grab the controls back from his team before it was too late.

      The Boss grinned. He hadn’t gotten his hands dirty in over a decade. But he remembered it like it was yesterday: the pesky airline CEO who wouldn’t play chartered cargo ball in Central America.

      He drew a breath and sighed. As the bodies continued to stack up, at some point questions would be asked. But he feared it was the answers that would eventually come back to bite him.
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      Donning a Men’s Warehouse suit and tie and speaking in a perfect Midwestern accent, Benson canvassed the corridors of the Sellwood Headquarters pretending to be a helpful attendant. With so many people flowing around, it was easy to get lost in the crowd.

      He stepped outside for a smoke break, and immediately spotted his target, the female reporter from CNN. She’d just stepped off the sidewalk in the middle of taping a broadcast.

      Benson put his head down and moseyed toward the cameraman. He lingered for a quiet moment then slipped a cigarette in his mouth. He waited as she finished up her set before loudly flubbing around in his jacket pocket to retrieve a lighter, in the process his car keys being flung near her feet. Benson lunged to retrieve them and in doing so faked a major yet convincing slip on the ice where his entire 200-hundred-pound frame slammed into her knee and landed her to the frozen ground with a splat.

      “What the fuck!” Shelby yelped in pain.

      “Oh my God, someone call an ambulance,” Benson sobbed as he stood up, only to keel over at the waist. “I think I’ve broken my back,” he cried out, his arms trying to brace his backside. He staggered a few steps away in pain. “Oh shit, it hurts so bad. Someone call an ambulance!” he shouted out, staggering away some more.

      “What the fuck! I think he broke my leg!” Shelby screamed. She tried to get up but fell back over. “Oh my God, oh my God. The pain is too much. Kyle, where are you? Get over here and help me!”

      While Shelby’s cries began to attract onlookers, Benson stayed bent over and quiet. Her commotion gained steam quickly and he was able to easily sneak behind the mansion, pull a hat from his jacket, slip it on and lurch away.

      Shelby Bryant was sent away in an ambulance with a broken left femur and torn right IT band, the victim of another unfortunate weather-related accident.
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      “Slow down,” Lighthouse instructed the taxi driver from the back seat as they approached the departure level at Reagan National Airport.

      “Over there,” Ashley said, pointing to a man in a pilot’s uniform who was waiting on the curb flashing a placard reading LIGHTHOUSE in bold, black lettering.

      “Yeah, pull over there,” Lighthouse told the driver. He looked at his watch: it was 11:43 a.m. and the twenty-minute cab ride to Reagan National had been misty and dreary, the sun unable to break through the clouds.

      A twinkle in her eye, Ashley placed a hand on his knee and remarked, “Oh, this could be exciting.”

      “Look, there’s Harv,” Lighthouse stated, motioning toward the huddled-over frame wobbling down the airport sidewalk. His arm was in a sling and he wasn’t carrying any bags. A lone cigarette dangled from his lips. “Still excited?” he joked to her.

      “Of course. I love babysitting old curmudgeons,” she volleyed.

      The cab pulled over to the curb and they jumped out. They walked towards the pilot holding the placard.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Lighthouse?” asked the pilot enthusiastically.

      Ashley chuckled under her breath.

      Lighthouse discreetly caressed her upper thigh then returned his attentions back to the pilot. The man wore a captain’s cap and was neatly dressed in a blue London Fog overcoat. He appeared in his mid-sixties and was well-trimmed with no mustache or beard. The man favored his right leg over the left making his posture noticeably uncertain, most likely from a fragile back. “Yeah, I’m Lighthouse,” he replied.

      “Very nice to meet you, Mr. Lighthouse,” he said, clasping his hand firmly. “I’m Konrad, and I’ll be your pilot to Minneapolis today.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Lighthouse replied, forcing a smile under the pain suddenly emanating out of his shoulder from the aggressive handshake.

      Konrad tipped his cap in Ashley’s direction. “Ma’am.”

      “I’m Ashley,” she replied. She flashed a finger between she and Lighthouse,  beamed a cheerful smile and added, “And for the record, we’re not married. Professional colleagues.”

      “That’s not what they said in Vegas, honey,” Lighthouse jested back humorously.

      Konrad chuckled. “I can already see this is going to be lighthearted flight.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Lighthouse replied.

      The cabbie pulled two small bags from the trunk and dropped them on the sidewalk. Konrad quickly scooped them up in his arms.

      “Hey buddy, am I ever glad to see you,” Mahoney moaned exhaustively, as he sauntered up to them. The left arm of his jacket was empty and hanging lifelessly to the side of his body. “What a nightmare that was, huh? I get kicked in the chest by a horse and a damn arrow in my arm. That’s the last time I play cowboy and Indians with you.”

      “I bet you’re glad that you listened to me and kept the departmental insurance, huh?” Lighthouse stated facetiously, trying to lighten up the mood.

      “I rushed here and didn’t even have time to fill my prescription,” Mahoney complained. “Does your Girl Friday have any Advil?” he added lastly, casting a feeble, defeated smile in her direction.

      “I’m glad you’re back in one piece, Mahoney,” she said, smiling curtly back.

      “Are we waiting for another?” inquired Konrad curiously. “The manifest has Lighthouse plus three.”

      “Nope, we’re it,” Lighthouse explained.

      “Thanks for the lift. Harvey Mahoney at your service,” he said, reaching out and pumping the pilot’s hand with his sweaty palm.

      “Very nice to meet you, Mr. Mahoney. My name is Konrad and I’ll be the captain on your flight today.”

      “Great. You got a stocked bar?” Mahoney stammered.

      Konrad shot Mahoney an endearing smile. “Of course. We have a full complement of beverages onboard. There’s also ibuprofen or maybe even a few Percocets in the emergency kit on the plane if you need them.” He scanned his crowd and asked, “You guys look a little banged up. You folks been in a car accident or something? Any health issues I need to be aware of before we hit the air?”

      Mahoney shook his head. “Nope, we’re fine. Nothing but a bad strain.”

      Konrad pointed at Lighthouse’s collar. “And the blood?”

      Lighthouse raised a hand to his ear and felt the slight cut. It was just a minor scratch with some dried blood, but to the average onlooker it probably looked like more. “We’re just fine. Everyone ready to go?”

      Ashley smiled and Mahoney moaned.

      “Okay, then right this way,” Konrad said, leading them off.

      They followed him through the sweeping terminal building and headed toward the furthest end of the hallway where a private security checkpoint awaited them.

      After presenting credentials for vests and weapons and quickly clearing security, they exited onto the tarmac to another shiny private jet.

      “You’ll be flying on a Challenger 604 today, folks. A real treat, if I must say,” Konrad voiced upon approaching the aircraft. He put his guests’ bags on the ground, pulled a fob from inside his jacket pocket and pushed a button. The stairs to the plane unfolded. “Welcome aboard,” he added invitingly, waving for the lady to go first.

      “Thank you,” Ashley replied radiantly and swayed up the stairs, eager to ride in luxury again.

      “Gentlemen,” Konrad added. “You’re welcome to board at your leisure.”

      Lighthouse boarded the plane and sat down next to Ashley in a plush leather chair.

      Konrad entered the cabin, pressed the fob and the door retracted. Then he stated, “The other guests took an earlier flight to Minnesota so it’s just us. Everyone ready to head out?”

      “Sure,” Lighthouse stated.

      The pilot headed back to the flight deck and closed the door. Moments later they were in the air and heading west again.

      Mahoney’s cell phone rang.

      Lighthouse snatched it from his front pocket, leaned forward and handed it to his partner. He’d forgotten he’d still had it on his body.

      Mahoney looked at the screen and grimaced. “Don’t know the number.”

      “Go ahead and answer it,” Ashley said congenially. “We’re on a private plane so you can use your cell phones at any time. There’s no restrictions like flying commercial,” she recited.

      Mahoney opened the flip phone. “This is Mahoney.”

      “Mr. Mahoney, this is detective Stone in D.C. I’m looking for Detective Lighthouse.”

      Mahoney made eye contact with his partner. “Detective Stone from D.C., looking for Lighthouse you say?”

      “Tell him it’s important,” Stone replied clearly. “Very important.”

      Mahoney handed the phone back to Lighthouse. “It’s for you, buddy.”

      The plane taxied to the runway.

      Lighthouse placed it to his face. “Lighthouse,” he said into it.

      “Detective, I’m so glad I was able to reach you. I’ve got information I

      thought you’d like.”

      “I thought we agreed on twenty-four hours?”

      “I’m giving you information, detective. Not the other way around.”

      “I’m listening,” he replied, lightening up his tone.

      “First off we got an ID on the perp. Fingerprints came back for a Seamus Quinn. You know him?”

      “Never heard of him,” Lighthouse said over the engine as the plane took off.

      “Thought so. But I had to ask. Anyway, this Quinn was honorably discharged over a decade ago from Irish Special Ops and that’s the last he’s been heard of since. Guy lived completely off the grid, and there’s no trace of him anywhere. No driver’s licenses, no credit cards, no utility bills, nothing. You hear me?”

      “I get the picture.”

      “I’m sure you do,” Stone muttered.

      “Anything else?”

      “Just a single comment about the possibility of him being an IRA sympathizer. But that was it.”

      “IRA, huh?”

      “Yeah. I’d say you’re in the deep end of the pool here, my friend,” insinuated Stone.

      “Maybe,” Lighthouse implied. He winked at Mahoney then said, “Or there’s bad blood over how fat my partner’s gotten since last year’s Irish cops swimsuit calendar.”

      Stone chucked amusingly. “Yeah, my theory exactly. You always this way when trying to deflect questions?”

      Lighthouse cleared his throat. “This Quinn character got any known accomplices?”

      “None.”

      “Aliases?”

      “I told you already, guy was off the grid.”

      “Probably why they used him,” Lighthouse commented off-handily.

      “Maybe,” Stone agreed.

      “Any chance of getting files out of the Irish authorities? You must have tons of Fed buddies in D.C.”

      “Negative on both counts,” said Stone, hanging his words.

      “Thought as much. Good work, Stone. I’ll be in touch,” he said, hanging up.

      “IRA, huh?” Mahoney questioned discouragingly, knowing all too well IRA hit-men were notoriously hard to trace back to a source.

      “Yup.”

      “A bloody Mick. Well that’ll lead us nowhere,” Mahoney continued.

      Konrad exited from the cockpit doors and stepped over to the galley. “May I interest any of you in a fresh cup of coffee?” he asked, pulling out a set of porcelain tea cups.

      “Sounds great,” Mahoney and Lighthouse answered in unison.

      “Just black for me, thanks,” Lighthouse continued.

      “Green tea if you’ve got it,” Ashley called out.

      “I do,” Konrad replied, going about his task. “Two coffees and one green tea coming right up. I assume the flight is satisfactory?”

      “Peachy,” Mahoney commented light-heartedly. “Be better yet if you added a little scotch in mine though.”

      “Johnny Walker Red okay?” Konrad said.

      Mahoney nodded enthusiastically. “That’ll do. By the way, who’s manning the plane?”

      Konrad chuckled cleverly. “I wish I had the time to educate about all the advances in autopilot software, but then I’d lose my job because everyone who can program a VCR could fly this plane, no questions asked.”

      “Really?” Mahoney implied.

      Konrad nodded. “You know what, Mr. Mahoney, we’ve got a little time to spare, so you’re welcome to ride up front with me if you’d like. I’ll have you at the controls in no time,” he proffered courteously. “I just stepped out of the flight deck to grab a quick cup of coffee and was heading right back in anyway.”

      “Go ahead, Harv,” Lighthouse prodded with a nod.

      “One coffee, black,” Konrad said, handing Lighthouse a cup and saucer. “And a tea for you, ma’am.”

      “Sure, why not,” Mahoney replied. “I’ve always wanted to ride shotgun on a plane like this.”

      “Might do you some good,” Lighthouse said. He pulled out his iPod and fumbled with his earbuds. He closed his eyes. He’d earned a few minutes of Avalon by Roxy Music.
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      In St. Paul, MN, Benjamin Sellwood sat on the corner of his father’s massive mahogany desk and sipped his Starbucks Kilimanjaro blend. He looked down at Ms. Morgan in the visitor’s chair.

      “I’m restless,” he offered up plaintively.

      “You have good reason to be. There’s a lot going through that brilliant mind of yours,” she said flatteringly, her stares almost of motherly obsession. She’d never bore children, but Benjamin would have been the right age, or the closest thing to it. She could never get over his boyish good looks, and his sly, wry smiles.

      Sellwood kicked back in the soft leather chair. “Yes, yes,” he said casually as he would to a close confidant. “There’s so much happening these last few days that it all gets jumbled about in the little gray matter.”

      “You’re sure to weather it, Benjamin. I have all the faith in the world in you,” she marveled. “We all do.”

      Benjamin held back his tears. “That comforts me greatly, Ms. Morgan. Now that my mother and father are gone, I have only you to lean on.”

      Kathleen Morgan gleamed brightly. They were bonding strongly again, like when he was a young child and she’d fussed over him for years at a time.
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      Mahoney had been in the cockpit of a plane only once before. It was in a little Cessna, some fifty years ago when he was in his teens.

      “I can’t thank you enough, Konrad. This is really great,” he said as he ran his good hand over the leather-encased control stick like a boy gripping his first Playboy magazine in adolescent delight. “I can’t believe how sleek all the controls are.”

      “Yeah, she’s great. She even self-adjusts her course every twenty seconds,” Konrad bragged, feeling the easy rapport built quickly between them.

      “Ah God, being in the pilot’s chair is the difference between riding in the trunk of a car your whole life and racing behind the wheel of a Formula One,” Mahoney commented euphorically. He felt like the horizons of life were opening wide to him now; the proverbial clouds had parted into unobstructed views. “It’s so sweet. No question about it. It’s utterly amazing. She flies so effortlessly.”

      “It’s like a furry pussycat in your hands.”

      “Purrrrrr.”

      “Purrrrrr,” Konrad mimicked.

      Mahoney glanced across the dash of controls. “Not a bad gig you’ve got up here.”

      “I love my job. You wouldn’t even believe where it’s taken me. The places I’ve seen,” Konrad gloated. “I love flying. I’m more at home in the air than anywhere else.”

      “I can see why.”

      “Imagine a job where you shuttle CEOs off to the Caribbean for the weekend and hang out on the beach most of the time.”

      “Aww, a dog’s life.”

      “Indeed,” Konrad agreed.

      Mahoney turned and smiled. He was warming up to his new friend.

      “Goddamn, having command of the skies is so powerful!” Konrad exclaimed.

      Mahoney grinned admirably.

      “And I never get sick of it. Just a fact of life these days. You can’t dominate without air superiority,” Konrad commented.

      “Yeah, air superiority,” Mahoney repeated, trailing off into the infinity of blue sky ahead of him.

      Konrad adjusted a dial ever-so-slightly. “A man like you, Harv, must’ve been in the service, right?”

      “Army. From Sixty to Sixty-two. Didn’t see any action though.”

      “Got my pilots license in the Marines and flew their birds all over the world,” Konrad stated proudly. “Now I’m just a cab for rich people.”

      “Don’t I know it. Take my current client. They’ve got three jets, two chauffeurs and a kitchen staff bigger than my extended family. The wife spends ten grand a month on wine for parties alone. You name it, they got it.”

      “Yeah, you know what I’m taking about then,” Konrad said, winking. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be flying with me today. You understand life’s perks.”

      “Damn straight. But I’ve earned it, that’s for sure,” Mahoney blurted, his head literally and figuratively in the clouds. “I’m planning on bringing Lighthouse on a surprise fishing trip when this gig’s over, too,” Mahoney confessed.

      “Aren’t you the generous partner. Where will this surprise trip be taking you both?”

      “I think we’ll go to Costa Rica. You ever been down there?”

      “Dozens of times. Great place to fish or hike in the rainforest,” Konrad answered with conviction.

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, I fly into the airport there all the time.”

      “I’ll really owe him one after this case, so I want to make it top notch. Lighthouse loves to fish.”

      “Must really be something living the lives of famous detectives,” Konrad said flatteringly.

      “Ah, it's not too shabby,” Mahoney acknowledged proudly. “But it’s got its downsides. Just yesterday I was shot twice. And Lighthouse took one in the shoulder, too.”

      Konrad turned to him wide-eyed.  “No way?!”

      Mahoney opened his coat with his good arm. “You’re looking at NYPD’s finest,” he chuckled.

      “You get that much action? I knew you guys were famous but didn’t know your daily lives played out so violently. It must be such a rush one day to the next.”

      “It’s got its moments. I’d have half a dozen Purple Hearts by now if Brooklyn was finally declared a war zone,” Mahoney said sarcastically.

      “But how about the ones you just can’t solve? The ones that get away?” Konrad inquired.

      Mahoney dropped his hand off the joystick and reached for his coffee. He sipped slowly, like he was giving the question its due thought. “You just learn how to slap them aside. With so many cases, one tends to forget about them over time,” he attested truthfully.

      “If you say so,” Konrad replied. “You know, Harv, you’re a real genuine guy. I could really use a man like you around.”

      Mahoney blushed. “Ah thanks, you’re not too bad yourself.”

      “I notice you smoke.”

      Mahoney nodded unabashed.

      “Feel free to light up in here if you wish,” Konrad proffered cheerfully. “There’s no restriction on private planes, so you can do as you like. All the VIPs smoke one thing or another on these flights.”

      “You’re alright, Konrad.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment. I’d venture we’re about the same age. Fifty-five-ish?”

      “Something close to that,” Mahoney chortled, and fell into a round of fits-and-starts coughing.

      Konrad reached over and vigorously slapped him on the back, trying to tame back his phlegm-soaked spasms. “You alright, Harv? You need any coffee or water or anything?” he asked, plucking his thermos from the holder and handing it in his direction.

      “Nah,” Mahoney replied, piercing a last gasp into the air. He waved the thermos away, adding, “I’m okay for the moment.”

      “You sure?”

      “Absolutely.” He took in a shallow breath, swallowed hard and tried to let his spasm settle back to normal levels.

      “So…” Konrad said, hanging his words, “it’s not every day I get to meet famous detectives like you guys. Like I said, mostly I fly CEOs and politicians. Or the occasional model and their much older millionaire boyfriends. But never action-figure-famous detectives.”

      Mahoney laughed. “You know about that?”

      “Sure. Everyone does, right?”

      “The Lighthouse doll was short-lived but real,” Mahoney uttered, recalling the funny episode of a Chinese entrepreneur fashioning a doll in his likeness.

      “Was that back in the early nineties?”

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Mahoney stated, his memories flooding back. “Mayor Belkins was in office back then. I can assure you it was all his idea. Me and Lighthouse had solved ninety-four percent of the cases that year while at the same time cutting the official murder count in half.”

      “That’s amazing.”

      “And mind you, we always counted twenty-five percent of the Missing Persons files as murders, too, because bodies or parts thereof were always popping up at later dates. So our count was actually higher than statistically reported.”

      “Even more amazing.”

      “Belkins was up for reelection that year and thought the winning platform should include a Detective Lighthouse action figure for kids. Trouble was they didn’t move well, and the city ended up with a couple thousand of the things sitting in storage. Eventually they were all liquidated off to Brazil and re-boxed into a name of a popular wrestler down there.”

      “Regardless, you guys are heroes in New York City,” Konrad stated, showcasing his words admirably, almost like it was a company requirement to voice the line. “Everybody knows you guys.”

      “Yeah, one could say that,” Mahoney replied, his nose blushing a beet red.

      “Well I’m certainly honored to have you aboard,” Konrad continued. “So thank you.”

      “Nonsense. Today up here at the controls has been a real treat. You’re the one I should be thanking.”

      Konrad bobbed his head happily, like he could mark off and report another satisfied customer. “Tell me more about the great Harvey Mahoney. Who are you chasing down these days?”

      “No one special.”

      “I hate to say it, but by the looks of things, he seems like a worthy adversary,” Konrad commented, pointing to Mahoney’s current physical afflictions.

      Mahoney raised his bum arm in the air. “We’ve got them right in our sights.”

      “I hope so.”

      “We’ve just got this quick funeral to attend then we’re right back on track,” Mahoney replied defensively, almost unconsciously.

      “I saw on CNN you’re working the Sellwood investigation.”

      “No doubt about it. I’m representing the Boyle family of New York. But it’s a lot more complicated than that,” Mahoney said with a lecturer’s tone. “There are many pieces to an investigation, and luckily they’re all coming together nicely right now.”

      “I’ll bet. But a worthy adversary, none the less, to pull off a senator’s murder,” Konrad implied.

      Mahoney sucked in a gush of air.

      “If that’s what happened of course?” Konrad inquired curiously.

      Mahoney tossed a cigarette in his mouth.

      Konrad stuck out his hand. “You got a spare one of those?”

      Mahoney handed him a professionally-packed Lucky Strike, his hand noticeably shaking as he lit it.

      “Thanks,” Konrad said, inhaling his initial puff. “You sure you’re gonna be okay? You need some painkillers? We’ve got a bunch of them in the first aid kit in the cabinet below the bar.”

      “I might have to look into that. The meds I got at the hospital are starting to wear pretty thin, and I didn’t have any time to fill the prescription they gave me.”

      “I’ve never been shot, but I’m sure it can’t be pleasant. You go right ahead and take what you need, Harv. On the house. There’s a couple bottles of premium scotch around here, too.”

      “Yeah, life’s perks, huh?”

      Konrad slapped him again on the shoulder. “Just remember us when you’re planning that trip to Costa Rica,” he said, slipping in his sales pitch.

      “Of course I will.”

      “I’m serious. If someone pays fuel and a tip or two I can take them anywhere. Anywhere at any time. I’ve got too much seniority with the company for them to care what I do with the planes anymore. I’ve never once not made my numbers.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Mahoney said, pausing to think it over. “What do you think it’ll cost for a round-trip from New York to Costa Rica?”

      Before Konrad could open his mouth, a knock came upon the flight deck door followed by Lighthouse’s muffled voice calling out, “Harv?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I need to speak with you for a minute.”

      “Be right there, buddy.” Mahoney turned to Konrad and shrugged. “It was great hanging out with you, Konrad.”

      “We’ll do it again soon I’m sure.”

      Mahoney unbuckled and stood. “You’re a good salesman, you know that?”

      Konrad winked. “Fifteen grand will get you and your girlfriends to wherever you want to go and back. I’d even be willing to make a few extra stops along the way if you wanted to do some sightseeing. Within reason, of course,” he added.

      Mahoney smiled and struggled out of the copilot’s chair. “Let me consult with the action figure persona and catch back up with you later.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Mahoney wobbled back to the cabin and joined Lighthouse, who was standing next to Ashley.

      “What can I do for you?” Mahoney asked cheerfully.

      “Bad news,” Lighthouse informed him.

      “What is it?”

      “Olson’s been killed.”

      “Olson?” Mahoney said, scratching his chin.

      Ashley flinched at the words.

      “C’mon, Harv. You know, the FBI kid who’s been shadowing us for the last three days.”

      “Oh, him.”

      “Yes, he’s dead,” Ashley responded. “It’s all over the news feeds.”

      Mahoney gulped. “Poor kid. I can’t believe it. But how?”

      Ashley scrolled on her Blackberry. Her face was visibly pale, the gloom of the news becoming increasingly troubling. “It says he was involved in a car accident on the way to St. Paul. Apparently he slid off the road and crashed into an underpass. I don’t like this. It’s a déjà vu of yesterday’s events,” she stressed, shaking her head in disbelief.

      “Really?” said Mahoney, puffing his cigarette.

      Lighthouse looked longingly at Ashley. “You’re too caught up in all this.”

      “I’m a big girl,” she stated. She felt awful for Olson’s death, but she was hardened to the nature of these realities (unfortunately in the years to come, Olson would end up only a faint memory of a case long ago). She took in a deep breath and looked at her watch. “By my estimates we’ll be on the ground in fifteen minutes. So let’s all take our seats,” she added, scampering back to her seat and buckling in.
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      Back in St. Paul, Lighthouse jockeyed on the front lawn of the Sellwood headquarters with thousands of other gawkers and well-wishers trying to stake some reasonable ground close to the stage. He felt like a packed sardine. He checked the time: it was 2:59 p.m. and the television crews on the platforms were rolling.

      Lighthouse craned his neck for a better look over the crowd. Benjamin Sellwood was standing erect behind the raised podium, having just been introduced.

      “What can you see?” Ashley asked. She bounced up and down on her toes and shivered. “I’m wondering now if coming here was really necessary.”

      “You want a Percocet? They really work wonders,” Mahoney answered with a spacey smile on his face.

      “Ladies and Gentlemen, good afternoon to you,” Sellwood’s voice rang out forcefully over the loudspeakers. He raised his arms in the air and the crowd quickly hushed, heads turning full attention to the podium. “Please let me extend a warm welcome to all of you who’ve braved the weather to come out and join me here today.”

      The crowd clapped meagerly.

      Mahoney cupped his ears. “What did he say?” he blurted out loudly.

      “Be quiet, Harv, I can’t hear a thing when you’re barking at me,” Lighthouse demanded, stretching his frame upward for a better line of sight to the podium. Sellwood was facing the cameras and waving daintily, his lips curled slightly upward in a forced smile. From the podium he waved a few hellos to some people in the front rows. Finally, he clasped the wooden stand with both hands, leaned into the microphone and peered directly into the bank of cameras.

      “Ladies and Gentlemen of this nation and the people of the great State of Minnesota, today we’ve come together to celebrate the lives of eight incredible citizens whose time was unnaturally cut short. We have lost our mothers and fathers, our friends and neighbors, we’ve lost our leaders…” he trailed off, bowing his head. He cleared his throat and looked back up. “Though our sorrows abound today, nevertheless we must rejoice. My father, Russ Sellwood, would have wished nothing less of us. We must follow his example and rejoice in every moment of life, celebrating as he always did the immensity of our universe and the dynamic social fabrics that bind us all together as a people. Today we must prove to him that we are no different. For today we not only celebrate my father, but also the great lives of Helen Reed, Sydney and Barbara Boyle, my mother, my sister and their two dedicated pilots. May they rest in peace and may God rest their souls,” he said.

      “May they rest in Peace!” a few dozen voices shouted out from the crowd.

      Sellwood nodded up and down. “Their sacrifice is a testament to what makes us all great people. We are a people of resilience and hope. A people of social understandings and divine faiths. We are a people united by democracy!” he exclaimed, his enthusiasm remarkably similar to his father’s trademark gestures.

      A few cheers and many nods of positive acknowledgement rippled through the crowd.

      Sellwood raised his arms to the heavens and yelled, “Today we celebrate these fine leaders and vow to continue their legacy of uniting the people they left behind!”

      As if on cue, a ray of sunshine broke through the cloudy sky and beamed upon the crowd.

      Sellwood smiled brightly. “I know that today, this celebratory day, my father is basking in the fresh rays of sunshine that now cascade down upon us from the heavens above.”

      The crowd suddenly went wild, clapping and cheering, eating up every inspirational word. They were literally putty in his hands. The clouds had parted.

      Sellwood clasped the podium again and spoke directly into the mic. “From birth, I’ve been witness to my mother and father’s idealistic pursuits and their dedication to the goodness of one and all. I’ve grown with you as our grassroots community rose from the ground and brought about real change. And over the years, together we ushered in a new hope. A new hope that was built for us by the fine people we remember today,” he said endearingly, bouncing from one toe to other. “The previous days have been ones of turmoil and uncertainty, and I wish to thank all of you for your unwavering support.”

      The spectators applauded upliftingly, their futures seemingly brightened.

      “As many of you well know,” he stated, his tone softening, “in the last months my sister and I had accompanied my parents going door-to-door across the state expounding the virtues of our great democratic land. Nothing in the world can ever take that life experience away from us.”

      His spectacle of sincerity cast a silence across the audience.

      “You gettin’ any of this, buddy?” shrieked Mahoney over the sounds of a few of the weeping women around them.

      “Not now, Harv,” Lighthouse replied caustically.

      Sellwood continued, “Having to look back over these last few grueling days, one thing stands out most about my father: Russ Sellwood was a man of duty and honor. He answered the call of service and never shied away from the tough decisions necessary to make our world a better place to live. That was my father. He was a Sellwood man, a man with democratic honor!” Sellwood said clapping into the mic.

      Unadulterated cheering and clapping rang out.

      Sellwood clapped along for ten seconds then hushed the ebullient group a last time. He readied himself back at the podium, smiled and shouted gleefully, “And therefore, as my father openly wished of me someday, I stand before you a decided man. Today I will accept my duty as a Sellwood and walk in my father’s footsteps. Today, under unanimous support, I hereby announce my candidacy for my father’s seat in the Senate of the United States of America!”

      The crowd went ballistic in applause. The unthinkable had just happened. The Sellwood legacy had just risen from the grave.

      “Today,” Sellwood yelled loudly over the noise, “I stand before you your next senator from the great State of Minnesota!”

      The crowd cheered and cheered. Their man was back, even if only in name. But he was back. They had much to rejoice.

      Sellwood blasted a last wave in the air and added, “Thank you. Thank you. Together we’ll continue the fight.” And with that he exited the stage to rousing cheers of ‘Sellwood! Sellwood!’

      Lighthouse peered above the crowd. He tracked Sellwood descending off the stage and being quickly ushered away by Ms. Morgan and a few others towards the mansion’s front doors.

      Lighthouse had barely listened to the speech, except he caught the comment about running in place of his father.

      The crowd kept chanting and cheering, insisting on an encore; but one wasn’t reasonable for a memorial service.

      Lighthouse turned to Ashley and yelled loudly in her ear, “Can you get a load of this guy? Is he the opportunist of the century or what?”

      “Let’s get out of here,” she proposed anxiously. She knew whoever killed Senator Sellwood—and Olson and Blatnik—may very well be watching them right now. And the thought was unsettling.

      “Yeah, okay. Let's go. The sooner our date with Benjamin Sellwood is over the better,” Lighthouse agreed.

      They pressed through the throngs, entered the big house and quickly made their way to Sellwood’s office. Before, where there was no receptionist outside the doors, now stood a large desk manned by two young female attendants working a bank of phones.

      “May I help you?” one of them asked from behind her mouthpiece.

      Lighthouse shook his head and tsked but didn’t break a stride. Unannounced he barged into the office. His first sight was of a very relaxed Benjamin Sellwood reclining in his father’s chair and resting his feet atop the grand desk.

      “Detective Lighthouse, oh how lovely!” Sellwood exclaimed. “I wasn’t sure if you were going to make it.”

      “Nice speech,” Lighthouse proclaimed, stepping further into the room. Four visitor’s chairs were now set up where before there were just two.

      Mahoney trudged in out of breath, a cigarette dangling from his mouth. “God, are my dogs ever sore,” he complained as he collapsed into the same chair he’d been in before.

      Sellwood kicked his feet off the desk and turned to the wall. “Oh Ms. Morgan, we have company,” he called out in a sing-song tone. “Three black coffees, if you please.”

      “Right away,” replied Ms. Morgan’s voice from her corner office.

      Sellwood turned back to face his guests, landing mainly on the new brunette in the room. “Detective, you didn’t tell me you were bringing a lovely new friend for me to meet?”

      “Ashley Lewis, NTSB,” she answered dryly.

      “A real pleasure to meet you Ashley Lewis of the NTSB. Seems like my luck is just getting better and better today,” he added, preening. He stood and stretched his hand out to her. “Would it be Miss or Mrs. Lewis?”

      “Miss,” Ashley flirted purposefully, shaking his hand firmly and sitting next to Mahoney.

      Lighthouse took the distraction to scan the room. It had been slightly altered since his last visit. More to the point there were a dozen new framed family pictures on the desk and the US flag had been moved to make sure it would get into all the photo shots.

      Sellwood looked down at Mahoney slouched in the chair. “You look awful. What happened to you?”

      Mahoney blinked. The drugs and alcohol were deep into his bloodstream. “Just a little, old-person accident is all,” he answered, for once having little to say.

      Sellwood shook his head sympathetically. “I’m sorry to hear that. Accidents seem to be the new flu around here. At least you can count your lucky stars you’re still alive… which is more than I can say for my parents.”

      “Somehow I think we’re getting off point here,” Lighthouse cut in. “Time is precious, so let’s get down to business and check out these documents you say you’ve got.”

      “No congratulations or anything first?” said Sellwood, pouting. He rose from his chair, pushed it in and leaned over it for support.

      Mahoney unexpectedly belched.

      “Sorry, Ben, but we’re not much for politics, I guess,” Lighthouse explained. “It’d be appreciated if you could show us the documents you spoke about.”

      “Not much for politics? Surely, detective, you’re old enough by now to understand that politics has everything to do with real life,” Sellwood said mockingly. “Politics is the basis of all great societies. For example, my decision to run for office has already saved the taxpayers eight hundred thousand dollars for not having to change the candidate name on the upcoming election ballots.”

      “Maybe that’s what you should run your platform on,” Ashley quipped sarcastically, finding the man’s arrogance smothering.

      Lighthouse smirked.

      “So what you’re saying is,” Mahoney said, “that you don’t have to change the names on the voting cards?”

      “Yes. That’s right”

      Mahoney beamed a childish smile and wiggled a finger at him. “Oh, that’s handy.”

      Sellwood smiled. “See how the game is played?”

      “The files?” said Lighthouse, pressing on.

      “You need to learn how to slow down and have some trust, detective,” Sellwood said, shaking his head in disappointment. He bent over, opened a desk drawer, pulled out two large, thickly packed manila envelopes and confidently tossed them onto the desk. “Everything my father was investigating is right here. Just as I said.”

      Lighthouse pulled out a wad of white plastic gloves from his pocket and handed a pair to Ashley.

      “Thanks,” she said, grabbing up a pair and snapping them on.

      Lighthouse looked down at the packages. “Where did you find all this?”

      “I learned of it last night when my family’s attorney read my parent’s will,” Sellwood confessed.

      Lighthouse reached down, opened the first envelope and spilled a batch of paperwork on the desk. “Are you telling me his attorney had all of this?”

      “No, nothing like that. I found them at my parents’ house. But it was my father’s Last Will & Testament that pointed me in the right direction. My father had handwritten a short paragraph at the bottom of the last page specifically stating that he was leaving a social inheritance to the family and that it could be found in our family’s secret hiding place.”

      “Secret hiding place?” Mahoney blurted out. “C’mon man, are you living in some sort of fairytale.”

      Sellwood sighed testily. “May I finish?”

      Mahoney shrugged.

      “We’re listening, Ben,” Lighthouse stated rifling through the papers on the desk. He no longer gave a shit what Sellwood had to say, just so some measurable evidence was finally at hand.

      “Thank you,” Sellwood replied, sitting back down in his chair. “As I was trying to explain, the secret hiding place is through a trapdoor under the stairs in our house that leads to a small storage room. It is very hard to see unless you know about it. It was the favorite little Hide and Seek room for my sister and myself. When we were young children we’d lie awake at night with my father making up stories of what went on in the chambers of the secret hiding place. It was how we got to sleep for hundreds of nights in a row. It was magical.”

      “Hmm,” Lighthouse said, examining a few of the papers in the stack.

      “Everything’s there, detective. A small briefcase worth in fact. There are memos, falsified Bills of Lading and all sorts of blacked-out communiqués and invoices. Look at some of the amounts on those. There’s no denying my father was onto something big here. He was a good man and had no reason to hide these things if it wasn’t important.”

      Ashley snatched up some of the papers. “The first invoice is for four thousand train cars labeled military appropriations,” she began. “There is no breakdown of the inventory whatsoever. The price tag is a whopping $283 million dollars.” She held up an invoice stenciled PAID IN FULL stamped in red lettering. “This second invoice is almost as bad. $196 million dollars for government workforce attrition. But not attributable to any particular government department.”

      “This is why I made the decision today to run for office. To get to the bottom of all this corruption once and for all. I’m determined to finish what my father started,” Sellwood said, pounding his fist on the desk.

      “There sure seems to be a lot of information here,” Lighthouse commented, marveling upon the paper evidence piled on the desk.

      “Sure is,” Ashley agreed. “I’ve counted at least two dozen bank routing numbers so far.”

      “Damn!” Sellwood exclaimed. “I just knew this’d be the nail in somebody’s coffin! Now they won’t get away with it. My father and his cause will win in the end. Just through me this time.”

      “Maybe,” Lighthouse said skeptically.

      “What do you mean by maybe?” Sellwood asked quizzically.

      “People still have to vote, right?” Lighthouse said, stating fact.

      “Well, um, of course. But I’ll win. I have to. You aren’t able to fathom the sacrifice I’ve made to get to this point,” Sellwood stated, scanning Mahoney and Ashley for sympathy.

      Ashley wrinkled her nose.

      Mahoney belched softly and fiddled with his shoes.

      “I don’t get it. Why aren’t all of you more grateful to me? I’m the one who found all the evidence that will put the killers behind bars,” Sellwood said theatrically.

      “We’re all very grateful,” Lighthouse replied.

      “Now that’s more like it,” Sellwood nodded graciously.

      Lighthouse started shuffling the loose papers back into the envelope. “I assume we can keep all these?”

      “Sorry for the delay,” Ms. Morgan struck up as she entered the room with a platter of coffees. “I hope I didn’t miss something important.”

      “Nothing at all, Ms. Morgan. We were just debating what voters will do on election day.”

      She smiled motherly to him. “Judging by today’s response I might venture they’ve already made up their minds. Your speech was a hit with the news media too. They are overwhelmingly in your favor.”

      Lighthouse grabbed the second envelope off the desk, handed it to Ashley and signaled to her it was time to leave. “These are ours, right?” he asked again.

      Sellwood shrugged and pitched his head toward Ms. Morgan. “I believe you made all the necessary copies?”

      She nodded meekly and placed the tray of coffee cups on the desk. “I have copies of everything.”

      “You’ve seen every file then?” Lighthouse said to her. “How long were you helping the senator with this investigation?”

      “I only learned about all this late last night when Benjamin phoned me,” Ms. Morgan stated, pleading innocently with a raised hand near her heart. “The senator never told me about any of this. He must have wanted to protect me from it all.”

      “I imagine so,” Lighthouse said disinterestedly. He took a step forward, grabbed a fresh brew off the tray and took a sip. “We know you’ve got more pressing matters, so thanks for the coffee, but we’ll leave you now.”

      “Don’t hesitate to ask if there’s anything else I can do,” said Sellwood, a slight but noticeable tone of superiority ringing from his lips.

      Lighthouse held the folder in the air. “Promise me you’ll keep this under wraps until we get it sorted out.”

      “Of course,” Sellwood responded, placing a supportive arm around Ms. Morgan’s shoulder. “We’re leaving it in your hands now, detective.”

      Mahoney struggled out of the chair, tipped his fingers goodbye and lumbered from the room.

      “Thanks for your time, Ben. And yours too, Ms. Morgan,” Lighthouse acknowledged and left the room, Ashley quick at his heels.

      They regrouped a few yards down the hall out of earshot.

      “Where to?” asked Ashley.

      “I say we go back to the plane and take a nap,” Mahoney suggested. “We can sort out all this paperwork later. We’ve got the plane for the next twenty-four hours so let’s take advantage of it.”

      “What?” Lighthouse inquired.

      Mahoney shrugged, like it was no big deal. “I couldn’t help myself. I was having such a good time I bought twenty-fours worth of time from Konrad,” he said, his tone turning cheery. “It’s not like we don’t need it.”

      “I second that,” Ashley piped in. “Besides, the plane has excellent communications. With this new evidence and everything else we’ve compiled so far, I think we have a pretty strong trail to follow now.”

      Lighthouse nodded. “Okay, let’s get a move on.”
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      Racing away from the wake, Mort Bowman slouched against the backseat window of his GMC Yukon Denali and watched the great houses of Summit Avenue whiz by. His life had just become a disaster of monumental proportions. He felt like a wrecking ball had hit his stomach. He was so worked up he was actually suppressing the urge to vomit.

      Bowman grunted displeasure and inadvertently fogged up the window. He’d been in the third row on the lawn when young Sellwood made his announcement to run in his father’s place. The Democrats had used the national attention to their advantage and flipped the tables right back on him. And made it global news.

      The vehicle hit a pothole and Bowman flinched. He was suddenly mortified. The writing was clearly on the wall. His campaign was doomed. The kid didn’t even have to get the ballot changed. Worse, Sellwood would likely get a twenty-point boost from the grieving sympathy voters.

      Bowman felt a migraine coming on and reached into his pocket for an Advil. The Democrats had gone right for the jugular at the highest point of mourning. He grimaced. It was so appalling. They’d pushed their new candidate forward at a memorial service; and likely it was the checkmate to his political career.

      The burst of energy he always got when trying to vault adversity suddenly rose from his soul. He sat up straight in his seat and punched the leather-paneled door. There was no way he was letting a disenfranchised, liberal faggot kid take down his career. A little smear campaign might get the media back on his side. Outstate Minnesota was predominately Christian and not overly fond of homosexuals. Bowman could make sure there’d be plenty of lurid tales to go around about the guy’s sordid past.

      His confidence continued to build as his mind went wild with all the slanderous possibilities.

      “Go straight to the office,” Bowman barked to his driver. “And go faster,  goddammit!”
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      Over at the St. Paul Downtown Airport, Hacksaw sat opposite the Boss who was peppering him with questions. There was a sense of unease in the air. It’d been over four years since they’d last met in person, and Hacksaw kept wondering in the back of his mind if the sudden meeting wasn’t just a set-up to neutralize him. Was Minnesota going to be his last match, his unidentifiable skeleton found in a late spring thaw? Hacksaw pondered.

      “What about any other low level FBI?” the Boss demanded

      “I think we can chalk the FBI off the list for now,” Hacksaw reported to his commander.

      “For your sake, you’d better hope so,” the Boss responded, jittery.

      “You make sure we’ve got Buckley under control and we’ll be fine,” Hacksaw said.

      “You better hope this Agent Olson didn’t leave any footprints behind,” the Boss pronounced. The face-to-face meeting with his operative had been spur of the moment, but he’d had no other choice. His adversaries were proving more worthy than he’d planned. There was little option now but to have a partner for the next, and hopefully last, mission in this Sellwood debacle. And Hacksaw was the only man he could truly trust with the job.

      “That guy’s long gone, sir. You’ve got my word on it. It was easy. No mess-ups whatsoever,” Hacksaw boasted.

      “No,” the Boss said, shaking his head. “Problem’s not long gone. We’ve got at least three more bodies to add to the count.”

      “Be patient, sir. The mission’s nearly complete,” Hacksaw countered weakly.

      “It’s hard to be patient right now, Brasio. This is where we’re most vulnerable to detection,” the Boss complained.

      “It’s been a complex mission, sir.”

      “Complex my ass!”

      Hacksaw bit his tongue.

      “This isn’t some major war we’re waging here,” the Boss resumed. “It was just some two-bit senator with a thorn up his ass. It wasn’t like he had a crown on his head! Are you reading me, Brasio?”

      “Loud and clear,” he replied.
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      Lighthouse boarded the plane last and followed Ashley over to the workstation. Mahoney camped himself in the first row in front of the plasma TV.

      “Let’s see what we got,” Lighthouse said, spilling the papers from the envelopes and spreading them out onto the table. The workstation on the Challenger 604 was larger than on the Learjet but still barely enough room for two.

      “This shouldn’t be too hard,” Ashley commented, organizing the pile of papers. They were all collated nicely with paperclips. She grabbed a pile and fingered through the 8 ½ X 11 sheets. There were pages upon pages of bank wiring receipts. “It’s all so meticulously arranged.”

      “I think we have Ms. Morgan to thank for that,” Lighthouse said. He quickly noted the time: 4:22 p.m.

      Ashley bounced on her toes. “I think we’re getting somewhere now. I’ve already counted fourteen different transactions and nine account numbers in this pile alone. I’ve got a friend who can run them all through Interpol for matches. Maybe something will pop up.”

      “You certainly have a lot of friends,” he concluded, shuffling through some papers. He came upon a wrinkled 6x4 photograph and grabbed it up. It was a black-and-white Kodak of a dozen or so buff and gruff soldiers posed in a jungle combat zone. They were brandishing their weapons and boasting steroid poses, appearing like pumped up stallions ready to charge the lengths of the world for the last virgin mare. “This is interesting,” he stated, holding the photo out to her.

      She glanced at the old image. “Guess this helps explain all the military-style hits. Ours included,” she inferred correctly. “I wonder which one is in charge?”

      Lighthouse tickled Lucy with his pinky then licked his lips. “Hmm. There’s no question this is Vietnam Era. I’d say sixty-eight, maybe sixty-nine by the sheen still on their faces,” he pronounced.

      Ashley peeked at the men on the photo. On the white border on the bottom of the print a black Sharpie had penned the words THE EXTINGUISHERS. “The Extinguishers,” she mouthed aloud.

      “The Extinguishers,” he said, repeating the name. He drew the photo to his nose and sniffed the inscription. The lettering wasn’t fresh and looked original to the print, likely written by one of the members of the group. “This must be related to the Operation Extinguish Jones told us to look up.”

      She grabbed his arm excitedly. “We’re getting closer.”

      “That’s a good possibility. Maybe Senator Sellwood used this photo for making the positive IDs he needed to bring this conspiracy into the open.”

      She gasped for air, with the idea of solving another riddle overexciting her senses. “I see why you’re addicted to this job. Is this really your everyday life?”

      “Not exactly.” He held the photo up and squinted at the men in the snapshot. “If I just had a magnifying lens or a strong pair of glasses, I think I could make out the names on the uniforms.”

      “I’d say it was your lucky day then,” she said enthusiastically, pulling out a Swiss Army Knife from her purse and prying out the small magnifying lens from the tool. “I thought it might come in handy at some point considering the situations I’ve found myself in lately.”

      He handed her the evidence and smiled. “The honor’s all yours.”

      “Thanks.” She placed the picture firmly in her left hand and peered through the tiny lens. “Yes, I can see their names clearly now.”

      “Call out the names as you read them.”

      “Starting from the bottom row and working left to right we have a black male named Murphy. Next is a white male, Lovejo…” the words hung from her mouth as she tried to decipher the man’s entire name badge. “I think maybe Lovejoy, although the Y is obstructed by the next guys shoulder.”

      “So noted.”

      “Next guy is a white male, a Lt. Pearson. Then another white male, Bailey. Last in the bottom row is a black male whom I surmise is named Washington, though the O and the N are obscured by Bailey’s hands draped over his shoulder.”

      “Got it,” he replied, imprinting the names in his mind. “Go on.”

      Ashley rolled the lens across the top of the photo. “This top row isn’t going to be as easy because many of the names are obscured by the men in the front row.”

      “Yup.”

      “First on the hit parade is a white male tagged Stephens,” she stated. “Then a black male, no name visible.”

      “Describe him.”

      She studied the black man’s photographic capture. “Glazed-over eyes, corn-rowed hair, no tattoos on the arms.” She looked deeper. “No discerning cuts or marks on his face.”

      “Let me see.” Lighthouse gently grabbed her wrist so he could see through the lens. The young black soldier was muscled and couldn’t have been any older than twenty-two. But his yellowed eyes carried a malignant stare like those of a forty-year-old addict. “I’m thinking we can eliminate this guy from the equation.”

      “I’ll put him down as Soldier Doe and so eliminated,” she said, her breath wavering as he released the grip on her wrist. “Next we have another white man. By his dress…I don’t know…he could be a captain or major. Name is Burgess. Captain Burgess? Major Burgess, maybe? I think I’ll stick with Captain Burgess.”

      Lighthouse grabbed her wrist again and looked. “Yeah, I can buy that. Captain Burgess it is.”

      “Thank you very much,” she said, pulling the lens back to her eyes. “Next a little Vietnamese guy whose head is trying to stick up behind Lt. Pearson.”

      “Next.”

      “White male, Jon… Jons…Jon something. Jones?”

      Lighthouse took another cursory look. Only the three letters J-O-N were visible on the man’s nametag, the rest cloaked by Burgess’s M1 rifle. He panned to the man’s eyes which immediately were all-telling. All the man’s attitudes and the inherent desires shone brightly. “You’re right. It’s definitely Senator Jones,” he concurred.

      She gasped. “I can’t believe that pasty weasel’s behind all this!”

      “That’s jumping to conclusions.”

      “You think?”

      He rubbed his chin. “I think it's doubtful he’s got anything major to do with it. At least not anymore. My guess is he’s just a cog in an unpleasant wheel. Though, if we press him hard enough, I bet he’ll reveal who it is we’re looking for. We need to remember it’s probably Jones who was Sellwood’s major source in all of this.”

      “I hope you’re right. Otherwise he just slipped right through our fingers and is preparing to strike us again.”

      Lighthouse shook his head. “Nope, not Jones. I figured him for a whistleblower first time I laid eyes on him. He’s a defeated man, but still proud. He thinks he’ll get some redemption out of it for dismantling it all, though he’s probably very afraid for his family at this point.”

      She bent her head back to the photo. She registered Jones’s crooked nose immediately. “It’s really Jones,” she stated categorically.

      “Looks that way.”

      “Well, fuck.”

      Lighthouse chuckled. “So that’s how you say it in your neck of the woods.”

      “Yup,” she intoned cattily.

      “Got me there.”

      “I think I got you more than just there.” She slipped her hand between his legs and rubbed seductively. She leaned near him and whispered in his ear. “I’m looking forward to our next flight together, detective.”

      “Yup,” he trailed off, entranced.

      “Kingsley,” she said pulling herself back from him.

      “Hmm?”

      “Kingsley. White male. Skinny and attractive.”

      Lighthouse snapped out of her spell. “That’s so unfair. You’re not supposed to get a man all worked up like that.”

      “Such is life,” she jested. “Besides, we’ve got a job to do.”

      He licked his lips again. “Can’t it wait?”

      She shook her head and went back to the photo. “Okay, let's see who’s next. All I have is an H and an E. The rest of the man’s name is totally obscured. He kind of looks like he’s got manners, though,” she commented. “Or takes pride in grooming. I wish he wasn’t wearing sunglasses and I could see his eyes.”

      Lighthouse leaned over her. “H-E. Herman, Hess, oh I don’t know.”

      She interrupted. “Helios, Hershey, Hertz, Henson, Herb, Herrman. Could be any of a thousand names,” she stated factually.

      “Could be.”

      She moved the magnifying lens on to the next man. “Last but not least, white male. Name of Allen. Man looks worn to the bone.”

      “How do you spell his name?”

      “A-l-l-e-n,” she answered, staring over the man’s sapped composure. “He has very sad eyes and looks like death. Like he’s got battle fatigue.”

      Lighthouse peered at the man in the photo. “He’s got that look people get right before they take their own lives.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. I’ve seen it a few times.”

      “Oh.”

      “Alright, let me play the names back.”

      “Just wait. Let me type it all into my computer,” she commanded and opened her laptop.

      “Ready?”

      “Yeah.”

      Lighthouse cleared his throat. “Starting in the first row we have Murphy, Lovejoy, Pearson, Bailey and Washington.”

      “Got it,” she said typing quickly. She opened a browser and pasted all their names into a Google search bar.

      “Second row has Stephens followed by a black Soldier Doe followed by Burgess, Vietnamese guy then our buddy Jones. Then another white male named Kingsley, then a man whose name starts with an H and an E. Lastly we have saddened Allen.”

      “Got it.” She pasted their names in the search bar as well, typed ‘Vietnam’ then hit ENTER.

      “I’ve got a feeling things will narrow down significantly with this list,” he acknowledged.

      Before they could both blink, the screen refreshed its web search. She read the results aloud: “ ‘Your search - murphy lovejoy pearson bailey washington stephens burgess jones kingsley allen - did not match any documents’.”

      Her fingers worked swiftly. “Let me take out some of the names.”

      The page refreshed.

      Ashley scanned the screen. “Doesn’t look promising. Only four of the results have any of the search names in them. The rest of the entries are just filler advertisements. But this one might be interesting,” she said, pointing to a truncated search result. “ ‘Randall Burgess III, CEO Burgess Metals and Munitions tragic…Senator Jones attending…’ This one looks promising.”

      “Burgess Metals and Munitions,” he repeated.

      “With a name like that, how could one not have millions of dollars in government munitions contracts?”

      He nodded.

      She pointed at the screen again. “Our other option is this fourth search result which lists an obituary in the Baltimore Daily from 1973 for a Paul Allen. The name Pearson is highlighted in the search text, too. His prefix is Lt.,” she added for good measure.

      “Let’s go with Burgess first.”

      She clicked on the link and the screen filled with a text story from the AP run in the Iowa Daily dated November 24, 1993.

      She led off with the headline, reading: “ ‘Burgess Death Shock’s Family Company.’ ”

      “I think we know where this one’s heading.”

      “‘Waterloo, IA’,” she continued, “ ‘The recent plane crash of CEO Randall Burgess and his family has shocked the large family-run empire and left a gap at the top of a Fortune 500 Private Company. Attending the funeral with his wife was four-time United States Senator from Missouri, Patrick Jones, who was quoted as saying, ‘the Burgess family was a cornerstone of employment and philanthropic endeavors in this community, and they will be dearly missed.’ The entire Burgess family had been on their way home from Chicago on their company jet when it crashed right after takeoff into the depths of Lake Michigan. There were no survivors.’”

      “Sounds familiar.”

      “I can’t believe how many murders over the years these people have gotten away with,” she stated, astonished.

      “I bet Burgess got it because he stopped playing ball. Think of all the money laundering he was probably doing. He knew way too much and was silenced out of fear he’d someday open his mouth.”

      “Makes perfect sense.” Her eyes scanned toward the bottom of the article. She continued: “‘Mr. Burgess was a West Point graduate and served as a Captain in the Army Special Forces in Vietnam.’”

      “You guessed correctly. He was a captain,” he acknowledged.

      She smiled brightly.

      “Unfortunately he was a captain taking orders from the wrong general.”

      Ashley grimaced at the thought.

      “Burgess is dead so I’d say he’s insignificant at this point. But we know he and Jones were linked to this photograph. Let’s check out the other article.”

      “Okay.” She backed up the browser to Google then clicked on the link about Allen. The page loaded instantly. “‘Local’s Remains Come Home,’” she said, reading the bolded header.

      “Huh?”

      She read the article: “‘Baltimore – After two years of jumping from one military coroner to the next, local war veteran Paul Allen’s remains are finally home to rest. The strange story of his posthumous travels begin in Vietnam where military authorities remained adamant that his official death be ruled a suicide. But his family protested vehemently, saying Mr. Allen was a war hero and had died in the course of combat, and they had his commander’s sworn affidavits to prove it. Even so, military evidence reveals a darker, more insidious story: the body had reputably been found in a dark alley in the red-light district of Saigon known for its fatal games of Russian Roulette. Mr. Allen’s skull had damage consistent with a self-inflicted gunshot wound, and his blood was apparently laced with opiates.’”

      “Hmm.”

      “Now it’s you who guessed correctly,” she admitted.

      “Maybe. What does it say about Lt. Pearson?”

      She hit Ctrl F on the keyboard and searched the document for the name. It popped up highlighted halfway down the page. She paused, trying to find herself a place in the text to start. “‘The family should feel exonerated by the court’s finding,’ stated Lt. Pearson, Allen’s commanding officer in Vietnam. ‘Sergeant Allen was a great soldier and lost his life in the line of duty for this great country. He and his family deserve the dignity of not seeing it any other way.’”

      “Hmm,” Lighthouse muttered, uncaringly. “That makes two down with about eight more to go.”

      “There’s nothing more about Pearson in this article,” she replied, closing out the FIND window.

      “Except that he’s likely still alive.”

      “Good point.” She opened a new browser and typed in a new address. Milliseconds later, a page sporting FBI insignia with a User ID and Password field splashed onto the screen. “Let’s try accessing the Extinguishers case files from the FBI that Jones told us about. Any chance you know your FBI handle off the top of your head?” she asked.

      “My FBI handle?” he said, laughing. “Me and the Feds don’t see eye to eye so much,” he confessed. “Melanie usually does all that computer work for Harv and me.”

      “No worries,” she replied. “I’ve got a friend who can help us out.”

      “A Fed?”

      “Yeah. The one I snuck off for a few minutes to work with in Minneapolis.”

      “Oh, him.”

      “His name is Jerry, and he’s a really nice guy. We’ve worked for years together on lots of cases. We both have a good understanding of professional courtesy.”

      “I see,” he implied devilishly.

      “Not like that, silly,” she refuted, lightly punching him on the arm. “My job isn’t all accolades and action figures like yours. Sometimes I need a little help.”

      “That’s admirable.”

      “The relationship works well for both of us. From time to time Jerry gets me the FBI files I need, and in return he gets everything I dig up.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      She puckered her lips. “Men. Always a pissing contest.”

      Lighthouse laughed.

      “What do you say we gets wheels up and head back to Washington? If I call Jerry right now, maybe he’ll have something together for us by the time we land.”

      “Sure. And this way we can track down Senator Jones again and get the whole story this time. I think we’ll get a double whammy if we go back to D.C. You know, a two for one.”

      “You mean killing two birds with one stone?” she said.

      “Yes, that’s it.” He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “I like the way you think.”
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      The Challenger was at cruising altitude and in stable air. Alone in the back row of the plane, Lighthouse listened to Tears for Fears’ Everybody Wants to Rule the World. He rapped his pencil against his knee to the beat, the music always helping his mind expand into new dimensions of thought.

      He checked the time. It was 5:47 p.m. and they were an hour into the flight back to D.C. Mahoney was in the cockpit with the captain, and Ashley was busy on her laptop tasking away.

      Lighthouse pulled a steno pad out of his breast pocket and started scribbling upon the page. Doodling was his way of finding clarity in a confusing situation. He put his pencil down and glanced up at Ashley. She was scouring through the documents and entering data into her laptop. He bit his lip. An unusual feeling rose in his gut: he was worried for her safety.

      He flipped the pad shut, placed it back in his jacket then stole another look at Ashley. She was pausing her work to rub her thigh and caught him in the act of staring.

      “Lose something?” she mouthed playfully, pointing to her lips.
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      In the cockpit, Captain Konrad and Mahoney were busy striking up one conversation after another.

      “What will you have, Harv, egg rolls and fried rice or wontons and garlic broccoli?” Konrad inquired as he retrieved a bag of Chinese take-out from behind his seat. He took the food out of the bag and started serving up heaping scoops of fried rice on a paper plate. “It’s fresh. I had it all delivered right before we took off. How about a little of both?”

      “Sure, if you don’t mind,” replied Mahoney, finally taking the time to notice that Konrad had the tan of a retired Floridian.

      “Of course I don’t mind, Harv. It’s great to have you back as my trusty copilot. Besides, you indirectly paid for it,” he snickered.

      “Oh yeah, I guess I did,” Mahoney chortled. He looked out the windscreen. “I still can’t get over the view from up here. It’s incredible.”

      “Yeah, there’s nothing like the infinite horizon to dazzle the eyes. To tell the truth, the rush is the worst addiction I have.”

      “I could see that.”

      Konrad reached his hand over, pulled the tray-table from Mahoney’s armrest and secured it around him. “Here you go,” he said placing a plate in front of him.

      “Ah, thanks.”

      “Did I ever tell you I grew up on a farm?”

      “Nope.”

      “I used to fly the family crop duster around the county for extra change. That’s where I learned to really fly well,” he admitted, smiling. “I did it all through my teens. Boy, those were the good old days before being shipped off to Vietnam.”

      “Oh, sorry to hear that. I had a lot of buddies in country, too,” Mahoney acknowledged. He suddenly felt famished and stuffed an entire roll into his mouth.

      “I certainly did my duty. Five tours in all.”

      “Umm…”

      “Mind you, I did it grudgingly. They started me out flying heli-patrols in and out of hot LZs. And let me tell you, Harv, those landing zones were real hell. Eight months of that gig and I was the only guy left from our original squad still alive,” he recalled, shaking his head at the memory. “But I can’t say it didn’t have its upside. My major at the time was a good man and could see I needed a break. So he bumped me to running C-24 transports between the bases. After a year of that, I was with the Special Forces racing Navy Bomber Jets through the air. And, Harv, there is no higher thrill.”

      “Bet not.”

      “Ah, life is just so free and innocent up here.”

      “Uh huh.”

      Konrad pat him lightly on his bad shoulder. “Savor these moments, Harv. We never know when they’ll be our last,” he said bitterly.
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      Back in Minnesota, Shelby Bryant was splayed out on a hotel bed with her leg in a cast from her knee down. She was furious. It was the biggest news story of the year and she was sidelined.

      She punched the bed and moaned loudly. “Goddammit, Kyle. Of all days, why today?”

      “You need to take a break and relax,” Kyle said, sitting at the room desk with his backpack.

      The heater on the wall buzzed and continued a low-pitched rattle.

      “Fuck you, Kyle. I don’t need to take a break from anything. What I need right now is a way for you to get me mobile and out of here,” she said, grabbing up one of the pillows off the bed and throwing it at the heater. “I may be down but I’m certainly not out. At least not yet. Worst case scenario is you’ll have to set up a few chairs on the sidewalk and push me over in a wheelchair to do the interviews. The public just might like it.”

      “Maybe,” Kyle replied.

      She propped herself up against the headboard. “Don’t discount the value of playing up to the disabled, Kyle. There’s a lot of self-labeled hypochondriacs and cripples in this world who love stories of adversity.”

      “You make it sound so lovely,” he retorted sarcastically.

      Shelby moaned and re-situated her cast. Changing the subject, she inquired, “How much of the last story were you able to salvage?”

      “I filled a full clip,” he answered with a slight grin. While she’d been attended to by a good-looking emergency doc, he’d stayed in the truck editing. “Your report is all ready to air.”

      “Let me see it.”

      Ready for her demand, Kyle slid his mini-DVD player out of his backpack, popped it open on the bed and tapped PLAY.

      Shelby fixated her eyes on the screen and focused on her mouth. When the words came from the speakers she silently lip-synced along, remembering the set word for word. Near the end of her report, a set of legs and an arm became visible in the upper left hand corner of the picture. Shelby watched as the arm took out a set of keys from a pocket, held them for a few seconds then purposely pitched them toward her feet. But then the picture cut to a stock shot of the Sellwood campaign headquarters with her voice-over from a previous clip announcing, ‘reporting from St. Paul, Minnesota, this is Shelby Bryant.’ Kyle had spliced out the accident perfectly.

      “Go back. Did you see that?” She grabbed the DVD player and pressed the arrow button to rewind frame by frame.

      “See what?”

      “Watch it again and see.”

      “Ah, okay. You like that cut I did for the ending?”

      “Great splice, Kyle. But that’s not what I’m talking about. Watch.” She pointed at the legs and arm when it materialized on the screen. “You’ll see. This was no accident at all.”

      She hit PLAY and they watched the arm pull out the keys from a pocket then deliberately toss them at her feet.

      “That’s kind of weird,” he admitted.

      “Weird? This was planned. I was targeted!”

      “Maybe. I guess it could appear that way.”

      She rewound the frames and they watched it again. “That fucker! I knew something was funny about all this.” She waved her hand about. “If this guy’s on Lighthouse’s payroll, I swear I’ll take him down!”

      Kyle flinched, her forcefulness unusual.

      “Cue up the original footage, Kyle. I want you to find me a headshot of this guy ASAP. This mother-fucker has another thing coming if he thinks he can get away with a stunt like this.”
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      It was nearing eight o’clock in the evening and in backrooms in the nation’s capital, senators were busy convening confidential meetings. The only topic of discussion was the Minnesota ‘situation’. Things looked bad on all sides.

      For the Democrats, the incumbent Sellwood had assured them a majority in the Senate by a fifty-one to forty-nine margin. Now in light of the surprising turn of events, the election was a free for all. Senator Sellwood had been a fiery, fist-shaking social liberal without pure party lines, but in the end he could be trusted to hold the Democratic centrist vote. Now the Democrats had to wonder if the deceased man’s son could do the same. Or even win the seat, for that matter.

      If the Republicans won, the tables would turn and the country’s power structure under George W. Bush would decisively shift into the most one-sidedly conservative government the US had seen in 100 years. This being a possibility, dozens of fat-cat Republican politicians shifted money—clean or otherwise—to Minnesota. The outcome would impact the short-term direction of the country and demanded a no-holds-barred approach.
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      Captain Konrad landed the Challenger effortlessly at Reagan National, and by 8:20 p.m. Lighthouse, Ashley and Mahoney had made it back to Georgetown. Waiting for them on her front steps was FBI Agent Jerry Malkowski. After quick introductions, they stepped into her house and congregated in her living room office.

      “Wasn’t much to pick through,” Agent Malkowski stated as he placed a thin manila folder on the desk. He was in slight awe. It was his first time at her house, and the digs were impressive.

      Ashley looked down at the thin file. In bold red lettering it was marked CLASSIFIED on the cover. “This it?”

      Jerry shrugged “Yeah. That’s all I could piece together on such short notice.” “Well that’s disappointing,” she replied.

      “We appreciate the favor anyway,” Lighthouse commented.

      “But keep digging over there,” Mahoney related as he flopped down in one of the parlor chairs. “You FBI have everything tucked away somewhere. You’ll uncover something else in the stacks.”

      Ashley picked the folder off the desk and opened it. The left inside jacket held only a single sheet of paper marked REPORT at the top. The document was typed and double-spaced. The right side jacket held some pages stapled together. The top sheet was a one-page military dossier sans photo. She fingered through the rest of the pages. There were ten dossiers in total, all heavily redacted. The last sheet of paper had banking wire instructions.

      She focused back on the report and read directly from the page: “‘Compiled: November 13, 1999. Subject: Army Special Operations Unit, Codename Extinguisher. Description: 10-man strike force organized in 1972 under the direction of Captain Randall Burgess and South Vietnamese Lieutenant Commander Vinh Trahn with the goal of infiltrating and eliminating the Chinese sponsored North Vietnamese supply routes through Laos and Cambodia. Unit disbanded in 1975 with the Fall of Saigon.’”

      “Hmm,” Lighthouse said.

      “Something interesting?” Jerry asked.

      “Nah, I was just thinking. I was twelve years old when the U.S. lost that war. Had a flash of what I might have been doing at the time.”

      Jerry laughed lightheartedly. “I know what you mean. I would have been nine. Seems like a million years ago now.”

      Lighthouse scratched his nose to draw Ashley’s attention. He winked once at her. “Well thanks so much, Jerry. I think we’ve got all the answers we were looking for. The unit disbanded at the end of the war and that’s what I really wanted to know. Thanks for stopping by.” He looked over at Ashley and pointed to his wrist. “We’re really late.”

      “Oh shit, you’re right. It’s almost eight thirty,” she replied, peering down at her watch to play along. “And I still need to change my clothes.”

      “I uh—” Jerry mouthed.

      “I really owe you one, Jerry. Thanks so much,” she said and led him to the front door. “Let’s catch up over lunch next week when I’m back at the office.”

      “Yeah, that’d be great I guess,” Jerry said, opening the door under his own accord. “Nice to meet you, detectives.”

      Ashley closed the door behind him then returned to the living room. “What was that all about?”

      “Less he knows the better,” Lighthouse replied.

      “But he gave us the files.”

      “And a job well done.” He pointed to the folder. “What else we got in there?”

      “Just give me a second,” she answered before proceeding to peruse the rest of the report. She pulled her eyes up from the folder.

      “Well?”

      “Our black John Doe in the photo must be Lance Corporal Alby Freeman and the Vietnamese man Vinh Trahn. Both were killed in 1974 but it doesn’t say how. There’s no mention or link to Senator Jones nor Stephens nor to the mystery man in sunglasses. But the rest of the names are now accounted for.”

      “Progress,” Lighthouse proclaimed.

      “Lt. Pearson is listed in Phoenix, Arizona with a small independent mortgage brokerage business. There’s a note on the bottom of his dossier stating he was contacted. Pearson went on record recollecting being on a mission named Extinguish once in Vietnam. But he further states he’d been on so many missions in those years that there was no way he could remember them all or with whom they were with.”

      “That doesn’t shed much light on the subject.”

      “But this does,” she said, ripping out the last page from the folder. It’s a Burgess Munitions bank wire report. It has the bank beneficiary being Key Cayman Resource International Bank Group with an associated account number. Now we’ve got the bank name to go along with the number.”

      Lighthouse perked up. “That’ll work.”

      “The owner of this offshore account is surely our villain,” Ashley surmised enthusiastically.

      “Not necessarily. One isn’t exclusive of the other. This account could just be something Burgess set up to divert money away for his own tax free purposes.”

      “You really think so?”

      “No. But then again, why not?”

      “Could be, I guess,” she said, a little dejectedly.

      “I’ve got an idea.”

      “Hopefully it’s a good one, buddy,” Mahoney blurted out from the chair, laughing and coughing at the same time, the sound of a cat choking on a hairball.

      “I thought you were out cold already, Mahoney?” Ashley shot back.

      “I’ve recently caught the one-eye-open syndrome.”

      “Hey, Harv, you remember my friend Ian Higgins?”

      “Ian…oh yeah, sure. He’s that British guy who got all rung up for that bank laundering business, right? Guy who wore all those fancy ten grand suits?”

      “Yup, that’s him.”

      “He was a slick character, that one.”

      “Slick enough to get all the charges dropped,” Lighthouse related. “After that he took off to the Caymans for good. Took all his banking business from Wachovia with him too.”

      “You think this friend of yours can help?” Ashley asked.

      “Yup.”

      “So how do you plan on tracking him down?” Mahoney asked.

      “I gave his number to Mel a few years back. She’ll have it.”

      Mahoney pulled his cell from his pocket and smiled. “I’m on it.”
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      With a scotch firmly in hand and sitting on the veranda of a trendy bar, Ian Higgins marveled at the moon rising over the aqua blue sheen and sandy beaches of his adopted home, Grand Cayman Island. He felt synchronistic with the sweet salt air and Caribbean warm waters. He loved this island, especially the one trillion dollars of offshore funds washing through its banks on an annual basis.

      The fifth largest banking center in the world, the Cayman Islands existed primarily for the rich and powerful to hide money. Suffice it to say, the tax shelters, money laundering and un-traceable transaction business was booming. It was a place where taxes ceased to exist, and where U.S. corporations have skirted the IRS out of billions of dollars per year.

      He looked out over the moonlight scattering across the water. The whole banking network survived through a select group of crafty bankers and their attorneys, many of whom were defunct KPPG insiders. Ian Higgins had been there from the ground floor. He’d even been indicted on charges of leading tax shelter fraud schemes for many of New York’s biggest investment houses.

      There was no question in anyone’s mind that Ian was a financial wizard. He had first-hand knowledge of how things really worked in the financial world, and he knew many of the men who controlled it all. These men didn’t want to find another Ian Higgins to track their money around the globe, so he was relatively safe from exposure. Case in point, out of leftfield and with no help whatsoever from his five attorneys, his U.S. Federal charges had somehow been dropped quickly after the indictment; though, he did have to find himself on a loosely-termed, one-way ticket out of the country.

      Now he spent his days passing secret account numbers between the world’s many illicit banking centers: Seychelles, Panama, Jersey, Turks and Caicos, Lithuania, Grand Cayman and the list went on and on. Ian held the keys to a select batch of electronic numbers enjoyed by only the very few privileged elite.

      Ian’s phone buzzed, and he reached in his pocket to retrieve it. It was a New York City area code.

      “This is Ian,” he answered, his English accent chiming out over the line.

      “Ian, it’s Lighthouse, your cop buddy from Brooklyn.”

      “Bloody hell, what a surprise, my dear man,” Higgins replied graciously, a few sips past sober. “What do I owe the pleasure at such a late hour?”

      “Just a friendly call to say hello.”

      “Bollocks, detective,” Ian said astutely. “Men like you never call just to say hello. What do you really want? Should I assume you’re recording me right now?”

      “God no, nothing of the sort. I just need to cash in a favor.”

      “Oh I see. You still think I owe you for saving my life.”

      Lighthouse breathed into the phone.

      “Okay, detective, maybe I do owe you. But certainly don’t quote me on that. What do you need?”

      “A name.”

      “Who?”

      “That’s what I’m hoping you’ll tell me.”

      “Oh,” Higgins replied blankly. “You’ve got an account number I suppose?”

      “Yup. Wire goes from Bank of Wachovia to First Federalist Union to London Hsang Kong Limited to the beneficiary being at Key Caymans Investment Limited.”

      “I thought you were smarter than this, detective. You know I can’t help you on this. These clients own the highest right to privacy one can afford. Case closed I’m afraid.”

      “I’m not liking what I’m hearing, Ian.”

      “Surely you understand you’re running into unbreachable confidentially laws here,” Higgins stressed a last time.

      The conversation paused.

      “You can’t ask this of me,” Higgins started up again. “I’d be ruined. Or worse.”

      “Listen, Ian, you think I’d be pestering you if it wasn’t for a damn good reason?”

      Another pause festered.

      “Tell me you at least have the account number?” Higgins put forth.

      “I already said I did. You know the banks I’m taking about?”

      “Like the back of my hand,” Higgins answered, sighing. He knew all the banks Lighthouse had mentioned and was an active Board Member at the most important one. “If the wires went Wachovia to First Federalist Union to Key Caymans Investment Limited, or from KPPG or London Hsang Kong Limited to Key Caymans Investment Limited, then almost assuredly the last step—the one you’re missing—is Queen’s Royal Bank and Gate. Originations like these almost always end up at Queen’s. The bank is a Fort Knox of transfer modalities for the top players.”

      “Great, so you can do it.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Sure you did.”

      Higgins paused and breathed deeply into the phone. “Just promise me you won’t hold me accountable if I can’t get you what you’re searching for.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “And I’m done talking on the phone about any of this. I’ve said enough already. I don’t like any of this. Not one bloody bit. We do it in person or not at all.”

      “Settle down, Ian. Of course I’ll do it in person if that makes you feel better. I’ll come to you right away.”

      “There’s really no other way. I’ve got to keep my name out of it.”

      “Not a problem,” Lighthouse proffered, having never been to the Caribbean before. “We’ve got a jet on loan so I can be down there first thing in the morning.”

      Ian drained his whiskey. “I don’t know about this,” he mulled over with a sigh.

      “It’s for a good cause.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Sure you do.”

      “I’ll do it only under one condition.”

      “Name it.”

      “That I’m never arrested inside the footprint of New York City ever again. And I mean never,” he vented angrily. “I miss all the hot models at the banking parties, if you know what I mean.”

      “I get the drift.”

      “Deal?”

      “You got any outstanding felony warrants I need to know about?”

      “I hope not, but if I do-”

      “Then I’ll try to work something out.”

      “I’m not playing around here, detective. You’re asking something huge of me. And I know you can pull any strings you want up there. Deal or no deal?”

      Lighthouse caved. “Deal.”

      “Oh, and one last thing. I’ll come to you. We meet on the tarmac at the airport and nowhere else. Not in some hanger nor in the terminal or coffee shop or anything. Just on the plane you come in on. And I only want to meet you. Not that sidekick of yours or anyone else. That clear?”

      “Crystal.”

      “This is no joking matter, detective. If you’re calling me, then you’re at the end of the line with a very powerful person. It means it’s time for everyone to watch their backs, because someone is going down and going down hard. You understand?”

      “It's my job to understand.”

      “Okay. Just call me when the plane’s parked on the tarmac. You got it?”

      “Will do.”

      “And afterwards, we shake hands and go our separate ways. Maybe meet up again in another lifetime.”

      “Yeah, I get the drift. So how do you want me to send the account number to you?”

      “After we hang up, text the first half to this phone. Then fax me the other half. You have my fax number?”

      “Is it on the card you gave me?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then you’ll get it. You’ll have an answer for me in the morning?”

      Ian’s gut was utterly tight, his emotions jumping reprehensibly. His number in the draft had just been called and duty was obligatory. Lighthouse’s call was the test of mortality he knew someday would eventually come. He just hadn’t anticipated someday being today. “All you want is a name, right? Not all the other linked accounts and such?”

      “Just a name for now.”

      “Then come in the morning before you ruin my lunch date with Ms. Martini,” Higgins replied, wondering if becoming a rat and pinning his hopes and protection on Lighthouse was really his best option.

      “I’ll call you when I’ve landed,” Lighthouse said, hanging up.
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      Friday, November 1, 2002—Day 6

      

      Detective Barry Stone was leaning against the iron railing outside Ashley’s front door when they came out of the house.

      “Morning, Stone. Early bird gets the worm, eh?” said Lighthouse checking the time. It was 7:22 a.m. and the sun was barely in the sky.

      “Glad to see you haven’t forgotten about our deal,” voiced Stone, tapping his right shoe up and down.

      Lighthouse adjusted a stack of envelopes under his arm and brushed past him. “Thought we agreed on twenty-four hours.”

      “Stone,” Mahoney said with a little forehead gesture. “Thanks again for mopping up after us the other night.”

      “Don’t mention it, Mr. Mahoney. Ms. Lewis, a very good morning to you,” Stone said, casting her a warm smile.

      “A little early to be loafing around on the job, isn’t it?” she replied.

      “Hardly.” Stone pivoted on his feet and readdressed Lighthouse. “Excuse me, detective, but you owe me a few moments of your time.”

      Lighthouse rose a hand in the air. “It’s going to have to wait until later.”

      Stone placed his hands on his hips. “You need to give me something I can report. Something substantial. That was our deal.”

      “That the best line you got, kid?” Mahoney volleyed back in his partner’s defense.

      “It’s not a line. It’s the truth. You think my captain likes you jokers down here in the nation’s capital running loose, popping off mercenaries? I can assure you it’s not what he had in mind for the week. Doesn’t play well with anyone around here.”

      Lighthouse paused at the bottom of the steps. “I hear your point loud and clear. But you need to hear mine. If you value your life, if you really do, then you don’t want to touch this with a ten-foot pole.” He knew instantly that he’d fucked up with the comment, the guy’s pupils signaling excitement was at hand. Stone had taken the words more as a challenge to rise to the occasion than as thoughtful sound advice.

      “What, you think I can’t take care of myself?”

      “They’re dropping like flies around here, kid. Take my word for it,” Mahoney said, eyeballing him while trying to raise his bum arm.

      Ashley nodded gravely.

      Stone cast a glance at Mahoney then quickly returned his pleas upon Lighthouse. “Sorry, detective, I see my first approach with you isn’t going to work.”

      “I have to give the kid credit for trying though,” Mahoney commented.

      “Fine,” Lighthouse said, backtracking to thrust the files he was carrying into Stone’s arms. “If you need something to chase so bad, then here. Go make heads or tails out of this. Come back to me with some real questions. Better yet, come back with search warrants and indictments. If this whole shit storm turns against us then at least the originals are already here in Washington where you can easily leak them to the press. You can be the safe house on this one, Stone.”

      “Ah, c’mon, detective,” Stone pouted.

      “Go hit a desk, make copies of it all and find me the inconsistency we need to blow this case open. Then we’ll talk shop.” And with that Lighthouse turned and left, leading his entourage away down the street in search of a taxi. He was anxious for their quick jaunt to the Caymans.
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      Back in Minnesota, Shelby Bryant was working diligently trying to track down her assailant. Her best option was an old source, FBI Agent Bobby Dorrow, who had, on more than one occasion, also been on the receiving end of her self-indulgences. Thrice indulged actually. And how lucky had it been for Shelby that Bobby was currently in the St. Paul rotation on the Sellwood case.

      So at exactly seven o’clock in the morning, Shelby phoned Bobby. A few hints at  sexual favors later, Bobby buckled in to her demands to watch the tape. Post haste, Shelby convinced Kyle to take her to the mansion, which in turn made it glaringly obvious to Bobby that she indeed had been the victim of a preemptive attack against her. Bobby asserted that her assailant must be brought to justice if they spotted him. Somewhat snidely, even jokingly, Agent Dorrow agreed to put a bulletin out to his men to be on the lookout for the ruthless leg breaker. And with that Shelby was satisfied she’d get her revenge. To her relief, her gut also told her Lighthouse wasn’t involved in her assault.
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      Benson had a hunch he should’ve parlayed his unlucky streak into breaking camp and heading out of Minnesota once and for all. He should’ve laid low for a good twenty-four hours and recharged his batteries. But he pushed on. With problems stacking up, it should’ve tipped his mind that his stars were becoming increasingly misaligned.

      So it wasn’t much of a stretch that, at a little after 8:00 a.m. when he arrived at the Sellwood Headquarters in St. Paul for another round of impersonation and intel gathering, four agents drew their guns and aggressively converged on him from both sides of the hallway. With very little chance for a getaway, Benson acted rashly and tried to put up a fight in an attempt to escape. He led himself to believe that the best way out was to cause mass panic, and that the situation called for a gun battle. He reasoned he could take out a few of the government flunkies easily and cause enough chaos to escape unscathed. But it didn’t go down that way. Agent Dorrow’s team was better prepared than he’d given them credit for; besides, four guns against one were pretty bad odds.

      The gunfight had been short. He’d fired off a shot into the first man in front of him, but just as quickly, two shots volleyed right back, one hitting his torso and the other piercing his neck. Flailing on the ground with blood gushing from his neck, Larry Benson gasped his last breath. He’d lived a violent existence and would die one too.
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      The Challenger was fueled, the cabin door closed and they were ready to taxi to the runway. It was a ninety-minute flight from Reagan National to Grand Cayman.

      Cradling Mahoney’s cell phone between his neck and good shoulder, Lighthouse buckled his seat. “I’m just doing my job, Mel,” he said into the phone.

      “C’mon, Lighthouse,” Melanie complained back over the line. “It’s not even eight thirty in the morning and you’ve gone and messed up my desk already. I’ve got faxes, emails and messages splattered all over the place. This is gonna take more than five minutes to sort out. When are you and Harv coming home anyway?” she asked, sweetening her tone. For ten years now it was well known in the precinct that she was Lighthouse’s not-so-secret admirer.

      “A few more days, if I’d have to guess. Hey, I forgot to tell you. A guy named Stone from D.C. Homicide might be sending stuff your way too.”

      “You better get me a Christmas present this year,” Melanie pleaded.

      “Unlikely.”

      “You better,” she said, sighing deeply into the phone. She’d tried in vain to coax a gift out of him each year for over a decade now. This year would be no different, it seemed.

      “You dig anything up on that request Harv sent to you about the Sellwood kid?”

      “I’m afraid there are no DNA matches with CODIS or the NDIS,” she answered. “Background check didn’t come up with too much either. He’s got a disorderly conduct for peeing in public in ’97 and an indecent exposure for having sex in a park back in ’92. Other than that, I couldn’t find a thing.”

      “Who’d he get arrested with in ’92?”

      “It didn’t mention a name,” she answered.

      “Where did the arrests happen?”

      “Both times in California. I also checked with Minnesota but he doesn’t have any sealed juvenile records or other dropped charges there at all. There’s no history of violence that I could find anywhere.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      Melanie continued, “You’ve been on the news too much and phones have been ringing off the hook. Promise me the two of you will be careful.”

      “You know I can’t promise that. Besides, I already got chewed out once today for making promises I couldn’t keep. You’re the best, Mel. I’ll see you soon,” he said and hung up.

      Konrad stepped in from the flight deck and addressed his cabin of passengers. “Who wants fresh coffee? Harv? Ms. Lewis?”

      Mahoney raised a finger affirmatively.

      “Just tea for me,” Ashley uttered enthusiastically.

      Lighthouse bobbed his head up and down, his current caffeine level dramatically low.

      “Mahoney tells us you’ve been to the Caymans many times before,” Ashley stated, making small talk while he prepared their drinks.

      “Maybe even a hundred times by now,” Konrad replied from the galley.

      “Lucky you.”

      “I’m certainly not complaining,” Konrad said, stepping into the cabin carrying a serving tray high into the air.

      Everyone grabbed a drink.

      “Then if there’s nothing more, please buckle up and I’ll have us in the sky in minutes,” the captain declared.

      In the back storage compartment of the Challenger, Hacksaw held his knees to his chest and stayed quiet as a mouse, biding his time awaiting the Boss’s signal.
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      Mic in hand, Shelby Bryant sat bundled up in a wheelchair on the outside lawn at the Sellwood headquarters in St. Paul.

      Kyle zoomed in on her headshot. Perfectly on cue she reported, “I’m here at the Sellwood campaign headquarters in St. Paul, Minnesota where excitement and intrigue continue to build. It has been confirmed that members of an FBI task team covering security at the mansion engaged in gunfire this morning with a violent and suicidal man. The assailant injured an agent before being shot and killed. The ATF, FBI and local authorities are currently on the scene investigating,” she said with a light nod of the head, Kyle’s cue to zoom off her.

      Kyle panned on the mansion’s front doors where a sheriff, complete with a crime scene tool kit in hand, was exiting the mansion. It was the perfect shot.

      “Events are really heating up in Minnesota as the new election campaign kicks into high gear with Benjamin Sellwood running in place of his much beloved father. In his first official command, candidate Sellwood appointed his father’s long-time aide, Kathleen Morgan, as his new communications director. She is taking over for Helen Reed who died in the crash along with the senator and six others.” She breathed a beat and smiled brightly. “This is Shelby Bryant reporting from the whirlwind of politics in St. Paul, Minnesota,” she added, signing off.
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      It was 11:33 a.m. when Lighthouse stepped out onto the stairs of the plane and into the dense Caribbean air. “Nice to see you again, Ian. Island life seems to be doing you some good,” he said, shaking the skinny suited man’s sweaty palm.

      Like a scared animal, Ian Higgins darted his head about the tarmac. “Guess I’ll take that as a compliment,” he replied, a three martini slur apparent in his tone.

      Lighthouse followed the man’s nervous eyes. From the top of the stairs they had the perfect vantage point to spy the majority of the tarmac. Four other private planes sat idle but there was no action going on around any of them. Still, Ian appeared paranoid, his edgy disposition getting the better of him. Not even his two-thousand dollar, hand-sewn Italian shoes and Armani sunglasses could hide it. “You don’t look like you’ve aged a bit,” he said flatteringly, trying to relax him.

      “You’re not looking too bad yourself, detective.” Higgins swiveled his head back to the terminal then a hundred eighty degrees across the tarmac, looking one last time to make sure he hadn’t been followed.

      Lighthouse seized on Higgins’s apprehensive pause to close his eyes and stare into the sun. He inhaled deeply and imbibed the island’s sweet ocean air, letting the fresh flavors invigorate his senses. For an instant he stood entranced in the fountains of equatorial sunshine beating down upon his face.

      Higgins shoved him. “Can we get on the plane or what?”

      Lighthouse sneezed then snapped to. He shifted his head level out across the sun-beaten asphalt tarmac. He itched to journey beyond it. The view from the plane during descent had mesmerized his eyes: the beautiful aqua strewn waters and sparsely inhabited palm-lined beaches signaled relaxation could easily be found here. But alas, this trip afforded no such luxury.

      “How many people know you’re here?” asked Higgins, pushing Lighthouse back into the cabin.

      “Calm down, Ian, you’re safe with me,” he implied, trying to sound reassuring and hoping that Ian wouldn’t check out the plane and find Mahoney and Ashley stowed away in the back bedroom.

      “Can never be too sure.”

      “You’ve got nothing to worry about. Like I said on the phone, I’m on your side,” Lighthouse said, not believing the words coming out of his very own mouth—everyone he was coming into contact with on this case was getting injured or killed.

      “Let’s just get this over with.”

      “You found a name for me?”

      “I swear, detective, you better be right with your information and have the ability to enforce it. Or it’ll be both our heads on a platter.”

      Lighthouse stayed silent. Ian was right.

      Higgins pulled a leather glove from his side pocket, slipped it on then retrieved an envelope from his inside jacket. He handed it over. “Here’s your precious name.”

      Lighthouse took the envelope and gripped it strongly. He closed his eyes and sighed deeply. He finally had a name to put to his current nemesis.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing. For both our sakes.”

      “You’ve got my word on it.”

      “That supposed to mean something to me?”

      Lighthouse blinked. Through the plane’s window, his peripheral vision spied a shadow of a man emanating off the tarmac. The guy had appeared from the far tail of the plane but had moved briskly, disappearing before Lighthouse could get a good read on his figure.

      Higgins peered around the jet. “Pretty sweet bird you’re traveling around on here. You suddenly fall into a fortune, or is the NYPD leasing private jets these days?”

      “Hardly,” replied Lighthouse letting out a short laugh. “It’s a short-term rental.”

      “Regardless, it’s good to see you’re riding in style.”

      Lighthouse was about to reply a curt ‘thank you’ but became interrupted by the appearance of the captain nonchalantly walking out of the galley with a silver drink tray in hand. Small china cups, juice glasses and classy shot glasses clinked atop it.

      “Gentlemen, I have mango juice, coffee or Makers Mark,” Konrad offered, with a grin for the latter.

      Higgins eyed him nervously, too tongue-tied to return the greeting.

      Lighthouse slipped the envelope into his jacket. “So you think I should try bone fishing first, huh? Well maybe,” he said, scratching his chin. “How about the SCUBA diving, what do you recommend there? My uncle said you were the one to ask.”

      Konrad thrust the silver platter in their faces.

      Higgins whet his alcoholic lips and peered to Lighthouse for the cue to indulge in a shot, or two.

      Lighthouse grabbed a cup of coffee and sipped. His pleasure centers first relayed an oral satisfaction but it was quickly followed by an overly bitter aftertaste that settled on the end of his tongue.

      Without hesitation, Higgins scooped up one of the shot glasses of whiskey and threw it back in one easy swallow. Unsatisfied, he repeated the task with a second dose. “It’s been a pleasure meeting with you, sir, but I must be heading away. I’m adhering to a pretty tight schedule today. I hope we’ll be able to accommodate your travel needs while on the island. Please be in contact with my secretary for further details and assistance,” Ian stated.

      “That’ll be great, thanks,” said Lighthouse nodding.

      “Good luck with the SCUBA diving,” Higgins said lastly before hurrying off the plane.

      Lighthouse walked over to the hatch and watched Higgins skedaddle under the back of the plane and disappear out of view.

      “Friend of yours?” Captain Konrad inquired.

      “Not really,” Lighthouse let out. “Just some tour operator my uncle knows.”

      “Well that’s nice.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “I’m sorry to intrude, but I overheard your inquiries. Do you need any recommendations about activities on the island? I’ve catered to many executives around here and would be happy to oblige you with my local knowledge.”

      Lighthouse sipped his coffee again and thought about it. In his pocket was the name of his enemy. He wondered if he should get straight to work or go spoil himself for a few hours in the warmth of tropical tranquility. But the thought quickly faded as he heard Ashley barge into the cabin from the back of the plane.

      “This is weird!” she shrieked, wagging an airplane manual high in the air.

      Lighthouse contemplated the forcefulness of her tone with the distressed look of her stride. He frowned, paused then took another gingerly sip from his cup. “You okay? You’re looking a little pale,” he said to her.

      “Clear Charter Airlines!” she sputtered loudly, slapping the manual into his palm.

      “Mango juice?” Konrad said, holding a glass in his outstretched hand.

      “Well thank you,” she responded almost pleasantly, becoming temporarily distracted from her tirade. She received the cup and immediately took a large mouth-watering gulp.

      “So what’s all this?” Lighthouse inquired, handing the manual back to her. He sipped his coffee again and swallowed hard but was unable to shed the bitter aftertaste.

      “It’s been a set-up this whole time!” she mumbled loudly, letting her thoughts gather steam.

      “What’s been?” Lighthouse countered.

      Konrad wrinkled his brow. “Clear Charter Airlines. That name sounds awfully familiar. I think that’s the company we bought this plane from at auction,” he added.

      Lighthouse ignored him and instead searched Ashley eyes in need of a better explanation. He wished they could be alone.

      “It…it…” she mouthed softy, “was out of paper-towels and I just started digging around and it popped out.”

      “What’s all the rumbling?” asked Mahoney, coming out of the back bedroom to join them.

      Konrad smiled brightly. “Here, Harv, take a whiskey.”

      “Don’t mind if I do,” Mahoney answered jovially, suckered into the gesture.

      He grabbed a shot from the tray and belted it back. Then he grabbed a coffee and instantly chugged half the cup as his chaser. He belched. “Uh, that didn’t go down so well together. I think I’m gonna be sick,” he said dropping his cup back on the tray and collapsing into the nearest chair.

      “You alright, Harv?” Lighthouse asked, concerned.

      Mahoney gasped loudly but waved him away with an arm before slinking further into the chair.

      Lighthouse blinked. When he opened his eyes the room was moving around in circles, his visions blurring vertigo style. In what felt like slow motion, he felt the cup in his hand release uncontrollably and heard it bounce off the floor. He glanced over to where Ashley had been standing but she wasn’t there anymore. Somehow she’d fallen to the floor where her motionless torso lay. Then he too lost all motor control. His belly heaved into his shoulder blades then his body went limp. He felt so odd. He knew something bad was happening but felt absolutely no pain resonate through his body as his head crashed on the floor. Laying sideways yet still partially conscious, he heard Captain Konrad’s muffled voice call out, “Get a move on it, Brasio. I want to be taxiing and out of here in less than thirty-seconds!”

      “Sure thing, Boss,” an unfamiliar man’s voice answered.

      Lighthouse’s pain finally materialized with his skull feeling like it was being crushed. He focused all his thoughts on taking in a deep breath. Achieved, he used his exhaling energy to shift his eyes for a sideways view of pilot Konrad and another man in the process of hoisting a large duffel bag onto the plane. “Your plan worked perfectly. Guy only made it a few steps before doubling over,” Lighthouse heard the unfamiliar man’s voice say.

      In a last instinctual move to wrestle away his impending fate of a not-so-awe-inspiring demise, Lighthouse again inhaled deeply then focused his exhale on sliding the two fingers that were resting on his nose into his mouth. At last he exhaled and with it his hand was thrust from his throat, fluids following in fast vomitus pursuit. He felt spittle dribble from his lips, followed by the sound of plane door suctioning shut. Then his body and soul blacked out.
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      Lighthouse felt his lungs breathe, and his heart beat. His head throbbed painfully. He could tell he was on the floor, and his hair was matting in a puddle of bile. Acidic fluid whirled around his mouth. He struggled to spit it out, the sagging muscles in his face hobbled in a Novocain-like state. He was still on the airplane and it was ascending.

      The plane suddenly banked and his body rolled over, allowing for the fluids to drain from his mouth. He groaned enough to muster a deep breath then blew the snot from his nose. He fumbled with his hands but they were hard to make out, his limbs unstably limp, his muscles resembling melting butter. He shook his head unevenly and tried to wipe his nose on his sleeve. At last his sinuses cleared. He again breathed in deeply and exhaled moderately, fresh air flowing into his extremities. His heart strengthened its beat and his body calmed back into equilibrium. Vividly, the picture of his reality was coming back through his lenses. He wondered how many minutes he’d been blacked out.

      Two voices invaded his thoughts, but he could barely make out the words. The pilot, Konrad Herrick, was speaking to another man about a parachute. The other man grunted a reply, his voice still unrecognizable to Lighthouse’s ears.

      “Should I shoot ’em all, Boss?” Hacksaw inquired, bouncing a few times to adjust the parachute pack on his back.

      “No, let the crash take care of it. We don’t need any more cleanups on this one. You hear me, Brasio?” Herrick preached.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “We’ll bail out at precisely five thousand feet which will give this bird three miles before impact. You shut down all the fuel lines?

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good,” Herrick replied. He straightened the goggles on his face and let out a short chuckle of glee. He’d honed his trademark clean get-away crashes to a perfect skill.

      “This was nice work, Boss,” Hacksaw said in praise.

      “You know, Brasio, I’ve been planning a drop from this island for years. And to think, today it becomes a reality because of that devious woman’s little plot to off her boss.”

      Hacksaw turned and nodded. “Yeah, she’ll easily get the son elected as the next senator. I see the wisdom in your decision to partner with her now.”

      “You know, Brasio, I’m man enough to admit this whole shit show makes me wonder which one of my long-term associates is gunning for my head.”

      “Sir?”

      “You know exactly what I just said.”

      “Someone I should keep an eye out for, sir?”

      “Let’s just say Franklin is getting too big for his own britches.”

      “Roger that, sir.”

      “Regardless, we have to give the lady some credit. She was savvy enough to find me in the first place. And she actually pulled off her side of the equation pretty well too.”

      “Don’t be so generous to that bitch,” Hacksaw relayed.

      “Don’t worry about that.” Herrick snickered and slapped him on the shoulder. “She’s expendable like all the rest of them. Okay, open the hatch and let’s hammer.”

      “Yes, Boss,” Hacksaw replied faithfully and moved into place.

      On the floor of the plane, Lighthouse swallowed hard and kept his breaths sustained. A few more of his faculties rose to his disposal. Then the feeling in his fingers arose back to life. He slightly tugged his neck the millimeter it needed to train his vision on his two adversaries.

      “Are you ready, sir?” the man barked.

      “Ready as ever,” he heard Herrick say and watched him brace on the front seat next to the door.

      Lighthouse wiggled his fingers and felt the tingles of life regain throughout his body. He was still dizzy but was quickly regaining his senses.

      “On three,” Herrick stated.

      “One, two, three,” the two men’s voices transpired in unison before the man pulled the lever for the door to open.

      Immediately air pressure crashed and Lighthouse felt his body being pushed back by the airflows ripping through the cabin. He drew the strength to trail his arm down his torso and place his palm onto Lucy who was right where she was supposed to be. He suddenly experienced sheer relief, which just mere minutes ago seemed unfathomable. His beloved Lucy, there again to pull him from the ashes. She was the bearer of justice in his cruel, brutal world.

      Lighthouse eyed Herrick huddled next to the front row of seats, watching as his partner pushed an inflatable dingy out the plane’s hatch.

      Lighthouse focused on his targets. This would be his last stand, so he waited patiently for an opening. Using the noise to his advantage, he garnered all his power and swung Lucy into action. He set his sights on the man he didn’t know who was readying for his jump. Lighthouse squeezed the trigger and basked in Lucy’s recoil, her motions reverberating through his wrist like the highest orgasm that a body could experience—the millisecond actions of life and death.

      Lighthouse watched anger spread upon the man’s face as the bullet ripped into his upper torso. The man grimaced before turning in agony and quickly jumping from the plane.

      Lighthouse now held the upper hand. Herrick had been confused by the ruckus of the gunfire and was frozen in place looking down at him. But then Lighthouse’s mind blurred and he could only see Sheriff Arno Niemi’s face on Herrick’s body.

      Lighthouse grinned happily, popped his body straight up on his elbows and quickly rapped two rounds straight into Herrick’s chest. The man’s eyes opened wide in the pure surprise at the sudden reversal of fortune.

      Without a second thought, Lighthouse pushed himself up, struggled to his feet and moved next to Herrick who was slumping down onto the floor.

      Herrick gasped into the air. “I should’ve never trusted that, ah…that bitch Marybeth…it’s…this is all her fault,” were the last words he ever muttered before his expressionless body thumped from its throne to the bleakness of a quickly staining carpet.

      Lighthouse raged thinking of all the death this man had caused. He raised Lucy and pumped another round into Herrick’s head. “Fuck you!” he yelled at the motionless body.

      He stumbled to his feet, braced himself on the seatback of the forward chair and gazed out the open door. The last remnants of loose material—a swirling Styrofoam cup, the odd magazine, Mahoney’s shoe, the TV remote—was being sucked out of the plane. Painstakingly, he edged over to the hatch and peeked his head outside. He could still see the other man gliding in the wind, trying to release his parachute.

      He braced himself then emptied Lucy into thin air. Out of bullets and ravaged in the depressurized cabin, he holstered Lucy then closed the hatch.

      As the pressure and force inside the cabin subsided, he collapsed back onto the floor with his mind now sinking into a single onerous thought: was he still knocking at death’s inevitable door, the plane about to free-fall and plummet into the ocean?

      No time to care, he rose to his feet, regained his balance and looked around his immediate vicinity: blood oozed at his feet; Mahoney was slouched over in a fetal position in a back seat; and Ashley was currently nowhere in sight.

      He palmed his forehead. Events had happened so fast that the thoughts currently circulating throughout his mind were overly fuzzy. Actually dull. It was all peppered with holes and inconsistencies.

      He stumbled through the cabin and found Ashley curled up under one of the back seats. He pulled her to the aisle and stabilized her frame on the floor.

      “Oh shit, Ashley!” he cried out before pumping his lips against hers to perform rapid mouth to mouth. He rolled her to one side, stuck his fingers down her throat and thrust his palm into her stomach.

      She gagged strongly then vomited liquids onto the floor.

      Satisfied with an initial stomach pump, he wiped her mouth clean with his shirt and resumed mouth to mouth. In-between his hurried breaths, his eyes, in painful agony, glowed a hollow shadow over the very plight of her life. He was no longer fooled by the intensity of his emotions. He loved her. At this moment more than anything else in the world.

      He slapped Ashley awake and dragged her to the flight deck. Together, they would land the plane safely.
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      Saturday, November 2, 2002—Day 7—St. Paul

      

      Lighthouse stepped into the Sellwood office in St Paul and inspected the dozens of sympathy cards standing half open atop the large mahogany desk. The cards were arranged in clever little rows, like they were awaiting the procession of the king.

      He glanced back to Mahoney and Ashley waiting by the door. They looked a moribund crew having gone through the meat grinder, but in reality were none the worse for wear.

      Lighthouse turned back and peered across the giant table to where Mary Beth Morgan sat handcuffed to her former employer’s chair, flanked by two well-armed FBI agents.

      Ms. Morgan burst out crying. “I never meant for any of this to happen. You must believe me, detectives.”

      “I’m not here to debate motive, Ms. Morgan. Just to throw you behind bars for the rest of your life.” Lighthouse nonchalantly looked down to his watch: it was 12:41 p.m.

      Ms. Morgan dropped her head in utter defeat.

      Ashley stepped forward. “How could you not see the grave consequences of your actions?” she asked, angrily.

      “It was all unintentional!” Ms. Morgan shrieked.

      “Oh, c’mon,” Ashley said, shaking her head in disgust.

      “I had every reason to trust Herrick’s word. Men like him don’t get to where they are by lying,” Ms. Morgan reasoned. “He paid off my debts and took care of all my mother’s medical bills and her reverse mortgage. And he did it all in the slow timing that I had asked for. He was always a gentleman during our cross country flights, so I trusted him. Can you blame me for handing over copies of the documents? I never thought he would kill them all,” she professed between sobs.

      Mahoney shook his head and shouted from the doorway, “Ah, come off it, lady, you knew what would happen the second you played your hand.”

      “That’s not true!” Ms. Morgan called back. She dropped her head into her chained hands. “I’m such a fool. A big fat fool,” Ms. Morgan spelled out.

      “That’s for the courts to decide,” Lighthouse pondered. “But I could see you hang for this.”

      Ms. Morgan howled, tears soaking the front of her blouse.

      “First degree intentional manslaughter is just the first of the charges,” Mahoney decreed.

      “It's not true! I didn’t murder anyone!” Ms. Morgan yelled. “Herrick and his goons did it all. I had no hand in planning any of it.”

      “We had you pegged right from the start,” Mahoney called back, and popped an unlit cigarette into his mouth.

      Lighthouse sneered in her direction. For a moment he wished he could introduce Lucy to the woman. Finding Higgins’s body in a duffel bag on the plane was the straw that finally broke the camel’s back on this case. And it all traced back to Marybeth Morgan, the source of this entire catastrophe. He shook his head in disgust and said, “I’m sure your mother would be really proud of you. Causing over a dozen violent deaths to the people you supposedly loved.”

      “You leave my mother out of this!”

      “Should I?”

      Ms. Morgan scoffed.

      Lighthouse rocked from one heel to the other. He’d been suspicious of the woman being the leak ever since Ashley found her name on numerous flight passenger lists in the scheduler they’d swiped from the Clear Charter Airlines office. She’d been a sole passenger on seven flights across the country during the three months leading up to the Senator’s fiery crash.

      Ms. Morgan shook her head obstinately. “You know what, detective, you’ll be sitting where I am soon enough. Just like me, you’re as dead as a rat on a sinking ship. From the little I know about Herrick’s little army, they’ll be coming for all of us in due time.”

      “If you say so,” Lighthouse replied, dropping himself into one of the captain chairs, leaning way back and kicking his feet up on the giant desk. “Thing is, from where I’m sitting, you’re the only one drowning today.”

      Ms. Morgan’s eyes drooped. “The jury will believe me. I didn’t kill anyone.”

      “Not sure We the People will look too kindly on the death of one of our favored senators and family,” Lighthouse let out.

      “But I only sold some documents. That’s all,” she pouted, trying to build a new story in her mind.

      “Save your story for someone who cares. All I know right now is the judicial system is a bitch once you enter it.”

      Ms. Morgan seized the opportunity of an audience to state her case. “I don’t condone Herrick’s solution, but you must see that I was just a cog in his machinery. I’m just a single woman trying to get ahead. It’s the Extinguishers that really run the show. And you all know about it now because of me,” she replied, justifying her actions in her mind.

      Lighthouse raised an eyebrow. She was living a delusion. “Whatever you say, lady. Just don’t forget you’re the one who decided to go into business with them. You sought Herrick out then turned him against the senator.”

      She laughed hysterically. “How can you be so naïve, detective? I had nothing to do with what those men did to other people. If anything, I helped uncover the truth.”

      “Are you a sociopath?” Ashley questioned.

      “How do you think any of this is over from simply arresting me? You’re all fools. You’ve only scratched the surface of the titans running the Military Industrial Complex. That’s why they wanted to take out the senator. He’d pieced together the paper trail finally leading to the hundreds of billions of dollars being funneled away by all the nefarious groups. You have to give the man some credit for that. A few more months and he would’ve been able to put Herrick away.”

      “But you got there sooner, didn’t you?” Lighthouse said mockingly.

      She shook her head morbidly. “I didn’t see the harm in providing copies of the documents.”

      “You’re pitiful,” Ashley commented dryly.

      Ms. Morgan sobbed. “Konrad promised me he wouldn’t harm anyone! All I needed to do was deliver the copies and later the originals in exchange for the money I needed. Besides, I had every reason to believe my life was in danger too at some point. There was no other way out for me. I think the jury will actually believe me on that one.”

      Ashley cracked. “You’re unbelievable. You killed a family and all your friends. You’re such a coward. And a fool.”

      Ms. Morgan shook her head. “It’s Russ Sellwood who’s really to blame for this whole mess. He’s the real coward. He’s the one who took us all down. You don’t rise to power like he wanted and not pay the price. He picked a fight with the wrong men and lost. That’s all. Anti-war peace protesters can’t take down the military elites. Russ Sellwood was utterly crazy. It was all just a fairytale to him.”

      Lighthouse took in a deep breath and sighed for the whole room to hear.

      “You’re going to be proven wrong, detective. I didn’t do anything wrong. The senator was used like a pawn in this whole game. And the jury will easily come to see that truth.”

      “Pawn? You’re the one who proactively sought out Herrick and gave up all the information for your own personal gain!” Ashley exclaimed.

      “You’re kidding, right?” Ms. Morgan said defiantly.

      Ashley frowned.

      Ms. Morgan ranted on: “Oh come on! Surely the senator was set-up to take the fall this entire time. He was conned by one of his secret sources in Washington. Some Vietnam Vet he’d met on a protest march back in the late sixties. It’s some guy from Baltimore, but he never did tell me the man’s name,” she explained. “But I knew they occasionally corresponded to stay abreast of one another. This is the guy who fed the senator most of the secret information.”

      “So you say,” Lighthouse said.

      “It’s true,” Ms. Morgan replied. “I was aghast when Russ finally told me about this elite group of assassins codenamed the Extinguishers that siphoned off billions of dollars a year in taxpayer money for their own secret military strikes. How would you have felt if your faithful employer brought that kind of news to you?”

      Everyone stared at her blankly.

      “I, for one, was utterly lost,” Ms. Morgan continued. “Then about a week later I found a draft of his Last Will & Testament lying open on his desk. It mentioned the family secret hiding place and that was all the tip I needed to go snooping around. The evidence I stumbled upon was unfathomable,” she stressed, eyes wide.

      Ashley shook her head. “Spare me.”

      Ms. Morgan laughed uncontrollably. “That’s exactly what the Senator said on the day I confronted him with what I knew. I told him to back off, but he said he wouldn’t. Instead he told me most everything that he’d found out so far, including that he compiled a listing of over forty active Extinguisher members. Some in prestigious positions in government, business and the military. Some of the names were stealth assassins.”

      Lighthouse shifted his body in the chair. Ms. Morgan knew very little of Herrick’s enterprises. But she made a deal with the devil and now had to live with the consequences.

      Lighthouse grazed his fingers across Lucy. He didn’t like the prospect of taking on a well-funded Special Ops force. He’d already taken out six of them, but you couldn’t win every battle against a group like this. Eventually one was sure to slip by. He related it to taking on the mob. For every one you brought down three others were willing and duty-bound to step up and take over. The impulse to hold power always outweighed the risks. It was impossible to sway people otherwise.

      “The senator said he was going public with all the names and information right after the election. He was going to do it as a telling victory to democracy. He said, and I quote, ‘I’m doing it to take down the oppressive military complex and spread more peace and order to the world,’” She twisted her head about erratically. “God, what a naïve fool he was. What a fool I was.”

      Lighthouse exhaled deeply. He was exhausted and his body ached. “You had to think there was a chance you’d come out of this with your head on a stick. If not by me then certainly by Herrick.”

      Ms. Morgan shook her head in defeat. “The thought never crossed my mind. I didn’t think there was any possibility of tracking it back to me.”

      Lighthouse rose from the chair. An earnest smile rose upon his face, a finality to another sordid tale. “Rest assured none of it really matters. You’re going to rot in prison while the rest of us will leave this whole mess behind.”

      Ms. Morgan bawled, spooking the agents at her sides.

      Lighthouse pivoted on his feet and walked from the office. “You take care of yourself now,” he offered cynically.
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      In an undocumented meeting, Senator Jones confirmed to Lighthouse, Mahoney and Ashley that it was indeed he, through the photograph, who provided Marybeth Morgan with the identification of Konrad Herrick.

      Jones also confirmed the existence of the mercenary group the Extinguishers who was headed by said deceased man.

      Jones related that the group had been created at the height of the Tet Offensive during the Vietnam War by an elite band of Marine Special Ops, and that he’d been on some of the original missions. He recalled that over time the Extinguishers slowly expanded from a few cells into a few dozen cells, then into a lean, mean fighting machine with a couple hundred commandos at their fingertips. When the war ended, the group went rogue and strategized a mission to accumulate power by working with select politicians and businesses to extinguish flash points of aggression when they flared out of control in the world, either in international arenas or domestically. Under Herrick’s direction, they left behind virtually no trace of their existence whatsoever.

      Jones denied any direct involvement with the group or with Herrick since the Fall of Saigon in 1975; yet, he speculated the Extinguishers comprised a hodge-podge of four-decades worth of the best fighters and wayward warriors the world had to offer. He confirmed that a little over 200 men, and a handful of women, were grouped around the globe as strike cells of no more than eight members. Jones explained that during the latter years of the Vietnam War, it was the ultimate privilege to be chosen to join the association. Today, he said he’d heard, it was still mostly Americans yet sprinkled with Irish, Israelis, Russians, Swedes, Brits, the odd couple of Germans skulking about, a Japanese, a Chinese and rounding out the troupe, a few dozen ruthless Latin American guerilla-trained, paramilitary men.

      Jones stressed the Extinguishers would be hard to dismantle. Even with Herrick’s demise, the group held so many resources that the power vacuum at the top would easily be satisfied. There was no doubt in Jones’s mind that a new Boss would spring to life fairly quickly. The job of striking the right balance in the world had to fall to someone, he’d stated. Pressure points ceaselessly existed and someone needed to hammer them down. Black Ops by their very nature had been created to keep the world’s status quo in-check. Herrick had just gotten too big for his own britches.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      In a darkened bungalow on the western coast of Little Cayman, Hacksaw rested flat on a putrid mat and sipped coconut juice straight from the nut. His first lucky break was his parachute opened properly. His second was the shot from the .38 Special had been a through-and-through and missed his stomach completely. But it’d been a close call. For as long as he lived, he’d likely never forget the glint and the roar off the barrel of that gun as it fired straight at him.

      Hacksaw slurped more of the precious juice. He was now in stable condition with his wound patched up. He knew he was out of the woods now and going to live. It was amazing what a small stack of hundreds could do to get the locals to help out and keep their mouths shut while doing it.

      His shifted his legs on the mat and forced his pain away. He turned gleeful and smiled. Jonny Brasio was the new Boss. If his luck held out, he knew his first order of business was to track down a man named Bernard whom Herrick had mumbled on about a few times in the past. Then with a few months of recon and research on Herrick’s hidden assets and resources under his belt, he’d be in the driver’s seat to run the empire.

      Hacksaw’s cup was half full. Life was good. His hard work had finally paid off for the spot as the Boss of the Extinguishers.
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      Wednesday, November 6, 2002—Day 11

      

      On November 5, 2002 the nation witnessed Minnesota cast sixty percent of its vote behind Mortimer Bowman, allowing the Republican party to sweep into power in the United States Senate. Benjamin Sellwood and the Minnesota Democrats had no chance to regain legitimacy after the news broke that Mary Beth Morgan—Russ Sellwood’s longtime most trusted insider—had betrayed the state and assassinated their native son.
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      Shirtless, Lighthouse basked in the sun on a Costa Rican beach, the sounds of the waves gently lapping against the white sand sediments. It was music to his ears.

      His toes were tickled by warm Caribbean waters and he felt a release from all the expectations of life, mortal or otherwise. With Ashley saddled up next to him on the beach, it was a freedom previously unrecorded in his life.

      “I could get used to this,” she remarked, kicking the sand up in his direction.

      “Me too. It’s even better now that Harv’s out fishing all day,” he commented, slyly cocking his head in her direction. He felt like he was in a dream.

      She looked up into his eyes, her cheeks glistening in the bright sun. “I love it here.”

      “Easy to see why,” he said, kissing her on the cheek.

      She blushed. “I wish life could always be this sunny.”

      He nodded, and watched the sand drain between her sensuous feet. He also wished life could be this nice all the time. He grabbed her hand, pulled her into him and kissed her delicately on the lips.
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      Thursday, November 28, 2002—Thanksgiving Day

      

      Lighthouse swiveled back to the center of his desk. In front of him, his Mr. Coffee machine percolated away. The 75th Precinct was quieter than usual, as most officers were deployed in the field for the major holiday parades.

      He relaxed his posture, leaned back in his chair and gripped Lucy. A gun, a comfortable chair and some strong coffee. They were simple pleasures. A loner’s pleasures. Lighthouse’s pleasures.

      He glanced at CNN muted on the TV. The screen was filled with stock footage of a Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade of years past. He looked at his watch: it was 6:22 a.m. and almost the start of another day. He grabbed his coffee pot, poured himself a brimming cup then drained it in one go.

      The fluorescent light above his head flickered off, hummed and moaned. Shit, he kept forgetting to ask Melanie to submit a work order.

      His work phone rang and burst his concentrations. He reached over and answered it brutishly, “It’s too early in the morning to catch me napping, Harv.”

      For a recognizable pause, the line stayed silent.

      “Lighthouse, is that you?” Ashley’s familiar voice rang out.

      “Oh hey, Ash,” he replied enthusiastically. “I didn’t expect to hear from you so early.”

      “You said you’d be in your office this morning,” she said endearingly.

      “Yup.”

      “I know you needed to work today, but I’d thought I’d call and wish you a Happy Thanksgiving.” Her voice was cheerful yet cautious.

      The second caller feature suddenly beeped in his ear and for a split second muted Ashley’s voice.

      “I wanted to tell you something special and—” Ashley’s voice trailed off as again the second caller feature beeped further in his ear. “There’s no other way for me to come out and say it, so I might as well just blurt it right out,” she added quite forcefully.

      The BEEP further raged into his ear. “I hate these things,” he sounded. “I never know which button makes it stop. All these dumb features they said I needed to have,” Lighthouse rattled on.

      Ashley let out a deep breath into the phone. “Lighthouse, I have some good news, I hope,” she let out cautiously.

      “What’s up?”

      “There no best way to come out and say it except you’re going to be a fa-”

      “Hey Ash,” Lighthouse cut in, having not listened properly, the beeping winning the day. “That’s gotta be Harv on the other line with all this double beeping. Let me get rid of him so you can have my full attention,” he said pushing down the FLASH button on his phone for it to switch over. “Hey Harv, let me call you back,” he bellowed into the phone.

      “Whatever you say, buddy!” Mahoney replied and hung up.

      Lighthouse pressed FLASH again and clicked back over to Ashley. “Sorry, Ash, you were saying?”

      “Oh, nothing too important,” she replied sarcastically, peeved at being second fiddle to Mahoney’s phone call.  “Just that I’m pregnant, and you’re the father.”

      

      THE END
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      Are you as good a detective as Lighthouse? Let your boundless aspiration for new adventure spill out. Follow the digital and geocached clues throughout each book in the series for exclusive content and extraordinary travel giveaways.

      

      Have you ever dreamed of splicing across the mighty Lake Superior under full sails, or chanting with the vajrayana monks in the Himalayan Kingdom of Bhutan?

      

      Follow the crumbs Lighthouse leaves behind and you’ll find the secrets of joining us at some of these sensational global venues.

      

      Shall we dig for mummies in the Atacama or throw rice to the Sumo Wrestlers of Japan?

      

      Lighthouse needs all the help he can get, so here’s hoping I’ll see some of you in the field quite soon.

      

      God bless to everyone that your respective adventures in life continue,

      

      Cade
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      Tuesday, April 29, 2003—Day 1

      

      Two stories underground in the cavernous Tokyo Metro Ginza Station subway, Detective Mieko Ito snapped on a pair of blue nitrile gloves, tightened the white mask on her face and peered out across Platform 2. The area had been evacuated of its usual throngs and replaced with police and uniformed subway personnel.

      Mieko blinked. Her weary eyes needed time to adjust to the high-intensity emergency lights blasting into every crevice of the underground.

      She walked in closer to investigate. The tiled floor in front of her was crisscrossed with two distinct splatters of blood, one of which led to a severed head lying face down on the tracks. The skull was badly crushed and the only identifying object left was a single earring dangled from its bloody lobe. The cleaning staff were tasked with the unenviable job of cleaning up the morbid scene.

      Across the tracks the remains of a man’s forearm was wedged in-between the concrete pillars that anchored the adjacent waiting platform. Below it a lone finger rested on the ground with an unscathed gold wedding band glinting in the lights. But the most gruesome sight of all was his pulverized body on the rails, the train holding no sympathy for human flesh nor bone.

      Mieko sighed. The scene was becoming all too familiar: this the fifth such subway attack in as many weeks.

      The air was dry and stale and she licked her thin lips.

      She looked down the tracks to where the train had been backed up to the entrance of the tunnel. Somehow it appeared the woman had fared worse than the man. Blood and hair were splattered across the windscreen and her body was stuck up into the wheel-well of the subway car.

      Mieko bowed her head. One had died instantly on impact, the other dragged violently down the tracks.

      She pulled out her small Olympus digital camera and started snapping photos. On the tracks, a half dozen members of the crime scene unit were meticulously performing their duties collecting body parts and setting them in blue biohazard bags. Subway cleaners trailed behind them mopping up the blood-streaked rails. Off in the hallway, shocked witnesses were giving first-hand accounts to officers. As usual, a few last remaining onlookers were lingering around purely for curiosity’s sake.

      She took pictures of the items marked with short numbered yellow cones then moved on to multiple shots of the subway cars. She followed that up by taking a few snaps of the small crowd. She needed to be extra thorough. It was well documented that serial killers returned to the scenes of their crimes to revel in the destruction wrought by their own hands.

      “Mieko-san, in here please,” her superior, Inspector Sumoto, called out, waving at her from an office door near the center of the platform.

      She looked in his direction, obediently nodded then quickly shuffled over to the compact little office. Inside, Inspector Sumoto stood over a serious-faced man in a subway uniform manning the controls of the video monitors.

      “Sir?” Mieko inquired.

      Inspector Sumoto shook his head and tossed two mangled, bloodstained blue passports on a short table. “Both victims are American. So we’ll need to contact their Embassy right away. There’ll be no keeping a lid on this now,” he added.

      “Nnm,” Mieko muttered, agreeing with her superior. She glanced at the passports. It was atrocious. The eleventh and twelfth victims were foreign tourists. Worse, the suspect got away, again. The ugly truth was they had no one in custody for any of the crimes.

      “Here,” the subway worker called out, his fingers effortlessly dancing over the buttons. “This is a better picture of the man we’re looking for.”

      Mieko and the Inspector leaned in for a closer look. It was a black and white image but easy to discern that the man frozen on the screen was Japanese. He had straight black hair and wore the ubiquitous dark suit and black shoes of the average salary man. His head was down, hiding his eyes.

      “Check every camera you have,” Inspector Sumoto ordered. “Stay here until you find us a complete face shot.”

      “Yes sir,” the subway technician replied, nodding.

      Mieko bowed to her superior then looked at her watch: it was 8:24 p.m.

      She pulled a clear plastic evidence bag from her jacket pocket, waved it open then tried to carefully place the passports inside. But her gloves stuck slightly to the congealed blood on the covers and she had to wiggle her fingers to get them to release.

      “Okay. I’ll head over to the U.S. Embassy now,” she stated morosely, and left the office.
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