
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			[image: ]

			

	

DISCLAIMER

			ALL RIGHTS TO THIS PUBLICATION ARE RESERVED. THIS BOOK IS A WORK OF FICTION AND ANY REFERENCE TO PEOPLE OR PLACES ALIVE OR DECEASED IS UNINTENTIONAL AND IN NO WAY RELATES TO REAL SITUATIONS.

			© 2019 Barbara Lefka. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

			ISBN 978-1-54397-016-6 eBook 978-1-54397-017-3

			

	

To Maurice my husband, My Son Jay M Lefka,
His beautiful wife Heather,

			My Amazing Grandchildren; Cole, Bryce and Delaney
who captured my heart

			and to my Sister Judy who was always in my life and is part of my soul you are loved Judy dear FOREVER………..

			Kevin Lane for mentoring me through all the trials and tribulations of writing and for his kindness and consideration to everyone. 

		

	

  Table of Contents


  

    	CHAPTER 1


    	CHAPTER 2


    	CHAPTER 3


    	CHAPTER 4


    	CHAPTER 5


    	CHAPTER 6


    	CHAPTER 7


    	CHAPTER 8


    	CHAPTER 9


    	CHAPTER 10


    	CHAPTER 11


    	CHAPTER 12


    	CHAPTER 13


    	CHAPTER 14


    	CHAPTER 15


    	CHAPTER 16


    	CHAPTER 17


    	CHAPTER 18


    	CHAPTER 19


    	CHAPTER 20


    	CHAPTER 21


    	CHAPTER 22


    	CHAPTER 23


    	CHAPTER 24


    	CHAPTER 25


    	CHAPTER 26


    	CHAPTER 27


    	CHAPTER 28


    	CHAPTER 29


    	CHAPTER 30


    	CHAPTER 31


    	EPILOGUE


  



		
			CHAPTER 1

			Jake Giuliani, Philadelphia’s Top Cop, was lounging on his back porch enjoying the balmy spring weather. He sipped on his ice-cold bottle of Pabst Blue Ribbon beer while watching the smoke trail from his cigarette in the ashtray. His eyes were half closed and his mind drifted mesmerized by the smoke spirals.

			This he concluded was the life, the lilacs were in bloom filling the air with their sensuous perfume, and he inhaled deeply, sipping his beer from the nearly empty bottle. The sun was just going down behind the trees at the edge of his garden and a soft breeze was rustling their leaves, making it sound as though they were having a conversation, deciding the fate of the world. 

			Jake stretched his long frame, looking downward to his brown loafers thinking his time at the gym was really paying off. His mind wandered to Annie and the late night they enjoyed. Annie Carr, his aide at headquarters. At first he had serious misgivings about involving himself with someone with whom he worked so closely. But Annie allayed his fears about any conflicts. She was a model of efficiently, and knew their occasional dates were not indicative of a relationship. No pressure there. Still he loved the way her blonde curls wrapped around his fingers when he caressed the back of her neck. She would look up at him, her copper colored eyes searching his, for what? Whatever it was, she did not find it in his dark eyebrow shadowed blue eyes.

			Jake looked at his watch and rose from the Adirondacks wooden chair he had been reclining in with a yawn, and went into the house. The telephone was harshly ringing, spoiling his mood. He was tempted not to answer at all. He wanted a shower, a steak and no interruptions. Jake had a ring-side seat for the championship-boxing match at the Arena on Market Street. He did not want to miss this particular heavy weight bout. He had a C-note on the champ even though he was a 3 to1 underdog. The champ’s age and his opponents record were against him, but, he still had the finesse of a great boxer, if his legs held up. 

			Rocky, his opponent was more of a slugger; he won all his fights by a knockout. This was his first encounter against the champ in a title match.

			Jake took out his ticket and put it on the kitchen counter. He started undressing and kicked off his loafers, whistling to himself he headed for the downstairs shower.

			The telephone persisted its annoying sound, but he kept walking to the bathroom stark naked now, and turned on the hot water… perfect he smiled.

			Jake was toweling off when the phone started ringing again, or did it ever stop? He wrapped the towel around his narrow hips and reached for the receiver, “Guiliani,” he answered. “Mayor?” Jake was surprised at the unexpected call. “What can I do for you? Your wife is missing? What do you mean missing? Okay missing. I’ll be right over, try to stay calm. I’ll be right there.” 

			He slammed the phone on its cradle and hurriedly ran up the stairs to get dressed. He pulled on jeans and a light blue cashmere sweater. He looked around for his loafers, and then remembered they were in the kitchen. Jake scrambled down stairs, slipped into his loafers, grabbed his jacket and headed out the door. Remembering the fight ticket on the counter, he went back for it. “Haste makes waste,” he thought. Jake glanced in the mirror, he saw his hair was still mussed up from the shower and hurriedly ran a comb through his close-cropped black hair still advancing toward the door. Adrenalin flowed through his veins as he rushed to the detached garage and into his 1956 black Packard car compliments of the city of Philadelphia, Pa. He slid into the soft leather of the driver’s seat and started the engine. The car’s 8-cylinder engine purred to life in a heartbeat. He was on his way to the mayor’s house on the Philadelphia Main Line a very prestigious neighborhood. A short distance from where Chief Detective Jake Guiliani of the Philadelphia police force lived, but far above his pay grade. This being a Saturday, the traffic was light and Jake made good time driving across town, wondering what that ditzy dame was up to now!

			The mayor, Gerald Woods is a good guy and always stands behind Jake as his chief of detectives, he supports all Jake’s decisions to make Philadelphia safe for the citizens, the law-abiding ones anyway. 

			Mrs. Caterina Woods was another story, she met Gerald when he was on tour with his Army unit in Russia and she dug her claws in deep. He adored her, would do most anything she asked and she asked for plenty. Caterina was quite a bit younger than Gerald, which she used to her advantage. She was poor as dirt in Russia, during what was laughingly called the reconstruction. She saw her chance to get out by marrying Gerald and she took it. Gerald was Colonel Woods back then, he pulled strings and married her right there outside the Kremlin in what used to be a Russian Orthodox Church. The church was so picturesque, a miniature St. Basils with its onion domes in vibrant colors. An Army chaplain married them in that lovely church, and they had their reception in the Non-Commissioned Officers Club because Colonel Woods’s men wanted to celebrate with him. He was that kind of man, down to earth, a team player. His soldiers would have been shocked to know he came from wealth, dairy cows in the rich grasslands around Brandywine. The farm, acres of it, has been in the Woods family for generations. Gerald, Gerry to his friends, was not a farmer; he left that to a team of experts who kept the farm in the black and the cows healthy and producing. His love was politics and he used his money, a winning smile, his free and easy style of speaking plus his war record to get him elected mayor. However, his eye was on the governorship eventually. 

			“Now this!” Jake thought.

			“Where is this coming from, an enemy, a shake down, revenge?” Jake pondered while he drove the big car expertly through the light traffic. “Damn probably there goes my evening at the Arena. I guess I’ll find out soon enough. Here I am.” Jake thought as he pulled into the front driveway of the large redbrick colonial house. He went up the few steps to the lacquered black front door and started to raise the brass knocker, when the door was thrust open to reveal the haggard face of the mayor. 

			“So glad to see you man! Cat is gone, disappeared, kidnapped, or worse.

			When I came home from the office she wasn’t home. She is always here, waiting for me. I searched the house; everything is still here; her car, her coat, bag, wallet, everything, and no trace of her!” 

			Gerry put his hand on Jake’s arm, exhausted from the strain of his last few hours. Jake led him onto a chair in the living room and poured them both a drink from a convenient decanter of scotch whisky. The mayor though once a teetotaler was now quite a heavy drinker. 

			“Do you think she might be at a neighbors?” Jake asked, trying to get his thoughts around this unexpected problem within the law enforcement community.

			“I haven’t wanted to ask anybody, I only called you, for some reason I am ashamed!” Gerry blurted out, biting his lip. “She does not know the neighbors, she would never visit them, under any circumstances.”

			“What do you have to be ashamed of, don’t go there! There is nothing!” Concerned for his friend and boss, Jake poured another drink, but not for himself. He needed a clear head. This was getting complicated.

			“Could someone have picked her up for shopping or visiting?”

			Or has anyone contacted you for a ransom or left you a note or telephoned? Anything?” Jake queried.

			Gerry gazed off into space, then shook his head and ran his fingers through his hair, just recently showing strands of grey. He set down his empty glass, rose from his chair and started to pace, back and forth across the room. 

			“I waited for you and your expertise to go over the house to see if there are any clues to her disappearance.”

			“Let’s start in the bedroom, maybe we can figure out what she was wearing when she vanished. Any in depth search will have to wait for the team tomorrow, they have all the equipment.” 

			“Thanks Jake I knew I could count on you to help me figure this madness out! This way!” The mayor led him into the center hall and up the sweeping staircase to the master bedroom on the second floor.

			The bedroom was not neat, clothes were scattered on the floor, on chairs and hanging from the towel bar in the bathroom. Shoes and boots were tossed helter-skelter on the floor and under the bed. Her purses were hanging off the back of the bedroom chairs by their straps and silk stockings were hanging out of the drawers they were stuffed into.

			“The maid did not show up today and Cat doesn’t raise a finger in the cleaning department, the only good thing is, I can pretty much tell what she wore for the last two days.”

			“Where are your clothes and personal items Gerry? I don’t see you anywhere.’

			“To tell you the truth Jake, we have separate bedrooms. I go to bed late and I get up too early for Caterina’s satisfaction. Besides I am a stickler for order, and as you can see, Caterina is disorganized. It would drive me crazy, to live in a room like this.”

			“Do you know what she had on this morning?” Jake asked, looking around at the messy room, agreeing with the mayor whole heartily.

			“She was in bed wearing Chanel Number 5, naked like a Marilyn Monroe poster and out like a light, when I left for work she was still sprawled on the covers, so I can’t be sure.” Gerry smiled, remembering.

			“Okay, okay, can you figure out from the clothes strewn around and what’s hanging in her closet, what she might have put on?” Jake watched Gerald move to the closet as he was talking.

			Gerald looked in the walk-in closet, Jake right behind him, the mayor was shaking his head in a negative manner, bewildered by all the clothes, shoes, bags, open drawers, their contents spilling out onto the closet floor.

			“This is impossible, wait a minute, wait a minute, I don’t see her emerald ring, she always keeps it here in this crystal box!” The box was empty and on its side,

			“It’s gone!”

			“She must have it on her finger, so that’s a good thing, a place to start!” Jake left the closet, the mayor following.

			“Does she have an appointment book, a journal, where she writes down a to-do list?” Jake asked.

			“Maybe on her dressing table, or in the drawer. She doesn’t have a desk. I take care of all the bills at the office.” They started going through her drawer and found nothing significant. “While we are at it maybe we should search all the drawers?” Jake asked. The mayor nodded permission and helped Jake go through her chest of drawers, searching under her sweaters, tops, and lingerie. Hidden under her bras and panties they found an envelope with a letter that appeared well read and a small photograph of an attractive man. “Whoa, what is this?” Jake asked.

			“You mean who is this? I have no idea!” The mayor answered his own question.

			“You don’t know this guy?” Jake wondered, turning the picture over in his big hands. “Good looking man, looks tall, certainly is dark skinned”

			“Never laid eyes on him in my life!” looking back at Jake, the mayor was gruff and evasive.

			“There is a studio name on the back of the picture, I can barely make it out. It looks like Tony McCane Photography on Broad Street. I know his studio. He is famous for his portraits of woman. Tony is in demand, he photographs the city’s debutantes and socialites, a great person, very well liked. I will have a talk with him tomorrow. May I keep this photo?” At Gerald’s nod, Jake pocketed the picture.

			“What does the letter say?” Jake wanted to know. The mayor seemed reluctant to share its contents with his chief of detectives. 

			“Gerald, Mr. Mayor, don’t keep anything that may be of help in finding your wife, a secret! Every minute is important! We want to find her as quickly as possible, so the contents of that letter may be a clue to her whereabouts.” Jake held out his hand for the letter. The mayor slowly gave it up.

			“This letter is written in stilted English a note really, and hard to read. The only piece of information I can derive from this letter is; she is here in Philadelphia looking for the man in the photo but does not name him and her name is Natalie! Do you know her Gerry?”

			“I met her with Caterina briefly, in Russia. But I don’t know her at all, just that she was Caterina’s friend. She was pretty fast and loose. I did not approve of her being Cat’s buddy!” He frowned at the letter in Jake’s hand.

			“The envelope is postmarked about a year ago, so she has been here over a year. Do you know if she contacted your wife in that time?”

			Gerry shook his head “No idea.”

			“I am going to need all the help I can get do you have a recent photo of your wife?” Jake asked taking a last look around the room.

			Gerald reluctantly removed a picture of the two of them from its silver frame. It was taken at the South Jersey shore, while on vacation. Caterina loved that picture. Gerald handed it to Jake. The mayor’s hand was shaking uncontrollably, he had the eeriest feeling he was saying good-bye to his wife.

			“Unless you can figure out what clothing she was wearing, besides the missing emerald ring, we have nothing else to go on, right? Clothes make the occasion. If we had a hint, was it a lunch date, shopping trip, a milk run...” 

			“Remember Jake she had no car, no identification, no wallet.” 

			“You are absolutely right and I think that makes her disappearance even more mysterious. Did she wear the ring? Because you said she only wore the ring on special occasions. Why would she wear it this morning, assuming she left the house with it on her finger?” Jake asked studying the picture the mayor had given him. “It sounds like a jewel she would wear to a party or gala?”

			“Yes, every chance she could. Why do you think that is significant?” 

			The mayor asked escorting Jake to the door. 

			“It’s a puzzle, and until we have all the pieces, it’s all important. Gerry I am going to send a detail to your house,” the mayor silently questioned Jake, “because we don’t know how far reaching this goes and I want you to be safe.” 

			“Thanks Jake, I appreciate your concern. I’ll try to get some shut eye so I can be of some help to you tomorrow.” Jake waved as he got in his car; maybe, he thought I can still make the main event. 

			Jake tuned the car radio onto the fight between Rocky and Jersey Joe, the announcer was saying that the champ was ahead by points, in his opinion. The knock down in the first round went against Rocky and he had been playing catch up ever since. The announcer said that both fighters had cuts over their eyes and were bleeding profusely. Joe had blood down the front of his white satin boxer shorts, probably from Rocky’s eye cut or his own. The punches were coming hot and heavy, the champ was tiring, he was on the ropes and clinched Rocky to him, putting all his weight on Rocky’s shoulders, trying to transfer a lot of his fatigue on to the other fighter. The bell saved Jersey Joe and both fighters went to their separate corners where the trainers worked madly on their injuries. The announcer was stating the obvious; a lot of punches were exchanged, Rocky hitting Joe repeatedly in the abdomen, his philosophy being “Kill the stomach and the head will die!” 

			Jake pulled up to the back door of the Arena, in time for the thirteenth round! Jake looked at his watch to see if it would be worth going in, the fight was more than over, but he could hear the crowds screaming. He had a c-note on the champ, an underdog at that. He called over to the cop on duty, showed him his identification and asked him to watch his car. Jake opened the Arena door and walked into a roar. The arena was erupting. He ran down the tunnel and into the stadium, just in time to see Rocky take out the champ, with a right cross to the face and an upper-cut seconds later, to put him on the canvas, where he stayed.

			Jake hugged himself; thrilled that he was there to see the finale of what must have been a bloody fight. The new champion was raising the sparkling belt high above his head, dancing around as though he had just arrived. The ex- champ was crashed in his corner, but, his trainer whispered in his ear, helped him to his feet. Jersey Joe made his way through the crush of people to the center of the ring where the crowds were converging on Rocky, the new champion. Jersey Joe offered his congratulations and shook Rocky’s hand. The radio announcer praised this show of good sportsmanship as the ex-champion left the ring. The adulation of the crowds grew louder for “Rockee, Rockee!”

			“The king is dead, long live the king!” Jake mouthed to himself as he left the Arena. He thanked the officer on duty at the back door and drove away.

			Jake did not drive home; instead he headed for the PM Suburban to pay his debt to his good friend Stan Stevens, one of the two owners of that very popular watering hole. They were partners in the original PM Downtown, but Jake knew Stan would be at the Suburban. He loved that club, because number one; it was close to his home, number two; at this hour he would serve a better class of customer. The Philadelphia football team loved to congregate there and the management treated them like the celebrities they are. So did the main line lovelies that hung out at the bar to meet and greet them, flirting outrageously for their attention. Business-type men, came because of the girls and everyone loved Mike Grayson, the piano maestro, he was a catalyst. The drinks were generous, the steaks prime, a proven menu for success.

			Jake gave his car to the valet and walked into the din. Mike was playing Stan’s favorite song “Honeysuckle Rose” and Stan as usual, was singing his own lyrics to that classic. Puffing on his big cigar, his drink of choice in his hand, a Scotch Mist Stinger with an Amoretto float. He spotted Jake as he walked up to the bar, Stan never missed a trick, and Jake waved his wallet in Stan’s direction. Stan made his way through the revelers to sit next to Jake at the bar. Jake handed him his winnings. “News travels fast,” Jake said putting away his wallet, considerably lighter.

			“Gawd, I am sorry I missed that fight, it is all over the news. What a fight! A fight of the century!” Stan said waving Tommy the bartender over to take Jake’s order.

			“So spill, tell me all about it. Give me a blow by blow!” Stan asked, shadow boxing in the air, as he turned to look at his friend.

			“I got there in time to see the knock down in the thirteenth round. I had some bad business before that. I was lucky to see the knock out.” Jake downed his scotch and raised his finger for a second. Lighting a Camel cigarette (I’d walk a mile for a Camel) Jake thought.

			Stan never questioned Jake about his business and didn’t now, but he did give him a long sideways glance, because sometimes he shared. 

			“How about a steak and a salad Jake, you look hungry to me. Come on, sit in the booth over there and I’ll join you. I forgot to have dinner.”

			“What are you taking psychic lessons or something?” Jake left the bar and sat in the booth across from Stan, “I did forget to eat and I am starved.” Jake said laughing.

			Suddenly he was over run by long blond hair and white skinny arms and “Jake, Jake, it is so good to see you. I missed you so much.” turning to Stan, “haven’t we Stan?” 

			“Right Crystal, maybe you more than me.” Stan said laughing at Jake ‘s flushed face. “Now be a good girl and bring us a couple of steaks and two cold beers on tap.”

			Stan relit his cigar and finished his Stinger, Jake was still sipping his scotch and listening to Mike’s rendition of ‘Down in the Depths on the 90th floor.’

			“Hey Jake, that Crystal is something isn’t she. She really gets under your skin. If I wasn’t already married, I’d give you a run for your money, my man!”

			“Since when did marriage stop you, ole buddy,” Jake laughed eyeing Stan.

			“She arrived new on the scene and has come up aces. She is good for my libido. But you know me, my work is my passion. What woman could adapt to my schedule on a daily basis? It would lead to heartache or worse. No thanks! I might as well be married also!” Jake said ruefully...

			Crystal returned with a waiter and a tray of steaks with the trimmings. She fussed around to be sure that the white cloth napkins were crisp, the silver gleamed and the beer had just the right amount of foam. They thanked her and she whispered to Jake that she was available in an hour or so. Jake squeezed her hand and winked.

			Crystal was delighted and hips swaying sauntered away, she tossed her long blonde hair as she greeted a couple that had just entered and she led them to the bar. Tommy strolled over and took their drink order. 

			Business was booming. Everyone seemed to want to talk about the prizefight at the Arena, and the new champion Rocky. They were all ready to party the night away. Jake was catching the crowd’s mood. His eyes were glowing as he looked around the room. Jake felt his blood running hot! Was it the fight, the drinks, the atmosphere, Crystal? He only knew that he had a big job tomorrow, and it would be best for him to get out now, say good night!

			“Stan I’m going to turn in, my day tomorrow will be crazy, tell Crystal I’ll catch her another time.” Jake said tossing some bills on the table for his tab and a very generous tip.

			“See you’ ole buddy, don’t be a stranger, I could use some more betting money. How about football next?” Stan waved his cigar good-bye.

			Crystal watched Jake leave the supper club and went over to the table to retrieve her tip. Well, she thought at least he was generous.

			Jake drove non-stop to his house in West Philly thinking not of the case at hand or the mayor but of the many young attractive ladies Stan introduced him to over the years. Here was another one, Crystal Ames. She showed up at the PM Suburban looking for work; gorgeous, well turned out and witty. Crystal had very little wait experience but who cared. Anyone could carry a cocktail tray and take an order. The bus boys carried the heavy food trays and the girls smiled and made sure everyone was having a good time. They pushed the drinks by pouring the wine and taking half filled cocktail glasses away. Crystal was invaluable at this. She made it seem it was all the customer’s idea. The staff liked her because she pooled her tips and the customers tipped Crystal generously. 

			When Jake came into the supper club one night a few months back to see Stan and have a steak, she immediately showed an interest in him. Stan introduced them and Jake gave her his order and turned back to his conversation with Stan. He was well wrapped into his murder case of the moment and certainly not looking for a new companion. Treasure was gone, gone south…and he felt some guilt toward Treasure, not being willing or able to fill her needs.

			He could accept Crystal’s implied offer which she made plain enough. It would happen. He needed a warm body to relax with and Crystal fit that bill and then some but, he was not interested in a commitment of any kind, certainly not with her. 

			At his age, 38 and counting he wanted a permanent relationship but he was to busy to develop one. His life was his job and he was happy. He felt when the right girl showed up he would recognize her and that would be that. Except for the fact that his brain was saturated with not love but lust. 

			Would he ever know the difference?

			The Packard purred onto his driveway and he decided to leave it there. He was to tired and buzzed to fool with the garage door, which stuck om occasion. He was not looking forward to tomorrow, it would be brutal.

			The Mayor’s wife and no ransom demand as yet. What was going on? Was this an outside incident, of course it was, Caterina was flirtatious, the star of her own life, so much drama. She thought every man was in love with her and she used it to her advantage. She loved her husband Jake thought, but could not know for sure if she was faithful to him. A jilted wannabe? A dumped lover? A possibility, a definite possibility. 

			“I have to get some sleep, turn off the light, stop speculating, tomorrow will be gut wrenching. Have to prepare. Have to sleep.” Jake turned over, pounded his pillow into submission and slept. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			The mayor called at six the following morning and told Jake that Cat still had not come home.

			“Since it has been twenty-four hours. We can declare Caterina a missing person and set about locating her in earnest. Not that I hold to that rule, the precinct is on alert already. Let me hang up, so I can assign my team their specific duties. We will be over the house to tap the phones and do whatever, to bring her home safely, see you soon.” Jake threw off the covers and headed for the shower to re-energize. Draping a towel around his athletic body, he shaved and brushed his teeth thinking a myriad of thoughts…. the fight, Crystal, Cat and how to start finding a missing person in a city brimming over with people. Some how he would do it, with the help of his team. The closest thing to a family he had!

			Jake arrived at police headquarters; sharp, well dressed and ready to take on the challenges of the day. He asked Annie to call a staff meeting to outline the news of Caterina’s disappearance the night before, and how to proceed further. Sipping his coffee as he addressed his men, he asked Murphy his lead detective, to send a team to question the neighbors, and gather info as to what they might have seen or heard, anything at all suspicious or out of the way. Then he asked Burnsey and his newly appointed partner Officer Johnny Davis to accompany him to the mayor’s house to search the place in depth. Jake asked them to organize a team of personnel they thought would do a thorough job. Jake then handed Annie the photograph of Cat and asked her to alert the news media and give them the story. 

			“Annie before you release the photo to the press make copies for our teams on the new Zerox machine, so they can have Cat’s picture front and center in their squad cars.”

			Jake then fished out the picture of the very handsome unknown man that was found in the letter and asked detectives Scott Anderson and Tom Wilson to call on Tony McCane Studios to get any information he might have or remember about the man in the photo, and report their findings to Detective Burns. 

			Burnsey interrupted Jake, “Chief do you mind if I cover the photography studio myself. I have an important errand to do for Mrs. Burns, which won’t interfere with my interview with Tony McCane, but it will get me points with my wife, what do you say sir?”

			“Okay I don’t see that as a problem, it eliminates the middle-men, probably will work out better. So switch assignments. Officer Davis, Tom, Scott search the mayor’s house thoroughly I will meet you there.” Officer Davis made a disappointing face but nodded his head in agreement. Jake noticed his disappointment but none the less asked his team to ply the house and all the telephones at the mayor’s residence with listening devices, in case there is a ransom demand.

			“Thank you men and lady,” nodding toward Annie, “I don’t have to tell you this is high priority, put most of your cases now working on hold, till we get to the bottom of this disappearance!”

			Dismissing the men, he headed for his office and a telephone call to the District Attorney Richard Smith “Richard, grave news, the mayor’s wife Caterina, has been kidnapped or worse.” Silence, while Jake listened to the tirade on the other end.

			“Yeah, I’m on it, have been since last evening around six. Yeah, the men are dispersed. I am heading over to the mayor’s house do you want to join me?” Lighting a cigarette Jake listened to the negative answer on the other end of the line, nodding to himself, “Right Richard, I will give him your best regards, I understand you not wanting to get to close until more facts are discovered, sure I will keep you informed. Is Mrs. Smith in town? I don’t know what we are dealing with, so keep an eye out. Okay, see you soon.” Jake hung up and snuffed out his cigarette and told two of his officers to bring the car around, “We are calling on the mayor.” Jake said, still skeptical about Caterina’s disappearance.

			The police cars were lined up, lights flashing, and motors running, raising a din in the mayor’s quiet suburban neighborhood. The occupants of the houses on the mayor’s street were gathered outside on the lawns, or huddled in groups on their porches. Since it was still early morning they were in various stages of undress. They looked at each other befuddled, trying to figure out what all the commotion was about. Beside a sudden screech of tires around a curve or the music from the ice cream truck, very little unsolicited noise happened in their secluded neighborhood. This was spectacular! They were abuzz with possibilities; had the mayor gotten himself killed? Had he murdered his wife? Was there a bomb threat? The neighbors were asking all good questions considering the action surrounding them. But they could not get any answers discussing it with each other, just more questions.

			“This is what happens when they sell to a city official, chaos!” said a disgruntled elderly gentleman. 

			“This tears it,” said another, “ I am putting up a Sale sign, and moving to Florida!” said a lady in her bathrobe.

			“You wouldn’t like it Martha, hurricanes!” Laughed a younger man jogging past

			“Oh look isn’t that Jake Guiliani, the chief detective, this must be big!”

			“Don’t be a silly goose, anything that concerns the mayor is important,” said her friend fluffing up her hair in case Jake glanced her way.

			The chief, arriving with Tom Wilson said, “Let’s clear these onlookers away, tell them to go back to their homes, someone will get to them soon enough, in the meantime Scott, lets get rid of these gawkers.” 

			Scott nodded as he recruited a couple of beat cops to disperse the neighbors. “We need to keep the street clear, thank you!” They reluctantly dispersed.

			Just as Wilson was starting to hasten the neighbor’s departure, Murphy pulled up with his team of detectives and informed Scott he would take over. His men introduced themselves, and led the people to their respective homes. Murphy interviewed the mayor’s next-door neighbors, Mr. and Mrs. Ward, a patent attorney by profession.

			Jake casually looked around stubbing out his cigarette with his shoe before he walked in the wide-open front door. He caught a glimpse of the mayor in the library and hurried over to him.

			“Mr. Mayor,” Jake addressed him formally shaking his outstretched hand.

			“I am sick with worry, I haven’t slept all night, my mind was racing with possible scenarios one more gruesome than the next!” The mayor stood grasping Jake’s arm for support.

			Jake thought the mayor looked as though he hadn’t slept for a week! “You have to get some medical help, you will be no good to yourself, the city, or to this investigation.”

			“I know, I will get some help, I just can’t stop thinking about her, I love her so much. Her little quirks, her cooking which was awful, she burnt everything!” He started sobbing uncontrollably.

			Jake led him toward the library bar and poured a glass of scotch, lit a cigarette and put it in the mayor’s mouth, “I need you to control your emotions! Think of this as a military operation. Remove any personal feelings so you can think clearly! Did you find out what clothes she might have been wearing?”

			Shuddering, fighting to get himself under control Gerry took a gulp from the glass of scotch and answered “Yes, I believe she was wearing her jeans and a pale blue t-shirt with ‘Kilroy Was Here’ on the front side in white. How that woman loved that cartoon!”

			“Okay, but emeralds are a little out of place with blue jeans” Jake lighted a cigarette and started pacing, “ unless it was a pay off of some kind. What else do we have so far, no phone calls, no ransom demands and her emerald ring with nondescript clothing.”

			“In fact come to think of it there were no phone calls at all since I called you early this morning. That is strange in itself, I would usually be bombarded by office stuff by now!”

			They both rushed to the desk phone and Gerry picked it up, “Dead!” he said staring at Jake.

			Jake left the room and yelled for Tom Wilson!

			“Yeah Chief, what’s up?”

			“Check all the telephone lines and see which ones have been cut or made inoperable. Check the burglar alarm system with the company, and get back to me, pronto!”

			“Right Chief, also forensics is here dusting the rooms for prints and (he whispered), blood.”

			“Also while I am thinking of it, were there any signs of a forced entry?”

			“All the windows and doors are fine, no signs of a forced entry anywhere, and we checked the whole house, top and cellar.” Wilson replied at the doorway.

			“Do you have a maid or cook, Mr. Mayor?” Jake asked reminding Gerry of his status.

			It seemed to work, he straightened his shoulders before replying, “Yes, but she did not come in today, either. Remember I told you she didn’t show up yesterday.”

			Officer Johnny Davis was just coming into the library with a coffee pot and cups plus bagels and Philadelphia cream cheese on a tray. He laid the tray on the desk and started to leave but Jake stopped him. “Hold on a sec!”

			“Gerry do you have her name and address? “

			“Whose name and address? Ohhh, the maids! I have it right here in my book.”

			He opened the top drawer of his desk and wrote down the information for Jake. “Maid! She lives in South Philly in a house.” He handed the info to Jake.

			“There is no name?” Jake questioned.

			“No, Cat never writes down names, just maid, gardener, plumber. Because they don’t last long although, the maid has been here about a year now, a record. I really don’t know her name I can’t remember ever hearing it. The last time I saw her was never. She gets here after I leave in the morning. Cat doesn’t want me to be disturbed, she says mornings are our time.” Stifling a sob, he closed the desk drawer, “if she is awake when I get ready to leave, that is.”

			“John get Detective Scott and a couple of the police officers and head over to South Philly, right away,” Johnny took down the address as he listened to the chief’s instructions. “If you find her, bring her to the station for questioning, got that!”

			“Yes sir, I’m on my way!” 

			“Do you think she had something to do with Cat’s disappearance?” Gerry questioned Jake.

			“Hell yes, everyone’s a suspect, even you!” Jake said softening his words with a pat on the mayor’s back and a sympathetic smile.

			“Chief,” Wilson said rushing into the room, “The security company said they had been trying to reach the mayor since about 6:30AM this morning to let him know his system was down, but his phone did not answer! They would have sent the police long before this, but it showed the police were already here. They are sending a repair crew.”

			“I better call the telephone company to report the phones are not working, as slow as they are, it will probably be Christmas before they get here to fix them.” 

			“Use the patrol car radio, Wilson you take care of it for the mayor.”

			“Yes sir!” and he rushed out to make the call.

			Jake thought the mayor had a right to be out of sorts, poor guy, what with everything that was going on in his life. Jake was only half kidding about him being a suspect, history showed that the spouse had the most motivation to commit murder, and was always the prime suspect…. Odd that the security company said the police were already here at 6:30 this morning….hmmm.

			“Chief,” forensics entered the room, spotted the coffee tray and helped themselves, “We have been over the whole house and only found this bunch of white roses with this card attached.” The coroner handed Jake the card. 

			The card was creamy white. The paper was a heavy stock, the signature embossed at the bottom, “The White Owl,” in italics. Jake ran his finger over the printing and it was raised and rich to the touch. There was a message, “Come fly with me”

			“Holy Toledo, no wonder you brought this to me, where did you find it?” Jake noted that the stems were dry and the roses were limp and on they’re way out.

			“We found the roses in the kitchen, on the counter by the sink. It was as though someone was going to put them in water and didn’t have time.”

			“Gerry when you searched the house did you see these flowers?” Jake wanted to know.

			“I might have noticed them I can’t recall, I wasn’t looking for flowers I was looking for her keys, her wallet, her bag, and I wasn’t looking for flowers, for God’s sake!”

			“Gerry it’s okay, I never saw them last evening either, we never went into the kitchen, we were concentrating on the bedroom and the upstairs rooms. Do not get yourself more upset, we’re on this!” Turning to forensics Jake said, “Thanks guys, I will need a full report. Oh, one more thing, did you fingerprint everyone in the household, so we can determine if there are any unexplained prints?”

			“We have the mayor’s fingerprints on file and his wife, no one else however.” The medical doctor answered Jake’s question and looked quizzical. “We do have unidentified prints with no follow up reference. Do you want us to test the card for prints?”

			“That’s alright, I am wearing gloves and I need to keep this card awhile, at least until we find the maid and fingerprint her and the card at the station to see if we have a match.”

			“Do you really think the maid left the card Chief?” Forensics asked gathering their gloves and powders as they left for headquarters.

			“Get outa here you guys, this is serious stuff.” Scott shooed them out the door.

			The telephone repairmen arrived with their equipment and started their search for the problem on the perimeter of the property.

			“I can’t believe they got here so soon!” said the mayor.

			“You are the mayor, that has to mean something.” Jake said, as he closed the library doors, with instructions that they were not to be disturbed until the phones and security lines were repaired. 

			“Gerry, can you think of any favorite places that Caterina liked to go, hang out. Can you make a list of her most frequented places; hairdressers, restaurants, clubs, shops, department stores, anything and any where?” Jake pushed the note pad on the desk in the mayor’s direction.

			“Jake I have to get out of here! I have to look for her! I can’t stay here one more second!” The mayor started to leave the room, disturbed.

			“You sit right back down and write a list of Cat’s favorite haunts and friends, close and obscure, I don’t care! I need someplace to start!” Jake said pushing Gerry back down.

			The mayor grabbed the tablet as though it was a lifeline, relieved to be doing something, anything positive in finding his wife. Jake left him sitting at his desk writing and went to check on the rest of his crew.

			Murphy walked over to Jake with his report. “Chief, Mr. Sam Gordon from next door saw a white pick-up truck parked in front of the mayor’s house about 4:30 yesterday afternoon! He did not recognize the driver. He said there was some sort of logo on the car door, but he could not make it out. The strange thing was... he saw the same pick-up truck this morning when he went out to get his newspaper, around 6:00 or 6:30AM. He gets up early to have coffee and read the paper before his wife and the maids arrive to; as he puts it, “destroy inner peace!” Murphy explained.

			Jake puzzled at the time line. Coming back to cut security wires and telephone lines after Caterina was missing, why take the risk? The suspect could have been stalling for time! Why? In order to keep communications to a minimum, disable the phone lines, no calls in or out! Disable the security system? Did it give easy access to the house or buy the kidnappers more time, create more confusion, more activity, muddying the waters? Jake shook his head frustrated, trying to figure it out, or maybe the white pick-up was superfluous to Caterina’s disappearance? Maybe not.

			An officer came in just then and corroborated Murphy’s account. The neighbors saw a white pick-up truck parked near the mayor’s house. A young man leaving his house to take a morning run, passed the truck and noticed the logo on the driver’s side door, but, could not remember what it was or the license plate number.

			“It doesn’t sound as though this is a ransom demand at all. Why cut the phone lines just before the police arrive? This disappearance feels more sinister than that. We better bug the phones anyway, to cover all our bases, record all incoming calls, hell record all the calls in and out!” Jake said. “Make sure we have everyone’s statements in writing. No one saw Caterina leave the house yesterday, right?” At their negative answers Jake dismissed them

			“Maybe the maid will shed some light on our confusion.” Jake mused.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Johnny, Scott and the police officers quietly pulled onto Mifflin Street in South Philly and headed for the maid’s address. “428 Mifflin, this must be it!”

			“You and your partner secure the back door by the alley. Phil and I will knock on the front door.” 

			Johnny looked up and down the quiet street; there was very little activity except for a few cars passing and an elderly woman scrubbing her front steps talking to a young girl playing ‘Jacks’ on the pavement. The row homes were brownstone, close together and three stories high. They were built to stand the test of time.

			Phil was getting impatient waiting for someone to answer the door, “Does this doorbell even work?” he wondered, still no answer after five minutes. 

			“Phil lets see what’s happening out back in the alleyway, this lady is supposed to be too sick to work, so why isn’t she answering the door?” 

			Johnny and Phil Greeves made their way through the debris-strewn alleyway and opened the side gate to where the other officers were standing alertly by the back door. Some of the neighbors were leaning out of their windows checking on the activity in the alleyway below, their laundry on clothes lines blowing in the afternoon breeze between houses.

			“Any activity?” Johnny asked.

			“Quiet as a grave out here.” They answered in unison.

			Johnny tried the door and to his astonishment it opened! They drew their pistols as they quietly walked into the kitchen. An empty coffee cup was on the table beside a half eaten sandwich on a plate. The ashtray was filled to overflowing with cigarette butts, the kitchen chair was pulled away from the table and there was a red sweater on the floor by the chair. Nothing else was disarranged. The kitchen was clean and smelled of detergent. Detective Scott noted the clean dishes on the draining board.

			They proceeded down the hall, past a dining room that smelled of furniture polish and into the living room, everything was neat and empty. They were very aware they had no warrant and were trespassing but nothing stopped them. Johnny pressed on certain that something was wrong. They looked at each other hesitating whether to go upstairs, but Detective Scott climbed the dark mahogany stairs and the men followed him to the first landing where there was a full-length mirror. Johnny had to laugh at their scared faces reflected in the glass. The officers were sure they were going to get in trouble with the chief, but they continued up the stairs to the second landing. The house was deadly quiet except for the heavy breathing of the men.

			Most of the bedrooms off the long narrow hallway had closed doors. One by one the officers opened them, they saw nothing significant! When they got to the master bedroom at the end of the hall, distinguished by the fancy wooden double door the men opened it slowly and entered. 

			The bedroom was dark, the curtains were drawn across the windows not allowing much light to enter the room “I can’t see a damn thing!” said Detective Scott. Johnny reached behind the open door and turned on the lights, and they were taken aback by the shocking scene. 

			The woman lay face down across the bed; her totally nude body revealed she was somewhere in her thirties. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth and congealed on the bedspread. White roses were scattered all around her body, on the bed and on the floor where they had fallen haphazardly, red blood covered some of the white blossoms.

			“Holy cow,” one of the officers exclaimed, “I guess we won’t get in trouble for entering the house now!”

			“Let’s get out of here we can’t disturb anything till the chief and forensics’ get here. I think I saw a telephone in the living room.” said Scott backing away from the bed trying not to disturb the scene. “I have to tell the chief about this right away, he isn’t going to like it one bit.”

			Scott ran down the stairs followed by Johnny and the other officers, “Yeah there’s the phone!” Johnny pointed it out.

			Scott covering his hand with a handkerchief, quickly picked it up and dialed the chief at the mayor’s house hoping he was still there. “Hello, let me speak to the chief, listen this is important, get him on the phone, thanks.” Scott waited, “Chief, we are at the maid’s house, she is quite dead! Your calling the coroner, yes, we will wait, yes sir,” Scott hung up and turned to his men, “Johnny you stay with me, the rest of you get back to headquarters and wait for further orders.”

			“What should we do now?” Queried Johnny.

			“We wait and try not to mess up any evidence that could help find her killer.” Scott said walking through the kitchen and out the back door, Johnny following.

			“You didn’t tell the chief that it’s the back door that’s open!”

			“He’ll figure it out!” replied Scott sitting on the back step, moving his gun out of the way of his butt. Johnny sat next to him and lit a cigarette, inhaling deeply. 

			“Do you have another one of those,” Scott asked indicating the cigarette.

			“I thought you gave up smoking” Johnny said shaking out a cigarette, “Oh, you just gave up buying.” He said with a laugh giving Scott a light off his cigarette.

			“Wait till the chief sees all the white roses, same kind of roses that were found in the mayor’s kitchen, that will throw him for a loop!” Johnny said.

			“Nah, not the chief, he already figured that this wasn’t just any disappearance something more diabolical was going on, and now this murder seems to prove him right.” Stubbing out his cigarette Scott stood up and sauntered to the front of the house to wait for the chief, Johnny following. 

			When Jake arrived he went directly to the second floor master bedroom. He looked down at the nude woman dead on the bed, noting the scattered white roses, “Was there a card?” he questioned his men.

			“No sir, no card that we could find easily. We did not want to disturb anything till the coroner got here.” Scott answered, indicating Dr. Smith standing next to Jake with his stethoscope and measuring tape ready to proceed, the M.E having arrived just ahead of the chief.

			“Dr. Smith,” Jake addressed the coroner. “Let me know when you are through with your preliminary exam and when you’re moving the body. I want to go over this bedroom very carefully. I don’t want to get in your way.”

			“Okay, Chief, give me ten more minutes and I will be out of here!” Dr. Smith said getting to work.

			“Can you determine cause of death or time, as yet?” Jake asked noticing the stiffness in the fingers.

			“I have to get back to you on that one, but it wasn’t today, that’s for sure!”

			Jake nodded and left, so that the forensic team could get on with their work, while he and his men went down the stairs into the kitchen.

			“Scott, you and Johnny look in the waste paper baskets, the garbage, any trash receptacle inside and out, there must be a card!”

			While his men were busy searching for a card that may or may not exist, Jake went through the rest of the downstairs. He noted that there were no personal touches, no photos of family or friends. No mementoes or keepsakes, no collections like woman seem to surround themselves with, no clutter.

			“I wonder if she owns this place?” Jake made a mental note to check out the ownership of the house. “What was her name, it seems to have escaped me. I really should remember who our victim is, right!” Jake mused to himself, “Or did I ever know? That’s right Caterina only listed her as maid.”

			“Men we have to identify this woman, see if you can find her purse or anything with her name on it, and maybe if we are lucky a driver’s license or a picture I.D.”

			Dr. Smith and his team were clumping down the stairs and Jake met them at the bottom, “Anything?” 

			“Chief, we found this! The coroner handed Jake the white card with ‘The White Owl’ embossed on it in raised letters. He also noted the careful script in the back of the card, “Spasibo!”

			“What do you think that means?” said one of the orderlies carrying out the body, not really expecting an answer. He had been reading over Jake’s shoulder as they were waiting to be dismissed.

			“Okay get out of here,” Jake waved the body past. “Doctor I would appreciate your findings as fast as I can get them. Please take a full set of fingerprints, I will need an identification also I need to know the cause of death, how was she killed?” Jake saw that the hands were bagged and he raised a questioning eyebrow?

			“Yeah Chief, maybe something under the nails, I saw some residue, just want to cover all the bases.” The coroner was the best in the city, trained at the University of Pennsylvania and devoted to his job full time. Jake had confidence in his ability over anyone else in his department; he was a detective with a scalpel.

			“I found her passport along with some jewelry and loose bills!” Johnny exclaimed entering the living room his hands full of stuff. He held out his overflowing hands to Jake. Some of the money floated to the floor along with a clink of an object that rolled under a chair leg. “I’ll get it Chief.” Johnny dove under the chair to retrieve the fallen object, “Oh, it’s a ring!” He then gathered up all the hundred dollar bills and put them on the table besides the ring and the rest of the jewelry.

			Jake stared at the ring, expecting it to be the emerald ring of Caterina. But no, not Cat’s ring! The mayor said she must have been wearing her special emerald ring when she left the house. A large square cut emerald ring, very valuable, unlike the ring in Johnny’s hand obviously a costume jewelry piece, gold filled with an imitation green stone.

			“The maid was involved in Cat’s disappearance and the money was her pay-off, she really got paid off! When the roses were delivered she felt loved and then Bam! No loose ends.”

			Jake ran a hand across his forehead thinking bleak thoughts...how to tell the mayor what they discovered so far. It looked bad for Caterina. Jake fingered the other things on the table and then picked up the passport, he hesitated opening it half- knowing...Natalie Ivanova, citizen of the USSR. Wow, he thought her old girlhood friend! The photograph scowled up at him, mocking him, because he knew! It was her! When you’ve been on the force as long as he, some things are self evident.

			“Let’s get back to headquarters and coordinate what we have so far with the mayor, our window pertaining to Cat’s safety, has closed!”

			Jake put his hands in his pockets looking for his pack of cigarettes, he took one last look around, lighting a Lucky with his Zippo, “Scott, count and bag the cash, the wallet, etc. Cordon off the house and lock it up tight, get a beat cop to stand guard for 24 hours. I don’ t think anyone will return, but this case is a strange one, you never know.”

			“Johnny leave your car for Scott and ride with me. Scott you can leave when the uniform arrives. Got that!”

			Jake and Johnny walked out and got into the Packard. The officer got behind the wheel and Jake got in beside him. He needed an answer to his question, “was Cat dead?”

			All his instincts told him at this point it was not a rescue but a recovery. The murder of the maid, the white roses, the cards, all pointed to a maniac bent on murder and mayhem. Was it a Russian plot? Just because the victims were Russian, most likely the man in the photograph was also from that country. 

			It could be a vendetta so the killings might stop. Maybe so. My God I truly believe it is to late for Cat. I keep thinking in the plural. I feel she is gone, long gone even before Gerry called me. Horrible thought. Jake shuddered and turned his thoughts on his driver. 

			The officer John Davis seemed a determined young man and was detective material as far as Jake could see. He chose to ride with him to get a feel for that fact. Jake was always willing to give a young officer a hand up through the ranks if he had the right stuff and John seemed assured and willing. “I think I will let him drive me today just to find out.” Jake thought to himself. Satisfied with the plan he relaxed in his seat as they headed for the station. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			“Dispatch! Do you need police, ambulance, or medical?” The frantic call came in to headquarters in the late afternoon.

			“Murder, she’s been murdered, help!”

			“Where are you? Who are you? Do you know the victim?” The operator asked calmly.

			“I have to go I don’t want to get involved!”

			“Where are you? Where is the dead girl? Do not hang up!”

			The dispatcher was anxiously trying to get pertinent information.

			“Fairmont Park! Georges Hill!” SLAM. The phone went dead.

			Dispatch traced the call to the Fairmont Park telephone box and immediately sent a squad car to the vicinity.

			The staff sergeant monitoring the police calls informed the detectives in the squad room as a precaution, he knew they were working on an important missing person case.

			When Jake arrived at the station he received word that a body, a woman’s body was found at Fairmont Park.

			“Where in the park?” Jake was out the door and into his car followed by Johnny who turned on the blue flashers and roared into traffic speeding to George’s Hill and the unknown corpse.

			The park was luscious with spring; no single landscape architect could take major credit for its beauty, although many consulted. Fairmont Park grew like Topsy from five acres to the current 3300 or so acres present today, making Philadelphia’s park, some say, the largest municipal park in the nation, certainly the oldest. It was established in the 1770’s by decree of The United States Congress.

			Johnny drove deftly up George’s Hill Drive ignoring the beauty of the forsythia and daffodils that were in bloom along the roadway. Curious onlookers who had been jogging or biking along the trails stopped their pursuits to stare at the multitude of police and fire trucks, they talked amongst themselves about what was going on, and wondered why all the activity?

			Jake jumped out of the car with Johnny at his heels after parking near all the police cruisers; the police officers on guard raised the rope so they could walk through. Jake spotted the body, no mistake, Caterina Woods!

			Caterina was resting against the trunk of a billowy Weeping Willow tree. The branches blowing in the breeze were messing with her hair. There was no blood and no signs of outward trauma, she looked calm and composed almost joyous in a flowing white gown of a diaphones material and a red rose with no thorn’s lay in her arms. Her nails were polished and her face looked professionally made up. There were no signs of the t-shirt or jeans, let alone her emerald ring. 

			The ring that was missing from her closet and it was speculated by the officers that it disappeared with the mayor’s wife. However, her fingers had no rings and she was wearing no jewelry of any kind. The white gown Cat was wearing made her look bride-like and innocent…SHE LOOKED BEAUTIFUL AND DEAD.

			Forensics was close to the body taking pictures and waiting for Jake to study the position of the dead body and the over all display! Murphy joined Jake having arrived earlier with Dr. Smith, “Chief she looks like a bride in that get - up, do you think it’s significant?” Murphy asked scratching his head.

			Jake just looked at him refusing to state the obvious. He bent down disturbing the folds of the gown searching for what he felt was probably there, a card! “It’s got to be here somewhere.” Jake was moving his hands over the body when he noticed an indentation on the bodice of the dress. He reached his hand into the neckline and brushed her cold breast; her nipples were stiff from rigor mortis. He extracted the white card engraved with the raised black lettering ‘The White Owl’! Turning the card over he read the chilling message, “Death where is thy sting!”

			“What the purple hell does it mean?” Murphy asked reading the card.

			The medical examiner was looking at Jake his eyes asking a question.

			Jake kept the calling card. “Do not touch anything or move the body yet.” Jake turned to Murphy, “Go pick up the mayor and bring him here. This whole staged lay-out might have some significance to him, on the double!” 

			Dr. Smith, the coroner rocked back on his heels and lit a cigarette preparing for the long wait for the mayor. Jake went around the tree and looked at the ground on the other side and felt the earth, it was damp under the branches and on the grass mound where they were walking, going up the hill was wet and yet Cat was dry! Her clothes weren’t wet; her hair was wind blown but dry as a bone. “Find out from the weather bureau exactly when it stopped raining in Fairmont Park.” Jake asked Johnny who was taking notes.

			“Should I ask when it started also?” Johnny looked up from his note pad, at Jake’s affirmative nod, he continued writing. 

			“Dr. Smith I want pictures of the body from every angle and the surrounding area.” Jake continued.

			Dr. Smith gave instructions to the waiting photographer to get busy.

			Jake lit a cigarette and walked in a wider circle. He made note of the crowd that was gathering below. Turning to one of the blue uniforms, Jake told him to go amongst the crowd and ask if any one noticed anything out of the way, even though he suspected it probably was a waste of time. Time, killing time, tick tock the beat of the clock, got to establish a time-line, put my priorities in order. Don’t get sidetracked. Don’t get scared. This gruesome crime, the staging, this snuffed out life has all the markings of a serial killing. Only time, (time again) would tell.

			Jake lit another cigarette off the butt of his old one and peered closer at a disturbance in the grass pattern by Cat’s feet, the only disruption around the body. Her feet were enclosed in stiletto heeled pumps with pointed toe tops. The shoes were white satin and clean as fresh snow except for the stiletto heel by the disturbed turf. There appeared to be a speck of blood or something red and wet. The soles of the shoes were spotless, brand new, never worn before. Just purchased?

			Jake called the doctor over and showed him what he had found. Dr. Smith was impressed, but he knew of Jake’s keen eye for details.

			He called his men to bag the shoes and hands as soon as the mayor left, because here he was, running up the hill toward his dead wife, “Caterina, Caterina!”

			Jake stopped him by grabbing his arm, “No, wait, you will disturb the crime scene. Does any of this look familiar to you, this staging, this set up? I know Mr. Mayor she is gone but I need you to focus. This was all arranged for your benefit, does it look familiar?”

			“My wife! My beautiful wife! God, look at her, she could be sleeping!” Anger poured out of his pores, “I will crush whoever did this to my darling, rip him apart with my bare hands, murder him!” Gasping, the mayor sobbed and wrenched his hands together, finally falling to his knees. Jake held him up or at least kept him from throwing himself on the ground. “Gerry does this scene look familiar to you? The placement of Caterina’s body, her clothes, anything at all?”

			“I can’t Jake, I can’t think! My mind is red! My eyes are red! I can’t...he started to dry heave, bent double.

			“Get the mayor home, right now and call his family physician to administer to him.” Murphy helped him up and started to lead him away. “You stay with him till I meet you at the house, understood?” At Murphy’s thumbs up, Jake indicated to forensics they could take the body away. “Take more pictures first,” Jake instructed, “also bag some of the grass by her heel. Let me know! I need to know how she was killed!”

			“Right Chief, it is priority one!”

			“Johnny, any action from the crowd? Did anyone notice anything or anyone?”

			“No Chief, apparently they were shooting a commercial down the hill all the attention was on the models.”

			Jake wheeled around and made his way down the hill to where the car was parked, stuck to the windshield in the well where the wipers are, was a card, a white card with black lettering. Jake picked out the card, embossed on the front was, The White Owl!

			“Any message” asked Johnny.

			“No!” Jake put the card in the envelope with the other two and into his pocket not even bothering to look around, he felt sure he was being watched, so he didn’t react. He slid into the passenger seat and Johnny slowly put the car in gear and drove away.

			“Nice going Johnny you played that exactly right.” 

			“Thanks Chief, what next?” Johnny looked at Jake for confirmation.

			“The mayor’s house! I want you to relieve Murphy and I want to check on the mayor. He is taking this very hard. I can’t help thinking that spectacle had to be familiar to him or he wouldn’t have broken down so completely.”

			Gerry Woods lay on the leather couch in his library, a wet washcloth on his brow. He lay quietly thanks to a mild sedative the doctor had given him.

			His mind wandered back to the image of Caterina in the white dress under the willow tree, but in another time and place. She was laughing up at him petting his cheek as he bent over her. “What a day,” he thought, as a faint smile played across his face, “Oh my beautiful Caterina, who could have destroyed all that enthusiasm for living! May he rot in hell, and a million devils feed on his balls, the bastard! “

			The mayor heard Jake calling him in the hall and half raised himself on his elbow, the wet washcloth falling to the floor, “Here Jake, in the library,” Gerry called out.

			“Gerry, I am sure you recognized the tableaux the killer set up! I feel it was for your benefit especially. What do you think?” Jake sat down heavily on the chair near the mayor. He lit a cigarette, and inhaled deeply.

			“Yes you are right! Caterina and I had a picnic under that willow tree; back when we were first married. It was one of my most happy memories.”

			“Did you ever discuss those memories with anyone, besides your wife?”

			“Probably, it was a special memory, not a private one.”

			“So any number of people knew about your picnic on that spot?” 

			“I guess so. How did she die? Caterina looked so peaceful, just as though she were sleeping.”

			“I don’t have a clue as yet, but as soon as I know, you will.”

			“Will you pour me a stiff drink I can’t seem to stop shaking? The decanter is over oh yes that’s it. Thanks Jake.”

			The liquor tumbled out of the glass from Gerry’s uncontrolled shaking hands and Jake put his hands on the double old fashion crystal glass to steady him and help him swallow the scotch.

			Jake went into the kitchen to get a tea towel to mop up the spilled liquor and wet the end in the sink. He ran a hand through his dark hair and threw some water on his face, stymied as to this seemingly senseless killing.

			Sure, he thought she was beautiful and full of herself but that was no reason she should die like that. Alone and under a tree in Fairmount Park. 

			Why?

			What had her maid to do with it? 

			Was it a Russian hit?

			Was the very good-looking dark man a hit man, tying up an old Russian feud? Maybe.

			He walked into the study with the dish towel to mop up the scotch and saw Gerry had dozed off into a fitful sleep. He laid the towel over the spill and quietly left the house with a nod at the officers standing watch on the outside of the proper

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			“Did you see the papers this morning sir? They were all about the murder. The mayor’s wife, Caterina found dead in Fairmount park. Councilman Carter, she was found in the park, dead.”

			The councilman noted the malevolent gleam in his secretary’s eye, as she kept repeating dead. (No love lost between those two.) ‘Your wife was a friend of hers, wasn’t she?”

			“I wouldn’t call her a friend, acquaintance maybe. They were members of the same club and played tennis together.” Carter thinking of the mayor, continued giving his secretary instructions.

			“Politics does not enter in a tragedy such as this, we have to stand behind the mayor one hundred percent. Put out an immediate press release about just that, Deepest sympathy…we must use all our resources to catch this fiend, etc. While you are at it try to find my wife, she might be at the club.........don’t look at me like that, it’s possible, it’s possible.” Carter was talking to his secretary’s departing back, but he heard her mumble “shopping’s more like it.”

			He had to admit Daphne Carter was a shopper if they had a shopper’s anonymous she would be the premier member. It was like a disease with her and he had the bills to prove it, mountains of them. If he did not love her so much he would have closed her bank account long ago. But shopping was her addiction and she was his. She was not going to stop spending. 

			Carter shrugged his shoulders, shook his head and looked down at all the work on his desk. A second term councilman had a lot of unresolved administrative work to do. But he loved it. He had power and that made him happy.

			“Is there nothing in my life that is simple?” He asked the photograph of the blonde, dimpled, smiling beauty. Daphne Carter, Immaculate College graduate in Home Economics. 

			“Hah, Home Economics, what a laugh! I haven’t had a home cooked meal in a decade, thank God for the maid.” Joe Carter got on the phone and started his workday.

			Daphne loved her husband in a shallow, me first, kind of way. She came from hard working parents, who gave her every advantage possible; good schools, and a home in an upscale neighborhood. The one thing that mattered to Daphne that they did not provide, designer clothes! All her school friends and her friends in the neighborhood had great cars and expensive clothes, a style they carried nonchalantly, an entitled air for the good things that life and their parents could provide. Daphne would sit in the bedroom of her friend Phyllis, watching her put away an array of cashmere sweaters in assorted colors and dream of the time when she too would have a similar collection.

			Phyllis’s, bedroom was color coordinated, as though it was cut out of the House Beautiful magazine. Her bedspread matched the drapes and her walls were papered in a coordinating color. Phyllis had girlie White French Provincial furniture and wall-to-wall carpet that picked up the color of the rose buds in the printed bedspread and draperies. She had a drawer for her belts, a drawer for her lingerie, her scarves and handkerchiefs were in silk drawstring bags. She even had a tray full of perfumes. The piece de resistance was, SHE HAD HER OWN BATHROOM! What luxury!

			Daphne on the other hand, had a closet that held two school uniform jumpers and three starched white blouses, one dress for special and jeans for every day. Her drawers consisted of t-shirts, bras, panties and socks all lumped together.

			Nothing was coordinated in her room. The furniture was hand me down mostly maple. The walls were painted white, (it was easier to touch up) and her bedspread was chenille, (easier to launder). The window had a matching white blind. The floors were wooden with scatter rugs that hid the scratches from furniture that was moved over the years and the dog claws, many of those. Worst of all she had to share a bathroom with her brother......ugh!

			As the years went on Daphne studied hard, received a scholarship to college but had to take jobs baby sitting, waiting tables to make up the short fall. She saved what she could, because she had a dream. Upon graduating Immaculate College in the top 10% of her class, she went job-hunting in the city to pursue that dream.

			Daphne took typing and shorthand as an elective in school She typed fast. She could take shorthand at 100 words a minute, a big help getting a job in City Hall. Councilman Carter was enchanted with her from their first meeting, admiring her spunk and wit. He arranged for Daphne to fill the vacancy in his office, when his secretary got pregnant and had to leave work. Daphne was skilled, she did her job, smiled at his advances. He asked her to meet him after work one night for cocktails. There in that trendy nightspot Joe Carter poured his heart out.

			Joe explained how he felt about her from the moment she applied for the job. He told Daphne how hard it was for him to keep his feelings in check. He tried to tell her everything he felt for her and still keep his dignity at the same time, but he told Daphne that he could not stand watching her every day without wanting to touch her hair, kiss her lips and enfold her in his arms. Daphne started to get down from the bar stool where she was sitting stunned by Joe’s revelations, feeling a cross between indignation and lust.

			Joe stopped her with “I love you! I want to marry you!” Daphne had reached her goal, marriage to a handsome, savvy, up and comer! She leaped into his arms, “Yes, yes, darling Joe! “ 

			Shopping became her middle name, Daphne made very wise choices and was always well turned out. She had years to perfect her taste in clothes and life style.

			Joe Carter was crazy about her and proud. Daphne felt she helped his career by entertaining friends and constituents. Because of her efforts as a gracious hostess and a very clever helpmate she was instrumental in Joe being reelected to a second term. They became a powerful and sort after team.

			Daphne smiled happily as she wandered through the shops on Chestnut street. All the sales personnel knew her but shared mixed opinions as they watched her progress through the stores. She was oblivious to their stares, could care less what they thought. She was in her element. Shopping though great was secondary to conquest and Daphne had a man to captivate. A secret lover. Definitely a secret from Carter, but her close girl friends knew and shared in her adventures. She was unhappy about the death of her friend Cat, but not scared. Tucking her designer purse more firmly under her arm, she was on her way to meet her lover. Not the least bit concerned that danger might be following her.

			Daphne was click -clicking in her Charles Jordan shoes, trying not to catch her spiked heels on the broken sidewalk. She was way off the beaten track in a part of the city out of her comfort zone. But she was meeting her lover, a recent lover to be sure, but one who titillated her soul and other body parts. This wasn’t the first time Daphne experimented outside her marriage, but he was the most intriguing man she ever met. There was an element of danger about him and he filled her daydreams even more than the latest fashion trend. She ignored a sense of foreboding and blamed the ashcans and the run down neighborhood for her momentary sense of fear, certainly not the death of her friend.

			Daphne Carter only had a few hours before she had to meet her husband for cocktails and dinner at Helen Segal Wilsons and she intended not to waste a minute of her time. What Carter did not know would not hurt him, and she would soothe her guilty conscience by being extra sweet to him when they met later.

			She hummed a mindless tune for courage, as she opened an unlocked door on the side of a vacant store on Market Street. The venue was shoddy at best, but it excited her! No chance she would meet anyone she knew in this neighborhood. She closed the door behind her and slowly climbed the stairs, she smoothed her hair and adjusted her blouse, unbuttoning the two top buttons. Daphne checked her skirt over her ample derrière and made sure the seams on her silk stockings were straight, satisfied she opened the door and breathed “Hello!” The unpainted wooden door slammed shut behind her.

			“Chief Guiliani I am Councilman Joe Carter,” Joe introduced himself on the phone. 

			“How can I help councilman.” Jake asked back at the precinct, having left the mayor sedated and with a police detail watching the house. He was surprised by the unexpected caller.

			“M…m..m my wife did not meet m..m..me for drinks after I finished work as planned and what with all that has happened to the m..m..mayor’s wife I am worried.” He stuttered, an old affliction that reveals itself when he is worried or stressed.

			“Where were you meeting for drinks and at what time.” Jake asked in a calm voice, controlling his own trepidation.

			“Here at Helen Siegel Wilson’s on Walnut Street at 5:30PM. We usually do this when she is in town at the Athletic Club. Then we take the train home together, but I waited and I am still here in the lounge waiting. I am calling you from the restaurant phone.” Carter gulped air and ran his hands across his face in a rubbing motion, to keep from breaking down even further from fear. 

			“Stay there, I will be right over!” Jake said nodding to Murphy to accompany him out the door.

			“Get the car I think we have another missing wife on our hands!”

			Murphy sprinted for the garage and quickly started the motor and the big black Packard purred to life. He idled the car and waited while Jake got in front and then took off sirens blaring.

			“Cut the sirens Murphy I am afraid we have time to get there.” Jake leaned back in his seat. 

			“Get where Chief, you never told me?”

			“Helen Siegel Wilson’s on Walnut Street! We are meeting Councilman Carter he is a bit panicked with worry, to put it mildly.”

			When Jake and Murphy arrived at the restaurant, it was easy to spot Carter, crumpled up in the corner of the booth. He moved over as Jake and Murphy slid into the lush leather booth beside him. Jake lit a Camel cigarette and inhaled deeply, filling his lungs with tobacco smoke. He shook his head no to the waiter when he came over to take their drink order. Murphy shook his head as well and the waiter started to move off. Carter signaled another drink for himself. He was already well on his way.

			“Chief, thank you for meeting me so promptly, I know we have had our differences in the past,” At Jake’s hand flip, Carter stopped talking.

			“I serve the people of Philadelphia, all the people regardless of their political affiliation. So please Councilman give me all the facts as you know them.”

			“Chief, about once a week we meet at Bookbinders or here or some days at the Warwick Hotel and take a suite for the week-end just to get away.......you know! We have no children, no pets, not even a goldfish to rush home too. We enjoy each other’s company it never gets old.” He looked at Jake despondently his heart beating wildly.

			Jake could see his stress, but it wasn’t helping anything. “Listen man, what time were you to meet your wife here at the restaurant?”

			“We were to meet at 5:30 PM, it’s now 8:30 PM, three hours later, I am not being paranoid because of the mayor’s wife......It’s just that I have this overwhelming feeling that something is wrong, terribly wrong!”

			Jake looked at Murphy, “What was your wife wearing?” Murphy asked getting out his notebook.

			“I have no idea. I leave before she even stirs in the morning.”

			“How about her car, what kind does she drive?” Questioned Murphy

			“She just got it, a new Mercedes convertible a 230SL light blue body with dark blue convertible top.”

			“The convertible top is dark blue?” 

			“Yes, it is, a custom job, it cost a pretty penny I tell you, but she was worth it.” [Murphy looked at Jake and he nodded} “I had them put her Initials on the door, D.C. But she did not take the car, she took the train into the city, she always does when we meet in town. Then we take the train home together!”

			“Do you know her tag number?” Murphy asked writing furiously ignoring his explanation, intent on pursuing all the facts, 

			“DC 1259!”

			“Wow that’s great, I have no idea what my tag number is.

			“It’s our house number and her initials of course. I am so crazed right now it’s a wonder I can remember my own name!” Joe collapsed on the table his head banging. banging, banging!

			Jake grabbed his hair and looked around to see if they were creating any undo attention in the crowded room. Apparently not if you discount their waiter who was looking at them askance. “Easy, don’t go into hysterics now!” 

			“You know,” Joe Carter said straightening his tie and patting his hair, “I was never what you would call a “Ladies Man” much too shy and focused on my career and what I wanted to do in life. Girls, girls...woman were not a priority. When I met Daphne, even though I was a bit older than she, it all went out the window. I was pole axed by her, completely in love. I could not wait to marry her and make her all mine. God, it came as a total shock that she felt the same way. I have never stopped counting my blessings till now! Now my life is over if anything happened to her!”

			Their waiter made his way through the crowded lounge and arrived at their table like a man on a mission, “Are you Chief Inspector Jake Guiliani?” He asked Murphy who was still taking notes.

			“No that’s me, what can I do for you?” Jake said looking up at the man.

			“The gentlemen at the bar asked me to give you his card.” Gesturing in the general direction of the bar the waiter handed Jake a creamy white business card with a raised, embossed white owl!

			He took the card from the waiter’s outstretched hand and glanced at the inscription and then at the oblivious face of the councilman, a shiver ran down Jake’s spine. “Is the man still here?”

			“No, he gave it to me as he was going out the front entrance.” The waiter was getting apprehensive. 

			“Can you give me a description of him. Any identifying marks or characteristics?”

			Murphy asked, pen poised to take down every detail.

			“Well to tell you the truth, I was to busy looking at the $100.00 bill he offered in his other hand. I got the impression of tall, thin, overcoat, hat and that’s all.” He was visibly spooked now and looking to leave.

			“I am going to insist you come down to the station with us and give our sketch artist a description as best as you remember. We will need to dust that bill for prints as well, don’t worry you’ll get it back “Jake said giving the $100.00 bill to Murphy.

			“Mr. Carter, I suggest you come with us as well. I will need you to sign your statement.” Murphy held on to the skittish waiter and Jake helped Joe Carter to his feet as they headed for the door. The restaurant manager came over to ask what was going on? Jake quietly told him that they were borrowing his waiter to make identification only. There was no problem, he was cooperating. 

			The councilman however was putting up a fuss. He was afraid to leave the bar, the last place he felt Daphne told him to meet her. “What if she turns up here? I won’t be here for her! What if she goes home? I won’t be there either! Wait, don’t you think I should go home in case Daphne returns? I don’t know what good I’ll do at police headquarters. Why are you taking the waiter with you? What is happening?” 

			“We will send a squad car to cover your house, just in case. Don’t worry

			I am taking you to police headquarters for your protection and to sign your statement. The situation has become dire!” Jake answered as he helped Carter into the back seat, next to the waiter. 

			“Turn on the lights and sirens, we must get to headquarters fast. I am afraid we are in for a long night. You better call that pretty wife of yours and tell her you’re on overtime.”

			There was no one prettier or sweeter for that matter, than Gerda. But, she was not that understanding when it came to Murphy working late, and now later. Gerda expected him home, if not for dinner, at least before midnight. They had been trying to get pregnant for the last six months but she needed his cooperation to achieve this goal. Many late evenings at work, over the last months, were putting a strain on the process and on their marriage.

			Murphy and Gerda met while he was on the case of the “Scarlet Macaw” and it was the thunderbolt of love at their first meeting, for him anyway. He did not want to mess anything up. He was well aware of the growing divorce rate among law enforcement officers, and he did not want their marriage to be a statistic. So he would call her, and keep his fingers crossed.

			When they arrived at the station Murphy took the waiter Max, directly to the sketch artist who was just closing up shop as Murphy entered with the waiter.

			“Whoa up there, we need your assistance to identify a suspect. Put up your hat and coat and get out your paints, this is top priority!”

			Commissioner Byron was pacing in Jake’s office while waiting for him to return. “Chicago is the murder capital, New York also, not Philadelphia! Philadelphia is the City of Brotherly Love! Jake you have to get this city under control!” shouted Commissioner Byron into Jake’s face as he entered his office. “Two murders in as many days, with no suspects is unsatisfactory!” 

			“You don’t have to tell me I am well aware of events. I have the whole force on alert, I am just waiting for a break. By the way is Mrs. Byron, your wife protected? I could send a detail!”

			“Don’t you bother. After 35 years of marriage and four kids, I am used to looking after my own. However, just to be on the safe side I sent Molly to her sister’s upstate. Jake, you catch this guy, lives are at stake.”

			Molly Byron did not fit the appearance of either victim. She was the wife of the commissioner and still very attractive in a matronly way, but the poundage became more visible with each passing decade. 

			Were good looks a criteria Jake speculated to himself? “Before you leave sir, we may have another murder! Councilman Joe Carter’s wife has disappeared. He is writing down his statement as we speak and then he will be driven to his home where he will wait for the results of my investigation but we have a witness of sorts.

			“To the disappearance?” Commissioner Byron asked jubilantly. 

			“No sir, to this card, “ Jake handed the card to the commissioner.

			“What is this? What is this you are giving me, and what does it have to do with the case?”

			“Everything, it has everything to do with this case. You are holding the murderers calling card, “The White Owl!” This card or ones like it, were found near or on the bodies of our victims or on my car. That one was handed to me at Helen Siegel Wilson’s restaurant this evening, by a waiter.” 

			“Mother of God, how bold! He must be insane!”

			“That goes without saying! Sir, are you leaving?” Jake rose from his chair, “We are going to need extra funds and resources to apprehend him. The overtime alone will put us way over budget......”

			“You get the son of a bitch. I am giving you carte blanche!” Commissioner Byron, started to walk out of the office....

			“Can I get a letter to that effect?” Jake called after him.

			The commissioner nodded and gave a ‘thumbs up’ and left the office.

			“Dear Lord,” the commissioner prayed, “please keep Molly safe at her sisters. I hate her being apart from me, even for a little while. I have faith in Jake, but why the wives? What’s the connection?”

			“Hold on commissioner, I’ll walk with you if you don’t mind. 

			I want you to know a little of what’s going on in my head” Jake ambled beside the commissioner.

			“Let’s stop in Horn and Hardetts for coffee and Lemon Merengue Pie. I have had zero breakfast, what do you say chief detective?” 

			“Coffee sounds great. Listen......” and Jake started to fill the commissioner in on his theories.

			The waiter was a bust! What little he remembered the night before was gone in the morning. The sketch was pathetic, trench coat, collar up, hat pulled down over his eyes and a raspy voice. The $100.00 bill had no fingerprints on it besides the waiters. It was as though it was just printed or washed clean.

			Another dead end!

			“Hey, where is the chief? We just got a call from dispatch! There’s been another murder!” Burnsey informed Murphy.

			“Don’t tell me that Burnsey. I am just leaving with this man. We have been here all night. I am dropping him off at the restaurant so he can pick up his car, then I’m going home to bed! So you have not seen me, right?”

			“Right Murph, I’ll just wait for the chief. See ya!” Burnsey went back to his desk to wait. “Nothing can happen until the chief arrives and we can leave for the crime scene and what a crime scene awaits us, if the uniforms have not exaggerated!”

			Burnsey intercepted Jake as he entered the squad room, “Don’t stop sir, there’s been another murder!”

			“Oh God, I knew it! I knew it!”

			Burnsey drove to Wanamaker’s. The street was cordoned off. The draperies were drawn across the show windows so the public, who were milling around beyond the ropes, could not get an inkling as to what all the excitement was about.

			“Get this street cleared, now!” 

			The officers in blue backed the pedestrians across the street and down the block. As soon as the space was clear of the curious, Jake gave orders to open the curtains.

			The beautiful Daphne Carter lay in repose on a pale purple velvet chaise lounge surrounded by crystal perfume bottles and costume jewelry, scattered in a studied display in the window. She was clad in a flowing white gown, holding a single red rose. Her hair was coiffed and loose about her shoulders. Daphne’s make up was professionally done, and she looked as though she was resting. Not a care in the world. She was dead!

			“Close the curtain, I have seen enough out here! Burnsey let’s get inside for a closer look.”

			Burnsey held the rope for the chief to pass under, and they entered the store together. The store manager, Mr. Edwards was waiting for them, “ Chief Guiliani, my store, I can’t believe this could be happening! I am so sorry for the young lady, actually one of our best customers! How horrible! When do you think we can open the store, all our employees are here waiting?” He asked not realizing how callous it sounded to those around him.

			“The store will stay closed till forensics and my investigation is complete. The body will then be taken to the police morgue.” The expression on Mr. Edward’s face spoke volumes, Jake commiserated with him. “Sorry sir, but that’s how it is. We will need at least half the day. Is Smith here from forensics?” Jake asked the police officers who were standing about, trying to look official. 

			“He is in the window with the body, sir!”

			Jake made his way up the aisle, pass the covered show cases, and walked purposely in the direction of that particular window. The window that displayed the body of Daphne Carter, and there was Dr. Smith bending over the body. Jake could see the consternation on the medical examiners face.

			“Doctor, good to see you on the job.” Jake exclaimed kneeling beside Smith. “What have you come up with so far?”

			“Chief, another murder!” Smith leaned back on his heels. “We still have not figured out cause of death for Caterina, although I have my suspicions. This death feels similar, obviously similar! Calm demeanor, slight smile on her face, no visible clue as to how she met her death, in my opinion, poison, definitely poison.”

			“Chief, do we call the councilman to take a look at his wife?” Burnsey asked catching up to Jake.

			“Yes send a car for him, he has a right to see his wife where she met her death. If she died here, which I doubt.” Jake answered searching the body for the card he felt sure was there. “Plus the fact” Jake continued, “he might have some additional info as to the setting she’s been placed in so lavishly. Edwards said she was a good customer of the store. She was happy in these rich surroundings. I think moments of happiness are a clue in themselves. Where is the card? Did you find a card Dr. Smith?”

			“No chief, I did not really disturb the body as yet, just about to start when you arrived.”

			“Were pictures taken?” Jake wanted to be sure the body was not moved as the coroner said. At Dr. Smith’s acknowledgement, Jake, kneeling by the body noted the red rose and thought, unlike the rose in Caterina’s hand, there were thorns on this rose and a thorn pricked her finger, “death where is thy sting.” did not apply here….. Daphne was beautiful, Jake could not help but notice even in death, that she was a looker, but in a sultry, sexy way. Her beauty overpowered you, making a man uncomfortable until he took her to bed, and then...nothing. That was all there was, sex and a smile.

			.“I think I found the card!” Burnsey said holding up the creamy white card.

			“Where did you find it?” Jake walked toward Burnsey and held out his gloved hand for the card.

			“Under this perfume bottle called “Passion!” The placement of the card might be important, right?” 

			“Bag her hands and her feet,” Jake looked carefully for any signs of blood on her heels, but there was no visible evidence of any kind, except for her finger prick. The shoes were similar if not identical to the shoes Caterina was wearing, they certainly tied the two crimes together. He bent down and smelled her neck, chest and ears, she was heavily doused with a strong scent. He then straightened up and asked Burnsey to hand him the perfume bottle the note was placed under, ‘Passion,’ sniffing the stoppered bottle he concluded “same scent, very sophisticated. Finish tagging her, and bag the perfume as well.’ 

			The white card with the White Owl richly embossed in black on the front, seemed to glare up at Jake. He turned it over, and read the partial quote from Shakespeare, “Cut off even in the blossom of my sin.”

			“Man, we are in deep sh.....!” Jake groaned, “It seems we have a serial killer targeting wives of city officials. We have to find a connection. Dr. Smith, find me a means of death on these two women, soon to be lying together on identical slabs in your morgue. Pull out all the stops. You have carte blanche.” 

			Jake borrowed the commissioner’s words. They were very effective. Before Dr. Smith could gather up the corpse and alert his team to head for the morgue Carter was ushered into the store and led to the window where his wife rested on the chaise lounge. He stood stupefied beside her at a loss for words and breath, he stuttered “D..d..Daphne, no God, no. Not you, not you.”

			“Does this scene hold any significance for you? Were you involved with your wife Daphne in a role such as this at any time in your marriage? In the store or in this window?” Jake questioned.

			“No sir, not here but at a photo shoot with Tony McCane for a charity gala. Daphne was overjoyed to be chosen to represent the city and our constituency. She was photographed on a chaise lounge, posed just like that,” Carter said pointing to his wife lying there as though asleep, “for a national magazine. Daphne was in her glory, so happy to be selected for the honor.”

			“Thank you for your cooperation, we will take the body of your wife to the police morgue where you can make her final arrangements. Burnsey see that the councilman gets driven home.” 

			Burnsey took his arm and led the sobbing man away, apparently stricken by grief.

			“No lolly gagging now men, we have important work to do. We have to detect how this gorgeous creature bought death at Wanamaker’s!” Dr. Smith led his men out of the store determined to help Jake solve these gruesome murders.

			“Chief, are you forgetting the maid, equally as dead, with no tell tale signs of trauma, except for the blood on the roses, do we lump them all together?” Burnsey returning, was concerned the maid did not count.

			“Burnsey, not only is she important, she may be the key to the whole affair. There was blood however and it will be up to Dr. Smith to determine where, how and why?”

			“Why is she the key, sir?” Burnsey asked confused by the multiple answer.

			“Why? Because she does not fit in! She is out of the pattern! And the blood, she was the only one that showed trauma.” Jake turned to his detectives, 

			“Now what do we know about Daphne Carter? What don’t we know that got her killed? For that matter, both women, all three women. Burnsey, write this down before we take another step. Both women were wives of important men in law enforcement. Policy makers. Both women were drop dead gorgeous. Both women had time on their hands and money to spend. Were they fulfilled or were they bored? Looking out of their circle for......What?

			Fill in the blanks.”

			“Plus no children! “ Burnsey interjected.

			“Right!”

			“Let’s give Smith a chance to identify what or how they were murdered, and you and your men question every one that knew them, as to their character and what connects them? That is important! The connection.....very important!

			Let’s get going Burnsey ride with me. I want your verbal report on what the photographer had to say. Every way we turn Tony McCane seems to be involved.”

			“Right chief! I will fill you in as soon as I get the car.” Burnsey rushed off, avoiding officers and police barricades.

			“The tableau’s that are set up, are they for our appreciation or for the husbands, and if so why?” Jake speculated to himself, while he waited for the car to pick him up.“Natalie the maid was just out and out murdered no stage setting, but she had no husband that we know of, no collectable ransom. Still the murderer knew there would be an investigation. The elaborate set up must be for the husbands. A warning to them and to others that they meant business? Could blackmail be the impetus? It is always about the money. Thinking about the maid….in most cases.” He waved to Dr. Smith who was heading for the morgue with Daphne’s body in the ambulance. 

			Burnsey pulled up with the car and Jake waited to hear what went on in the McCane studio.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			Dr. Smith and his team in the police morgue were clad in gloves, masks, and rubber aprons, staring down at the new additions to that cold, bleak room.

			“Gosh, they sure are beautiful!” The young intern on call said, finding it hard to take his eyes off the naked women on the slabs.

			“Let’s just ignore the physical attributes of the young women. I am about to make my first cut.” The team gathered around as Dr. Smith turned on his microphone and the electric saw to make his initial “Y” cut on the first victim, Caterina Woods.

			“As you know Autopsy comes from the Greek meaning “Cause of Death” that is what we are trying to determine this afternoon.” He skillfully cut through the rib cage to reveal more of the internal organs. Smith spoke into the microphone in a monotone voice as he cut and taught, concentrating on the bodies organs.

			“Doctor, excuse me for interrupting,” Smith, looked up annoyed for the moment. But, he always encouraged his students to have opinions and state them, so he cut off the buzz of the saw, “Yes son, you noticed something significant?” 

			“Sir, you can see the smooth, unblemished skin of the victim, and yet there seems to be a greenish tinge around, what looks like a small puncture wound under her right arm.” The young intern said boldly to the senior Medical Examiner Dr. Smith, pointing to the barely noticeable wound.

			Dr. Smith carefully finished putting the liver which he had just extracted from the body of Caterina, in a tray his assistant handed him, he turned the body slightly onto her right side and took a biopsy of the tissue surrounding the puncture wound. He was impressed by the fact his intern, looked outside the box and not just watching his cut, and said so.

			“If this turns out to be the site of ‘cause of death,’ which I doubt, but none the less, you are to be congratulated Stewart on your keen observation. While we were concentrating on gross anatomy, you were studying other possibilities. Stewart take this tissue to the pathology lab and give it to the doctor on duty, stay with him, you may learn something. Then bring the report back to me. Jake needs a diagnosis STAT!”

			Stewart took the covered tray from Smith and left the morgue in a hurry to get to pathology before his sample lost any of its viability. Stewart knew he could read the autopsy notes later, so he would get the full picture on the death of the victim.

			As Stewart entered pathology his senses were assailed by the smells emanating from the lab, predominately formaldehyde. The pathologist looked up from his microscope, “Can I help you with something,” he asked, taking in the intern’s intense appearance and the covered tray in his hand.

			“Yes sir,” offering up the tray reverently, as though it was the host at mass, “We need this analyzed for a poison or toxin that could kill a young, healthy woman. I was told to wait for the results.” 

			“Did you say wait? Are you out of your mind? I have so many cases to investigate and we are short handed right now, and I am alone. Sorry chum, I have no time to take on one more thing. Why don’t you ask Doctor Smith to investigate it for you? He is qualified. “

			“He sent me to you and told me to wait. “

			“I can’t help you, sorry.” He turned back to his microscope, ignoring Stewart.

			Stewart stood frustrated, not knowing what to do. He shifted his feet from side to side and then turned and walked out of the lab with his tray. He stopped, hesitated, and returned to the pathologist. “Look sir, let me leave this with you, I really don’t want to bring this specimen back to Dr. Smith, just tell me you will send him a report as quickly as you can.”

			The pathologist sighed, pushed his stool out of the way, and took the sample from Stewart. “Okay, I will put it in the refrigerator for now, but I can’t promise when I will be able to dissect this specimen.” The pathologist tucked the covered tissue into the already crowded refrigerator.

			Stewart said leaving, “ I am sure the powers that be will be delighted if it was sooner rather than later. They are trying to stop a serial killer!”

			The pathologist gawked at him, “Maybe you should have mentioned that piece of vital information sooner,” He said as he removed the tray from the refrigerator. “I will personally deliver my report to Dr. Smith.”

			Stewart continued to walk away, but he was smiling. “I just implied Chief Guiliani, but it worked.” 

			[image: ]

			“Chief, you should see the studio set-up that guy, McCane has, it is incredible!” Burnsey said driving Jake in the squad car and could not wait to share what he learned from Tony McCane, the photographer. “The girls standing around all in different states of undress, lounging nonchalantly, smoking, fixing their make up, combing their hair, you know, girlie thing’s, I know my eyes bugged out. No wonder Johnny gave me the fish eye when I took his assignment away.” Burnsey said feeling pleased with himself. “I managed to edge closer to the models and ask them a few questions about Tony, unanimously they were very much in favor of the man. They had nothing but good things to say about him. I thanked them and turned to McCane who approached me, holding out his hand, asking to be called Tony. Honestly Chief,” Burnsey interrupted himself to look at Jake,” I could hardly tear my eyes off the models to shake hands and they knew it and were laughing at me. He was filming a shoot for an up-coming fashion show, and the girls were hanging around waiting to begin the filming. I asked if he had an office or a place where I could ask him some questions in private, without the distractions. He was very gracious and asked me to follow him. We entered his, I guess you could call it, his inner-sanctum. The room looked as though it had been ripped out of “World’s of the Future” magazine, all glass, chrome and white leather.”

			“Sounds expensive.” Jake interjected.

			“Yeah, it looked very expensive.” Burnsey continued. “The walls were covered with black and white photos of Antarctica. Icebergs and vast expanses of ice and snow in oversize chrome frames. The floor was white Carrera marble with black shag carpeting in front of a large fireplace, however no mantle and no fire. He sat down behind a glass desk devoid of correspondence or papers of any kind except for a white telephone by his right hand. He indicated the uncomfortable looking Lucite chair in front of his desk for me to sit on, I obliged and got down to business handing him the photograph you found in Caterina’s bureau drawer. He studied the face in the photo but looked back at me puzzled. “How can I help you?” he asked.

			“I told him we were trying to identify the man in the photograph, with his help.” 

			Jake was listening to Burnsey’s narrative very intently, not wanting to interrupt further except for a grunt here and there at key points.

			“Offhand, Tony denied knowing him saying he had no recollection of the person, however he continued to study the photo, saying the picture seemed quite old. He pointed out the colors were fading around the edges, he guessed the picture was taken at least ten years earlier. He said they did not keep records past five years, unless they were of famous people or the photo’s had a special interest to Tony. He then handed the picture back to me of the still unidentified man and started to pick up the telephone, indicating the interview was over, when I asked him one more question, “Did you know Caterina Woods, the mayor’s wife?” He said he knew her, casually. He filmed her at social events, Tony said she was always friendly but aloof. He was impressed with her looks and said she was photogenic.

			I left shortly after. I noticed the girls were all in front of cameras being photographed by Tony’s assistants. Tony did not waste any time by talking to me.” Burnsey finished his story.

			“So Natalie came from Russia after approximately ten years had passed according to McCane’s estimate when the picture was taken, in order to find the handsome man in the photo. Why did she wait so long?” Jake speculated partially to himself. “According to the letter Natalie came to the states to look for him. In the process she renewed her friendship with Caterina…. then died, murdered. Where does Daphne fit in and why the lavish costumes and stage settings? They were all caught up in some intrigue, a game that led to their deaths. Is this picture important?” Answering his own question, “Yes, because it was hidden and the writer of the letter is dead, killed along with Caterina. That’s what makes it important! Did you question McCane about his whereabouts when the murders were being committed? Did he have an alibi?”

			“I did Chief, and that was the strange thing. I was holding out that bit of information, till we got to the station. Don’t ask me why but he was at both murder scenes. At the first one he had a camera crew filming a TV spot.”

			Jake gaped at Burnsey who raised his hand to keep Jake from yelling.

			“At the second scene in Wanamaker’s he was there getting the wardrobes for the models he was filming today. He doesn’t remember where he was when the maid bought it. Do you want me to bring him in? Do you want to question him further?” Burnsey was not disturbed by the look in Jake’s eye, but he should have been!

			“First of all, Mister Burns, we have had three murders in about the same time frame, when I ask you for a report I do not expect to receive said report piecemeal. Or in the order you feel is the most important. I will be the judge of what is important! We have major trouble with the commissioner and I don’t have to mention the mayor, and the press, I have to have all the facts, so I don’t get bit in the ass! Do you understand, Mister Burns? Write up your assignment with Tony McCane and do not leave anything out. I do not want to see your face until you are finished. Clear!”

			Jake stormed out of the car and headed for his office, seething mad. Ignoring Burnsey’s stuttered answer.

			Jake picked up the ringing telephone and answered gruffly, “What is it?

			I will be right there, wait for me before you proceed further!” 

			“Wilson follow me. We are going to the morgue, on the double.”

			“Why boss, they’ll wait.”

			“Everyone is a comedian! What is happening to this squad? We have to tighten the ship if we are going to get to the bottom of these murders! Understand, or would you rather pull desk duty like Mr. Burns?”

			“No sir, I have had enough desk duty to last many life times, sir! Here is the car sir!”

			“Okay, okay knock it off, let’s go see what Dr. Smith has laid out for us!” Jake said getting into the passenger seat. “My guess is poison it has to be some weird poison.”

			Wilson took off for the morgue, blue lights flashing. With the lights flashing plus the sirens, he avoided stopping for traffic lights. Just one of the perks for being on the force, that and taking a car home. That saved him beau coup bucks in car payments and car insurance. “Boy,” he thought. “the chief has a wild hair up his ass over something. I guess this case has him frustrated, not to mention those freaking card, geez!”

			Jake and the detective entered the special refrigerated room where Dr. Smith had the three victims laid out side by side on their own slabs. White sheets were covering their mutilated bodies, not yet sewn closed from the autopsies. The odor of blood mixed with the smell of chemicals tickled their noses as they entered the room. Dr. Smith was alone waiting for them.

			“Did you figure the cause of death as yet Dr. Smith?” Jake asked the medical examiner respectfully.

			“Yes, as a matter of fact we did! I left the bodies exposed because I wanted to demonstrate to you the symptoms that prove the toxin used to poison these ladies is evident in autopsy without question.” Dr. Smith drew back the sheets and showed Jake, who gasped and looked away for a minute, the color of the blood. “What stands out immediately is the brightness of the blood. The hue is a fire engine red color, not normal. At this stage the color would be dark, more burgundy, it is an indicator that the victims died of carbon monoxide poisoning! When you discovered their bodies did you note a ruddiness to their complexion?” 

			“The victim’s faces were heavily made up Doc, except for the maid. Not knowing her we just thought her face was the natural color of her skin, but her complexion was ruddy, even in death.” Wilson answered.

			“How long does it take to kill? “ Jake wanted to know.

			“That varies, it could be instantly or small interrupted doses over a long period of time.” The M.E. answered knowledgeably. “The victims were killed at another location, not where their bodies were found, so they were moved making it more difficult to discover the source of the ingestion in my opinion”

			“Carbon monoxide, a gas right? You stick your head in the oven or turn on the car in a closed garage. They would have to be unconscious first, to get a result like that, am I right?” Jake questioned.

			“There are many other ways in which carbon monoxide kills, a faulty space heater, cooking on a charcoal brazier inside the house, a faulty gas heater in the basement, for instance. Carbon monoxide is a toxic gas that is odorless, tasteless, colorless and initially, non-irritating. If it also could be liquid, the perfect poison. But of course no one has figured out how to liquefy the gas without it becoming benign.” Dr. Smith instructed.

			“The maid was in place, she was not moved, what killed her?”

			“Jake, she was killed by carbon monoxide poison. A very large dose and fast. So fast that her right lung burst in her chest causing a significant bleed. I have sent my team back to that house, to try to detect the where, how and when? We should have results soon.”

			“I am going to the house again, after all a murder was committed there and I want to get a feel for the crime. No one has investigated the property thoroughly. That house where Natalie bought it is our only definite crime scene. I would have had it over run with your men Doc if I had some time to breath. The murders were coming hot and heavy. Now I want to see the crime scene myself with Wilson here. I will keep in touch Smith. Let’s go Tom!”

			“Before you rush off there is something else you need to know, one of my senior student’s by the name of Stewart noticed, while I was doing the autopsy on Caterina, very bright boy, a small greenish bruise under her arm a puncture wound very hard to detect or see. On further examination both Caterina and Daphne had the same wound. But not Natalie, no puncture wounds on her body,”

			“They did not move her, she remained in place, That’s why.” Jake deduced. 

			He tried to wait patiently for Dr. Smith’s narrative to end, he wanted to get to Natalie’s and see what he could further discover, so he nearly missed, The Devil’s Breath.

			“What, could you repeat that please?” Jake asked.

			“Scopolamine or The Devil’s Breath, a very deadly drug in the world.

			The drug is made from the Borrachero tree which blooms with deceptively beautiful white and yellow blossoms and is common in the forests of Columbia. It makes the victim euphoric and paralyzes free will and movement. They are ridged in their extremities but happy in the extreme. That is why our victims looked so joyful. They had no idea they were dying of carbon monoxide gas. Scopolamine had completely rendered them a willing victim.” Dr. Smith concluded.

			“How long does the drug take to act?” Jake enquired now fully engaged.

			“Within minuets and they are completely under its spell or the control of the perpetrator, or both as the case may be.” Dr. Smith turned away and started covering over the mutilated bodies of the once gorgeous women.

			“Is there a remedy?” Jake wanted to know.

			“No, no remedy but unless another agent is introduced for instance the carbon monoxide, Scopolamine in small doses will not kill.” Dr. Smith turned out the neon lights over the dead bodies and walked out of that ice cold morgue with Jake and his detective.

			“How about in large doses, will it kill then?”

			“Yes, any potent drug of that caliber will kill. The drug may not even be necessary, unless they used it to render the victim susceptible to manipulation, hence the tableau. Then killed them with the carbon monoxide where they were placed in the death scene.

			“Is the Devil’s Breath available to the public? Is it accessible?”

			“It is available but not easily. It is used mostly in surgical procedures.”

			“Good night, thank you for your good work, more complications introduced.”

			Jake pushed Tom toward the car and followed him into its interior. 

			“Let’s get to South Philly and the Natalie house.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 7

			Jake entered the dark house of Natalie Ivanova it was as still as a grave.

			Wilson went from room to room lighting up the house. But the murder of the girl dominated a chill that seemed to permeate the rooms and even the brightness of the lights could not dispel the horror of the crime committed there. Jake walked up the dark mahogany staircase, ignoring the full length mirror on the landing, to the master bedroom on the second floor. He wanted to search more carefully now that he knew how she was killed. He entered the room and noticed a trampled white rose on the bare wooden floor, he bent and picked it up. Jake looked down at the blossom in his hand and thought, so beautiful and so lifeless.

			He walked over to the fireplace to discard the blossom when he realized the fireplace was gas burning with fake wooden logs. He looked for the pilot light, it was flaming blue. There was no danger of any explosion or gas leak since he heard the hiss of gas coming from the feeder coil. The ‘on’ switch was close to the pilot light, so it only took a second to turn on, “WHOOSH” went the fire as it roared into life.

			Wilson came into the room, “Everything okay here Chief!” 

			“Yeah just dandy! I would like you to make note of the layout of this room and go upstairs and downstairs checking whether or not there are fireplaces that coincide with this one geographically. Got that.”

			“Got it Chief, on my way!” He left. 

			Jake went over to the bed where the woman was first discovered, it was rumpled as though it had been occupied. He threw back the covers and studied the sheets. There were small signs on the otherwise clean sheets, that someone had sex. Semen was prevalent as were chips of chocolate ground into the bedcovers.

			“A party, but no glasses of bubbly nearby. No empty box of chocolates either. I’ll check the kitchen and get a more precise report from forensics. Focus on the room. What else? Where are her clothes? Hmmmm! She called in sick for two days, so one of those days she was still alive eating chocolate and having sex. Maybe drinking?” 

			Jake moved toward her closet and walked in, searching for a light switch. He flicked on the switch and was set aback by her wardrobe. Designer clothes, shoes, and furs as spectacular as her employers. “Where did she purchase them?” Most of the tags said Wanamaker’s some Bonwit’s. Wow! A bloody fortune here. Jewelry? Everything was in order, but no jewelry.

			Jake left the closet and went into the bathroom, noting her bathrobe hanging behind the door. Jake removed the robe from the hook and studied the garment inside and out. He removed a plastic garbage bag from the trash receptacle and stuffed the robe into it. He then went to the medicine chest and tried to concentrate on what he was seeing but his eyes kept straying toward the shower stall, because of the soap drips on the shower glass. “Funny,” he thought, “in a house so neat and non possessed by the owner, that the bed was left rumpled and stained and the shower stall had the residue of washed bodies.” That bothered him. Closing the medicine chest, he opened the door to the shower and bent down to remove the drain, where a well of water and soap had accumulated around the black hair straight as a poker and curly blond hair like the victim. This proves she was not alone in her last two days of life, to much hair for a few hours,” Jake mused. He threw the hair, hairbrushes and dumped the contents of the medicine chest into the garbage bag for forensics. He left it to them to separate the items in order of their importance to the investigation. Jake left the bathroom with the plastic bag under his arm and returned to the bedroom to turn off the blaze in the fireplace; he stripped the bed of its sheets, pillow cases and bedspread all of which he stuffed into the plastic bag. Semen was as good as blood for identification Jake knew, so was hair. He went downstairs to the kitchen to consult with Tom Wilson.

			Jake opened the fridge while he waited for his detective and counted champagne bottles, and little else. The dish washer revealed two champagne glasses, the party was a fact. The kitchen trash had been emptied either by forensics or the killer, the basket was empty.

			It was obvious to Jake that Natalia was dead before the murderer cleaned up after the party. “He should have washed the sheets, while he was about it. A man’s semen is just like a blood trail, which the doctors in forensics can follow like a road map.

			“Chief,” Wilson called entering the kitchen, “the fireplaces on the first and second floor are connected along with the furnace in the basement to a central core, which I think is against code. But that said, it was cake to block the line wherever, and turn on the gas. She would be gone in twenty minutes, without ever realizing what happened. All her killer would have to do after he set it up, was leave the house, no trace, no witnesses!” Tom actually admired the neatness of the killing, the efficiency.

			“Chief, down in the basement, along side the furnace there were some photos and papers on the floor. It looked as though they fell out of the trash can that was to be burned. The can was still there as well. The papers were nondescript, just scraps of paper but these were in one piece and interesting.” He handed over the photos.

			“Damn, this is a photo of the same man that we retrieved from Caterina’s lingerie drawer. I am not surprised, they apparently all knew each other in Russia. However, this is a newer photo he looks older, more recent and this must be a younger Natalia perhaps a 10-year difference with a baby in her arms, their baby? This is most interesting. They are just snapshots developed in drug stores, not studio prints but she held on to them for a long time so they were precious to her. I sure would like to get my hands on this guy. Tell you what, let’s put out an all points bulletin. Just to see if the fish falls into the net.”

			“Okay, but what is the charge?”

			“Person of interest, to our investigation. Let’s get going, I want Dr. Smith to go over what we found here. I wonder what his team came up with, from where I’m standing, Zero!”

			When they arrived at the precinct they had a surprising visitor waiting for them outside Jake’s office. 

			“Tony McCane, how nice of you to join us here at headquarters. Won’t you come in and have a seat.”

			Jake nodded to Annie who asked silently if coffee was needed, “Coffee Mr. McCane? Yes, coffee for two Annie, Wilson needs to take notes, if that’s alright with you Mr. McCane? “

			“Call me Tony please,” reaching over to shake Jake’s hand, “I came in because of the coincidence that seems to have occurred. The murders of Daphne Carter and Caterina Woods took place where I was set up with a film crew. I want you to know, right off the bat, I had nothing to do with any murder business. I knew the ladies professionally but on a very casual basis. My breath was taken away when I learned where they died.” Tony looked at Jake straight in the eye.

			“Were the locations where you filmed public knowledge?” Jake wondered.

			“Not really public knowledge. I mean we don’t advertise or anything like that. The models all know, the film crew and sometimes the caterers if food is being provided, but other than that, word gets around, It isn’t a secret operation. Also cameras and lights attract crowds, rubberneckers. People who have zero to do and want to know what’s going on. Besides Chief, I had no camera crews at Wanamaker’s, just a small staff picking out wardrobes for the models plus a skeleton lighting crew to see how the garments on the manikins change color in bright light. Mr. Edwards was against us filming in the store for some reason. He has encouraged us to photograph in the store on other occasions, but not this time, so we were filming in the studio. Detective Burns came by and saw us.” Tony was composed but Jake was puzzled by the rush of wordy explanations pouring out of his mouth. 

			“Something is not right!” Jake thought but did not interrupt the onslaught. “For craps sake, we haven’t even gotten to George’s Hill.”

			“I wonder,” Jake asked, “how you or your crew never noticed what was going on under the willow tree. You, I mean all of you, were filming all around George’s Hill.” 

			“I can tell you for a fact that while we were filming, there was no one under that tree.” Tony crossed his arms, for emphasis.

			“Why so positive?” Jake asked

			“I walked up the hill myself looking for the best light advantage for the shoot, believe me nothing or no one was under that tree!”

			“Did it rain while you were filming.”

			“A steady drizzle, but not enough to cancel the filming. The rain eventually stopped, the grass and some scenery we brought with us got wet, but we were dry. The models, manikins, and clothes stayed dry under the tents.” Tony took a long drink from the coffee Annie brought for the men, very cooperative, waiting for the next question.

			“At the George’s Hill location, what time did you start shooting your commercial?” Jake took a sip from his coffee, made a face and put the cup down. cold!

			“We got there early in the morning to set up the equipment and scenery. We enhance the natural scenery with more flowers and props. The models start arriving about eight in the morning to get made up and styled. We start shooting about nine, nine fifteen.”

			“What time did you say you arrived?” Jake questioned

			“It was early I would say around 6 or 7 in the AM.”

			“Why so early, is that usual?” Jake asked leaning forward.

			“I wouldn’t say usual we shoot at different times depending on the commercial or tale we are telling, you know the script, and how long it takes us to set up.”

			“About what time did you breakdown and leave and did you all leave together?” Jake continued to probe.

			“We left in drips and drabs, camera crew usually leaves first, but really there is no order. When the shoot is finished everyone is off the clock so they basically leave when they want to, because of the excitement with the police and all everyone left slowly. Actually we were just dispersing when your officers arrived and started swarming up the hill. We were packed up and about gone.” Before Jake could repeat his question, McCane continued, “About eleven o’clock I would say give or take.”

			“Did you make anymore forays up George’s Hill, or notice any activity going on?”

			Jake was patient, gathering as many facts as possible.

			“No sir, my attention was riveted on my production and the models, never mind the weather.”

			“I would like to see the film you shot in the park. All the film. Stills and movies, if you filmed movies.”

			“We did both. If you will come to the studio I will screen everything for you, I feel badly for the victims.” McCane stood and stretched out his hand. “Anything I can do.”

			Jake shook his hand and walked him to his office door saying Annie would call and set up a date to view the film. He dismissed Tom to type up his notes with a motion of his head. He felt the film was a key, something or someone might have been seen or noticed, during the shoot. Did Tony have ulterior motives?

			“One more question,” Tony stopped and turned, “Did you take any pictures in Wanamaker, by any chance?”

			“No, it was strictly gathering merchandise checking sizes on our manikins.”

			Jake waved good-bye and sat down at his desk and picked up the telephone and called Dr. Smith at the police morgue.

			“Dr. Smith, yeah hi! Are the clothes that were on our two victims in your possession? You do have the clothes? The two white dresses and the shoes? They were wearing underwear but no stockings, you say? Did you find that odd? Everything was new. How do you know that? The tags were new on the panties and bras I see. Expensive stuff? Put it all on the side for me, I want to go over every piece. By the way did you analyze the blood speck on Caterina Woods shoe? Yes, but unidentifiable so far, not Caterina’s blood got that. Wait for me I am coming down, yeah soon.”

			“May I come in Chief?” A contrite Detective Burns asked as he walked in front of the desk, papers in hand. “I am sorry.”

			“Okay, did you get the report done?” Jake asked in a no nonsense tone.

			“Yes sir. I wrote down everything I saw, heard and witnessed. I am at your disposal sir, if I can be of further help.” Burnsey asked stiltedly.

			“Fine, sit down and let’s go over this report. You might have noticed Tony McCane leaving my office,” Burnsey nodded. “He came in to say how shocked he was that the murders took place where he was shooting his commercials.”

			Do you believe him or do you think he is covering his tracks?”

			“At this point I don’t know what to believe. It is a significant coincidence.

			Most of the models at the studio had all good things to say about Tony when I casually questioned them except for two young ladies who were trying really hard to blend into the woodwork.” Burnsey lowered his head, “I felt it was, if you can’t say anything nice, don’t say anything at all, kind of behavior.”

			“Did you get their names?” 

			“I knew you were going to ask me that question, that is why I hesitated to bring up the incident. I did not question the whole crew, just random people. No, I did not get their names.” Burnsey admitted reluctantly.

			“That gives me a good idea. Let’s bring in the models and the camera men and whoever else was at both murder sites, make-up people, hair stylist. While the girls are here maybe you can identify the supposed naysayers you saw at Tony’s studio? Yes?” Jake did not expect an answer from Burnsey, but he was nodding his head in agreement as he started to leave the office.

			“Get right on it Burnsey and ask your side kick Johnny to help as well, he seems willing and is doing a good job and whoever else you may need. We have to stop this maniac.”

			“You got that right, sir.” He left the office with determination.

			The precinct was soon crawling with models, camera men, make-up artist and hair stylist. There was hardly any room for the detectives that were questioning them. Johnny was in his glory because Burnsey had given him and Phil Greaves the models to question at length. 

			Burnsey interrogated the make-up artist and the hair stylist, both had the same story, someone had been into their equipment; make-up, combs and brushes were interfered with. The hair brushes still had hairs on the bristles which Burnsey bagged for forensics. There wasn’t much that could be done with the make-up except take the girls word that it happened at both places.

			The peculiar thing was that only the manikins were at Wanamaker’s. When asked why not any live models, the opinions varied from cheap to saving money. Which amounted to the same thing, money. 

			Detective Burns asked his crew of detectives and officers to write concise reports for the chief. But first give them to him to check. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 8

			“Annie, I can’t believe that these murders are still unsolved,” Jake fumed, “we are still no closer to getting our head into the mind of that madman since we started. The White Owl knows our every move. Does he know or does he surmise like a chess player, if we do this, then this will follow!” Where will his next victim be? Who will she be? Or is he finished? Unfortunately, I doubt that very much, in a way I think he is enjoying himself. No it is not over, in fact if we don’t catch him soon more killings will follow.” He said to Annie, who was going over the model’s testimony. “Annie are you listening to me?” 

			She looked up in agreement. “Yes, I hear you.”

			“Murphy!” Jake called in his head detective. “Make a list of Tony McCane’s female customers married to law enforcement officers and local politicians. Confiscate all the photos taken in the studio and at random by his camera men. Did you get the photo of the man we found in both Caterina’s drawer and Natalie’s trashcan?”

			“Yes it is on the wire and in all the squad cars. We will get him if he is in this city. Do you want me to start on McCane’s client list too?”

			“Yes first! Take as many personnel as you need and try to figure out the next victim. Let’s see if we can get a step ahead so we can narrow down the field. Eliminate any ladies that have children for starters or even careers for that matter. Get going!”

			“Gerda is not going to be happy with more overtime.” Thought Murphy as he gathered his team and told them about the info gathering and how long it would probably take. Amidst groans and ‘oh no’s’ he started to shove off for the McCane studio.

			“Hey don’t we need a warrant?” Murphy called into Jake’s office.

			“Not if you ask nicely, after all he did say he wanted to cooperate. Let’s see if he does. But get a warrant as a back-up but don’t show it, only as a last resort. I have my suspicions, vague as they are. Let’s really see if he gives you access without the warrant. Now I need a drink and a fresh pair of ears to sound off too.” He threw a sideways glance at Annie, who ignored him.

			Dusk enfolded the city in a blanket of purples and pinks radiating from the setting sun. The air was clear and the moon was a pale disc in the sky promising a full moon when it became night. Jake mused this was a perfect night for a convertible as he drove toward the suburbs along Wissahicken Drive. His friend Stan was at the PM Suburban and a drink and a steak were on the menu. Maybe more, Crystal would be there and he knew she would be available to him if it came to that. He was open for anything tonight. 

			“I probably am a bit depressed as to how things are going with this unfathomable case so far. I need a night off and I am going to take one tonight, by God.”

			The PM Suburban was alive with people, laughing, talking, drinking, eating, and listening to the magical fingers of Mike Grayson at the piano bar, playing Cole Porter his favorite composer, popular with the customers as well.

			Stan was nowhere to be seen, but Crystal came slinking over to Jake and held on to his arm leading him to the vacant seat at the piano bar; her station. After she got him comfortable she left to let Stan know Jake was in the house. Then she went to her service bar and got Jake a double scotch on the rocks.

			Crystal was so obvious in her maneuvering that Jake had to laugh and shake his head. Also he liked the piano bar but not to have dinner. Stan found him sitting and sipping and rescued him to a table away from the bar.

			“Let’s have a couple of steaks Stan I am famished and how about a baked potato with the works.” 

			“You got it Jake. I am having the same plus two Caesar salads extra cheese on the side.” Stan gave their order to the waiter who materialized when Stan sat down. Stan then added “and a couple of beers.”

			“What no red wine?” 

			“I’m sorry Jake did you want a glass or a bottle of my finest red?” I thought we would talk over dinner not get blitzed. What ever you want, good buddy.”

			“Naaw beers are fine and you are right about talking, I came by to get advice.”

			“The murdered beauties of the politicians, some case. How are you doing with that?” 

			“You would not believe how conflicted I am, not because I am doing nothing. I’m moving along with it, but I can’t seem to get all my ducks in a row fast enough. I feel another murder is in the wings, waiting for her cue.” Jake swallowed half his beer and continued to let Stan in.

			“This is not in the papers but I am getting a calling card at every crime scene and even in Helen Wilson’s restaurant, the perpetrator slipped the waiter a C -note to deliver his calling card to me; ‘The White Owl’, while I’m listening to Councilman Carter telling me his wife had gone missing. “

			“How did he know you would be at that restaurant at that time?” Stan asked making room on the table for his salad.

			“Listen Stan that’s one of the easier answers. Most likely the wife told her killer the plans she had with her husband. Possibly pillow talk, but us being there at that exact time? Food for thought.

			Jake started to dig into the steak that was served after his salad, and all conversation stopped for a while. The sounds of good eating and drinking, “A couple of more beers here please,” Jake hailed a passing waiter. “You raised a good point Stan, how did the killer know what time we would be there?”

			“He probably had the place staked out, waiting for Carter to break and call you.”

			After dinner they sat back and lit up. Stan passed Jake one of his Havana cigars and resumed their conversation. He played out to Stan the scenario of the crimes and how they were committed and the fact that Tony McCane seemed to be up to his neck in coincidences, except for the fact that he had perfect alibis. At least on the surface.

			“Did it ever occur to you if he is involved in these murders he might not have been acting alone. He might possibly have an accomplice?” Stan volunteered his opinion again.

			“Son of a Bitch! Of course an accomplice, it probably took two people or more to kill them, dress them and display them. Stan it is always a pleasure to talk shop with you, no offense but your mind is calibrated for crime.”

			“Hey, knock that talk off!” Stan pretended to be offended.

			“Only kidding, but you have given me another angle to think about. An accomplice, maybe more than one. Interesting.”

			“Look whose here Jay, our good buddy’s Jake Guiliani and Stan the man of course. Move over, unless this is a private conversation?” Jack Meyer said exuberantly.

			“It was, but your timing is right on, great seeing you both, Jack, Jay, what are you up too? Trouble no doubt!” Stan greeted the pair and pushed over to make room in the booth. Jake did the same. Everyone shook hands all around and ordered more drinks. 

			The laughter and the jive talk got louder and funnier as the men drank and got more comfortable with each other. 

			Jack Meyer was a World War II pilot and flew over Burma and Indochina. He was an ace and fearless in all situations. Civilian life was dull for him but he kept busy tinkering with his Swift aircraft and running his used car agency.

			Jay went along with what ever Jack was involved in, he had a perfect case of hero worship and had a trust fund to live as he liked. His plane was a one engine Piper, a piece of cake to fly unlike the complicated retractable gear Swift, capable of flying at speeds of one hundred and fifty miles per hour or more. Jay’s Piper Cub was no contest for the sophisticated Swift aircraft. 

			“Hey it’s clear as diamonds in the sky tonight how about flying to Delaware for coffee and donuts. You will love the light coming from the stars on this black night. No moon yet so they are extra bright.” Jay leaned on his elbows enthusiastic.

			“I have an idea, why don’t you set that to music Jay and we’ll dance to it.“ Jack punched Jay’s arm across the table, “Only kidding, friend.” and everyone laughed.

			Stan loved Jay’s idea, “You know Jake that might be a good idea for you, get up in the atmosphere and get a good handle on the case. Blow out the cob webs and get a different perspective.” Smoke rings passed over Jake’s head from Stan’s cigar. He also loved doing that.

			“Stan you have already given me a new perspective and I want to explore it while it’s fresh in my mind so if you don’t mind Jay I will take a rain check on your offer. Although I would rather ride in the Swift with Jack. What a beautiful aircraft. Not that your Piper isn’t but the Swift intrigues me.”

			“Your welcome to fly with me anytime I go up and your even welcome to bring that gorgeous blond over there who hasn’t taken her eyes off you the whole night,” Jack said pointing to Crystal.

			“Yeah Jake maybe you would like to induct her into the Mile High Club.” Jay challenged.

			“I would like to induct her into something and I might start now, do you mind Stan?”

			“You go for it man she is not doing much work gaping at you. Go on get out of here and have some fun for yourself.”

			Jake slid out of the booth, “Thanks Stan, great seeing you two, stay out of trouble. Have a cup of coffee for me in Delaware. Thanks again for the invite.” Jake said in the vernacular. 

			“No Delaware tonight, I’m thinking Atlantic City, what do you say Jay?”

			“Sounds good to me, want to come Stan the man?”

			“Have to work, bring home the daily bread. But I will take you up on it another time. Have a great evening.” Stan slid out of the booth and said goodnight to Jake and Crystal at the door.

			“How about a night cap at my place Crystal, I’ll show you my etchings’”

			“I would love to Jake I didn’t know you paint?”

			“Just an expression sugar, now kiss me here,” Jake said pointing to his cheek as he opened Crystal’s car door.

			“Ohh Jake, I have been waiting to kiss you all over for so long,” and she kissed him on the cheek and then licked his face.

			Jake wiped his face with his sleeve, “I am in for it,” he thought. She is a beauty and hot, a formidable combination. He pulled her to him as he got behind the wheel of the car and ran his hand under her breasts, feeling the weight of them at his finger tips. He did not want to go to far or they would never make it to his place. But she wasn’t stopping, she fondled the muscular contours of his thighs and groped for his penis. 

			“Safety first, remember I’m a police detective.” Jake said in a hoarse whisper, ”we are nearly there. I am looking forward to a scotch and a fuck. In the mean time keep your hands busy and light us a couple of cigarettes.”

			Crystal straightened up and adjusted her blouse and opened her bag and shook out and lit two Pall Mall cigarettes extra length, she put the cigarette between his lips and he took a big drag. 

			“Thanks doll, now be a good girl and see if you can find a tune or two on the radio.” He squeezed her arm and put the car into a higher gear.

			“I love to go fast and furious. Do you have a siren? Can you turn it on? Look what I found in my purse just for us, scotch!”

			“Save it, we are here. Home sweet home.” He opened the car door for her and she slid off the cool leather seat, her crinoline slips bunching around her thighs as she exited the car. Jake had to admit she was built like a brick shithouse. He hurried her indoors and started kissing her as the front door closed behind them. She was clinging to him as he half carried her into the downstairs guest bedroom. 

			He set her down on the bed and started undressing her; blouse, bra (he bent down and kissed her creamy breasts) skirt, crinolines one, two, three CRINOLINES, gawd! 

			Crystal was busy loosening Jake’s belt, unzipping his pants and was not the least bit disappointed in his manhood which he quickly inserted into her warm, wet, waiting, 0hhhh. 

			”Ohhh Jake, I want you so much, don’t stop, don’t stop!”

			But Jake pulled out and she climaxed as he massaged her vagina with his hand, he was not taking any chances on an unwanted pregnancy. 

			Crystal on the other hand could think of nothing better than to seal her future with a child by the handsome chief detective.

			“Do you still have that flask, sugar? Now I really could go for a swig!” Jake smacked her on her bare rear end as she climbed off him and fetched her flask.

			“Jaaake, was that a love tap? Here baby open your mouth.” Crystal held his head in an embrace as she found his open mouth and poured the liquor down his throat. The scotch spilled on his bare chest and she started licking it with her tongue. He took the flask from her and poured some in her mouth and some down her bare breast following her lead, he used his tongue expertly.

			The telephone interrupted their sex games and he yanked the receiver out of her hand as she started to answer the phone. “Yeah, what’s going on?” He adjusted his position and swung his legs off the bed.

			“Sorry to bother you, but you should come to Tony McCane’s studio and see what we unearthed. It is vital to our case.”

			Jake could understand that Murphy did not want to say too much on the phone especially not knowing Jake’s situation. “Okay send a car I am not fit to drive tonight. l will be ready.”

			“You got it. I’ll be right there.”

			“Crystal get some clothes on, duty calls.” He jumped off the bed and into the shower and started soaping all over. 

			The shower door opened and Crystal joined him. “Saving water,” she said by way of explanation. “Did you know there is a drought on?” She laughed as she soaped herself and started to put more soap on Jake.

			“That’s enough Crystal. Game over! I have to meet Murphy outside and drop you off. Where do you live?” 

			“That’s okay, my car is at the PM Suburban. I don’t want to take you out of your way since duty calls, big detective. Just drop me off at the cab stand on Walnut and I can take it from there.”

			‘I say Gwendolyn you are a sport,’ Jake thought, but did not say out loud, remembering the punch line from an old joke. 

			The headlights from Murphy’s police car flashed light into the darkened kitchen as Jake put his jacket on and helped Crystal with her coat.

			“Thanks Jake” she smiled up at him, as they joined Murphy in the car.

			“No. thank you Crystal you were just what the doctor ordered. Let’s do this again sometime, with maybe less booze.”

			“Anytime for you Jake.” She gave him a hug and kissed him fervently on his open mouth.

			“Murphy, Crystal wants to be dropped off at the cab stand on Walnut Street and then we can head downtown.” Jake said, handing her a few twenty dollar bills he had ready for the cab fare and she was quick to say;

			“Jake this is too much I don’t want to louse up my amateur standing. I’m only going to the PM Suburban, not Conshohocken.”

			“Scat doll, I have mucho work to do.” 

			She waved good-bye to him but he was talking to his second in command, and did not see her wave. But Murphy stared at her legs as she swung them out of the car and he got a gander at her thighs before she smoothed down her skirts. Crystal recognized the look and put it on the back burner of her mind. One seduction a night, please. How ever she was thrilled with Jake and how the evening evolved. She had set her sites on him the moment he walked into the bar.

			That was her job. The consortium of The White Owl paid her good money to seduce him and keep him from becoming too knowledgeable about their schemes. The consortium knew what a bulldog Jake was when he caught the scent. They knew a lot about the workings of the detective bureau, thanks to their informants, and now the consortium sent in Crystal as a major distraction, they hoped. She worked for them in the past and she was the best. She was beautiful, smart, cultured, and a consummate actress. She was bright, she had to be, to act so dumb. 

			She tried to find out what Murphy was saying to Jake on the telephone but their conversation was guarded, and she got nothing. But they were heading back downtown, so maybe Tony was instrumental in a discovery of something or other. She would have to hurry if she was to make her report to the consortium before the meeting of the full membership.

			The membership of the Cult of the White Owl consisted of men in all walks of life, but with enough money to pay the steep fees the organization required. 

			The White Owl Cult offered protection to the law makers and politicians who had careers in law enforcement or in government. They had the most to lose if the secrets of their infidelities or worse were made public. Those men would pay the most for protection offered by the consortium to keep their secrets confidential. Those government officials would pay big money or in kind or forfeit the lives of those nearest and dearest. An example had to be made clear to the rest, so the money would keep on coming into their coffers.

			The White Owl Cult took in a great deal of money from this present situation. The membership was growing fat from the blackmail inaugurated by their new elected leader, the Keeper of the Keys, of course like all killers he had a secret agenda withheld from even his most trusted lieutenants. But the blackmail scheme played in with his planned revenge. His eyes flamed behind his mask at the outrage perpetrated against him. He would make them suffer, they would all pay dearly for duping him. His identity was a mystery, only a few members in the inner circle knew his name, but others tried to guess, to no avail.

			Crystal fingered the pearl talisman in her pocket. It was in the shape of the owl. She had taken it off her neck before her love making with Jake. It might have piqued his curiosity. “It would be very hard to explain” she imagined.

			She had to contain her feelings for him, and not get emotionally involved, but her mind went back to his touch and a tingle went through her loins at the thought. She wet her lips and paid the cab as he dropped her off at the restaurant, now deserted with just one lone car in the back parking lot, hers.

			She put the white owl talisman around her neck, a bona fide member of the organization, put the car in gear and raced to the rendezvous. 

			The meeting was held in an old gothic church on Township Line. The pews were almost black from the many layers of wax applied over the decades. Seated in the front rows were members of The White Owl order, looking much like rows of nuns in their habits. The flock’s identities were hidden by their pearl masks, white robes and tall, pointed head gear. In the center of the room, on the altar, was a gorgeous white owl with a blanket of South Sea Pearls thrown over the altar that her golden cage rested on. The lighting was subdued but the bird was spotlighted by the tall white candles on either side of her cage. The owl seemed to be enjoying the attention. She had a live field mouse in her claws and she was looking around for any predator who might try to take it away. No one would be that foolish, but she kept turning and seeking. 

			Minerva, the snowy white owl was becoming agitated as the Keeper of the Keys adored the bird by swaying an incense burner directly toward the altar. The fumes of which wafted over the crowd. The worshippers started chanting her name in a steady Gregorian beat, “Minerva, Minerva.” It was jungle like in its rhythm. The owl raised her great white head at the multitude, preened her feathers. and turned her head 180 degrees. She bowed to the multitude of worshipers accepting their homage. She polished off the food offering and was waiting for the cage door to open and then she would receive an even greater reward. She was smart and knew the routine.

			The Keeper of the Keys unlocked the cage door and the crowd roared. The bird looked out at the waiting congregation cheering her name. Daintily stepping to the edge of the cage she projected forward, wings outstretched, then soared over their heads and out the open skylight, climbing higher and higher until she was a white dot in the starlit night sky.

			The relatively new members started shifting from foot to foot convinced they had seen the last of the bird, “So much for our initiation money, there she goes up in the clouds.” A disgruntled member mouthed to his neighbor preparing to leave. His friend grabbed his arm, “Look! The bird is coming back.”

			Minerva swooped into the church hall, wings spread wide and landed on the shoulder of one of the masked men in the center of the crowd. The bird held out her claw and the man handed the bird a small wrapped package containing an 18mm South Sea Pearl. The man, a stranger to the bird, was crying with emotion that he had been chosen and half the money collected from the victim would be his. It was like winning the lottery, and one of the reasons they were all members.

			Crystal witnessed the emotion coming from the chosen person and sympathized with his mixed feelings of grief and triumph. The crowd parted as the Keeper of the Keys walked over to the chosen person and led him away to a hidden room in the back of the church, where he would obtain further instructions on how to deal with his victim. The keeper signaled Minerva who was flying overhead to return to the cage where a reward was waiting, a trembling live lemming, the owls favorite prey, to be devoured alive.

			The Keeper of the Keys turned back to the massive man who was chosen by Minerva for the kill, to give hum his instructions on how to dispense with the District Attorney Richard Smith’s wife Priscilla. 

			It was a well laid out plan to eliminate her in her favorite place where she is the happiest, her country club.

			“What, I am not about to kill myself or spend the rest of my life in prison, what are you thinking? The country club, no way.”

			“The plan is a simple one. She will be drugged and controllable. We have already made arrangements with her club that we are doing a feature on the finest, legendary country clubs in the United States and theirs was chosen over one hundred other similar clubs. They were thrilled. The action will take place next week and you will escort Priscilla to the lounge and her favorite booth. She will be dressed in a white satin gown and carry red roses. You will manipulate her hand around a dry martini, her favorite drink and then you will administer the gas, a fatal does of Carbon Monoxide poisoning. Stop protesting, no one will see you as we have already told them this was a closed shoot . Your assistants will remove the camera equipment and any evidence that might incriminate the Cult and you will place this card which I will give you on Thursday by the already dead Mrs. Smith. You will walk casually out the front door into your car waiting at the curb We then wait and watch the money roll into our coffers and your pocket, since half of everything collected is yours.

			The would be murderer was somewhat mollified when again he heard the ton of money that would soon be his and he shook the Keepers hand.

			“Thank you, see you Thursday. Now where is the whore, I am ready for her.”

			“Patience please and watch your language. Crystal is a lady.”

			“Yeah some lady.” He poured himself another drink from the decanter as the Keeper backed out of the room, shaking his head. 

			“What a prick,” he thought to himself.

			Waiters dressed in black robes went amongst the crowd with morsels of finger food and champagne. Baskets were passed to receive the One Thousand Dollar donation to implement the cost of the crime. Everyone was in a hyper mood and donated happily. This above all was a murder club with benefits. Nothing made the congregation feel more alive than death. They could bank on a big pay day or an outstanding murder or both. Another sensational blackmail or if it came to that a killing! Some wondered when it would be their turn. Others did not care, the suspense of the lottery, there inclusion in this exclusive club, made it all worthwhile even if they were never chosen. 

			Crystal, after eating and drinking with the crowd, was called by the Keeper into the hidden room.

			The men in the crowd watched as she made her way toward the secluded sanctuary where the lucky winner was taken and they nudged each other and snickered. Jealous that the well stacked Crystal was not their prize. 

			The room was dark and empty except for the flickering of the lighted candles and the winning candidate standing naked waiting for her administrations. This was a new part of her responsibilities and she did not like it. She went over to the bar and poured a glass of scotch and drank half of it down.

			“Come here, you are part of my prize.” He was drunk but in good physical shape. somewhere in his early fifties she guessed. He was rocky, and was an emotional wreck she doubted he could pull off his assignment let alone the sex. 

			She moved toward him and he fell down missing the red velvet covered bed and stayed down where he lay on the floor more than half out of it. She pulled her skirts up to keep him from grabbing her. He reached for her buttocks but she kicked his hand away. He tried to get up off the floor but in his drunken state it was impossible. He fell back and she bent down to help him up and he groaned and put her hand on his surprising erection. She knelt in front of him and massaged his member with her fingers. He came quickly gasping for breath and sweating profusely. Finished, he managed to stand up a bit unsteadily with her help, his mask was askew but he was still strong enough to push her aside, out of his way. Staggering from booze and sex he headed for the door, not even bothering to dress. Clutching his clothes in front of him, he left by a side door. Never even looking at her again. 

			Sprawled on the bed and moving only to finish her glass of scotch, Crystal wiped her hands on the sheets. Her skirt was ruined with semen, “Never to be worn again,” she muttered to herself. “That was a slam bang no thank you ma’am,” she paraphrased.

			She picked up her purse and left the candle lit room. By the time she made her way to the church proper it was deserted. No sign of the pearl laden cage and no sign of the owl, no sign of any one. Again the only car in the parking lot was hers. She slowly drove home, alone.

			She liked being with Jake and spying on him and his men when they came into the Suburban plus going to bed with Jake; he was so much fun, a bonus. “It has only been the one time but even so, it was memorable.” What a contrast between that masked creep and Jake.

			She hated her new responsibility having sex with strangers. “They can’t pay me enough to do that again, Sex as a reward thing is over!” She thought to herself, fiddling with the radio for company, and to get that jerk off her mind. 

			“Da da da daaa,” she hummed, then sang with the radio, “Blue moon, I saw you standing alone, without a dream in your heart without a love of my own.”

			“I wonder if Jake was going to McCane’s studio, now that would have been info for the White Owl. Da da deee, hmmmm,”

			“God I’m nothing but loyal, to that weirdo of all people. I guess it’s the money. Money gives me security. Something that was totally lacking in my life. Love and security. Da da…..nummm.”

			I have always counted on my wits to get me out of the tight spots my libido got me into in the first place. After college the jobs for woman were deplorable…A secretary with wages barely enough to survive on, school teacher which were worse or marriage and kids, no thank you. My good looks saved me from a fate worse than death and I worked Atlantic City night clubs, The 500, the Cotton club, the Brighton Hotel all hot spots. That is where I met a representative of the White Owl who asked if I would like to make real money. I said I am making money. No, he said, I mean big money. Who do I have to kill, I asked. No one, just do what you are doing here in Atlantic City only in Philadelphia and report to The White Owl Cult. The White Owl Club I never heard of it, no he said the White Owl Cult. He reached into his pocket and peeled off Five Hundred Dollars in One Hundred Dollar bills, he handed me a creamy white card embossed with The White Owl logo and the telephone number along with the money and said to call when I get in the city for further instructions. I was not too far wrong when I said murder, as it turned out I was right on. When you play around with big money, other people’s money, someone will turn up dead. 

			“Blue moon without a love of my own, da da dumdum” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 9

			The lights were ablaze in Tony McCane’s studio. The police were a significant presence and Jake arrived in the midst of the hubbub.

			“Show me what is so exciting that you dragged me here on the one night I took off.” Jake followed his young lieutenant down a flight of stairs into a dark room where a group of officers were looking at eight by ten photographs.

			“Here Chief, is hard evidence that McCane is somehow involved in these murders.” The police officers stepped aside and hanging on a wire with clothes pin type apparatus were photographs of the two victims scantily dressed, more provocative than if they were nude.

			“Those are some discovery, are there any more ladies in like poses?” Jake questioned.

			“Yes sir, over there by the sink, six or seven more.” One of the officers answered.

			“Chief, this!” Murphy held up a picture of the dark skinned, handsome, presumably Russian man, in two photographs with Daphne Carter in a sexual pose.

			The photographs were artistic and stylized and caught Tony McCane in a lie and perhaps a noose.

			“Where is he? Is he on the premises? I want him here right now, on the double.” Jake was ice cold with anger, and the two policemen were already half way up the stairs following Jake’s orders.

			The policemen escorted the miscreant down the stairs after apprehending him on his way out the door and then stopped directly in front of Jake.

			“Murphy show our friend the photographs we found in his dark room.” Jake gave Tony a hard stare. 

			“What’s going on? I never come down here. I don’t understand” Tony stopped and gaped at the pictures of the two female victims in happier times.

			“I never saw those photos before.” 

			Jake spread out the rest of the photos of the laughing ladies, holding back the dark skinned Russian man. “Nor any of the those, either.” Pointing to the pictures by the sink, a note of panic creeping into Tony’s voice. “Do you think I would give you access to my premises in order to incriminate myself.” 

			“I don’t know what your game is mister, I only know you are up to your ass in circumstantial evidence,” Jake leaned closer to him, “and for your information people have been hung on less. Take him to the station for further questioning. One more thing before they take you, we found this picture as well, ring any bells?” Jake waved the photo of the Russian man in front of his face.

			“Oh my God, Alain!” shoulders hunched, he followed the officer back up the stairs, then into the squad car.

			Murphy looked at Jake, “aren’t we going to the station to question him?”

			“He will keep awhile. Look at the woman, they look as if they were all cut from the same cookie cutter; beautiful, alluring and seduced. What are we missing?” Jake questioned.

			“They have no children, their husbands are prominent and not the coming home for dinner kind of guys. Their marriages are like ships that pass in the night.” Murphy analyzed, ticking off his remarks on his fingers.

			“Yeah, from what the mayor said and even Councilman Carter, their wives were still asleep in the mornings as well.” Jake mused.

			“Do we have the names and addresses of these other woman? And how did you know they had no children?” Jake asked Murphy.

			“Turn the picture over, the facts are all written on the back of the photo.” Murphy turned one of the pictures and showed him the neatly typed resume of each of the women, including their bank accounts.

			“It’s as though they were applying for a job. Little do they know the job they might get is death. Our first priority is to cal,l no bring, the woman to the station, as fast as you can. I will get a ride with one of the other officers. You get going.”

			“Yes, but, Chief one of these woman is married to the assistant governor. How am I going to get her?”

			“Don’t start with her, get the fire chief’s wife and the judge’s wife and for God’s sake, get Richard Smith, the D.A.’s wife. Get her first.”

			“I didn’t even know he was married.” Murphy said getting in his car.

			“Which I think proves your theory completely.” Jake said giving orders to close the studio, turn out the lights, and return the keys to Tony McCane at headquarters. 

			“Get me the D.A. at his home at once, it’s urgent.” Jake called to the desk sergeant on duty at this hour of the morning. “Transfer the call to my office.”

			Jake hung up his coat and picked up the telephone on the first ring. 

			“Richard?”

			“I know this is important or you would not be calling me at this hour. What’s going on?” Richard was trying to show patience and trust in his sleepy, slightly hoarse voice.

			“Is Priscilla with you?” Jake asked quietly.

			“Yes, is this a joke?” Loosing patience.

			“Richard I want you to get dressed and come down to the station, the both of you, right away. I will explain when you get here. I am not kidding, I will be glad to send a squad car for you, in fact I would rather.” Jake said.

			“No, not necessary, we will be there in twenty minutes, no traffic at this time of night or should I say morning.” The D.A. hung up and kissed his wife awake.

			“Something important has come up and Jake wants us both down at headquarters in twenty minutes.” 

			Richard, threw water on his face in the bathoom and gave his hair a swipe with his brush. He put on jeans and a sweater and slipped into his loafers. He grabbed a coat from the hall closet and the car keys out of the bowl on the foyer table and headed out the door to start the car. “Hurry up Priscilla, just throw on anything and let’s go.”

			Priscilla was halfway down the stairs, after changing into jeans and a cardigan sweater, when the explosion rocked the house and blew out the plate glass window in the dining room. The sky was flaming red from the fire and debris was dropping on the neighborhood from the remains of the car and everything else.

			Priscilla was flung down the stairs from the force of the blast, and she fell in a heap at the bottom. Dazed from the fall, she could not fathom what had just happened. “Richard,” she whispered picking herself up, “Richard,” she screamed realization washing over her, “Richard,” as she threw open the front door that was now hanging off its hinges and faced the conflagration. There was nothing left of her car, just flaming rubble, nothing left of Richard, nothing at all.

			She heard sirens in the distance but she could not move off the front lawn staring at what was once her Richard, her love, her life.

			She was wrapped in a blanket that a medic arriving at the house, provided. She was in shock but she waited for Jake, she knew he would come and explain to her what happened to Richard who was behind the wheel of her car now a wreck of twisted metal. She had no comprehension. Except, she thought, was it meant for her? Was she supposed to blow up? Jake rushed to her side and held her tight. She looked up at him, shocked. Her eyes the color of a gray day were wet with tears. Her ash blond hair falling in her face. 

			She clung to his arm, “Jake it was meant for me! That’s my car!” 

			“Come on Priscilla, let’s get you checked out at the hospital, I’ll come with you. I’m not going to let anything happen to you if I can help it.” Jake lifted her up and wrapped the blanket more tightly around her as she got into the ambulance. Jake climbed in after and told his officer to follow in his car.

			“Murphy,” who left the precinct with Jake stood by the ambulance waiting for orders. “I want you to stay on the scene and wait for forensics. Cordon everything off so there will be nothing to disturb the crime scene. I will be at the hospital with Mrs. Smith.”

			“Yes sir, I will stay right here until I hear from you, or receive further instructions.” Murphy looked around, hands on his hips, surveying the horrific scene; the busted plate glass window, the front door hanging off its hinges, the car smoldering in the driveway, he prayed, “God have mercy on Richard’s soul, he was a good man.”

			Richard my good friend, killed by mistake. Would he have wanted it to be him and not Priscilla? My guess is yes, but he would have rather it was neither and that the maniac was caught; preferably by me. Jake’s dark thoughts kept surfacing as he was jolted from side to side by the ambulance’s rough ride as it sped toward the nearest hospital. No chance of a card in that mess. Poor Dr. Smith, he was really going to earn his pay check tonight. But in my opinion this job was bungled. No ambience, no finesse, no card, and possibly no probably, the wrong victim.

			Jake patted Priscilla’s hand his thoughts still on Richard… she moaned from the sedative the medic gave her and held on to Jake’s fingers even though mentally out of it. 

			The doctors in the emergency room gave her top priority, with Jake pacing outside her door, while they examined her. 

			“Sir, you can come in now, she is awake and ready to be discharged. This is one strong gal.” The doctor smiled at Priscilla and said, “I’ll sign your discharge papers and you can go home.”

			“Home, I don’t want to go home, Jake where can I go that’s safe?” 

			“Let’s get out of here and I’ll put you in protective custody. You are the first would be victim that lived. You have to be a fountain of information, if I can figure the right questions to ask. But all that can wait till tomorrow when you are not as stressed. You can sleep at my house tonight and I’ll put a police officer on guard.” Jake led her to his car as he told her his plans.

			“Drive to my house officer, and use the radio phone to call the station for a detail to stand guard outside. Check on Murphy and if he thinks the Smith house is secure he can leave, but replace him with a beat cop as well. We don’t want any scavengers. You stay near by till you are replaced I am not taking any chances with Mrs. Smith’s life.”

			“Yes sir, I will get right on it,” said the officer picking up the car radio phone and contacting the precinct.

			When Jake and Priscilla entered the house the telephone was ringing loudly in the kitchen. Jake left her in the living room and rushed to answer.

			“This is Babs Babinsky, Assistant D.A. Jake, I just heard about Richard, what can I do to help?”

			“Thank you Babs but there is nothing except some shut eye right now. I have Mrs. Smith with me and I will put her in protective custody tomorrow or later today considering the hour. Please call the commissioner to meet me at headquarters and you as well as his special assistant, so we can make the funeral arrangements. It will be a big one, with every dignitary in the state in attendance. Good night Babs and thanks for calling, I will see you later.” Jake hung up and made Priscilla comfortable in the guest room and climbed the stairs to his bedroom and sleep, sweet sleep.

			The bedroom extension telephone was ringing loudly in his ear,” I thought I answered that darn thing, why is it still ringing? I must be dreaming.” Jake turned over and put the pillow over his head to cut out the raucous sound.

			“Jake, Jake wake up. Your wanted on the phone. It’s the precinct, they want you.” Priscilla touched his shoulder and Jake sat up in bed. 

			“Okay I’m up, could you put the coffee on, you’ll find all the fixings in the kitchen?” Jake waited till she left the room before answering the phone.

			When Jake and Priscilla arrived at the station the commissioner and the mayor were already there and Babs Babinsky walked in at the same time Jake and Priscilla did. Everyone stood up and offered their condolences to Priscilla with so much sympathy that she burst out crying again.

			Jake felt it was better for Priscilla to wait with Annie in one of the interrogation rooms. She had little or no input in making the funeral arrangements. Those arrangements were in the hands of the Philadelphia City Hall.

			“Do you think she will be okay?” Babs asked concerned.

			“It is finally sinking in, that the bomb was meant for her. Richard was killed by mistake.” Jake had everyone’s full attention. “Driving over to the station she told me how the mistake could have happened. Richard was in a hurry he had told me he would be at the station in twenty minutes. His last words to Priscilla were,“Hurry up.” He then grabbed her car keys off the table because she was parked behind his car and he did not want to waste the time moving both cars, so he took hers. It was damned lucky they both weren’t killed.“

			The commissioner agreed, “the fates were with Priscilla and it was a good thing because we finally have a break in the case, a live witness!”

			“Yes commissioner and Tony McCane in custody. But we are all here to send Richard off in style. I suggest a corps of police officers in dress blues, a parade of motorcycle police officers, state troopers in cars, and horses on parade, plus private cars for the dignitaries. Cordon off the streets and we will hold the service at Independence Hall.

			Those are my suggestions, now if you will excuse me I have to question my witness and interrogate McCane and bring justice for my friend Richard. Not necessarily in that order.” Jake left the commissioner and the rest of the company in the conference room with their mouths open at his curt instructions and exit from the meeting. He then proceeded to the interrogation rooms, basically relived to get away from the responsibility of making further suggestions. 

			“I have no idea why you are interrogating me I have told you all I know.”

			McCane said wringing his hands in a nervous gesture.

			“Now you know that isn’t true. You lied to my face. You lied to my detective. Why don’t you come clean and make it easy on yourself? We have you at two crime scene’s, you photographed both victim’s half nude. You denied knowing the dark skin man in the photographs and yet there he was in your studio intimately posing with the victims and you called him by name, Alain.” Jake was sitting across from McCane reiterating his facts one by one with the hope of a melt down.

			“Alain, yes I know him. He worked for me when he arrived from Russia a few months ago. A magnificent talent. He could make a photograph come alive. I originally hired him as a model but he was too distracting to the girls. I never got any work done,” McCane appealed to Jake. “The girls and even some of the male models were always glancing at him and did not pay attention to my directions. He lacked discipline and enjoyed the limelight. If he was photographing or posing, it did not matter, he was too upsetting. I finally had to tell him he could not work for me any longer, nothing was getting done.” McCane finished and asked for water.

			The door opened and water was brought in, Jake lit a cigarette and offered the pack to his adversary.

			“You say he arrived from Russia a few months ago and yet he was in your studio ten years ago by your own reckoning when you were shown the photograph. Why did you lie? You said you did not know him, you lied!” Jake rocked back on his chair and stared hard at McCane.

			“I want my lawyer. I know my rights. I want my lawyer. I am not saying another word till I see my lawyer.” McCane folded his arms across his chest and clamped his lips shut.

			The chair Jake was sitting on crashed against the wall as he got up in disgust and left the room.

			Murphy met him in the hall and asked if he could have a go at him.

			“Let me try a different approach. He admitted he gave Alain a job a few months ago and knew him about ten years ago. I am curious about the snapshot we found in Natalie’s house. That could tie Alain, what’s his last name?” Jake shrugged. “I can find out. Let me question him about Alain.”

			“Go get him, I’ll be watching in here,” Jake said moving to the mirrored room where he could watch and listen to Murphy’s interrogation. 

			“I see you have water Tony, can I get coffee, cigarettes anything else for you?” Murphy was trying to be hospitable and gain his trust.

			“Listen man, all I want is my lawyer and to get out of here. That would suit me just fine.” He put both hands flat on the table and pushed himself up,

			“Now sit on down their son, you are not going anywhere with or without your lawyer. Things look bad for you I’m afraid.” Murphy put his hand on Tony’s arm. “Look at it my way and take it piece by piece. Most important you were at both crime scenes. What did you see? What aren’t you telling me? Are you covering up for some one? I hope their worth it cause you’ll be going away for a long, long time.” Exasperated Murphy pushed harder. “Don’t be a fool. Tell me. Make it easy on yourself. I personally think you are an innocent victim of circumstance, get it off your chest.” Murphy lit two cigarettes and handed Tony one. “Let’s start with the dark skin man, Alain. Alain what? Last name?” Murphy looked at Tony for an answer.

			“Alain Kowanov, Alain Kowanov. I don’t want to go to jail, detective. If I talk will I be implicated? I didn’t know anything criminal was going on. l gave Alain the studio evenings for nude photo sessions for a camera club, or so I was told. Alain was the assistant tennis pro at the country club during the day where the ladies in the photos belonged. The women were all members and hung out at the club together. They played tennis and some took lessons from Alain who was the assistant pro, as I said. When they weren’t playing tennis or having their three martini lunches they played backgammon for pretty high stakes. They were a pretty close group with plenty in common.” 

			“I get the picture Tony, bored housewives meet tall, dark, and handsome. A mixture for disaster.” Murphy sat back on his chair and thought this was the link the chief was looking for. The connection. McCane was talking and needed to be asked the right questions. Murphy was contemplating his next step, when Detective Burns came in to relieve him.

			“Chief wants to see you pronto Murphy, I’ll take over for you.” Murphy nodded to Tony and left the room to Burnsey. 

			“How are you doing there Mr. McCane? Is there something I can do for you until Detective Murphy get’s back?” Burnsey sat down on the vacated chair.

			“I want my lawyer and I want to get out of here. My business does not run itself you know.”

			“I am sure of that, and you have some business, that’s for sure.

			All those gorgeous models, wow.” Burnsey gave a low whistle.

			Tony McCane laughed in spite of himself and seemed to settle in his seat more comfortably. Burnsey seemed to be an old acquaintance who just dropped by to keep him company till they started questioning him again. “Yeah, it was always my dream as a child to take pictures of beautiful women dressed to kill. If you’ll pardon the pun.”

			“Good one. But I was just wondering with all the beautiful girls running around the studio, why pick on society dames?” Burnsey leaned toward him intimately.

			Tony McCane inclined his head closer to the detective, “Money!”

			“Money, I did not think money entered in artistic achievement.”

			“It does when blackmail is involved.” Tony admitted with a sly smile on his face.

			“Blackmail, you or the society women?” Shocked at what McCane was revealing.

			McCane sat back away from the table, afraid he had said too much, a Freudian slip or was it. “No more. I want my lawyer.”

			“How about those Phillies?” said Burnsey pushing the pack of cigarettes toward his would be informant.

			“Done! I’m done.” Tony took one of the cigarettes that fell from the pack. The detective offered his lighter and they looked into each other’s eyes over the flame.

			Guilt was written all over McCane’s face. Burnsey knew what he had said and McCane realized he revealed too much.

			‘You know detective you could have all the beautiful women you want, even the society dames, if you would do a favor from time to time for the White Owl.” McCane said whispering close to Burnsey’s ear.

			“Wow here you are one step from the electric chair and your propositioning me, but how do you know I am not already a member? Everyone wears masks don’t they? How about those Phillies?” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 10

			“Chief why did you take me away I was really getting somewhere.” Murphy was puzzled.

			“I pulled you away because Carter is weeping buckets in my office saying he is guilty for withholding evidence. I want you with me when I question him. Let’s go.” Jake and Murphy walked briskly toward Jake’s office, passing Annie holding Priscilla’s hand trying to comfort the terrified woman.

			“What is going on Mr. Carter? Why are you so distraught,” Jake asked pulling up a chair next to the weeping man.

			Murphy poured a shot of whiskey for Carter, from the bottle in Jake’s desk. “Here, maybe this will help.” Murphy placed the glass near Carter’s hand, and withdrew to the window.

			“Chief Guiliani I have a confession to make, but in my own defense I thought it was some crackpot trying to extort money from me.” 

			“Who was trying to extort money from you? Did you get a name?” Jake asked leaning forward.

			“No name just a title, The White Owl, I laughed at the guy. I told him I was too busy for his nonsense and then I hung up. He called back, it was amazing he kept getting through to me, my phone calls are screened, but somehow he did and there he was again, threatening me.” He downed the whiskey in one swallow and looked to Murphy for a refill, which he obliged, Jake gestured to leave the bottle.

			“He said he had damaging photographs of my wife that would ruin my chances of ever becoming governor of any state, let alone Pennsylvania.” Carter sipped at the second whiskey.

			“I asked where are these so called pictures and what was she doing that was so damaging, robbing a jewelry store?” Carter was now under complete control the liquor was working on his nervous system.

			“He said Oh no Mr. Carter much juicier than that, she was writhing in the arms of her lover, and I have it all on film.”

			“What did you do?” Jake asked.

			“I hung up on him.” Carter looked at Jake with tears running down his cheeks.

			“It is all my fault, he warned me that there would be consequences, dire consequences but I just laughed. I am so guilty, and my wife is gone and I could have saved her.”

			“How much did the blackmailer try to extort from you?” Jake asked watching Murphy taking notes by the window.

			“Now after what happened I would have paid everything he asked for mortgaged my house to the hilt, sold the car anything. 

			He asked for $100,000.00 in untraceable $100.00 bills.” The office was silent as Carter stopped talking and Jake and his detective stared at him.

			“Why did you withhold this information at the time of your wife’s death? Why are you coming forward now?” Jake lit a cigarette and exhaled the smoke toward the ceiling, waiting for his answer.

			“At the time of Daphne’s death I was so shattered I did not think about it, and she was gone, so I guess I was trying to hold on to the shreds of my career, but recently I received a letter from The White Owl threatening to go public with the pictures of Daphne in her salubrious state if I did not pay what was demanded in the first place.

			I am finished politically anyway so let the chips fall where they may, if I can be of some help catching the son of a bitch. I am your man. He murdered my darling wife, and I did not take him seriously. I feel as guilty as the so called White Owl.” 

			“Have you told anyone about your decision to resign as councilman?” At Carter’s negative answer, Jake continued his trend of thought. “Well don’t. let’s keep this between ourselves for now and let me plan how to trap this guy into revealing himself. Go home or to the office and act normally. If he gets in contact with you again, stall him. Just act as normally as possible, after all you are still grieving, that is in our favor.” Jake walked the councilman to the door; “One more word to the wise; you never pay a blackmailer, because it never ends.” Jake stood there watching him walk away, a man apparently shattered by guilt and loss.

			“Murphy do you know if the mayor is in his office?” Jake questioned as he reached for the telephone on his desk and started dialing. 

			“Yes, are you calling him?” Murphy asked puzzled at the question.

			“Sorry Murphy just thinking out loud. Yes, hello Gerry, I wonder if you can come over to headquarters as soon as possible, I need to ask you some questions. No, this is not an arrest, very funny. I just need some clarification. Thank you, see you when? An hour, see you then.” He hung up.

			“Murphy I think we should go back to interrogating Mr. McCane. Are you ready for your next session with him? I am going to leave it up to you to pull out what he knows. You are doing a swell job so far. Also see to it that Mr. Carter’s telephones are bugged, house and office and use an outside source.”

			Murphy looked at Jake, “Do you suspect a mole in the department?”

			“Something is going on and I don’t want the department involved, if I can help it. Let’s just keep it on the q.t.”

			They left the office together heading for the interrogation room, where McCane was waiting with Burnsey. He refused to answer any more questions until he could talk to Murphy again. He did not want to confuse matters by messing up any deal he might make. He felt very fragile right then.

			Murphy walked into the interrogation room and relieved Burnsey and gave him the message that the chief was waiting for him. 

			Then Burnsey took Murphy aside and brought him up to date on his conversation with McCane. “He practically admitted blackmail.” 

			Jake greeted Burnsey, “I want you to accompany me when I talk to our star witness. She is our only victim still alive.” Jake pushed the door open and was startled to see Babs Babinsky sitting with Annie and Priscilla.

			“Babs good to see you, but surprised. Richard rarely got involved with the day to day questioning of witnesses and suspects, he waited till the report was on his desk.” Burnsey stood behind Jake as he pulled up a chair. He pulled out his notebook to take notes in case anything significant was said.

			“You don’t mind a little note taking ladies. It is always good as a history or at least a reminder.” 

			“Priscilla, did you pose nude for Tony McCane or one of his subordinates?” Jake went right to it, addressing the gorilla in the room. “Now be careful what you say, we have corroborating evidence that you were a participant.”

			“Dear God, we thought it was just a lark, nothing to take seriously, but when Cat was found murdered and then Daffy, Daphne, I got so scared. Of course I was not involved to the extent they were. They had multiple affairs, especially Daffy.” Priscilla wiped the tears away and blew her nose. “I did take pictures with them, after a three martini lunch it sounded like fun plus I was flattered, not to speak ill of Richard but he, he, rarely looked at me that way, for some time The blackmail started directly after, not just threatening to show our husbands but also releasing the photo’s to the magazines and the sleazier papers. We were panicked, our husband’s careers were at stake not to mention our reputations and our marriages. Cat gave up her beautiful emerald ring and Daphne didn’t want to give up anything. She mouthed off to them and they batted her around. Oh not in the face but punching her in the ribs and stomach. She crumbled after that and took off her diamond engagement ring and gave it up.”

			“Where were you when all this was going on? Were all three of you together? Where were they?” Jake repeated quietly holding Priscilla’s hand, not wanting to get her more upset than she already was.

			“Where? I am not sure. We had been partying and it was dark, I remember no moon and the men were masked. We were playing games. The girls, Cat and Daphne and I were together and we were having a hilarious time when we started out. Someone had a bottle of booze in the car and we were pretty drunk. We got out of the car at what looked like an old gothic church, but really Jake I can’t be sure.”

			“For the sake of argument let’s say you’re right, what happened next?” Jake was impatient to get on with it.

			“We went into the building by a side door and I remember a red velvet chaise lounge clearly, because I made for it, the booze was doing a number on my stomach so it felt good to lie down. Before I knew it one of the masked men lay down beside me and started petting me and unbuttoning my blouse and lifting my skirt to my thighs. He kept telling me how beautiful I was, how desirable, I was so flattered I just melted against him, a perfect stranger for all I knew. I looked around to see what the others were doing and they had all disappeared. I heard giggling in one of the rooms off the main one where I was but it was faint and I was busy being made love too. I did not even know who he was and what was shocking in hindsight, I didn’t care. What I wasn’t aware of was; they were filming me.” She started sobbing, “My Richard was murdered because I wanted a cheap thrill, I will never forgive myself.” Tears streamed down her face.

			“Listen let’s take a break, give Priscilla a chance to compose herself, have some lunch and a drink and we will continue after that. How does that sound Pris?”

			At her acceptance they left the room. Annie stayed and ordered lunch. “Chinese okay, Priscilla?”

			Jake, Babs and Burnsey got into the elevator together, “Let’s eat at Bains Deli just around the corner on Chestnut Street. Their sandwiches are the best?” Jake questioned everyone.

			“Fine with me.” Babs said.

			“Me too.” Burnsey made it unanimous.

			They stopped in front of the Bains Deli front window to admire the array of food displayed there looking so delectable and mouth watering.

			“Let’s eat.” Jake said pushing open the glass doors. Laughing they walked in and placed their order at the counter.

			“I feel sorry for Mrs. Smith,” Burnsey said between mouthfuls. “Boredom can be a slippery slope, which she proved and now she has to live with it forever.”

			“Yes she could be the unlucky one for surviving, unlike her so called friends that are blissfully dead with no music to face.” Babs sipped her beer and waited for a reaction. She didn’t have long to wait. The men out did each other defending her.

			Jake won hands down with the question, “Was Richard contacted? Was he offered protection? We can’t ask him due to his untimely death, but maybe his wife may have an inkling. We still have to question the mayor. Was he asked to pay protection? We don’t know how far this has gone, and to what level.”

			“Priscilla was forthcoming with what the other ladies gave up but not what she gave up. What piece of valuable jewelry did she forfeit to the blackmailers?”

			“Good point Babs. Eat up, I have to get back to the precinct to meet the mayor, a lot hinges on his answers.” Jake stood up bill in hand and paid the cashier and asked for a receipt.

			[image: ]

			“It is good of you to come over Gerry, I want to keep you involved. I have McCane in interrogation with Detective Murphy, Priscilla Smith in tears with Annie and lurid photographs of all the victims in compromising poses. Except for the maid. Nothing on her as yet.”

			The mayor paled when the pictures were mentioned and it was not lost on Jake.

			“Did you see the pictures? Are they here at the station? Did everyone?” The mayor sat down heavily in the offered chair, and asked the questions that could ruin his life’s work. He groped for one of the cigarettes that Jake tossed across the desk, with shaking hands.

			Trying to compose himself, he lit the cigarette. “I was contacted by a person that called himself the White Owl, Keeper of the Keys. I have received many unusual phone calls while in office, but I paid attention to this one. His voice was sinister and threatening. He was demanding money or kind or else he was going to release incriminating and obscene photos of my wife having sex, to the press.” Gerry admitted, taking deep drags from his cigarette.

			“Did you pay?” Jake was quick to ask.

			“No! You never pay a blackmailer. It never ends, you know that. I basically thought he was bluffing. My wife was always there for me, except when she went to the club with her friends when I was either at work or at a meeting related to work. But when I got home there she was, greeting me at the door. It never entered my mind that she was unfaithful. I never expected them to kill her either, never that. I would have paid anything, forever. They are still demanding money or they will release the photos. I don’t think my career can stand the publicity, but I told them to release them and be damned!

			“Gerry.”

			“Jake, through no fault of mine everything I worked for is ruined.” 

			“Not on my watch. I will get this guy and we will clean up this mess. I swear he will burn!”

			Their meeting was so impassioned they did not notice the officer standing along side of the doorway listening to their conversation. As the mayor stood up to leave, the eavesdropper backed away from the doorway and disappeared down the hall. 

			Jake accompanied the mayor down the hall, on his way to McCane’s interrogation and said good-bye with a firm handshake and instructions not to do anything without consulting him first. He knew in the minuscule world of city politics a wife exposed to infidelity and murder would end her husbands career. He would never get another vote. Shaking his head Jake entered the mirrored room and listened to a very heated discussion between Murphy and Tony McCane. Both men were standing and in each other’s face.

			Murphy was arguing, “you cannot stand there and tell me you were not involved in some aspect of these homicides?” 

			“I am innocent. I was set up by Alain. He’s the one you want, not me.”

			“For God’s sake sit down and tell me the truth. I know you are lying through your teeth. It will go much easier if you tell me what you know. I am sure you didn’t want to be involved with murder, did you?” Murphy asked but then threw in, “only blackmail.”

			“No, God no, it was all a misunderstanding a mistake. I needed the money. 

			He buried his head in his hands and looked up startled when his attorney barged in with Jake right behind him, demanding McCane’s immediate release. 

			“Have you charged my client with a crime? No, then this interrogation is over. Mr. McCane please follow me and we will get your things and sign you out of here. Please unlock the handcuffs.” The attorney said confidently.

			Murphy looked at Jake, “Release him, but McCane do not leave the city

			under any circumstances. You will be watched. You lawyered up but in my book you are as guilty as sin.”

			“Watch yourself Chief, you could be guilty of slander.” The attorney said as he guided NcCane out the door. 

			“Sue me!” Jake said kicking the door shut forcefully with his foot.

			“Let’s see how the ladies are doing. “

			“Chief why did we not book him on blackmail charges? You just let him go.” Jake just shook his head. “Shall I come with you Chief?” Murphy asked Jake’s back since he was the only one who had no lunch.

			“You know you look hungry to me. Why don’t you grab something and meet me back here, we can coordinate later?”

			“ I think he must be a mind reader, three o’clock in the afternoon and no food or drink, doesn’t take much of a seer,’ Murphy thought galloping toward the exit. 

			“Hey Murphy where’s the fire?”

			Murphy kept on heading for the door, not answering anyone. 

			“Whoa up Murphy, what did you do with the chief?” Burnsey asked meeting him on the front steps.

			“He’s with Mrs. Smith and looking for you.” Murphy lied, and laughed to himself, as Burnsey scampered away. You had to have some fun at this job.

			“Priscilla you seem to have pulled yourself together for the moment, so let’s get to it, if you would excuse us for now,” Jake said glancing in Annie’s direction.

			“Could you bring in some tea,” at Priscilla’s nod, “and coffee for me, hot.”

			“Make that two coffees please Annie. You sent for me Chief?” Burnsey took a position behind Jake.

			“Your friends contributed expensive pieces of jewelry in order to keep their secrets safe, what did you contribute?” Jake looked at her fidget and waited for her answer, ignoring Burnsey’s interruption.

			“A diamond brooch my mother left me in her Will.” Jake immediately stared at her right shoulder, of course the brooch was missing. How could I have missed that knock out? He thought.

			“I did not want it to cost Richard any money for my indiscretions so I sacrificed my mother’s brooch.”

			“Was it insured?” Jake asked.

			“As a matter of fact, it was.” Priscilla stared into Jake’s eyes.

			“That will be a hefty payout, the insurance dicks will be on the case and in my hair. Damn.”

			“But it wasn’t enough, they demanded more and threatened to get it from Richard one way or another.” Her tea came as did the coffee carried by the unformed officer. Annie was not to be seen. Jake noticed her absence but no one else did.

			“I guess I have to square it with Annie, for some reason. Woman, you can’t live with them and you can’t live without them, blast. 

			They did contact Richard didn’t they Priscilla and Richard knew about the photo’s and the parties? What did he say or do and why didn’t he get in touch with me? We were more than colleagues, we were friends.” Jake said getting on with the questioning.

			“I begged him not too. I told him it was not just me that was involved but my friends as well. He said he would do some investigating on his own but then the murders were committed and he panicked, but he was going to you the next day. He was killed before he had a chance and it should have been me.” Tears flowed freely from her gray eyes and the men were embarrassed for her. 

			“You are going to have to get hold of yourself Priscilla, you are right now our only lead in this whole sorrowful mess. Detective Burns is going to sit down with you and get a written statement. Write down everything that you can remember from the time you met the tennis pro at the club to the present day. By the way did you take tennis lessons from him?” At her affirmative nod he continued, “Write down any secrets the other ladies might have told you over cocktails. Write down every thing no matter how trivial you might think it is. It may be the answer to the whole case. Okay. Afterward you will be taken to your hotel room for a meal and sleep and then we will start again tomorrow. Thank you.” Jake stood up and left the room and headed back to his office,

			Priscilla sat there with her mouth open, but bent her head and started to write.

			“Oh Chief there is an insurance person in your office waiting for you…I told her you would be right along.”

			“Thanks Tom, I am heading that way.” His office door was closed and when he opened it, he could not believe his eyes. His day had just picked up.

			“Kendra.”

			“Hello Jake, I am working on a mysterious disappearance of a diamond brooch. Is it tied up in your recent murder case?”

			“Oh yes, but how did you know?”

			“It’s my business to know especially when the claim is in the thousands as in this case file . The serial murder case The White Owl, the one you and the whole department are working on. The robbery victim is Priscilla Smith the DA’s wife. I am so sorry about your friend Jake I know you were close.”

			“Unfortunately not close enough, he never told me that they were in trouble, Maybe I could have helped. I am very happy to see you Kendra, how is everything going in your world.” Jake made himself comfortable behind his desk as Kendra was already at ease in the chair in front of him. “Can I offer you a scotch,” At her affirmative nod he took out the two crystal glasses and the bottle and poured generous shots for both of them. He lit her cigarette and stared at her with desire.

			“I am glad I am on this case Jake because I wanted a chance to tell you that Sal is back in my life. He and his wife are in the process of a divorce and the Don is living with Elizabeth in his mansion, as we speak. When the divorce is final he will marry her and I will marry Sal and we will return to the South of France to live permanently. We were very happy there and nothing is holding either one of us in the states” 

			“I am very impressed Kendra how you land on your feet. No, don’t get upset with me I mean it as a compliment. You have no regard that he is a harden criminal, from an infamous crime family, but none of that matters to you.” Jake shook his head and polished off his scotch and poured another taste for himself and noticed Kendra’s glass was empty and he refilled it for her. He also noticed she was wearing the very big diamond.

			“You forget Jake that when you and I met I was madly in love with him and worried to death that something happened to him.” She sipped her drink, the diamond flashing in the low office light. “Jake I cannot stay longer but I wish it were you and me that were going to the South of France but you never returned my robe.” 

			He watched her walk out the door and out of hi life. What robe? He wondered.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 11

			The inner circle of the White Owl consortium was assembled at the church. The candles were lit and wine was being served by the black robed acolytes of the order. The Keeper of the Keys was seated at the head of the long rectangular table playing with his wine glass and chain smoking a quality cigarillo that were made for him in Havana, Cuba. 

			“The revolution in Cuba may soon put an end to your cigarillo peccadillo.” His second in command seated on his right side laughed at his own cleverness. 

			The White Owl threw him a look that, even though he was masked, was lethal. The truth be told he was seething mad. He nodded to the sergeant at arms and the meeting was called to order. 

			The coterie of members put their hands to their chest and chanted the prayer to the white owl who was in her gilded cage behind the Keeper of the Keys. Minerva’s cage was resting on her blanket of South Sea Pearls that every year grew larger and more valuable.

			“A bloody fortune, on a bird.” One disgruntled member muttered.

			“Hush he will hear you.” The only female member at the table whispered fearing reprisals.

			The Keeper of the Keys again looked at the sergeant and the chant to the white owl began filling the room. He banged his staff onto the hard marble floor again with a resounding boom that reverberated around the church. The chanting ceased and a side door opened and a white robed figure supported by two burly black robed men-at-arms, was dragged into the room.

			“This man that you see before you broke our trust, ignored our well- laid out plans made at great expense to our membership and put the whole organization in jeopardy by his stupidity. He disobeyed my direct orders and on his own, killed an important source of income plus left a witness to the inner workings of our consortium, with no chance of redeeming our cash outlay.”

			“It was an unforeseen mistake. How could I know the husband would get behind the wheel of that damned car? With Mr. McCane in lock-up I could not get his help in orchestrating the death of Mrs. Smith, so I used my own methods. I know you said it was arranged but I was bit no a lot uncomfortable. He defiantly folded his arms across his chest and stopped speaking.

			“Are you more comfortable now? This is a free country so you have a right to be heard but now it is my turn. Your crude solution to what was not even a problem to begin with, has cost us money and the scrutiny of Jake Guiliani. You have murdered a high ranking officer of the law. The police will never rest till the killer is apprehended. We, the consortium, I speak for all, will give them their murderer and perhaps that will be enough to save us. Disrobe him and get him out of our sight.”

			The men-in-arms stripped the mask and the robes off the unfortunate man and a gasp went up from the gathered members as he was identified.

			Crystal was not surprised as she recognized the sweating, well built older man that was so rude and abrupt to her in the red velvet bedroom. “Good Riddance, if it isn’t too late to save the organization and ourselves from going to jail or worse.” 

			The Keeper, beckoned to the tall, burly figure who seemed to be the leader of the two and whispered in his ear as to what he wanted done to the miscreant. He handed him a note to be placed on the body before his death. The acolyte in black nodded and took up his position on the right side of the victim and helped drag him from the room. His protests of innocence echoing around the vaulted rooms and down the marble corridors. 

			“Our business for today is finished you may stay and enjoy the wine and food that are provided.” Pointing to Crystal he indicated he wanted her to follow him into the red velvet bedroom. The rest of the table asked for more wine and conversation continued. No one mentioned the soon to be death of one of their own members. 

			Crystal awakened from her shock and picking up her wine glass followed the White Owl into the room indicated.

			“This evening may turn out profitable after all.” Crystal thought of what the White Owl owed her so far. She had never seen his face no matter how intimate they had become. He was a very practiced lover and he fulfilled her passionately. Just following him into the bedroom got her juices flowing with what just might lay ahead. She took her mask and robes off and made herself comfortable on the bed waiting for him to come to her. Surprisingly when he arrived he sat on the chair next to the bed and held her hand. 

			“Crystal I need you to get closer to Jake Guiliani. I want you to get to know him, find out his thoughts. his likes, his ambitions. I want you to be his confessor. I want him to need you, and if possible I want you to move in with him.” All the time holding her hand and staring into her eyes. “I want you to be invaluable to him.”

			“You flatter me bucko, Jake Guiliani is just using me to let off some steam. He doesn’t need, want or even care about me so much.” She removed her hand and got off the bed, straightened her jeans and combed her hair. She applied no make-up. she used enough at night, beside when she wore her mask it was unnecessary. The White Owl was looking at her as she prepared to leave.

			“Will you do it?”

			“I will try, but I am not promising anything. You owe me some money. I could use it now before we incur any more debt.” Crystal held out her hand. 
“Not to sound like a prima donna but Owl I can’t be a prize to these losers. Yours truly will work on Jake, my pleasure, but it turns my stomach to be intimate with the flock.” 

			He through her a look, then went over to the bureau and pressed a curlicue near the first drawer and a shelf slid out by the back splash. Very neatly bound by rubber bands were $l000.00 packets. He threw $2000.00 worth in her waiting hands.

			“I will double that if you succeed.” Crystal gave him a thumbs up as she left the room.

			The White Owl watched her leave and strolled over to the bar and poured himself a brandy. “This situation has been very lucrative, but it might be time to fly into the night with my beautiful feathered friend.”

			“Jeez, what am I supposed to do, get a potion from a fortune teller?” Crystal scoffed to herself. “Love Potion #9. There is some kind of attraction between us, sure, not just on my part. He looks for me too, but if he doesn’t find me he has other choices. Am I his first choice? If I can pull it off, mucho dinero.” She thought, rubbing her hands together. “I am playing with fire. That one kills at the drop of a hat, an ice cold bastard, and no one can identify him. Maybe I should head for parts unknown. No, I will continue to play this hand until it gets to hot to hold.” The traffic was light as she pulled into the PM Suburban parking lot just in time for the early bird special.

			“Hi every body.” she greeted as she made her way to her service station to stash her purse and pick up an order book.

			“That’s a new look for you Crystal au natural.” One of the other waitresses commented on her no make up face.

			“God, I left my make up purse home, I guess I am stuck with this face for tonight. I hope it’s a quiet one and no Jake to see me looking like this.” 

			“You mean your going to stay like that? I would lend you mine but your light and I’m dark.” 

			“Yeah, but it’s a good thing I’m a natural beauty.” Crystal walked over to the couple that were sitting at her table. 

			“Hi what’s your pleasure this evening.” She smiled, she had a great smile and it exploded on her plain, make-up free face.

			Her customers automatically smiled back and ordered drinks. “We will finish our drinks and call you when we are ready to order.” smiling she backed away to order their drinks.

			The front door of the Suburban opened and in walked Jake and his first lieutenant Xavier Murphy. Jake spotted Crystal at the same time she turned around and saw him. “Wouldn’t you know it. Everyone in the world comes in when you just don’t want to see anyone, especially HIM. Yipes.”

			Jake waved and Crystal bit the bullet and walked over to him and gave him a big hug, pressing her body into his, hoping it would bring back the memory of their night together and he would not notice her unmade up face.

			“Hello Crystal how’s it going. You look different tonight. Have you been working out? You look healthy.” Jake said holding her at arms length studying her closely.

			“You are so right, I just came to work from the gym and I feel so invigorated. What is your pleasure bar or table?” She turned to lead them to the bar and Jake pointed to a table. “Is that your station?”

			“Absolutely, wherever you sit is my station and I dare anyone to interfere.” She put up her dukes and laughed. Jake laughed at her imitation boxing stance. Murphy smiled.

			“When will you be getting off work Crystal? I would like to see you tonight.” Jake held her by the table before he sat down, so they stood together close and personal.

			“Sorry I am on the late shift, but you can have a rain check for another time.” She smiled up at him. “Does anybody need menu’s or do you know what you want?” 

			“We’ll have a couple of steaks and the trimmings and a couple of cold ones, be a doll, and bring the beers and keep them coming.” Jake ordered for both.

			The room was starting to fill up with early diners and the two men looked slightly out of place amongst those early patrons. A few of the females threw them glances and asked to sit close to their table.

			Ever alert Murphy noticed but Jake engrossed in his notes paid no attention. “We are causing a bit of a stir amongst the ladies in this place, Chief. Do you want some action? I noticed that Crystal was busy.” Murphy leaned closer to Jake when he asked his question.

			“Naw, Crystal took me by surprise, looking so fresh and, and innocent.”

			Jake said looking around the room and encountering the glance of a particular bold blonde. Jake nodded to her and looked at Murphy, “I see what you mean.”

			“Innocent? Not an adjective I would have used to describe Crystal, that girl oozes sex. She makes me horny just looking at her.” Murphy blushed at revealing his feelings to Jake but continued to watch her as she stood at the bar getting their beers.

			“Let’s get down to cases here, Murphy. Listen I wanted to expound on some possible conclusions I’ve come to and my path to solving this case. That’s the main reason I brought you here. Out of the office and spying eyes. Plus Dr. Smith called and I have to see him later tonight, he found something in the blood sample on Cat’s shoe. Also confidential. The third thing but really our main concern is the murder of the district attorney, we have to solve his murder. I know the deaths are all related in one way or another, but his death is our priority.” 

			Murphy thought Jake was getting paranoid with this case, seeing spy’s or mole’s at every turn. But still he has remarkable instincts Murphy concluded, maybe he is right. 

			“I think,” Jake continued, “Priscilla is a major key. What an unhappy wife she must have been to put herself and Richard in such jeopardy.”

			“She wasn’t alone, Carter’s wife and the mayor’s as well. How many others do you think? Oh, right the pictures. Do you think they need police protection? Murphy interjected.

			Interrupting their conversation Crystal served the steaks, while leaning over Jake to bring the salad bowl closer to him, Murphy got an excellent view of her braless bosom. He let out a breath and Crystal smirked at him, knowing her impact.

			The detectives asked for some salt and pepper missing from their table and Crystal borrowed a set from an empty table near by and placed it by Murphy brushing his thigh with her leg in the process.

			Murphy knew she was playing with him, but he was still intrigued with the game.

			“Are you with me boy or am I talking to myself?” Jake irritated at Murphy’s lack of attention.

			“Sorry Chief, Crystal was distracting me, what did you say?”

			“Better not play with fire, and she is fire. She will chew you up and spit you out. Now can we get back to the case.” At Murphy’s nod Jake continued to explain his conclusions.

			“We know the women were seduced by the White Owl, whoever he is and I have my suspicions, but what of their husbands. Either there is a fatal killing or the husbands are paying healthy ransoms so that no one gets injured or killed. Right?”

			“So we go after the husbands, whose wives are still alive.” Murphy grasped Jake’s conclusions. “Who is first, the fire chief or the assistant governor or some wife not pictured?”

			“First of all I want to put a tail on Tony McCane and I don’t want the tail to be invisible. I want Tony to suspect he is being followed but not sure, I want him to sweat. I want a team to bug his telephones and also set up a twenty-four-hour surveillance both at the studio and at his home. I want to know who he calls and who calls him, instantly.” Jake pushed his plate away and took a last drink from his beer, “I want you to get back to headquarters and make sure you send our best people to stake out and secure McCane. I would take care of it personally but I have to see what Dr. Smith discovered. He is excited about something.”

			Murphy stood up and looked around for Crystal and made a gesture for the check. She raised her hand in acknowledgement and went to her station to add up the tab. Jake signed the check and asked for a receipt as he walked toward the door. Murphy went out to organize the car. Crystal looked after him.

			“What am I about? Murphy is not in the picture, I have a job to do and I don’t feel like getting killed.” She turned on her heel and put her money in the tip jar.

			[image: ]

			Priscilla did not have to wait for Jake but she was unhappy by the way he left her. He treated her like she was a common criminal, so abrupt. Babs left also, and said she would be back in the morning. Priscilla saw that Annie was still in the squad room and said she was available if needed.

			“I just want a place to take a bath and a bed to collapse on, not to mention a change of clothes. Where is Jake and when will he be back?’

			“Hi Mrs. Smith,” Murphy said entering the squad room. “the chief asked me to make sure you got to your hotel if you were still here.” He stopped talking as Priscilla raised her hand.

			“I am exhausted and I want a bath and a bed. Where am I going? I don’t want to go to my home, I am afraid for my life.” She shivered and clutched her jacket closer.

			Annie walked over and put her arm around her, “Please don’t worry yourself, we can check into the hotel together and Murphy will arrange a uniformed officer to stand guard, right?’

			“Right Annie, let’s go now and I’ll call the chief on his radio phone and tell him your leaving for the night with Annie, to the Warwick hotel on Broad and I’ll have a car pick you up in the morning. If you give me your house keys, [not that I’ll need them, no door yet.} I’ll have an officer, with some fashion sense, pack a bag with the necessities and deliver them to your room, okay?”

			“Thank you both. Can we go now?” Priscilla started walking toward the door. Murphy held it open for the ladies and commandeered one of the on-duty police officer’s to accompany them to the hotel and his partner in blue, to go to Priscilla’s house and gather her clothes etc. Murphy asked Burnsey if he would follow McCane and stake out his home with one other officer. 

			“No problem I will follow him and arrange for the stake out, I’ll find some one. You can count on me.” He saluted mockingly.

			With everything squared away and the office empty of ladies Murphy reported to Jake by radiophone as to the safety of Priscilla and the dispatch of Burnsey and one other officer to stay on McCane. He then called it a night himself.
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			The morgue was ice cold and dark and Jake was hunting Dr. Smith who had called him to come take a look see. Dr. Smith found incriminating evidence against one of Jake’s suspects. “Now if I can only find him, maybe the case will have a solution before someone else gets killed.” He thought opening office doors calling Dr. Smith by name.

			“Chief, over here in the pathology lab.” The doctor yelled from the door to the path lab.

			They greeted each other and Smith led him over to a bottle laden table with two microscopes all set up for his edification.

			“What we have here are two microscopes. One microscope shows normal red blood cells; the other microscope shows the sample taken off the shoe of our first victim. You can see that sample is pale in the center compared to the normal red blood cells on the first slide.” Smith pointed to the difference.

			“Yes, I can see that the second slide looks washed out.” Jake said interested.

			“And that’s how the person who belongs to that blood feels. Washed out and anemic. Possibly with a bacteria infection as well. If his problem is left untreated he could suffer a major life threatening situation.”

			“Do you think he knows he is sick?” Jake asked still studying the slide.

			“Maybe, but at this point he probably thinks he is overworked and under nourished. Still it is a condition that we can recognize if we get a sample from all the suspects. On the other hand, we have in this vial the sample of semen and saliva that we took off the bed clothes from Natalie’s bed. If it were a match to the blood sample from the shoe, it would show under the microscope, since all bodily fluids in one person are identical. The sample’s match. They are from the same person” 

			“So basically what you are telling me is that the murderer is sick and could get worse. Can he pass it on to another person, is he contagious?” Jake asked trying to get a clearer picture of what he was up against.

			“Until I get a good look at the perpetrator I can’t be sure if the low blood cells are a symptom or the disease.” The doctor answered truly. “Also, we now know from the blood and semen that there is one murderer so far. We are closer to bringing justice to those unfortunate women. 

			“Thanks Doc you have really made a breakthrough, this should make my job easier. Keep up the good work.’

			“Keep finding the clues Jake, your hard work and man hours will solve this case.”

			“I am surrounded by good people that don’t give up when the going get’s tough. They sacrifice their personal lives to dedicate themselves to this job. I don’t have to tell you Doc, you are an integral part of the team.” Jake shook hands, grasping the doctor’s hand longer than just a good bye to show his sincere appreciation for his good work and left that cold, dimly lit, lab.

			Dr. Smith waved Jake out of the lab and retuned to studying the microscopic evidence.

			What I have here, Smith surmised to himself, is one possibly two perpetrators. A murderer for each victim. Can I say that? Dr. Smith staring at the microscopes ruminated to himself.

			Let’s see, Katerina; blood on her shoe, one potential assassin, Daphne; no evidence, so it could have been the same killer. The modus operandi are the same; the same dresses, shoes, make-up and careful set preparation, so the same killer in my opinion, but no evidence as such for Jake or Babs Babinsky. Natalie; killed at home, semen on her sheets and robe, a different method but the same murderer did in both Natalie and Caterina,, microscopic evidence does not lie. 

			A slab in the morgue held what little was left of District Attorney Richard Smith, did the same person kill both Natalie and Richard, if not we are up to possibly three killers. A GANG!

			The evidence so far is strong that one murderer killed both Natalie and Caterina. We do not know who murdered the district attorney, and we do not know for sure who murdered Daphne Carter even though dressed the same and orchestrated in a tableau. Most likely they are connected. All connected.

			Dr. Smith left his perch on the stool and put the lights out in the lab, ‘Jake has his work cut out for him on this case. What is that old phrase, ‘Murder Most Foul, yeah that’s it, most foul indeed and by a gang or a consortium in my opinion, the chief will whittle down the odds? My money is on him.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 12 

			The two black robed henchmen unloaded the unfortunate murderer from the trunk of the car and propped him up against the suspension bridge guidelines to steady him. He was a quivering mass of fear, “Don’t do this to me, I was just following orders, you can see that can’t you?” He begged, gusty winds blowing his words away because of the high elevation.

			“Sure we can and we are taking these restraints off your wrists and ankles to prove it to you. See, Carl is taking off the hand cuffs now.”

			“Your letting me go?” Shaking and crying with relief he staggered as his bonds came off his ankles. He held on to his captors to steady himself and they looked at each other across his large body and with a nod they quickly and deftly hoisted him up and over the side of the suspension bridge.

			He desperately tried to clutch hold of his captors but they were too strong and the fabric he managed to grab was to thin. His outcry, “Noooo” split the air with an extreme terror-filled scream as he plunged to his death, holding on to the fabric in a death grip, and then silence as he hit the black water of the Delaware river far below. 

			“Did you put the suicide note in the plastic bag and tuck it deep in his pocket Carl?”

			“Sure boss, just as you ordered. Do you think he will surface after a fall like that? He ripped my favorite shirt, look. You guess he’s fish food?”

			“Don’t worry about it you can’t even notice the rip.” The men left the suspension bridge and made their way back to the church to await further orders, 

			“No way he’s fish food.” They continued their conversation. “The water is too polluted for fish to live. He will float to a sand bar or wash up on a shore somewhere and the cops will find the note and that will be the end of the D.A.’s murder investigation. What an idiot. He had everything going for himself and one screw up and he’s food for the fishes. Let’s get out of here and report back to the White Owl.”

			“I thought you said fish can’t live in that water, it was polluted.”

			“Carl it was just an expression, now move it, idiot.”

			“Okay, okay just checking.” Carl started the car grumbling to himself that he was not an idiot and drove east to the church to meet the White Owl, still tugging on his ripped shirt. 

			The White Owl was pacing, waiting for his henchmen to return with their report. The money that was lost from the debacle of the Smith’s murder was considerable, he thought. Not to mention the possibility that our operation could be in jeopardy. Priscilla is still alive and she knows quite a bit. Will she remember the location of our headquarters? Best not to take chances. We should and will move out tonight after they come back from the job I gave them. They can help carry out equipment and move it to the new building. That is one thing I can control, besides staging the suicide of the murderer, but will Chief Guiliani buy it? That is where Crystal is invaluable plus the spies in the police station, expensive but I can afford it. I do not want to take chances on a slip up by being cheap. Here they come and by the look on their faces a job well done, more money to pay out. 

			“We took care of the sucker.”

			“Good work, take a couple of days off and keep your mouths shut or the consequences will be staggering and not just for you. But first move out some of the heavy equipment, silverware, candlesticks, dishes, altar cloths, dining table and chairs.” The White Owl instructed.

			The White Owl watched the men drive away with their burden and started dismantling the church of his personal possessions, not needing their help. Minerva was already in the car along with the cloth of South Sea Pearls. He went to his vault and removed the stacks of bills and put them in the satchel plus the extra pearls that did not get sewn on Minerva’s blanket. Nothing else was visible that he could see. The robes, masks, and hoods all belonged to the members. The White Owl packed his gear into the satchel and took one last look around and left the premises, with regret.

			“I am going to miss this lovely church Minerva and you will too. You soared through the sky light and flew high up to the stars. A glorious sight. We have to leave for a number of reasons but suffice to say we overstayed our welcome. Thanks to that moron we are in mortal danger of hanging by the neck until dead.

			Mrs. Smith is another loose end not to mention Tony McCane, only God knows what he said and what his mind set is right about now. Does he see the writing on the wall? He is a savvy guy he is probably planning an exit.

			“I don’t care I will put the ad in the personal column of the newspapers and gather the flock together and continue till I get my one big score, then my pretty birdie we will leave and they can hold the bag.” He laughed with his owl as they drove to their alternate secret location. “I hope everyone, as previously stated, reads the personals for instructions. We can’t have Guiliani and his detectives getting any closer, can we my beauty.”

			“Hey Crystal,’ Murphy opened his car door and approached her in the dark, deserted parking lot.

			“You scared the wits out of me. What are you doing here Murphy? Did you lose Jake? He isn’t here.” Crystal looked around just to be sure Jake wasn’t near by.

			Not being to sure himself as to why he came back to confront Crystal, Murphy shrugged his shoulder, “i kept thinking when I left you tonight that you might like a drink or a cup of coffee when you quit work, that’s why I came back after my shift ended earlier than expected.”

			“A drink or a cup of coffee?” Glancing at her watch she checked the time. 

			“One o’clock in the morning, at this hour coffee sounds good to me. So are you through for the night? No more cop business? Just you and me?” Murphy nodded. 

			“Okay sounds good to me. Would you like to take my car? Or shall I follow you?” Crystal asked, looking up at him.

			“No I’ll follow you; the Llanarch Diner okay? They’re open all night.”

			“Sounds good to me, you read my mind, see you there.” God, she thought, if I say ‘sounds good to me’ one more time I’ll puke. I’m not too nervous. What in the world am I going to do with this man? He is far to attractive to just fool around with. He might be an asset or he might interfere with my relationship with Jake, no telling for now. I think I’ll just enjoy myself in the meantime till I figure this out or talk to the White Owl. Come to think of it, isn’t he married? Look at that, he wants me to leave first. He wants to make sure I will meet him. Or is he just being polite? 

			“Two coffee’s and a couple of those chocolate donuts, please.” He ordered pointing to the donuts in the glass dome, after they both had gotten settled in their booth by the window.

			Murphy, still under thirty years old, was excited to be sitting across from Crystal and was aroused just being with her. He was not thinking about the case, the murders, Jake, his wife constantly nagging him about his late hours, getting pregnant, children, etc. He was just grateful to be in her company. It was no more complicated than that for now, later he would want more.

			“So Murph what’s the story? Your married right?” Crystal got right down to it.

			“Yeah, so what? This has nothing to do with anyone except you and me. We are just having coffee and donuts, it doesn’t have to go any further unless you want it too, and than maybe I’ll oblige.” He laughed at his own boldness.

			“You seem pretty sure of yourself Bucko.” Crystal was surprised that she was having a good time with the handsome detective. She bit into her donut with evenly spaced white teeth and raised her hand to get the waitresses attention and ordered two more for both of them. 

			The waitress brought the donuts and filled their cups with more coffee.

			Crystal started right in on hers with gusto and Murphy could not get over her appetite. “Aren’t you worried about your figure, doll, eating all that sweet stuff so late at night?”

			“What are you the fat police?” You don’t have to worry about my figure, my metabolism is high. I can’t gain an ounce. Lucky, right?”

			Crystal moved her leg under the table till she made contact with his leg, she then rubbed her foot up and down his leg slowly. She could not resist teasing him. He kept his leg engaged for awhile, staring into her dark eyes, then he asked the waitress for the check.

			While Murphy paid the check and was waiting for change, he watched her push against the newspaper stand and dislodge the morning news without paying. 

			“I’ll be damned she’s a crook,” and he laughed out loud. “I wonder what other secrets she is harboring.”

			The laughter caused Crystal to turn around and she smiled at him and then ran down the diner’s steps and into her car.

			“Hey hold on. Where are you going in such a hurry?” Murphy made it to the side of her car door before she could put it in gear.

			“Tired, going to bed.” She leered up at him.

			“Alone” He leered back.

			“No, with my cat Alfie. He is a perfect pussycat and he is waiting to welcome me home. Do you know it is two-thirty in the morning?”

			“Let me welcome you home, Crystal. I can make you purr.” Murphy had his hand on the car door handle, not allowing her to pull away.

			“Not tonight my Bucko. Tonight I sleep alone.”

			“Get out of the car and let me hold you first then you can leave.” Murphy opened the car door and helped her off the seat. He wrapped his arms around her and pressed his body close to hers, pushing her back against the door frame until he heard her sigh deeply as she wound her arms around his neck and brushed his hair with her finger tips.

			He used his fingers to open her lips wide and then inserted his tongue deep into her mouth, exploring her teeth, the roof of her mouth and finally her tongue. An electric shock went through him and he staggered back away from her and she crumbled and would have fallen if he hadn’t held her in his strong arms.

			“No.” She gasped still not quite able to control her breathing, “I have to go.” She tumbled back into the car and closed the door, she put the car in gear and spread rubber out of there. 

			“What have I done?” Murphy thought as he watched her taillights disappear. “What kind of situation have I gotten myself into? I have never met anyone that affected me like this. Let me get home and crawl into my own bed with my wife, my beautiful, safe, Gerda.” Murphy was shaken and scared to the roots of his being never having experienced such raw passion before this encounter with her. 

			His car was parked close to the diner steps so he slowly walked over to it. He fumbled for his keys and got behind the wheel. Murphy started the car and backed out into very little traffic. He opened the glove compartment and reached for the Seagram’s 7 bottle inside. Removing the cap, he took a long swig, and then another. The liquor hit his throat like a ton of bricks and warmed his esophagus as it traveled to his stomach. “Man I needed that.” Taking another swig he was well on his way to Mellowville.

			Murphy was staggering a little as he inserted his key into his front door lock. The porch light was on which made him sad, knowing Gerda did not want him to come home to a darken house. 

			“Is that you Murphy?” Gerda called down from their bedroom. “I couldn’t sleep. Could you warm me some milk in the kitchen? I was just about to get up when I heard your key.”

			“Sure honey, stay in bed I‘ll bring it right up.” Murphy splashed milk in a sauce pan and turned up the flame. He walked over to the liquor cabinet and poured some Seagram’s in a water tumbler and sipped it while the milk warmed on the stove. He got another glass from the cabinet for Gerda and poured the warm milk into the glass. He poured some milk over the liquor in his glass and added some liquor to Gerda’s milk and left the kitchen with his burden.

			“Here honey, are you feeling okay? I added a little whiskey to your glass and mine.”

			“Mmm delicious.” she smacked her lips together and licked the rim of the glass where a couple of drops spilled.

			Murphy threw his clothes on the chair and climbed into bed in his under shorts, too wiped out to even brush his teeth. But not too wiped out to grab his wife and kiss her and hold her close. “I love you honey. I love your warmth and I miss you so much when I am away from you.” He penetrated her and she held him tighter. They moved rhythmically together from years of practice, but it never got old for either of them.

			“Dear God,” Gerda prayed,” please let me get pregnant from this beautiful night. I love him so much.” She looked at him sound asleep beside her, with a smile on his face, like a contented baby.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 13

			Jake arrived at headquarters feeling invigorated. A long hot morning shower and a good night’s sleep cleared his head and he was ready to take on Priscilla and find out exactly what was going down with McCane. The first officers tailing him should be back at headquarters by now. The one thing he was not thinking of was Kendra. 

			There were a number of people waiting to greet him, but Burnsey stepped forward first, with Doctor Smith right behind him.

			“Chief, chief.” Burnsey yelled for Jake’s attention.

			“Chief Guiliani,” Dr. Smith grabbed Jake’s arm.

			‘Okay follow me into the office,” They started to push ahead of each other, “both of you, now.”

			Annie followed Jake in as well with his coffee and newspaper. 

			“That will be all Annie, thank you. Now gentlemen what is so important?

			You first Doc.” Jake chose from seniority.

			“The bodies in my charge have each been killed by at least two different people. and maybe three, a gang.” The doctor waited for the impact of what he said to sink into Jake’s conscious mind.

			”Explain.”

			“It was obvious from the blood on the shoe that one person a very sick individual, killed Caterina; I deduce that the same person set up Daphne, because the modus operandi were the same; make-up, dress, shoes, roses and message, but not necessarily the same killer. Natalie was different more spontaneous, because she was killed at home. The semen matched the blood found on the shoe and she was killed by carbon monoxide, so I surmised the same perpetrator. Now D.A. Smith was blown to smithereens, no note and no roses, so in my opinion two killers, possibly a three, a murderous gang.” 

			“A gang,” Jake repeated. “The White Owl is a gang of assassins? Dr. Smith you also stated that Caterina and Daphne, both died of Carbon Monoxide poisoning, how do you think that was possible?”

			“Still working on it Chief, but that still does not dismiss the fact there are multiple murderers, besides multiple victims.” The coroner finished. 

			“That makes sense Chief. I followed McCane to a small abandoned church, that could have been headquarters for the White Owl gang as we are now speculating, it is way out of town on the Main line. The place looked deserted to me, dark and abandoned but he had a key to a side door or it was unlocked, because he went right in. I saw lights come on from my vantage point outside and then minutes later he came rushing out carrying what looked like a stuffed tablecloth. He threw the makeshift sack in the back seat and then jumped in the front seat and drove away fast. I turned my headlights on and followed him. He drove quite a distance away from his home or even his studio. McCane seemed to be looking for something. He found an all-night drugstore and ran in frantically and came out moments later with only a newspaper. I continued following McCane right to his front door. He never even glanced at my headlights right behind his car, just dragged the sack and clutching the newspaper went up his walkway and into his house.

			I thought it was strange that he needed to read the newspaper so urgently that he went out of his way to find an all night drug store, he had nothing else in his hand.” Burnsey shook his head still confused.

			“Did he see you following him?” Jake asked.

			“He was completely oblivious to me being anywhere near him. But from his movements, I would say he was frightened.” Burnsey finished.

			“When you left did you radiophone the department for a replacement?” Jake expected McCane to be watched around the clock.

			“Absolutely, and I waited for his arrival. My replacement was Johnny Davis so he is capable of carrying out orders. But Tom Wilson was there to give them.” 

			Jake was pleased with the way things were going. He could see a breakthrough. McCane was the key to solving these murders. McCane, Priscilla and as yet an unknown perpetrator to come forward.

			“I want to compliment you Burnsey for taking the initiative and accepting the tedious detail of shadowing McCane. He is an important cog in the wheel of our investigation.”

			“I know Chief but I am fascinated by this case, from the very beginning. The cold-blooded casualness of the killings, like it was a game or a play. Some sadistic son of a gun is having a time for himself. I would like to stay on it in any capacity.” 

			“If you have no more questions for me Chief, I will return to my lab and do some further work in assessing what I have already found. I want to be able to recognize blood and semen types when I come across them in another content.” Dr. Smith left the office as Detective Murphy entered.

			“Sorry Chief I got delayed at home. Did I miss anything?”

			“No, we are just about to start questioning Priscilla. She is here I understand from Annie, in the interrogation room, but I am about to move her to the conference room. I want you, Burnsey and Babs Babinsky in on the questioning. Let’s go.” Jake and his men left the office to join Babs in the conference room. Priscilla was brought in and coffee and pastries were laid out on the console table. Everyone helped themselves and smiled and chatted with each other while they ate their breakfast. 

			The conference room was equipped with a magnetic tape recorder. A rather bulky device but effective in getting every nuance from a conversation that plain note taking could not. 

			“Shall we all be seated and Priscilla will you state your name, address, and age for identification?” Jake asked turning the microphone in her direction, and lighting his cigarette, trying to blow the smoke away from the witness. It mattered little as everyone lit up after thier repass and smoke hung like a pall in the room.

			“My name is Priscilla Smith, I950 Morris Park Road, Philadelphia, Pa.. I am 32 years old.” She then sat back and waited for the questions.

			“Do you know or are you aware that your husband, was contacted by the blackmailers to pay a ransom for your salubrious photo’s?”

			“I told Richard that I gave up my Grandmother’s brooch which he knew meant a great deal to me and he would not budge. He would not pay for the pictures. He said there was no guarantee that they would stop there. We would be paying for life.

			“I asked him what if his career was ruined because of my infidelity? He said it would be on my head, but he would still love me no matter what happens.” She sat very stoically, dry eyed, waiting for the next question, all her tears gone for good.

			“Mrs. Smith,” Burns started to ask her a question, but stopped and looked at Jake for permission to continue, Jake nodded. “Mrs. Smith, are you familiar with an old gothic church on the Main Line in Gladwyne, Pa.?

			Priscilla looked at Jake remembering she had told him about a building where the masked men brought them. “I smelled incense and beeswax but I was so out of it, ‘three sheets to the wind’ from booze that I can’t be sure.”

			“Chief I propose we take Mrs. Smith to the church and see if it brings back any memories. Besides it might hold important clues to our investigation.” Burnsey looked at Jake in order to gage his reaction to his suggestion. 

			“Time is 9:45 AM and I am ending this recording.” He patted Burnsey on the back and stood up, “You took the words right out of my mouth. I want us all to go. Murphy you drive with me and Mrs. Smith. Burnsey you ride with Babs Babinsky, that is if she wants to go?” Jake left the question up in the air.

			“Nooo, not this time. I have a load of paper work to get through in my office and I know Jake if anything significant is found you will bring it to my attention. Keep me in the loop.”

			“You got it. Burnsey you will ride with me as well. The four of us will make the trip. ANNIE,” Jake yelled.

			“Yes Boss, you yelled!” 

			Jake threw her a look, “Yes I want you to know we,” and he waved his hand around the table to indicate the four of them, “are going to reconnoiter the church in Gladwyne, if there are any calls or visitors we will be back in approximately 2 hours. Take messages. Also have Tom Wilson, Bill, whomever, a detective, to read this newspaper” Jake pointed to the paper on his desk, “to read it from cover to cover looking for clues from the White Owl, something has to be there. Maybe a new location, the church having got to hot. Whatever, find and report to me the minute I get back. Thanks.”

			Burnsey brought the car around and Jake and Priscilla got in the back seat, since he knew where the church was he drove and Murphy rode shot-gun.

			Traffic was light so they made good time and practically flew past Villanova University. “I made lots of money betting on Villanova’s basketball team, not to mention their football team. Gene Filipski is one hell of a halfback. I like college ball way better than pro football. How about you Murphy?”

			“No I make money on college ball but I don’t have a favorite team. The Eagles are my team, so I guess it’s pro ball for me. It’s Sunday at Franklin Field and I’m watching them beat all comers. They defy the odds makers who can’t believe the team is having such a good season.” Murphy was starting to warm up to his subject when Burnsey turned off the road into an old gothic church driveway overrun with crab grass and debris. 

			“This is it folks, watch your steps on the cobblestones.”

			Jake helped Priscilla out of the car and held her arm, guiding her over the cobblestones which are precarious even if you are not walking in heels, which she was.

			“Jake this is the place! I remember the cobblestones. I nearly fell flat on my face I was so drunk maneuvering them. Everybody got a big laugh. One of the masked men half carried me into the church and flopped me on a red velvet couch.”

			As they entered the old, empty church their nostrils were assailed by the smell of incense, beeswax and mildew. Priscilla started to sneeze, “Yes Jake the same thing happened to me the night they brought us here. I’m allergic to the smell,” She sneezed a couple times more and took out a delicate lace hanky and blew her nose and mopped her eyes from the tears.

			The detectives, Jake, and Priscilla walked through the deserted church looking for anything out of the way and unexplained. They saw the feces on the altar that were deposited from what had to be; a large bird.

			“I bet money it’s a white owl that made that disgusting mess, and on the altar.” Murphy said viewing the debris on the altar cloth.

			“I don’t think you will have any takers for that bet.” Burnsey said entering one of the side rooms.

			“They probably worshipped the bird, talk about false idols,” Murphy continued fascinated in spite of himself.

			“Anything goes that brings in the money. This is all about greed. Human life is just fodder for the grist mill.” Jake sneered at his surroundings, and was interrupted by Priscilla.

			“Ohhh, the red velvet couch, but it’s a bed. I am never going to take another drink. I was blitzed and on top of that I have no memory of anything that happened.” She ran out of the room.

			“Take the bed covers and sheets, pile them together for forensics, ditto with the dishes and wine glasses if there are any left and anything else you think might have a finger print. Get out your camera and take pictures. Start with the altar.”

			Jake followed Priscilla. He caught up with her in the dining room and led her to the pews. He sat next to her and held her hand. “It won’t be long now, we will clean up a few things and wait for forensics to get here so I can direct them to take impressions for finger prints and such, then we will be gone and you never have to remember this place again.” 

			“I will never forget it now.” Grateful for Jake’s presence next to her. “I wish I had never met Tony McCane he started the whole thing, playing on our vanity. Caterina and Daphne both dead now and crumbling in the grave, how important are their good looks now, or should I say gone looks.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 14

			Tony McCane was in a panic going through the newspaper trying to find the ad for the new headquarters of the White Owl Cult. A combination of things must have gone wrong, Tony thought to himself, for the Keeper of the Keys to give up the church, an ideal situation for everyone. “Here it is, where’s paper and a pencil, I will never remember it other-wise?” 

			The gesture of writing the address on a separate piece of paper showed Tony’s unique temperament. The glaring fact, considering his state of mind, that he didn’t rip the ad from the paper and stash it in his pocket. He first circled the ad and then copied it in his precise, neat, penmanship. He then folded the newspaper and placed it neatly in his IN box on his desk to read later. The newly written note he placed in his inside jacket pocket for tomorrow’s meeting with the White Owl. He then made sure his note pad was centered on his desk, satisfied that everything was in order, he put the desk lamp out and left his study. He started walking toward the staircase when the door bell rang its melodious sound. 

			“Wwwhat, who could that be?” Tony went to the door and even though it was past midnight he opened the door without hesitation. “Oh hello, what are you doing here, well come in then. Why are you holding my lawn chair pillow like that? Aghhh.” It was the last conscious sound he made as he was blasted by the snub nose pistol. 

			The gun shot was muffled by the makeshift silencer, a pillow the assassin picked up off a lawn chair on his way into the house and placed over the gun’s muzzle. The pillow was blown to bits when he fired the gun and the stuffing fell like snow over the victim, lying unconscious, and presumably dead to this world.

			The shooter dropped the gun obtained from the police evidence locker, next to McCane and did not waste any time looking back down, as he stepped over his victim and made his way to the study and McCane’s desk. He removed the newspaper from the IN box, noted the circled ad, checked the drawers that were unlocked for any incriminating evidence and found nothing. He then turned his attention to the locked center drawer using his knife to force the lock and the drawer although broken, opened. It was empty. That stopped him in his tracks. He stared at the empty drawer perplexed. Then he forced the antique drawer out of its moorings in the desk and shook it hoping to hear something rattle inside. It was silent. Where could the incriminating photos be if not in a locked desk drawer? A safe, where is the safe?

			The killer was running out of time. The detective outside would be waking up. The blow he gave him on the back of his head was not life threatening. He rushed into the kitchen and opened the back door and fired into the back yard, Bam! Bam, bam. He then holstered his Colt 38 and frustrated by the lack of time he had left to finish his search, decided to let it go. The pictures were no where accessible.

			“At least per orders, McCane will not get a chance to bring down The White Owl or the rest of the flock. We only lost our nest, it could have been a lot worse if we had let him live.”

			“God, Tom is waking up. I have to injure myself or I will wind up on death row.”

			He grabbed a butcher knife out of the knife caddy in the immaculate kitchen and turned the knife on himself, he imbedded it deep in his left shoulder, “Now what do I do with the knife,” He then dropped the bloody knife on the floor by the kitchen doorway, then he quickly removed his gloves and shoved them in his back pocket just in time. Tom Wilson, the detective who was on the stake out with Davis came through the front door; stopped and stared at Tony McCane on the floor of his study and Johnny Davis in the kitchen bleeding on the tile.

			“Can you get me a towel or something from the laundry, I am loosing a lot of blood here.

			Tom went into the laundry to get a towel. Johnny in the meantime went into the study to retrieve the newspaper from under the desk where he threw it and put it into his shirt by the knife wound, ostensibly to staunch the blood. 

			“Johnny what are you doing, come here, don’t pass out. What the hell, tell me what happened while I try to stop the bleeding, come by the sink and tell me what happened?” Tom held his head. He had been bludgeoned pretty badly and the open wound was bleeding on his suit. He sat down heavily, a little dizzy.

			Johnny sat down next to Tom and told him to place a call to headquarters and send an ambulance fast.

			“Okay but what happened? Everything was calm, just a stakeout. Then you were out of the squad car and when I tried to follow you, I saw no one, not even you. Then my head exploded and everything went black until I staggered into the house and saw Tony McCane laid out and you bleeding by the sink. Who were you firing at, did you see the killer? Did you see him when he slashed you?”

			“Johnny, Johnny, God he’s passed out. I hope someone comes soon or there will be three deaths from exsanguination.”

			The series of pistol shots awakened the neighborhood and many calls were placed to the Philadelphia police department who in turn alerted the homicide bureau and Chief Detective Jake Guiliani but he was not available.

			The sirens from police cars and ambulances shattered the silence and porch lights and parlor lamps awaken the street to the commotion. The curious, the people that were awakened by the gun shots, gathered outdoors and stood with their mouths open as ambulances pulled up to McCane’s door and unloaded stretchers for the wounded.

			Police officers with lighted flashlights were combing the back yards of the surrounding area for clues or evidence of the tragedy that had taken place.

			The police medical examiner Dr. Smith was on the scene hovering over McCane’s body, noting the powder burns on his clothing and the smell of cordite on his body.

			“He must have known his would-be killer. The perpetrator got up close and personal with him.” Dr. Smith addressed his assistants. “I’ll know more when I see them in the hospital. All three are lucky to be alive. Leave everything intact. I will strip them personally. Guiliani is not here, but if I don’t do this right I will get an earful, especially since he IS not here. The pillow, the feathers, all come with us, as for the police officer and the detective, put them on the stretchers first and take them to Jefferson hospital, send McCane to Llankenau hospital and place two policeman on guard in his room. Someone wanted him dead all right and they still might get their wish. I want all their clothes, guns, knives and holsters. Better bring their badges also, I don’t want anything to disappear, wallets as well. Bring it to the morgue for me alone. Sam, you are in charge.” 

			“Are you hunting for something, Can I help you, Doc?” Sam asked.

			“No one can help me; I just have suspicions.” 

			Dr. Smith gave orders to close up the house as soon as the victims were transported. He stationed a guard at the front door so no one would have access and roped off the perimeter. He did not take any fingerprints or investigate the damage to the desk or the rest of the house. He wanted to wait for Jake before he got into any of that. But the whole atmosphere was sinister. An attempted murder of their prime suspect by some one he knew. Dr. Smith was sure of that. The whole situation smelled wrong. Slipshod and rushed, that’s when killers make mistakes and he did not want anything dislodged or missing until the chief arrived, probably tomorrow.

			[image: ]

			Johnny woke up in a panic, stripped of his uniform and in a green hospital gown. He was confused and disoriented. “Where am I? 

			Where is all my stuff, my gun, badge, where are my clothes. I have to get out of here. I have to report to the White Owl.” He tried to get up and succeeded part-way but he was too weak from loss of blood, so he dropped back on his bed, weak and exhausted. “I am in for it! I made to many mistakes. After the years of ingratiating myself with the chief and Burnsey and in line for detectiveive, yeah passed over again. Too young they said, have patience they said. We have your back, in the mean time I’m on short pay. That Tony McCane recruited me when I did some detail work for him and he showed me the ropes with the models. Expensive! Moving in those circles is expensive, but he was always there to pick up the tab and pass me a couple of hundred for pocket change.” 

			His shoulder was heavily bandaged and still blood spots could be seen oozing through. He was weak, and feverish and in no condition to leave his bed.

			“I have no regrets, I had no feeling for McCane one way or another, I fulfilled my mission and eliminated a potential threat to the flock. If I could move, I would make a break for it. Maybe I can get up.” 

			With a little practice Davis managed to sit on the side of the bed and then slide off and staggered a few steps holding on to the bed table. “So far so good. Now to escape.” Davis reached the door and sweating profusely he opened it and fell right in the arms of the patrolman standing guard.

			“Where do you think your going? Nurse, let’s get this man back in bed with restraints. We don’t want him hurting himself before he gets charged with attempted murder.”

			“Attempted murder, he is alive, alive.” Davis tossed his head from side to side repeating alive until the nurse inserted the hypodermic needle into his arm rendering him unconscious.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 15

			Jake turned over on his right side, his favorite side to sleep on and hugged the extra pillow close to his head. Something was ringing and he could no longer incorporate it into his dream the jarring sound morphed into real life, a ringing telephone. There was no hope for it. He was awake. He checked his watch, 6:30 a.m., with a groan he answered, “What, who is this??”

			“Sorry to disturb you Chief. I know you’ve had a hard time of it but there’s been an attempted murder with dire complications to the department.” Doctor Smith said reluctantly.

			“Why are you calling me with this information Doc? Where are the detectives working the case? They should be beating down my door by now.”

			“It’s because the facts of this case are here in my lab, I rescued all evidence before it mysteriously disappeared, intentionally or otherwise. I also closed the house, put a guard on the door and roped off the perimeter. As senior medical examiner I was the highest ranking officer at the scene and I meant to preserve it till you could take a look personally.”

			“Good work, I’m up.” Jake swung his legs off the bed and started for the bathroom, nearly tripping over the telephone extension cord “Where would you like me to meet you, at the lab?”

			“No, at the home of Tony McCane the victim. Luckily he is still alive, I have him guarded at Llankenau hospital.” 

			“I’ll be right there.” Jake tried to hide his shock and disappointment. “Where is the house?”

			“That’s okay, Murphy is on his way to pick you up. He will brief you on the way and I will meet you there with forensics in tow.”

			“The well laid plans of mice and men are soon to go astray, just like mine.

			What happened, I had all my ducks in a row, and now what… back to square one? No he is still with us. This might play in our favor.”

			The door bell rang and Jake opened it; fully washed, brushed and clothed ready to face whatever. He put the coffee on and toast in the toaster for both of them. He set orange juice on the table and ignored Murphy asking “Let’s get going?”

			“We are having breakfast first while you tell me right here what happened to my suspect. How was he attacked when he was being guarded by two of our police?”

			“One of our police personnel attacked him.” Murphy answered quietly. 

			“Who is that officer and what is our proof that he’s the one?” Jake asked the obvious questions.

			“John Davis!” Murphy answered still calmly, trying to keep the chief from exploding. But to his surprise there was no immediate reaction from Jake except for an expletive and, “So that’s the spy.”

			“Yeah, you were right and there was a spy in our department, but Johnny Davis of all people. He was an up and comer, and well liked by everyone including you and me.”

			“The one you least suspect, how did it happen, as far as you know?”

			“The Doc has all the facts relating to Davis’s guilt and all the evidence is in his lab. I think he thinks he broke the case and maybe he did. He is guarding every bit of it like a dog with a bone. So may we please get going so we can start working on this crime.” 

			“I’m heading for the door, what’s keeping you.” Jake laughed at Murphy’s groan.

			Murphy pulled into the driveway of the McCane house with no further conversation from Jake who was deep in thought. “I see Smith beat us here with his team. He has it all laid out for you Chief, and I don’t want to rain on his parade. I’ll let him tell you.”

			“Glad to see you,” Doc shook his hand and led him inside the house. “Nothing, like nothing has been touched since we left last night. The debris is still scattered over the study. The desk is in pieces, as you can see. The desk drawer lays under the lamp table and the lamp is broken and the shade crumpled.” The doctor waved his hand, encompassing the debris.

			“It sure is a mess, a hurried mess and I don’t think our killer found what he was looking for. Did you find anything suspicious on the intended victim?”

			“Not really, but I have McCane organized at the hospital, but he’s in a coma. I thought it was best for us to go over the crime scene together first and perhaps we could find something incriminating for either or all of them.”

			While the Doc was talking Jake and Murphy were walking around the room going through the desk and picking up the lamp table that fell on the tossed and broken drawer. Turning the drawer upside down and sideways Murphy saw papers between the broken slats. 

			“Chief I think I found something. They might be photo’s.”

			“Get them out of there, let’s take a look.” Jake made a grab for the pictures.

			“It looks like a Halloween party, masks, conical hats, robes and…. what do you know, a white owl!” Jake was elated. “How many photos are here?”

			“Practically an album full, look at that blanket. They look like South Sea Pearls, incredible.” Murphy started pulling the black and white pictures out of the secret compartment in the bottom of the desk drawer. There were pictures of what looked like a church service with the white owl on the altar and the congregation, heads bowed, posed as though in prayer to the bird. The owl, depicted in the photo, landing on the shoulder of a man in the center of the crowd and then another photo of the man being guided away by an individual in decorated robes with symbols and signs on the front of his tunic and down his left sleeve obviously a leader or maybe even THE leader. 

			Smith walked over to the detectives and glancing over their shoulder was astonished at the whole white owl operation depicted in black and white, and said as much to Jake.

			“Well not the whole operation, so far we haven’t identified the murderer, or have we? What about the man the bird landed on and the guy with the decorated robe, who led him away, maybe he got the bid?”

			“The bid?” Murphy asked.

			“The bid to a kill!” Jake responded. “Murphy take these photo’s to headquarters and assign another detective and yourself to go through them with a fine tooth comb and put them in some sort of order. If anything or anyone looks familiar to you put it aside for me, I’m going to the lab with Smith to go over what he found last night. You keep the car and I will ride with forensics to the morgue and the lab. After, I will see you back at the station.”

			Murphy gathered the photographs and headed out the door, he wanted to get a closer look at one photo in particular.

			Jake took a second look around the house with an extra glance at the kitchen door and the still bloody tile in front of it. He glanced at Smith who told him he had the blood covered. Jake walked out the back door and took in the grounds and the officers still looking for clues to the identity of the killer. Not wanting to rush to judgment where Davis was concerned. Maybe there were two? Maybe it was the heavy set man the owl landed on in the photograph. No, it stands to reason, McCane knew his attacker.

			“Okay let’s get going, I don’t want this case to get away from us. I would like to have Priscilla study the photographs as well. Someone familiar to her just might be identified and we can get closer to solving this mystery

			The mystery, Smith thought to himself as he rode next to Jake, was how far reaching the infiltration into the department’s affairs go. If a valued police officer became a cold blooded killer, with no remorse, pretty far.

			When they arrived at the police morgue he took Jake to the evidence room where he had Davis’s uniform and accessories laid out.

			“Now Chief if you notice the back pocket of the pants, where Davis stashed his gloves, shows blood stains and the gloves are also bloody and there are signs of gun residue as well. The kitchen knife,” the doctor said, pointing to the knife, “has blood on the blade, Davis’s blood. It’s my contention that he stabbed himself in the shoulder to divert suspicion.”

			“What about the gunshot wound on the victim, were they fired from his gun?”

			“No, as a matter of fact, they were fired from a 22 caliber pistol found at the scene. Three shots were fired from Davis’s clip. Tom Wilson the detective in charge of the stakeout heard three shots as did the neighbors. The first shot was fired from the 22 into McCane, which Tom did not hear because he was out cold, and oh yes, the neighbors did not either because that pillow” Smith indicated the remains of the pillow, “was used as a makeshift silencer. It is yet to be determined whether Davis or McCane owned the 22 caliber pistol.” 

			“How stupid can Davis be, he signed his own death warrant. Do you think he wanted to commit suicide by cop or in this case by jury? We have all the evidence we need to convict him of McCane’s attempted murder. How did he expect to get away with it?”

			“There is one more thing,” Smith handed Jake the bloody newspaper.

			“God, the newspaper Burnsey saw him buy at the drug store, and look an ad is circled.” They stared at each other in amazement. “A hasty kill is leading to perhaps a conviction of the whole organization. Restaurant for Rent this must be in code. But they are making a lot of mistakes, this might be a good address. Write it down for me Doc, and I’ll send someone to investigate. You can keep the newspaper, it is Davis’s blood, right?”

			“Yes and I have a sample cooking to see if we have a match with the blood taken from Caterina’s shoe and the semen on Natalie’s bed clothes.”

			“How long will it take to get results?”

			“The wheels of the god’s grind slowly’ but I will call as soon as I get a report.”

			“The autopsy on Richard, as you know, will be pretty straight forward, I am not expecting any surprises, but we will see.” Jake averted his eyes as he passed the remains of his friend and colleague. The M.E. noticing Jake’s reaction covered the D.A. as he walked with Jake through the morgue. 

			“Also the bomb that killed Richard was as predictable, a simplistic device attached to the ignition. Turn the key and boom, boom goes the bomb. He did not have a prayer of a chance to survive the explosion.”

			“Doc I can’t thank you enough for your good work. In my absence you have secured the crime scene, gathered evidence, contained the suspect and even conducted a private tour of the crime. You are invaluable to the department and me.” Jake shook hands with his esteemed colleague who had turned a bright red from the praise. 

			The car arrived for Jake, and Murphy was driving, “I can’t get away from you can I. Thought I ordered you to check out the photo’s we found in the drawer at McCane’s house?”

			“I did Chief but my eyes needed a rest from all the robes and pointed hats. Where would you like to go, and I hope it’s not headquarters.”

			“I want the photo’s cataloged. They are important; A man is close to death because of them and another traded in his freedom and possibly his life, so yes very important. But we can check out this address we found in the want ads. It may possibly be the new headquarters of the White Owl” Jake handed over the address the doctor wrote for him.

			“I know this address, it’s a restaurant in Wayne, Pa. ‘The Old House Inn’ it was the scene of a gruesome murder between two partners and I believe a woman was involved.”

			“How do you know so much about it? “

			“Ten years ago I did my drinking at that watering hole, although Seagram’s 7and 7 was it for me. But my girl friend at the time, drank Sloe Gin fizzes so sticky sweet.” Murphy made a face. “She insisted we go there because in her opinion, the bartender made the best in town. The fizzes however made her sick to her stomach, but she never learned. I learned there was no percentage dating someone who couldn’t hold her liquor when all it got me was holding her head.”

			“Roll down your window Murphy, the smoke is so thick in here I can’t see your face.”

			“Slight exaggeration, but the restaurant has been closed for years, with no plans for a revitalization. It sounds perfect as a gathering place for a bunch of assassins. I wonder if the ghosts object.”

			“Ghosts “

			“Yeah, the place is haunted by no less of a celebrity than Edgar Allen Poe.

			Do we tip our hand and go barging in with force, a raid?”

			“No, we have to be subtle. We have no direct evidence to capture the White Owl. First; we must learn his identity, second; we have to produce witnesses that can attest to his involvement in the homicides. Till then we observe, interrogate, and then incarcerate.” Jake continued to elaborate.

			“I want you to set up a street construction team of our officers around the clock, across the street from the restaurant. If anyone asks, tell them you are putting in new sewer pipes. That takes forever. I will square it with the city water department.”

			“Do you want to reconnoiter the restaurant while it is still empty?”

			“No Murphy we can get the plans from the city when we get back, let’s go…. your reprieve is over. Back to the photos.”

			“Not that I am stalling” Jake gave him a side ways glance, “no really. We have to go past the country club, why don’t we check out the assistant pro. See if it is Alain as everyone thinks and what is said about him.”

			“Brilliant, that has always been in the back of my mind but I never implemented it, well thought out.” Jake gave credit to his second in command for addressing what should have been a no brainer if not for the fact that he got side tracked.

			The country club loomed in front of them and the car hops rushed over to park the car but Murphy waved them away and continued driving to the courts and tennis office.

			“Yeah, what do you want,” asked the surly kid behind the counter as they entered the pro shop.

			“Murphy, show the badge and maybe take him in for questioning for rudeness.”

			Scared, the kid backed away from the counter and hit the shelves behind him with his back, dislodging stacks of tennis shoe boxes and knocking tennis ball cans to the ground. 

			“Sorry sirs it’s been one of those days. How can I help you?”

			“Your too young to have ‘days.’ We are looking for the assistant pro Alain Kowanov. Is he around?”

			“Naw, he hasn’t been seen for quite awhile. He just never showed up for work after the death of the two lady members that got murdered. Do you think he killed them? I always thought he was a no good guy the way he would make passes at the attractive gals in the club. Funny they never seemed to mind, but when two got dead, he disappeared.” While he was talking to the detectives he picked up the shoe boxes and tennis ball cans and rearranged them neatly on the shelves. 

			“Listen kid, what’s your name?” Murphy asked

			“Vic, like Vic Seixas, who won the French Open last year with his friend and doubles partner Tony Trabert also the U.S. Championship at Forest Hills and the Australian, and they are defending for a second win in 1955.” he said gushing, starry eyed with hero worship.

			“So I guess your middle name is Tony.” Murphy kidded him, seeing him blush to the roots of his red hair, he asked him a more serious question, “What were the names of the ladies that this guy Alain hit on mostly.’

			“They were pretty much a clique, Mrs. Woods, Mrs. Carter. they’re both dead, Mrs. Smith, she’s alive but her husband bought it, and Mrs. Summerton. They were his students and he was always with one or the other.”

			“Mrs. Summerton what’s her story?” Jake asked laying back till now letting Murphy take the lead.

			“Sally Summerton was pretty much the leader of the group. Her husband died and she inherited big time. After Mr. Summerton’s death she joined this club and established herself as a player. She went for the pro but she was after a man more in her league, Norman Blaine the industrialist. He just lost his wife a couple of years ago, from natural causes” he added quickly. “When Mrs. Summerton first joined the club she had a big party for all her friends, it was quite a celebration and her friends embraced her, she was very popular. But after she became engaged to Mr. Blaine her gal pals consisted only of Caterina, Daffy and Priscilla, they are a tight knit clique, or were.”

			Tennis players started entering the pro shop and Vic started to excuse himself.

			“We have just one more request for now, Mrs. Sumatran’s, address and phone number.” Jake asked.

			It was quickly forthcoming as Vic was anxious for the interview to be over. Murphy took the name, Sally Summerton and her very plush address and showed it to Jake who nodded. Murphy then put the paper in his note book.

			“Let’s go Murphy, goodbye Vic, thank you for your cooperation. Back to the salt mines.” Jake had to laugh at Murphy’s chagrin.

			“Glad your back Chief, we have a suspicious death. It could be suicide or murder. The body is at the morgue. Not a pretty sight but by now the sea lice and barnacles, are probably cleaned away. Yeah, they found him on a sand bar in the Delaware River.” The sergeant stopped them at the door with the news. 

			“Where is he?”

			“Like I said at the police morgue.”

			“Let’s go Murphy, no rest for the weary. You get out of picture duty again.”

			“Why do we have to investigate every suspicious death? We have a whole squad for all this scut work.” Murphy, just wanted to go home, he had a long day, and It was still going on.

			“Knock it off and get the car.” Jake pushed him toward the door.

			“Your right Chief. We are on alert, what with all that is going on, one Packard car coming up.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 16

			The morgue was cold, quiet and devoid of people. The stainless steel doors opened with a whoosh and an orderly pushed a sheet covered body into the barren room and stopped under the neon lights in the center. Dr. Smith entered with clothing in a clear plastic bag. “Chief glad you are able to get here, you too Murphy. I think what we have under this sheet is the murderer of Richard Smith, former district attorney of Philadelphia.”

			“Hold on, what brings you to that conclusion?” Jake wondered.

			“This note was in the inside jacket pocket of his suit. He even took the precaution of putting it in a plastic baggie to keep it from disintegrating in the water. The only thing that puzzles me is there are no finger prints of our victim on the plastic.”

			“Maybe he wore gloves.” Murphy suggested.

			“Were there any other fingerprints on the plastic that you could pull up?” Jake asked.

			“Yep there sure were, and I compared them with the prints we found in the church and in the maid’s house and we have a match for the church. Another interesting find was this piece of fabric the victim was clutching in his hand. We had to pry his fingers open to extract it.” Both men leaned forward to see the shirt fabric in the doctor’s fingers. “The thing is, the fabric pattern looks familiar, but I can’t place it.” Doc shook his head in frustration.

			“A death grip you say and you say right. Moving on for a minute, what did the so called suicide note have to divulge?”

			“Chief he admits to killing Smith, but also acknowledges it was supposed to be his wife that was the target, the DA was murdered by mistake.”

			“I bet it was a mistake. He killed the goose that laid the golden eggs. Who could the White Owl blackmail now that the husband was dead?” Jake put on his gloves and asked to hold the letter and read the words himself in case the coroner missed anything. “I have a strong suspicion that this note was written by someone else.” Jake pointed to the error that convinced him the man was murdered in retribution for exposing the flock to criminal investigation. “If you notice he states in the letter ‘he’ was guilty of this heinous crime instead of ‘I’ am guilty. An error made in haste and not corrected. Murder my friends, another victim of the White Owl. We have to solve this case the numbers are stacking up. More than likely he murdered Richard, the evidence points that way. Is Pricilla still in danger, my guess is yes. 

			Doc don’t let the fabric scrap or the letter out of your sight. Stow them away where they will be secure, got that? We still may have a spy around on the White Owl’s payroll. We have to be heading back, I am available whenever. Let’s go Murphy.”

			“I am keeping everything related to this case including the officer’s uniforms and paraphernalia in a locked closet and I am the only one with a key. You can visit it anytime.”

			“No one even looked at the body, for God’s sake! They’ll be back.” He called the orderly to take the corpse back to refrigeration. “Unbelievable! Talk about haste making waste, Jake has a lot on his mind, let’s start dissecting the body. It sure would be nice to know name, rank, and serial number.” 
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			The newspapers were having a field day discussing the latest murder and the alleged fact the drowned victim killed their district attorney. At least Guiliani solved one crime, and saved the tax payers money to boot they said, giving him some credit.

			“Don’t these reporters have any shame.” Jake back at his desk reading the late newspaper, grumbled.

			“They gave you credit for solving one murder, it’s not all bad,” Annie said reading the news with him.

			Jake reached up and pulled her face close to his and kissed her hard on the mouth. She lost her balance and nearly landed in his lap. She straightened herself up, and he reached for her again. 

			“Jake what are you doing, what if some one comes in, have you gone crazy?” She started to flounce out of the office, when Jake called her back with an invitation.

			“How about dinner tonight gorgeous? We deserve a night on the town and you seem to be out of sorts lately. To much extra work, baby sitting our star witness? I will get a detail to take over Priscilla. What do you say?”

			“I say yes, thanks for the compliment,” she said smoothing her skirt over her hips. There are some things I am confused about Jake and a few things I need to know from you. So dinner definitely. Where shall I meet you?”

			“I feel like Italian, how about Mama Leoni’s in West Philly, close to home?”

			“I will be there, 7 o’clock okay, that will give me time to head home and change.”

			“Great, see you there.” Jake felt better seeing Annie smile. He was looking forward to his date.

			Murphy walked in without knocking, Jake looked up and frowned. “Chief, look at the picture of this man the owl landed on, which appears to be some kind of ritual and here he is again, same man, being led away by a superior flock member, possibly the ring leader. The man the owl chose seems big and broad, massive really. Even though we did not examine the dead man, his body could be described the same way, don’t you think?”

			“Annie get me the coroner’s office quick!” Annie flew into action and nodded to Jake.

			“Doc yes, hello, what are the measurements on the dead man. Alright, yes the one we did not look at, come on I’ll give you that. Did you take his measurements yet? Six feet about three inches and two hundred pounds. Thanks, yeah we will be down tomorrow for a look.” Jake hung up and stared at Murphy.

			“Well is it him, the guy in the photo?”

			“You nailed it, good work. Now all we have to do is identify him. Get back to the pictures, you are breaking the case open single handedly.” Jake patted him on his back as Jake was leaving the office for the night. 

			“Where are you going? Do you want me to drive you?” Murphy was concerned, usually Jake was the last to leave.

			“Not that it is any of your business, but I have a date. I will drive myself to my date.” Smiling he left Murphy standing there with his mouth open.

			“I will be damned!” Murphy went back to the odious job of searching through the photos for more clues. He picked up the phone and called Gerda preparing himself for a tirade. Late again, and I was the one who wanted to go home if not early, at least on time.

			I have to get back to pointed hats, masks, and robes and I need to see if I can find anymore pictures of that heavy set man. The one we ignored in the morgue.

			“Hey Phil is that pizza? Good work I am starved. Let’s take five and eat, Phil can you get some cold drinks? Take the money from the slush fund in Annie’s desk. Did you find anything in the photo’s while I was gone Scott?”

			“Yeah one odd thing, this robe seems to be a female.” He said pointing to a robe that had breasts and long blonde hair sticking out from her pointed hat. 

			“Is that person the only female? Are their any other pictures of her that you discovered?” Murphy asked studying the picture closely.

			“No, she seems to be ducking the camera, that was the only shot that we found.”

			“Let’s blow up her face as much as possible, yeah I know she is masked, but try to get as much skin as possible. She must be someone special since she seems to be the only woman.”

			“Would you say this is a cult? An all male cult, and if you can believe Doc Smith’s theory; a cult of assassins. So where does a woman fit in? Maybe it’s a guy in drag?” Scott inserted expecting a laugh, but no laughter, Murphy studied the picture further, “No I don’t think so, definitely a woman, I would bet on it.”

			“Well, you are the expert.” Scott kidded. Murphy being far from an expert.

			“Hey guys what did I miss?” Phil asked noting the studious looks on their faces. “I brought the drinks,” he said handing them out and helping himself to a slice of pie. “Who’s in the picture? A woman. That is unexpected.” Phil passed the picture back to Murphy.

			“Where’s the chief, he certainly would be interested in this situation.” Phil said his mouth filled with pizza.

			“That is an understatement. Should we call him, Murph?”

			“This is not urgent. Unusual but nothing that can’t wait till morning. In the mean time let’s get this picture blown up so we can present our findings in the best light, also blow up the heavy set man with the owl on his shoulder. While we are at it enlarge the man in the decorated robes as well. Then we will present it all to the chief.”
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			The restaurant Jake chose was warm and friendly, a place where he was well known to the family owners. The decor was red check table cloths and chianti bottles with red candles. Frank Sinatra vied with Dean Martin singing Italian love songs creating a romantic mood for the diners. The waiters spontaneously would stop serving and harmonize with the music for the appreciation of the diners who applauded enthusiastically. 

			“This is so much fun Jake, I love this restaurant and the food is wonderful.”

			She squeezed Jake’s hand across the table,” I am so glad I was able to get a ride from the beauty parlor,” she fluffed her hair and Jake smiled. “because now you get to take me home.” 

			“I would have even picked you up if I knew you were going to turn out this cute. What did you want to talk to me about hon? Something important?”

			She blushed at the compliment, then got a more serious face. “No, well, yes in some circles it would be very important.” She took a gulp of her drink and plunged on. “I’m pregnant!” She stared in his eyes as she revealed her secret, a secret she had been keeping for three months.

			“How far along are you?” She told him three months. 

			“Three months! My God Annie, that means you are not going to do anything about it. You’re to far gone for surgery, or any kind of medication. What are you going to do now?”

			“I’m doing it, I’m telling you. What are you going to do about it?” She thrust out her chin pugnaciously.

			It never entered Jake’s mind that the baby Annie was carrying was not his. They had been intimate from their second date onward. He loved making love to her and he knew she was a virgin when their affair started. 

			Annie lived at home with her parents, good solid people, who would be heartbroken to learn their daughter got herself in the family way. She left him only one alternative, “Annie we better get married as soon as possible, I can’t have you running around with your tummy sticking way out and no husband.”

			“Jake you don’t love me like that, permanently. I’m catholic and marriage for me is forever. Are you willing to be with me forever?”

			“Annie, stop making it sound like a death sentence. I care for you mightily and in reality you understand my situation more than any other woman I could be with. Let’s look at the bright side, we created or are creating a new life and you are going to make a terrific mother, the little one could not ask for better. Don’t worry we will go to Elkton, Maryland and get married. We can leave after dinner. There is no time to waste.”

			“No,” she said signaling to the waiter for more drinks. “I am not skulking off to Maryland. I want a church wedding with a white gown and flowers and presents and a reception and the works. I can forego the honeymoon for now, but I want all the rest.” She picked up her wine glass and drank.

			“How are we going to make that happen? That scenario is impossible to carry out under the circumstances. Let’s approach this with some dignity, for God’s sake. We can have a church wedding after the fact, whatever you want. But right now we are going to do it my way, and my way is Elkton. You waited too long to tell me, now I hardly have time to buy you a ring.” Jake smiled trying to make light of the situation. He knew it was mostly his fault they were in this mess, it was because their lovemaking was so comfortable, so natural and every time they climaxed they melted into each other and it was impossible for him to stop the warmth that flowed between them. Maybe he wanted Annie for keeps, subconsciously, possible he thought.

			“If I told you sooner would you have asked me to marry you? Or would you have arranged for an illegal abortion?” She said gulping more wine.

			“Hey go easy on that stuff, your going to make the baby drunk. What do you take me for anyway? I would have done whatever you wanted, including a church wedding that we don’t have time for now.” Jake called for the check and thanked everyone for the good service, threw some money on the table, helped Annie on with her coat and they left the restaurant. 

			They walked the few blocks to where the car was parked in silence. Jake had his arm around her and held her like she was china. He was totally overwhelmed by the situation. He was going to be a father. This woman was having his baby, my God, unfathomable. He held the door open for her and she got into the car. Jake got in behind the wheel and pulled her to him. He stuck his tongue deep in her mouth and squeezed her nipples, he felt that she was his. His property! A feeling he never experienced before. She thrust her body hard against his and returned his kiss with passion. He was her man, she wanted him for years and now he was hers. She won. 

			“I feel so good. You have been wonderful to me, tonight. I have been worried to death, wondering how you would take the news, now I can see I should have told you sooner, I should have trusted you more.”

			“I’m taking you home, pack a few things and we will drive to Maryland in the morning and get married. You will have to quit your job and move into my house, yeah, that’s where you will live from now on. What did you think, you would stay at home with mama?” He put the car in gear and drove her home, but kept her close to him.

			She was going to live with and be his wife no lone wolf. His life was changing even as he drove the car to take her home for the last time. His thinking was changing already. He faced many situations in his life but this one scared the hell out of him, not that he would ever let on. He walked Annie to the door and kissed her good night, a long, tender kiss. When right on cue the porch lights started blinking on and off and she ran inside.

			He stepped off the porch and headed toward his car. “The porch lights going off and on didn’t keep her from getting pregnant now did they?” he thought ironically as he got behind the wheel and drove home, still a single man.
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			Murphy kept hold of the picture of the only girl in the White Owl organization, plus the beefy man with the owl on his shoulder and the man in the ornamental tunic. He brought them all home with him to investigate further in the morning, but he did not want to leave them behind, he wanted to show the chief personally.

			The case really had him going. The senior detectives always talked about cases that they would bring home, some cold cases that they worked on in their spare time, going over evidence that might have escaped their notice the first time around or the twentieth time. The amazing strides in science gave new life to old cases and even freed convicts when fingerprints or blood work did not mesh. Now they were talking about science fiction stuff like mapping the genome, DNA and something called RNA whatever that all meant. Whatever it was, it would be a boon to law enforcement. 

			“Is that you Murphy?”

			“Are you expecting anyone else at this hour, if you are he’s a dead man.”

			“Oh dear you are a riot, it’s just that I have a hard time sleeping when your ‘not home. Are you coming up to bed?”

			“I thought I would bring up a couple of night caps for us. I’ll make them in the kitchen then I’ll be right up, doll.” 

			“Don’t make me anything, my stomach is not right and I don’t want to make it worse.” 

			“I’ll bring it up anyway, it might settle you. Besides you know I don’t like to drink alone. No bad habits. Here I come ready or not.”

			Murphy had the drinks in his hand and the folder with the pictures under his arm, he leaned over the night stand to kiss Gerda and half of the drinks spilled on her night gown and her. “Whoa, let me lick that off you. Can’t have good liquor go to waste.” 

			“Stop you crazy nut, let me get up and change my night gown and dry off. I smell like a brewery.” She pushed him aside and headed toward the bathroom for a wet face cloth and then into her drawer for a fresh gown.

			”Honestly Murphy I never know what to expect when you get home.” She slipped into her gown and hopped under the covers.

			“Gerda this case is complicated, but it intrigues me. I feel we are close to finding a solution. It is sad when one of our more competent officers in blue, really detective material, was lured to a life of crime and is now paying for it behind bars.” Murphy said sitting on the bed taking off his shoes. He turned to look at her and she was fast asleep her breathing even and steady.

			“Yeah, it is a waste of good officer material to lose Johnny Davis to a criminal like the White Owl, a sadistic murderer like that. What could have turned him? Tomorrow before I do anything else he is going to be interrogated until I get every answer to every question in this whole weird case. My first question being, why? Why the switch? Then, who is the white owl? Murphy turned out the bedside light and closed his eyes. 

			“I’ll never get to sleep.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 17

			Headquarters was relatively quiet for an early Monday morning with very little actively or traffic either coming or going.

			The desk sergeant however had his hands full with an officer in blue manhandling a perpetrator. “Stop shaking the life out of him, officer, and you” he said to the crook, “go sit down while I get your paperwork sorted.” He threw a dirty look at the cop, who made an obscene gesture as he went back on the street.

			“Morning Chief, Murphy. Here is your mail Chief and this package came for you as well. The postman said it was lost in the post office for a while m the wrong box or something.” The desk sergeant put the mail in the waiting hands of Murphy. 

			“Let’s go Murphy I have a million things to do before this morning is over. 

			For instance; I want to interrogate Davis first thing. A dedicated officer of the law turning to criminal activities and murder, what turned him?”

			“Money probably,” Murphy mumbled to himself.

			Ignoring his aside Jake continued to itemize his list for Murphy; “You will have to question Priscilla and keep her safe. I am sure factions will be after her blood, not really knowing what she witnessed or surmised. The third thing on my list is for you to keep studying the photo’s on the white owl group. They are important. Davis attempted murder to retrieve them and failed. We have them and they hold secrets that we have yet to discover. So you and your men keep digging, something or someone is hidden there. 

			Doctor Smith is doing great work in analyzing the blood evidence and any fingerprints that were found. He discovered that we are dealing with a band of assassins from patient scut work. Elementary for him, but impossible for us.

			We solved the newspaper ad and found the new headquarters for the White Owl gang of killers. We got a little lucky there, but we took the shot and it paid off.” Murphy looked up from his notes when Jake stopped talking, “We cannot get complacent, lives are at stake, lives of people we know and care about. A surveillance team must be assembled for the new White Owl headquarters, twenty-four hours. Pick your shifts, only top drawer personnel. Put Burnsey in charge of that team, he will get it done and take some of the responsibility off of you.”

			“Thanks Chief, I was sure I would never be going home till you come back from where ever.” Murphy actually pouted.

			“If you follow my instructions to the letter I believe we can nail the coffin closed on this case and the White Owl will be identified and not just jailed but electrocuted. “ 

			“Do you want to open your mail and package?” Murphy asked glancing at the pile of letters and the package on Jake’s desk.

			He glanced in the direction Murphy was pointing but ignored the suggestion and went on with his instructions. Jake knew what was in the package and it came too late to make any sense for either of them. 

			“Mayor Wood and Councilman Carter have stayed on point. They are going about their business grieving for their loved ones but not doing anything dramatic. They will call us if someone puts the arm on them for blackmail money. So far no calls, right?”

			“Yeah, no calls but these pictures the men and I found last night hold a special interest above and beyond the rest of the album.” Murphy proceeded to lay out the 8 x 10 glossies on the desk for Jake to study. He then walked behind the desk to point out the more salient points.

			“For instance Chief this picture obviously is a woman, the only woman in the group.” Jake interrupted by picking up the picture off his desk to study her silhouette more closely. The draperies of her robe hid most of her figure, but her breasts were full and she appeared slim. Her hair was long, blonde and hanging below her pointed head dress. Her mask hid her upper face but revealed the tip of her nose which was perky, and her lips were full and lush. Her chin was small and rounded and shaped her face in a heart. (or so it appeared). Some thing nagged at him but he shrugged, laying the picture back on the desk, and picked up the picture of the robust male that the owl landed on and noted the resemblance to the corpse that was fished out of the drink.

			“This must be Richard Smith’s killer, size, weight, and mass all seem the same. I compared it with Doc Smith, and he said it seemed likely but he wants us to do a visual on the corpse and he would like to have the picture.” Murphy saw Jake shaking his head.

			“No can do Murph, he will have to put the corpse on ice till I get back and you will be to busy with your list to go yourself. Reserve this photo for the doc or make a copy. Now what have we here?”

			“I think this is a picture of the White Owl himself. Notice the embroidery on the sleeves and the South Sea Pearl amulet attached to the gold necklace he is wearing around his neck. That necklace has to be worth a bloody fortune.” 

			Jake picked up the picture of the elaborately robed leader and surmised Murphy had a point, he could very well be looking at a photo of the White Owl. Jake started to say something to his number one detective when Burnsey burst into the office. 

			“Chief, Murph, you better follow me to lock up, there has been an incident.”

			“An incident, what do you mean by that?” He jumped out of his chair and ran after Burnsey. “Not another fire, I hope.”

			“No sir nothing like that. This is worse.” Burnsey was clattering down the iron stairs leading to the jail cells, Murphy at his heels. As they raced for the cell block a loud murmur greeted their ears and banging noise from tin cups on steel bars was adding to the din.

			The jail was in an uproar and the guards had their Billy clubs out trying to quell the noise and restore order. The loud speaker was blaring retribution and no recreation time in the yard if order was not restored. The speaker only added to the cacophony, no one was paying attention to its message.

			When the prisoners saw Jake and his detectives enter the room a semblance of order was restored slightly. The guards were gathered around one particular cell and Burnsey used his muscles to make a path for his chief and Murphy. The inmates stepped aside too reveal, Johnny Davis swinging from an unadorned light fixture in the center of his cell. A leather belt wrapped around his neck. He was quite dead.

			“Cut him down,” Murphy said starting to move toward the hanged man.

			“No wait, get Doctor Smith over here and bring forensics with him. Better get a photographer to document the scene as well. Where did that leather belt come from? Wasn’t he on suicide watch? Does anybody know?” Nobody answered Jake’s questions. A few policemen scurried away to get the doc and the rest of his team, but Jake’s questions went unanswered.

			Murphy stood still as a post watching Davis swinging back and forth from that ceiling light. Burnsey stood next to him not saying a word just gaping open mouthed.

			Another avenue closed, Jake thought exasperated, not even thinking about the dead man, just his case blown too bits. Dead before he even had time to question him about his insane behavior, destroying a promising career and his own life. Was I slow to the mark or are they just two steps ahead of me. From where I stand right now I would say both. Did he really kill himself in his cell or was it murder within the police department?

			“Damn it to hell and back!” Jake cursed and felt like throwing things.

			“I can’t stay with this now, this murder or suicide, Murphy you have to carry the ball. I have an obligation that I can’t get out of, do your best. Burnsey listen to Murphy as though it was me talking. I will call in and I should be back after the week-end. Don’t get yourselves killed in the meantime and look after Priscilla after this, she is our only living witness conscious.” Jake was alluding to Tony McCane.

			“Are we sure she is the only one?” Murphy thought. “There are others.”

			Jake turned on his heel and left the jail, there would be hell to pay, but he had his priorities, and his baby trumped murder.
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			Everyone was so intent on the photo’s, plus the death of Davis, that the detectives did not notice the absence of Annie Carr. So Jake got away without explanation as to her whereabouts. 

			He considered himself lucky for his situation, as he pulled up to the front door of her parent’s modest home. As he stepped on the porch the dog started barking. He rang the door bell and Annie opened the door and her eye’s were swollen and red from crying.

			“Oh Jake, they are so disappointed in me. They are upset because we are going to have a baby and we have to get married. Everything they planned for me, dreamed for me, is up in smoke. I feel so ashamed.” She started to cry again. He put his arms around her holding her close. He looked over her head and saw her parents standing staunchly together in the living room, their arms across their chests.

			Jake set Annie aside and walked into the living room and confronted Mr. and Mrs. Carr. “What is the matter with you, I love your daughter and she love’s me and we are going to have a wonderful baby. So stop this nonsense and support your daughter’s decision that we marry and raise our child together. I am giving you fair warning I will not tolerate Annie being unhappy, so if you ever want to see us again in this lifetime and I can make that happen, you better change your attitude.” Jake was seething as he read them the riot act. They had no idea whom they were dealing with and they backed away from his anger. 

			“Hrumphh,” Mr. Carr coughed to clear his throat and regain his composure. “You are right Jake, if I may call you Jake?” He continued in a hesitant way, never having confronted an angry chief detective of a major city police force before. He knew he was beaten and really what was he complaining about anyway. His daughter got herself quite a catch, and obviously a strong man. A man that would protect her and care for her and the new arrival. So they were going to Maryland to get married, so what. She would live in his house and be his wife what was wrong with that? But was she enough for him? Could she hold him after the honeymoon was over and reality set in? Maybe that was troubling him. Did she know what she was signing up for? Her mother told him how much she loved Jake, be careful what you wish for,

			“Oh Darling,” her mother ran to Annie and hugged her, “I am so happy for you.” She turned to Jake, “for you both. Now run along you have a long drive ahead of you. I will get some of your things together while you are gone, so you can have a head start moving into your new home”

			Mr. Carr came over and hugged his daughter and slipped her a few hundred dollars. “Mad money.” He said as he saw Jake notice.

			“I am glad we are all on the same page and as soon as we get settled you will be the first to come for dinner and we will celebrate this joyful event together” He shook hands all around. Annie’s mother gave him a hug.

			Jake took Annie’s hand and headed for the Packard, which he kept running.

			“Prepared for a quick getaway?” Mr. Carr quipped, his sense of humor restored as he put his daughter’s suitcase in the trunk next to Jake’s. He stepped away from the car as the Packard backed away from the curb and headed for the Interstate. Annie waved good-bye till her parents were a dot in the rear view mirror. 

			“Come here you and give me a kiss right here.” Jake pointed to a spot on his cheek. Annie obliged and cuddled close to him as he drove the powerful car toward Maryland.
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			The body of John Davis lay on a slab in the morgue between Doctor Smith and Murphy, both men were looking down at the victim.

			The autopsy and the blood analysis proved he did not die by his own hand, he was murdered, he was out cold when he was hanged. 

			“God,” Murphy said. “You mean someone slipped him a Mickey Fin?”

			“That is what I do mean. He had a large quantity of chloral hydrate in his system, the medical name for a Mickey, enough to render him unconscious and if he wasn’t hanged he would have been one sick puppy “

			“If he had a choice he probably would have preferred to be sick. Anything else significant that you found?”

			“Yes detective I found this.” He held up a South Sea Pearl in the shape of a white owl hanging from a thin gold chain.

			“Where did you get this? He was stripped naked and bathed within an inch of his life.” Murphy asked puzzled.

			“It was dangling from the belt around his neck and whoever killed him could not retrieve it. It is impossible to know whether he did not see it hanging down Davis’s back or he was rushed and just left it. They probably had to work fast so they sacrificed the amulet. None the less this bauble ties the White Owl to the murder of Davis plus police officers on the take.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 18

			“Where in the purple hell is Jake?” The commissioner was blowing a gasket. “We are making headway on these horrendous murders are we not?” He looked around at all the detectives and personnel standing near him.

			“Yes sir, we are gathering lots of facts and clues, but like a cardboard puzzle, we have the pieces, all we have to do is put them together in a cohesive fashion.” Murphy was explaining. “The thing is sir, every time we have a solid suspect they wind up in a coma or dead and that puts us back a few paces. So we start over, if not over at least disadvantaged. “

			“Where is my chief detective, where is Jake?” This time he looked directly at Murphy.

			“Sir, he is taking some vacation time to put things into a clearer perspective, but he gave us very strict orders which we are carrying out, or were.” He stated boldly.

			“I see, I will be going but I want to be kept informed about everything good or bad, clear?” On that note the commissioner stamped out. 

			“Detectives we have work to do. Scott and Greaves you continue sifting through the quagmire of photo’s, concentrating on the dude with the embroidery sleeves and pearl necklace. If you find any more pictures of the girl put it aside for me. I will be joining in your search later.

			Burnsey you heard the chief, set up surveillance teams round the clock, to record who goes in and out of the old restaurant. Get license plate numbers whenever possible. Bring camera’s to take photo’s of everyone and everything that moves.”

			Burnsey left the squad room with his hand-picked team and Murphy walked into Jake’s office and saw the package still unopened on his desk. He picked it up in his hands to look for a forwarding address, there was none. It was fairly light and did not rattle. It did not tick either, so no bomb. He laughed to himself at that one and put the package down and left the office. He glanced at Annie’s vacant desk, she did not show up for work, coincidence? Murphy was to good a detective not to believe there was a correlation. Besides he did not believe in coincidence’s, both absent at the same time, suspicious.

			He placed a call to the coroner’s office to let them know he was on his way to check out the corpse that plunged off the bridge into the Delaware River. He wasn’t sure how long they could keep him on ice if the family was located. He dodged breakfast in order to get to headquarters with the pictures and see what Jake would assign him to do today. He never expected that Jake would take off, and Davis would be hanged. The case was breaking open, what happened to Jake’s priorities? Disgusted, Murphy entered pathology where Dr. Smith was waiting for him.

			“Hi Murphy where’s the boss?”

			“I’m doing double duty today and thought I would take a look at the corpse they pulled out of the river.”

			“It’s about time someone took a look at him. He’s over there under the sheet. We still have not been able to identify him, which is just as well, no one is clamoring for the body. 

			With the sheet pulled back it was easy to see he was a massive man and it was probably not an easy task hoisting him over the guard rail and into the river. It is possible that two men had to do the job and maybe were now the worse for wear, But there was no doubt in Murphy’s mind that this man killed Richard Smith. The picture matched closely with the body and how many six foot three men, are walking around in robes.

			“Here Doc, Jake wanted you to have a copy of the picture we discovered at Tony McCane’s house. You can check the measurements, but my money tells me he killed the D.A.”

			“Yeah we pretty much agree that he is the killer. This picture also proves he is a follower of the White Owl. The picture of the bird landing on his shoulder shows he had been chosen for a deed of some sort. His dead body proves he messed up and was eliminated as a warning to the rest of the flock. But his death also proves that Richard Smith was killed by mistake, Priscilla was, like Caterina and Daphne, to be killed in a dramatic fashion, but Tony McCane was behind bars and was being questioned by the police, so that man,” Doc Smith pointed to the body, “destroyed an innocent man, and in turn destroyed himself, a high price to pay.”

			“Doc let me take another look at the fabric he was clutching in his hand.”

			“Yeah sure, it’s right here in my locker where I have Davis’s uniform and shoes. I wanted to keep everything together, along with the white bride dresses that Jake wanted to go through. Everything is here that are connected with the White Owl murders.”

			Murphy sifted through the various items of clothing, running his hands along the jacket and slacks belonging to Officer Davis. He patted the pockets and wrung out the shirt looking for anything that might divulge motive or intent. He picked up the heavy Oxford shoes standard issue for beat cops and thought he heard a sound inside one of the shoes. He turned it upside down and a pearl owl fell into his hand. He turned to show doc the bauble he held in his outstretched hand, “Doc did you know the pearl was in Davis’s shoe?”

			“I never did. I just stored the stuff, I had no time to search in depth.”

			“Or at all.” Murphy sneered. 

			“Look I have not had time to breathe let alone search through pockets,

			what the hell am I explaining to you for, I was keeping the stuff intact for Jake whenever he could come around, and I am still keeping it for him. So get the hell out of my morgue. I was doing you a courtesy to look at the evidence, now you can wait till the chief returns. And give me that pearl.” The doctor held out his hand Murphy ignored it and put the pearl down on top of the autopsy table and left the room.

			Jake told me ‘don’t go to the morgue,’ so that’s what I get. Davis was dirty, the pearl proves it. Who else? Who came to see Davis or any one else in that cell block? Someone under orders to eliminate a threat to the consortium. Or a higher up who passed the word to a willing guard. All possibilities. Back to the precinct to investigate further.

			While Murphy was rushing back to the station, the doctor was carefully folding the garments to be put back in the locker. His hand lingered on a gaudy bit of shirt fabric in blue, red, and orange. He seemed to recall one of the cell block guards sporting a new shirt in such a pattern. His first name was ‘Carl’ and he received Smith’s undivided attention every time they crossed paths because he was so brutish. Not that anyone knew or suspected he had a penchant for mindless, bullish males that could inflict pain onto him sexually.

			“God forbid,” Smith shuttered at the thought. “Still I think I will wander over to the guard’s locker room and see what I can find. Jake would be so impressed.” Humming Kay Starr’s big hit, ‘Wheel of Fortune’ he made his way to police headquarters.

			Murphy diligently pursued his impulse to discover if anyone significant entered the cell block on the day Davis was eliminated. The police officer guarding the cell block had just come on duty and gave Murphy access to the sign-in sheet’s content. Murphy glanced at his watch, it was after three o’clock. He tried not to think about his empty stomach and picked up the clip board and checked the names that entered this morning. 

			“Who, what are their names doing on this list?” he asked to the blank face of the guard.

			Councilman Carter’s name was there and further down Mayor Wood, the rest of the names were without significance, lawyers seeing clients and family members. He would have his officers check them out, but the mayor and the councilman he would have to wait for Jake to pursue.

			Another person that could not wait for Jake to return was Dr. Smith who had just returned from the police lockers where he investigated officer Carl’s locker. He first checked the shower just to be sure he was alone. Then he went to the locker after he carefully looked around the room, it was deserted he then inserted the master key. The locker door opened and he saw the shirt; red, blue, and orange on the back hook. He quickly checked for the rip and there it was, crudely mended. Doc took out his camera and snapped a few pictures of the shirt, the hook, and the number on the locker door. 

			He was thrilled with himself and he could not wait to tell Jake his discovery.
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			“Hi Phil, Scott, how is the photo search going? “Murphy asked walking in on the busy men.

			“Nothing to write home about. Quite a lot of duplicates, triplicates, etc. I have them all in order, in piles.” Scott pointed to the mound of pictures in neat orderly rows. 

			“What happened to the pictures we had of the ladies in indelicate poses with Alain Kowanov.” 

			“I believe they are in the chief’s desk drawer do you want them?” Scott started to get up.

			“Naah, if they’re there he has them locked up. You have been working non-stop did you get lunch?”

			“Yeah, we ordered Chinese.”

			“Good, then I will get some lunch and check on Burnsey at the stakeout.

			When you’re finished making piles you can leave and I’ll see you tomorrow.

			If you find something exciting use the red marker to call my attention to it.

			I may be back later.” Waving good-bye Murphy left the building. His two detectives went back to work sorting the photographs.
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			The jack hammers were making a raucous noise and cement dust was thick and heavy blurring the street lights where the White Owl headquarters was soon to be located. From Murphy’s vantage point there was no activity except for his men digging up the street. No cars in the parking lot and none on the street. Was this a false trail? or what?

			Burnsey walked over to the nondescript car and opened the door and slid into the front seat. “Murphy I think we are spinning our wheels here for nothing. This may be a smoke screen to get us off the scent.”

			“Has there been any action in the restaurant at all?”

			“Not since we’ve been here. Do you think they’ve been tipped off?”

			“That’s a possibility. Or they are just lying low for now, that is also a possibility. But regardless of what we think, we stay put till the chief comes back.”

			“Where did he go, do you know?”

			“Naah, he just said something about priorities. But he said he would be back on Monday. Can’t be to soon for me.”
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			Hand in hand Jake escorted Annie down the steps of the Elkton, Maryland City Hall. He put his arm around her going down the last step.

			“Mrs. Guiliani, I can’t believe that is my name. Mrs. Annie Guiliani it does have a ring.” As though reminded she looked at her left hand and admired the large diamond Jake managed to purchase through contacts in the diamond center of Philadelphia. “I love my ring Jake, and I love you more.” 

			Amused Jake squeezed her waist and pulled her closer to him. He helped her into the front seat of the Packard and headed for their wedding lunch by the seashore.

			He made reservations in the plush resort before leaving the precinct. He insisted on a table by the pool and cabana area. He topped it off with a bedroom by the sea. Lunch was waiting for them on the patio and the weather could not be more perfect. 

			After checking in to their hotel and stashing their luggage they headed for their table by the pool. “Jake this is so beautiful, thank you.”

			“Would you like the soft shell crabs, that’s their specialty?” Jake asked perusing the menu.

			“Do you come here often, you seem very familiar with their specials.” Annie queried.

			“Only with my brides.” He stated with a twinkle in his eyes.

			“Let’s have champagne with our soft shell crabs, Jake. I really feel like celebrating. This is an auspicious day,”

			It certainly is an auspicious day, a life changing day, who would have thought last week I would be married and expecting a baby. My baby. My wife. I have to keep them safe, comfortable, and loved. Not necessarily in that order. Sacrifice my current life style, not all of it. Let’s be serious, not all of it.

			“Jake what are you thinking, your face is so pensive.”

			“Just thinking how lucky I am, to have you by my side and having a baby all in one package. Here comes the champagne, drink up and eat those delicious crabs, definitely worth the trip, if for no other reason.” He laughed taking a big gulp from his glass. 

			“You are in for a big surprise if you think champagne and crab meat are worth the trip. Wait till we go to our rooms and see what is waiting for you.” Annie gave him a broad wink.

			“Why Mrs. Guiliani I am shocked at your innuendo.” Jake laughed. “Waiter check please.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 19

			After leaving Burnsey to his stake out, Murphy rushed over to Priscilla’s hotel to try and get some hard answers from her and save Jake the trouble.

			“You have left a great deal out of your story.” Murphy confronted Priscilla Smith in her hotel room where she was being sequestered. She was feeling the pressure of being under guard and the strain was making her crack wide open. She was drinking quite heavily when Murphy arrived and started to put his plan in action. 

			“I know you were trying to put yourself in the best light possible but now Priscilla it is time you came clean. Let’s start from the beginning. Name the ladies that you were playing games with, drinking with and having sordid affairs with. It is important we get to the bottom of this.” He was at the end of his patience and it showed on Murphy’s handsome face, twisted now into a mask of deep concern.

			“To many people have died, your husband died in your place. Don’t you have any pity. Do you know the name of the White Owl?”

			She wrapped her robe tighter around her as though a cold blast from hell suddenly entered her hotel room and she shuddered to her soul. “I have no idea who the White Owl is, I did not even know there was someone called the White Owl.” She looked at Murphy pleadingly.

			“You are lying. You could not be so intimate with that group both with your girl friends and your lovers without knowing it was a cult. Name your friends living and dead that you were involved with, now!”

			‘Caterina, Daphne, Sally and me together with Alain Kosonov and Tony McCane. We had a camera club in Tony’s remodeled basement. We took off our clothes an posed intimately with Alain while Tony photographed us in different erotic poses. He said kiddingly he was filming the Kama Sutra. Once or twice another man would join in but he was always masked and robed and pictures were forbidden, it was so exciting in the beginning but than not at all. Later it became scary.”

			“When did it become scary?” Murphy asked sitting on the bed next to Priscilla. He put his arm around her and held her other hand to stop it from shaking.

			“Alain asked us for money and when we laughed that it was us that should be paid, he smacked Cat in the face and told her to cough up or he would show her husband every picture in every pose and also involve the newspapers. The next day Cat arrived with one of the henchmen in robes and gave Alain her emerald ring and she was crying when she handed it to him. He started petting her and kept telling her she was a good girl and he was only following orders. Then he took her into another room telling us he was going to give her something for her nerves and that was the last we saw of her. The next day the newspapers carried the story and picture of her murder on George’s Hill.” 

			Murphy poured Priscilla a finger of scotch and kept encouraging her to continue talking.

			“The rest of us were shook up except for Daphne, she looked like the cat that swallowed the canary. She thought she was his special person. He even beat her up in front of us, when she was hesitant to give him her wedding rings. Daphne finally did and he turned on the charm saying he was just asserting his manhood and he wouldn’t hurt Daphne or the rest of us for anything, we just had to obey him. We were his girls. God we were so stupid.’ Looking for love in all the wrong places.’” 

			Murphy got up from the bed and dug out his pack of Camels and lit one for Priscilla and himself. She took a deep drag from the cigarette and finished her scotch, her robe loosened around her but she paid no attention, she wanted to get the inquisition over with and go to sleep. The policeman by the door noticed and though he could not hear all she was saying he could see her exposed body.

			Murphy glanced at the officer and saw the expression on his face and turned and saw Priscilla’s breast exposed. He sat back down on the bed and closed her robe and tied it shut with her belt. Decent again, much to the disappointment of the officer, Murphy asked, “When did you confess the whole thing to your husband?”

			“I had no choice I had to drag him into my sorry affair. They wanted more money from me and after I gave them my grand mother’s brooch I had none. Richard said not to worry he would take care of everything and he forbade me from going to the club. That didn’t go over to well. I’m not good at being ordered around by him. Especially since he was never home anyway. So of course I went that evening. It was just me, poor Cat and Daffy were gone and Sally was ail tied up with her new flame, what is his name, can’t remember, anyway she wanted out. She is single and wealthy, they had no hold on her, she told them publish and be damned, but use the pictures that flatter her. 

			I was sitting at the bar feeling sorry for myself missing my friends, having a drink alone when Daphne’s husband Joe Carter pulls up a bar stool next to me.”

			“Hello pretty lady can I buy you a drink?” He said. 

			“Carter put his arm around my shoulders and sat down beside me at the bar. I told him how much I missed Daphne especially that evening. He agreed with me and said it wasn’t getting any easier. He then asked me where Richard was and I said probably working. Carter then signaled the bartender for another round and he moved us to a booth in the lounge. 

			“What evening is this? Is this the evening you lost your husband?”

			“Yes, and there I was playing tootsie with Joe, having a time. He started running his hands over me, saying how lonely he was and how he needed female companionship but he was so shy he did not know how to go about it. He was so miserable, I felt sorry for him. I was enjoying myself, not a thought for Richard. 

			Joe and I both lost someone we cared about. I was commiserating with him when he startled me by asking what made me the happiest?” 

			“What do you mean?” I asked him.

			“Are you happy here, with me.” He answered.

			“Yes I am, too happy. I better call it a night before I am too drunk to drive home.”

			“He asked me to please stay as I tried to get up to leave, and have another drink with him. So I sat back down, I didn’t really want to leave, truth be told.

			Joe wanted to know when I would see him again and I said whenever he wanted after all he was the widower of my best friend. With that he leaned over and wrapped my hair around his hands and pulled my face close to his. I closed my eyes expecting a kiss, so when nothing happened I opened them and he was grinning at me. He said, releasing my hair and sort of smoothing it down with his hands, “kisses are for another time and place.” With that he left me! I was stunned to see him walk away from me.”

			“Have you heard from the good councilman since that evening.” Murphy asked curious.

			“Just a letter of consolation from his office, nothing personal. Is this nearly over detective I crave sleep.” She yawned mightily.

			“Just one more question, do you have any idea where I might find Alain Kowanov?” Murphy asked getting up off the bed and taking the scotch bottle and empty glass away from her and placing it on the bureau across the room.

			“I know he had a retreat up state in the Pocono’s. He said it was the closest to Russia he could get, snow and mountains in winter.”

			“It sounds like he’s home sick. You don’t by any chance have an address?”

			She just looked at him, “That’s all folks,” she said imitating the cartoon.

			Murphy said good night and left an officer in charge of her safety. He was chomping at the bit waiting for Jake to get back and relieve some of the pressure, he was sure all the pieces would make perfect sense to him.

			He debated whether or not to return to the morgue in case he missed something the first or was it the second time he was there, better not. I don’t want to antagonize the old queen more than I have too. Jake said wait for him and this time I am going to listen. The PM downtown is right around the corner and my stomach tells me it is time to chow down, lunch seems to have turned into dinner. No chance of running into Crystal in the restaurant, she is an uptown girl. She is another problem to leave to Jake. She could make a man leave his happy home, and I won’t be tempted.

			Crystal had her back to the door and only turned around when she heard Murphy ordering at the bar.

			“Aren’t you going to say hello, bucko?” Crystal said as she approached the good looking detective where he was leaning on the bar.

			“Sure how are you Crystal? Can I buy you a drink? I did not expect to see you here, so far from the Suburban.” He said standing beside her. 

			“They were short handed and Stan asked me to fill in.” There was a tension between them that crackled in the air, but both tried to cover it with small talk.

			“How about that drink?” He asked again.

			“I would rather have coffee and donuts at the diner with you after work.” 

			She moved closer to him and he had no room to back up so he sat down on the bar stool.

			“No can do babe, I am working on a big case and Jake is out of town. So no donuts, but a drink is on the table.” He looked at her enjoying himself immensely just being in close proximity to her. Breathing in her perfume and feeling the warmth that radiated from her. Man, he thought she really affects me.

			Crystal looked around at the nearly empty restaurant and shrugged her shoulders and sat down next to him. The bartender put a perfect Manhattan in front of her with two cherries. 

			“I haven’t had my dinner yet.” She said as she bit into the sweet cherry and then licked the juice from her lips.

			“Just as a matter of curiosity what time do you get finished here? The place is dead, no customers.” Murphy said looking around.

			So far Crystal resisted the urge to touch him or make contact in any way even though she was dying too. Her eyes however, were wandering over his muscular arms and broad shoulders and she wet her lips with desire. She felt her feelings were mutual although his hands were locked around his glass. 

			“The late shift, I am working the late shift.” He pulled her bar stool closer to him until they were finally touching, and he bent down and gently kissed her lips, tasting the cherry juice and lipstick and tongue as she opened her mouth.

			He groaned, she affected him alright, to the roots of his being, but this time he was ready for the sensation and he held her close as she started to slide into him. She looked deep into his eyes, a green pool of desire in which she was drowning. 

			“Crystal,” he pulled away from her, “I am starving. I haven’t had anything to eat since yesterday, sit with me in a booth while I order some dinner, for both of us if you want.” He got off the stool and guided Crystal toward a booth.

			“Noo Murphy I have work to do; these girls will report me to Stan as well as look at me. This is not going to happen. You just can’t come in here after being gone for weeks with not one word or call and expect me to jeopardize my job, nooo. Sorry Bucko. What can I get you to eat?” 

			His eyes said one thing but his mouth said; “a steak rare and a salad. Bring me a beer, draft and I am sorry Crystal but let me be honest I didn’t know what was going on with you and the chief for one thing,” she shook her head.

			“Wait let me finish, I am married and I love my wife, and I can not be casual with you. You turn me on with one kiss, I am afraid to get to close and I did not expect to see you tonight. The only thing I wanted to do was stay away from you. But after seeing you I know I can’t. So what time do you quit work, and we will go for coffee and donuts.” Murphy kissed her slowly. 

			“I work until midnight and I will wait for you or meet you wherever you say. I can’t stay away from you either. So let’s get it on, coffee and donuts sound perfect. I will get your steak.”

			She turned away from him and he patted her on her rear and blew her a kiss as she turned to stare back at him. 

			Crystal well trained in the PM’s style, supervised the tablecloth, silverware, and the glass of beer with the exact amount of foam. The steak was served on a pewter tray sizzling on the platter. Crispy, French fried onion rings looked and tasted luscious. Murphy did not even leave a sliver on his plate and washed it all down with the last dregs of beer. He asked Crystal for the check. She sent the male server over with it, while she stayed at her station.

			“What are you doing? Why didn’t you come over to the table?” A puzzled Murphy asked walking over to her station questioning.

			“I thought we had something special, apparently I was wrong. You don’t think I’m special, you think I’m a bimbo. Well I am not and I won’t allow you or anyone too disrespect me.” Her eyes brilliant with unshed tears she turned away from him.

			“Holy Toledo! What did I say? What did I do?” Murphy was nonplussed.

			“If you don’t know Bucko, get lost.” Crystal stared at him eyes blazing.

			Like a revelation the light dawned, “I am sorry Crystal, it was just a love tap, I did not mean anything derogatory. It will never happen again, forgive me.” Murphy was shaken up.

			“Yes I accept your apology but I have to pass on the coffee and donuts, I lost my taste for sweets.”

			“How about a rain check? Tomorrow?”

			“It’s my day off and I have shopping to do. So it’s impossible.”

			“Let me take you shopping, what time and where?”

			“My apartment, in the lobby at eleven o’clock. Don’t be late.”

			“Okay, but where is your apartment?”

			“The Delegate on the parkway by the zoo. Good night Murphy.”

			“Come here babe and let me disrespect you a little” He held out his arms and she walked into them, all forgiven for the moment.

			“Babe I hate to leave; you are the best thing that has happened to me all week. Let me stay with you tonight we’ll get an early start tomorrow.”

			“Good night Murphy.” She pushed him toward the door and walked away to wait on some new customers.

			Murphy got into his car talking to himself. “I think I am one of those people that can’t stand serenity. Apparently I need chaos in my life. Although it was not my fault, I did not know she would be at the downtown restaurant, yeah but you were vaguely hoping, if the truth were known. God I dig her. She electrifies me. I have to be careful, no one can know. Not my wife, and not the chief or anyone in the department.” Murphy was not a deceitful person this was a whole new chapter in his life. 

			He headed back toward Burnsey’s stakeout at the old restaurant, the lights were blazing around the site and the scene looked authentic.

			“Hey Burnsey, how’s it going? You sure look professional, this could be a second career.”

			“No thank you man, this job is a killer.”

			“Any luck as far as the occupants are concerned.”

			“What occupants? I feel somewhere in the city there are a flock of robed owls laughing their heads off. I think this is a joke. A red herring.” Burnsey wiped the beads of sweat off his forehead and hands.

			“We can’t do anything about it now, we have to follow the chief’s orders, which are; stake out this place!” 

			“Here come our replacements, me and the boys are going for a drink at the bar down the street why don’t you come with us?”

			“Thanks Burnsey, I have an early day tomorrow and I need some shut eye. I am about to call it a night. See you tomorrow.”

			“Hi Tom, how are you feeling? Murphy asked. “I didn’t expect to see you back on the job so soon after your encounter with a pistol butt.”

			“Thanks to my hard head I’m back on the job, thankfully. This job is right up my alley.”

			“Digging sewers?”

			“Nah, going on stake out. Can I get a hard hat?” He laughed.

			Murphy laughed too as he walked away, sending one last glance at the dark and deserted building the men were guarding. He thought it would have been fun drinking with Burnsey and the boys at the local pub, but Crystal. What in hell am I doing with her? He could ask himself that question away from her but when she was in his vicinity, the answer was obvious. He felt doomed. 

			He thought about Gerda and the fact he would be seeing her in a minute. She probably would have dinner waiting for him, and good night kisses. Hypocrisy!

			The porch light was on as he clambered up the front steps and Gerda was there waiting at the door, a huge smile on her pretty face. “Hi darling, how was your day? I have dinner waiting in the kitchen, sit down and I’ll get you a beer while I set the table.” She put her arm around him as she walked with him into the living room. He folded into his favorite chair and let out a deep sigh, he was thankful to be home.

			The dining room table was pretty much set. Gerda took care of that small chore waiting for Murphy. She laid out the roast beef and the small round roasted potatoes that he loved, she poured another glass of beer and called him to the table. She poured a glass of wine for herself and cut a slice of roast beef and a ladle full of potatoes for him and pushed her chair closer to his.

			“Sweetheart I’m, no, we’re pregnant!” Her face glowed with happiness. She looked for his reaction and she wasn’t disappointed. He was stupefied.

			“Gerda darling I am so happy for us, our prayers are answered, how long?”

			“Three months, I just found out today at the doctors. I went because of my stomach ache. Then he told me, young lady your pregnant. Wow, after all the years trying, wow.”

			Murphy poured her another glass of wine and hugged her. After dinner he cleared the table and was about to do the dishes when she shooed him out of the kitchen. “Out, out I’m pregnant not sick. Get ready for bed you look exhausted.”

			“I am beat, goodnight hon. You sure I can’t help?”

			“Scat, good night.” She turned on the faucet and got too work.

			Murphy turned on the shower and let the water pour over him hoping to wash all thoughts of Crystal from his mind. “What should I do about tomorrow and Crystal?”

			“Oh hon,” Gerda stuck her head into the bathroom, “I told my parents we would come by for brunch. I am so anxious to tell them the good news.”

			“Sorry, I have to work in the morning. anyway maybe I can catch up with you later if it doesn’t get too crazy.” He said toweling off and brushing his teeth.

			“But it’s Sunday. You have too work on Sunday?”

			“The chief’s away and I’m in charge, sorry charley, I hate it too. I much rather be with you.” He got into bed and closed his eyes and fell asleep. Dreaming the dreams of innocence. 

			“I wish I knew how he could do that, hit the pillow and out like a light. It’s a gift.” Gerda turned out the lights and hugging herself with happiness, her head full of plans for the baby.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 20

			The White Owl was enjoying his own cleverness. He knew the cops were following the false trail he laid for them. A quasi false trail because as soon as they packed up their equipment and were gone, he would take occupancy of the restaurant maybe. It would depend on so many variables. Every member of the cult understood the scheme and were standing by waiting for his next move. 

			The whole operation was closed and the money payments were diverted. The victims were scared to stop paying, knowing what happened to the mayor’s wife and the councilman’s wife. They could afford the tariff and their loved ones were safe as long as they paid.

			The man posing as the white owl was bathing Minerva and appeared to be listening to the bird. He nodded his head, paused then started to dry her feathers. He shook his head and seemed to refuse whatever he thought the bird wanted. The owl turned her head at an angle and took a bite out of the man’s hand. Blood spurted from the wound and splattered over the clean white bird now red from her bite.

			“Now look what you have done, you wounded me and got yourself all bloody. I have to wash the blood away and then I have to take care of my hand. And I don’t think it is a smart idea to get rid of Priscilla as yet, I don’t care how loud you hoot.” He turned on the hose and bathed the bird a second time and put her in a sunny spot in the garden to let her air dry until she was snowy white again. He then walked into the house and went to the liquor cabinet for the scotch. He took a deep drink and walked into the kitchen to pour scotch on his injured hand. 

			The Cult members of the White Owl were devout and followed the dictates handed down from the bird to her interpreter to the letter, and why not, the flock was getting richer every day. During this forced hiatus the White Owl was investigating Priscilla. What or who could it hurt? Where was she happiest? Important because it was necessary to orchestrate her impending death. The owl gave him his orders whether he liked them or not. Homage to the owl. After using the scotch as an antiseptic he wrapped his hand up tight with a gauze bandage and headed for the telephone and dialed Priscilla. The owl hooted his approval loudly.

			“Bloody owl knows my every move.” Turning in the direction of the owl he pointed his finger and admonished, “It isn’t just me that has chores, you have to keep your eyes glued to the police on stake out. So wait till dark and spy on their activity, don’t let them see you,” the owl hooted, “I know you are not an idiot, just be careful.”

			The mayor went to the club. He was getting cabin fever so he accepted an invitation to join a group of friends for dinner. Joe Carter was also invited.

			“Hello Joe, good to see you.” They shook hands.

			“Hello Mr. Mayor, are you getting along alright.”

			“So far so good. Things are perking along. When Jake gets back, we will be going full blast. Getting close to catching the bastard.”
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			When Jake walked into the Suburban with Annie, Stan was the first to greet them. He escorted them to a booth and Jake asked him to join them. Crystal came over to take their order and mentioned Murphy was at the bar.

			“Hail, hail the gangs all here. Please ask him to join us and bring a bottle of your best champagne and enough glasses for everyone. I have an important announcement to make.”

			As Murphy approached the table, Jake greeted him.

			“Hi Murphy, your just in time to hear my big news.” Jake grinned at everyone. 

			Crystal poured the champagne. She brought an extra glass for herself but looked at Jake before she filled it. 

			“That’s right Crystal pour one for yourself as well.”

			“Chief so glad you are back we have a lot of matters to discuss.”

			“Not now Murphy, I’m not back till tomorrow. But I am glad you are here to listen to my announcement. Gentlemen and ladies,” he looked down at Annie, who was blushing to the roots of her hair.” I want you to meet Mrs. Jake Guiliani, my wife.”

			“Wow,” said Stan. “That is quite an announcement. Congratulations. you dog you. I never saw that coming. More champagne, the drinks are on me, keep ‘em coming.” Stan was exuberant.

			Murphy said, “I never saw it coming either, best wishes Annie,” and kissed her on the cheek. “Congratulations Chief, I am calling it a night but I’ll brief you first thing tomorrow. Good night Stan thanks for the wine, Crystal.”

			“Wait Murphy I’ll walk you out.” She got up, smiled at the happy couple, gave a thumbs up sign and followed Murphy outside.

			Jake raised an eyebrow and Stan raised his too. Nothing got past them.

			“Babe I told you we have to be discreet, those are very savvy guys in there, we can’t let them get suspicious. After we were together this afternoon I don’t want to lose you for anything. My body is still throbbing.” He held her close. 

			“I feel the same way Murphy can’t you stay with me tonight?”

			“Can’t tonight but soon. If you need me for anything call me at the station.”

			He pushed away from her and started the car. She backed away and watched till his taillights receded in the distance.

			“God, I really have a report for the White Owl. Jake married. There goes my bonus. For what it’s worth I still have an in with Murphy. But do I want to use him. If there was a man I wanted in my life for ever it is him. I would be at a loss if he found out about my connection with The White Owl. More than a loss, my life.
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			The White Owl socialized at the dinner party surrounded by friends and colleagues and he felt so delicious that no one knew his secret identity.

			He felt like Batman, why not Superman he asked himself, because dummy he doesn’t wear a mask. He laughed out loud over his glass of champagne, drawing attention from those around him. 

			The commissioner remarked that the detail would be pulled from in front of the old restaurant as a waste of time. It was a false trail to throw the police off the scent. They were just waiting for Jake to cancel the stake out and give the city back their equipment, or at least leave it for them to pick up. The Owl thought with a sneer on his face, “Loose lips sink ships.” As he sipped his champagne and nodded with the rest of the circle surrounding the commissioner. 

			That fit in perfectly with the Owl’s plans. He knew his plan to delay occupancy would work, another week and the flock would be back in business. He had so many reasons to keep Jake under surveillance, not only their stake out but how close he was coming to discovering who he was. He placed Crystal near him, who could resist her? Johnny Davis and the rest were expendable, but not Crystal.

			Ever since Minerva flew into his life, and told him about the sex games that were going on with his wife and her friends, and how they could be turned into a profit through blackmail, his life changed. No more mister nice guy, now he is mister powerful and deadly.

			There were plenty of reasons why Minerva decreed that the woman had to be killed. It kept everyone in line and also controlled the flock. They got off on a murder club. Most didn’t care if they got chosen to orchestrate a murder and win the bonuses, they just liked the danger and mystery of being a part of the cult.

			Minerva doomed the woman because they were sluts and were unfaithful to their hard working providers, their husbands. The White Owl had no qualms about dispatching them, the bird and he were of one mind.

			The temporary loss of Tony McCane was a blow to the consortium. Tony encouraged his good looking associate to get the most he could out of the woman while the cameras were rolling. Tony also staged their deaths. He had to, of course how else could we blackmail the providers, whose wives were still alive.

			But that’s not how it started; it started as a simple camera club with the members in masks for obvious reasons. The members got off on seeing the ladies and sometime their own wives (unbeknownst to them), writhing in the arms of their tall, dark, lover. It was against the Blue Laws and reputations were in danger of being exposed, hence the masks. With the addition of booze and more booze the camera club turned more promiscuous and more lascivious, it morphed into a murder cult, The Cult of the White Owl. 

			Minerva told the Keeper of the Keys how to organize the payoff and how to collect the pearls from the membership. Minerva wanted the pearls and they were plentiful. One of the members who will remain nameless, tried to give her a fake pearl and that member still carries the scars.

			The chief was getting to close and McCane could have cracked. He was cracking and the electric chair was not an option. If it came to thee or me, it would always be me. Johnny Davis bungled the deal. I am surrounded by bunglers. He had to die. Carl and his mate, two behemoths, got rid of both bunglers.

			The commissioner was calling it a night, “Gentlemen, thank you for joining me, big day on my agenda in the morning; So I will say good night,”

			“Hold up commissioner I will join you in the line for our cars, takes forever as you know.” said the mayor hooking his arm through the commissioners.

			“Me too, busy agenda.” As the councilman got into the line for his car. “By the way Gerry,” the councilman addressed the mayor, “would you join me in getting together with Priscilla. I thought we might take her out for dinner or a drink. She must be going stir crazy by now.” 

			“That’s a good idea. I’ll square it with Jake” The commissioner volunteered. “I’m sure he’ll have no objection, two upstanding gentlemen like yourselves. Here is my car, my office will call your office in the morning.” The commissioner laughed as he got in his car. 

			The White Owl impatiently waiting in line for his car, thought to himself that could not have gone any better, glad I came to the dinner. Now the fun starts, 

			the Owl thought handing the car parker his ticket, “Jake will be back as well, that sanctimonious do gooder, know it all. He is surrounded by my flock and I know his every move. But he doesn’t know it, that is what’s so delicious.”

			“Bye all, here’s my car. See you soon Gerry.”

			“Right, Joe. See ya.” 

			The mayor got into his car, and thought, “thank God Jake will be in the office tomorrow. There is plenty waiting for him. That Joe Clark is a fine man, even though we are in opposite political parties. I find him a great guy. I am looking forward to going out with him and Priscilla when the commissioner sets it up, and Priscilla is some babe. Whoa, don’t go there,” 

			Gerry leaned over and turned on the car radio and hunted for a music station.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 21

			Jake walked into the squad room to the applause and congratulations from his officers and detectives on duty. He glanced over where Annie used to sit and went over to greet the heavy-set, middle aged lady that replaced her.

			“Hi Chief, my name is Millie Jacobs, pleased to meet you and congratulations. Annie filled me in when she hired me out of the mayor’s typing pool before she left. The coffee is heating and I will bring it in directly, sir, along with your mail.”

			“That will be great, uh, Millie,” Jake acknowledged her. “Murphy is Burnsey here? Oh Doctor Smith good your here, lets adjourn to my office and then after you catch me up I will have a general meeting of staff.

			They followed Jake into his office and all noticed the shiny gold wedding band on his finger. He sat at his desk and looked around at his key personnel and recognized the fact that not everyone knew he was married. “Gentlemen I got married this week-end, and you all know my bride…. Annie Carr. Now Annie Guiliani.”

			“Congratulations Chief, best of luck, Holy Toledo, what a surprise.” Murphy just stood there grinning, when Millie walked in with coffee and donuts for everyone and the mail under her arm. Murphy rushed to take the tray from her and she then handed Jake his mail, which he added to the stack already on the unopened box. 

			After Millie left the room and coffee was poured piping hot and everyone was munching on donuts Jake looked around and asked, “Who’s first?”

			“I think that should be me, since I was in charge during your absence,” Murphy said very matter fact and started with the discovery of the pearl owl in Davis’s shoe. He also mentioned the pearl in the shape of an owl dangling from the chain caught on the belt buckle that strangled Davis. 

			Jake nodded his head not surprised at the revelation that there were spies throughout the department. “That pretty much ties it that Davis was working for the White Owl consortium.” 

			Murphy took a deep breath before he started to speak again but was interrupted by Dr. Smith, “And he isn’t the only one, Chief.” He looked around to see if it were safe to reveal his information and felt everyone present in Jake’s office could be trusted, “Carl the jail cell guard is implicated, his shirt matches the piece of fabric in our drowned murderers hand.” He produced the pictures he took of the locker and its contents and the fabric swatch removed from the victim’s hand. 

			“Good work,” Jake said. “Murphy, doctor. How about you Burnsey, how is the stake out going?”

			“If you ask me Chief, we should pull up stakes, the sooner the better. Zero activity, and I mean zero.”

			“Let me look into it a little closer, anything else I need to know about before we adjourn? Murphy, you have something to add?”

			“Yes I do, but I would like to table it for a later time.” He drained his coffee cup and turned again to the window. 

			“First, Burnsey collar that patrolman Carl, whatever his last name is, and book him on suspicion of murder. Sweat him into revealing who his accomplice is because even a hulk like him could not lift that person,” Jake pointed to the picture on his desk, “over the guard lines alone. Speaking of lifting, I am sure he also was instrumental in the death of John Davis and probably not alone in that death either. Get him and book him, better bring help in case he resists.”

			Burnsey took out his black jack and patted the leather on his other hand, Thwack, thwack.

			Jake ignored him and turned to Dr. Smith. “Doc please keep the swatch handy along with the rest of the forensic evidence. We will need it to present to Babs Babinsky so we can get a Grand Jury to indict when the time comes. You did great work, now get going I have a feeling we are very close to solving these ghastly crimes. Dr. Smith before you go, one more question, is it possible to place Carbon Monoxide Gas into a container without it loosing any potency, some sort of portable device?”

			“You mean something like a reverse gas mask?” Dr. Smith asked.

			‘That’s exactly what I mean. Is it possible?”

			“As long as you keep it as a gas it would not lose any potency, but turn it into a liquid, then it would become benign. Let me work on it.” The doctor shifted his attention to Jake’s head detective, “Murphy, I apologize for going off on you.”

			“Don’t worry about it Doc I was out of line.” Murphy stepped closer to the doctor and they shook hands.

			Jake looked from one to the other but said nothing, just saluted the doctor as he and Burnsey left the office.

			“I am not even going to ask, so what is going on with you, spill?” 

			“Chief, Priscilla was with Joe Carter earlier the night the district attorney bought it. Her husband knew about the so-called camera club and told her to lay low and he would handle it. But she did not like listening to him and left the house and went to their club where she ran into Joe Carter and started drinking with him. He asked her what was her happiest memory?” Murphy looked at Jake wondering if he got the reference.

			“Oh I got it alright, I got it, Joe Carter, do you think he is the White Owl?” 

			“But Chief his wife was a victim! How do we get around that?”

			“We don’t want to rush into any kind of conclusion without solid evidence since he is supposedly grieving and his wife was a murder victim. But we know that most of the wives that are murdered, the husbands are guilty. Not all but a good majority. It makes some kind of weird sense.” 

			“The multiple murders, how do you explain them?” Murphy wanted to know.

			“Listen Murphy, it could have morphed into a murder club and then he decided to get rid of his wife. Or he wanted to get rid of his wife and started the murder club for that purpose. In other words, maybe just by her very presence in the camera club with her girl friends could have set him off. After all it was a major affront to him that his wife was rolling around in another man’s arms.” Jake said just speculating, throwing out ideas with his head detective, possibly hoping something may stick.

			“How did he know? Murphy asked. “After all it wasn’t his camera club, how did he get involved? I am sure his wife kept mum. So how did he know to turn a camera club into a murder/blackmail cult amassing beau coupe bucks besides?”

			“Where is the bird, where would he keep the owl? That is a big bird.” Jake asked, lighting a cigarette. 

			Murphy shrugged his shoulders in answer to Jake’s questions, leaning over to get a light for his Camel cigarette.

			“Besides that Chief, Joe Carter is Mr. Clean, nose to the grindstone type of guy. How could someone like that with a sober, hard working, personality organize a murder cult? I don’t buy it. We have to check other men closer to a serial killer mentality.” Murphy took a drag and inhaled deeply. “The mayor would make a better suspect. His Army career, the kind of macho man he is, he has killed in the service and is familiar with death and his wife was in that camera club up to her eyebrows and she knew both Alain and Natalie.” Murphy had yet to tell Jake about his conversation with Priscilla at length, he was wondering if he should write it up, acting on experience he elected to tell what he learned.

			“Chief one more thing, Priscilla told me that Alain had a winter retreat in the Pocono’s because it made him less home sick for Russia being surrounded by mountains and snow. It would be to our advantage to head up there and scope out the area. He might be hiding out in that locale. What do you think? He could be a great witness for the prosecution. He would know the identity of the White Owl more than anyone.”

			“You know Murphy it just might be to our advantage to send a detail to the mountains and ask around if anyone recognizes the picture of Alain. He would be hard to miss in that mountain community, tall, dark and very good looking. I bet we can nab him. I will go along with your suggestion, but it has to be just you. The precinct seems to be on the White Owl’s payroll. I can’t get away at this time, because of Annie and my new circumstances, so I am leaving it up to you. Do not tell anyone, not even your wife. 

			“Whoa up Chief, I can’t afford to worry her, she is pregnant and me disappearing into the unknown would drive her crazy. I have to tell her Chief, if not that particular story something else. Maybe I can take her with me, a sort of long over due vacation?” He looked at Jake for a reaction. 

			“No way buddy, no wives, you can tell her you are going to Harrisburg to alert the assistant governor and his wife. The danger they both are in is still real, maybe you might make a stop there, no I need you back here as soon as possible. I am not even going to alert the state troopers as to our plans this is strictly sotto voce.” Jake reluctantly shook Murphy’s hand and told him to get going and wished him luck. “Call me at home every night you are gone, do not forget to check in.” They shook hands again and Murphy left the office his head spinning.

			Is this an opportunity or what? To be with Crystal for a weekend. To sleep with her, have breakfast with her, and have her waiting when I get back to the motel at night, do I dare? If Jake finds out my job is history, my pension, everything, gone. What about Gerda and the baby, gone too? Wow, this is too much for me. The flesh is weak, my flesh is weak, I want her so bad, 

			Murphy went to the nearest pay phone and dialed her number, “Babe can you pack a bag and join me in Harrisburg for the week-end? I know you work; can’t you call in sick? This is an impossible opportunity, maybe never to be repeated.? Then forget it, of course I’m not mad just disappointed. I could get home earlier than planned and be with you overnight, you said you wanted that.” Murphy shifted gears. trying to glean something from her refusal to spend the week-end. “Yeah sure I understand. No I won’t spring anything on you again. I realize I’m not the only one with commitments. See you when I get back. Yeah you too.” He hung up despondent and out of sorts.

			“God what a fool I am. I have no business going near her.” He pulled his hat down over his eyes and got behind the wheel of his car. He put the car in gear and burned rubber out of there, heading for the interstate, the Poconos, and Kosonov. 

			Crystal thoughtfully hung up the phone a little sick to her stomach that she had to let him go. But orders from headquarters, ‘He who has the gold makes the rules. Her forever man was now history he would never get over her refusal to be with him. She would never get over not being with him. 

			The White Owl was furious when she told him about Murphy and their affair. “No, no absolutely not. Not in the plan. You have to stick to Guiliani like glue. How are you going to do that when you are having an affair with his subordinate? I am not paying you for a stand in.” He had grabbed her arm and twisted hard. “Do you get It? Stick with the plan.” 

			The plan to her mind was ridiculous. Jake was a newly wed. What little she knew of him would be out of character for Jake to cheat on his bride for a cheap thrill with her. If anyone was history it was Jake. It still made sense to keep Murphy as a back-up. He had just imparted secret info that he was going to Harrisburg. Why?

			She said nothing to the White Owl about Murphy’s plans, after all as he said that’s not what he is paying for, so screw him.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 22

			“Chief I think I solved the mystery of how the women were transported and killed.” Dr. Smith exclaimed excitedly over the phone to Jake.

			“Don’t hold back, let’s have it.” 

			“I need you here in my lab to show and explain everything to you. Can you come by?”

			“Give me about an hour, I’ll see you then.” Jake hung up and left his office to look for Burnsey. Now where is that guy? Jake mused to himself,” I just saw him at the morning squad meeting. There he is, I might have known in the hall by the snack machine, Burnsey get the car.”

			The car pulled up in front of the coroner’s office and Jake got out.

			“Meet me inside after you park the car. I want you to hear what the Doc has to say as a witness and to take notes.”

			“Right Chief, be right with ya.”

			The coroner had everything laid out on the table, a white powder substance, some plastic tubing, two stainless steel containers, a hypodermic needle, a bottle of clear water, but no drinking glass.

			“That’s quite an array you have Doc, tell me about it.” Jake asked moving closer to the table. Burnsey came in and stood by Jake notebook in hand. 

			“First off the ladies had a small amount of Scopolamine (the Devil’s Breath) blown in their face.” Doctor Smith said picking up the white powder. 

			“This powder would render them tipsy and vulnerable to suggestion, but they would be happy, no matter what was asked of them. The drug actually makes you gleeful. 

			Second while they were easy to control, they were brought to the stage set for their murder. All of this would be determined before hand.

			Third they would have to be more than just malleable, their limbs and demeanor would have to be stoic, as though they were motionless dummies. This was achieved by diluting the Scopolamine with clear water and injecting it into their bloodstream. 

			Remember Stuart discovered the greenish tinge under Caterina’s armpit.” He stopped, to take a breath and watched the men nod their heads, though not taking their eyes off the table.

			“You remember also that at every murder scene Tony McCane was there setting up a shoot or trying clothes on mannequins. The mannequins are the key. The victims became one of the mannequins and were manipulated as such. At every venue that Tony McCane shot a commercial, mannequins were used. The real models and the crew never suspected that some of the mannequins were alive. They never handled them. Tony, Alain, or one of the cult took care of that job. They were dressed, arranged and staged, then the coupe de gras, they were killed. How were they finally killed? By carbon monoxide poisoning. Why not more Devil’s Breathe, because it was not stable enough and the dosage had to be precise or they might survive. No, the carbon monoxide was a sure killer.

			Which brings us to the fourth items on the table, the stainless steel containers and the tubing. I figured that the carbon monoxide gas could be contained in stainless steel bottles and the tubing could be attached and implanted into the bottles and then easily inserted down the victim’s throat and the gas pumped into the lungs manually by compressing an attachment on the tube. DEATH WITHIN MINUTES. 

			Jake backed away from the table astounded at the neatness of the solution. Burnsey followed, mouth open. 

			“Bravo Doc, impressive. That ties it up with Tony McCane, this evidence will hang him.” Jake looked at Burnsey who was asking whether or not they should notify the husbands as to cause of death. 

			“That is an emphatic no. I don’t want anyone to know how close we are coming to solving the case.”

			“But Chief, how does this help solve the case. McCane is in a coma and Caterina and Daphne, are dead. The killing of the D.A. is solved. the murderer’s body is still here in the morgue, so that case is solved. So how are we going to put all this evidence together and find who, why and how.” Detective Burns stood there scratching his head, brow furrowed, looking at his notes.

			“Burnsey I am so glad you are questioning, but I can not be sure who is the manipulator, the prime suspect, the person pulling the strings, the White Owl.

			Until I am on his trail I want to play our cards close to the chest, so to speak. There are paid spies in the department and who knows how high up we are infiltrated. So as of now all this stays between us, got that?”

			They both nodded agreement and Smith started clearing the table putting everything in a clear plastic box and stashing it in the locker marked The White Owl. The white dresses and accessories were there, the police uniform of Davis was stored there, along with the pearl medallions and the scrap of fabric off of Carl’s shirt. All locked up tight for the Grand Jury and the Assistant D.A..

			Carl was being arraigned in court today and so far spilled nothing about his accomplice or the White Owl organization. So far, Jake thought. His mind racing as to his next step. 
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			Murphy was so agitated and upset he could not let it go. He did not know why he felt so foolish, but he did. All she said was she had to work, perfectly acceptable. Murphy felt it was a kiss off. So what if it was. It was inappropriate for him to have an affaire with her. He was married and she was no bowl of whipping cream by a long shot. So their love making was explosive, so what. That wasn’t love that was lust. 

			“You know what I say, screw her.”

			“Gerda is home alone, pregnant, with the porch light on no doubt. I will never be unfaithful to her again,” Murphy swore to himself. 

			“When I reach the motel in the Poconos I will ask Jake to have Annie check on her,” Murphy thought to himself. “Stop thinking, I am sure her parents are hovering. Here is my turn off, now the fun begins. Manhunt!”

			Murphy left Philadelphia without a reservation to the many resorts in and around the Pocono mountains. He wanted to get the lay of land first. He had to figure out the nearest to his quarry. Where would he go? Murphy tried to get into the mind set of the suspected killer, far from home, perhaps homesick, maybe really feeling sick. Anemic, run down, his sins catching up with him, alone, (that word again) Hmmm, where? Just then he spotted a billboard advertising Camelback Mountain Resort, the tallest mountain in the Poconos, 2707 and some feet. That geographical area should remind a Russian of his homeland. Skiing, rafting, hiking etc. that sounds like it’s a match,

			The Delaware River runs from Canada southward to the Hudson River in New York state area and the Lenape Indians whose land once were the size of present day New Jersey and eastern Pennsylvania could not defend themselves or the land, no weapons. So the Lenape Indians were pushed out by the expanding English colonials, the Iroquois and the Susquehannocks. Their name was changed to the Delaware Indians. The tribe eventually left the area and moved to the barren lands of southern Ohio. But a lot of old Indian names remained to add to the picturesque flavor of the Poconos which is Indian for, “A Stream Between Mountains.”

			He checked his road map and found a motel on the edge of a small town at the base of Camelback and by the river. There were fish in the river, it was relatively clean this far north away from big city pollution, if he got lucky he could perhaps cast a line. The desk advertised fishing gear for rent. Murphy checked in, got his key and prepared for his search. 

			Murphy was impressed by the beauty of the area and could see Alain’s associating the mountain, terrain and river with Russia.

			Something powerful must have made him come to the states and get mixed up in serial killings, blackmail, and seduction, Murphy thought as he looked for an out of the way cabin near the mountain and close to the stream. His first day on the job was a waste. The houses or cabins were secluded and had no road access. There were no plumes of smoke visible in the dark moonlit sky, drifting in the wind from active fireplaces. In fact, no signs of life at all. Wrong season?? 

			Was he wrong in his assessment of the situation? God knows it was a needle in a haystack any way. He had no choice, if he went back to Philadelphia without Alain many more deaths could follow. The mayhem and murder would continue. Greed was a powerful force. 

			A gas station, bar-restaurant, general store and one simple church comprised the extant of the town clumped on the edge of the highway by the motel where Murphy was staying. His stomach rumbling, he decided to try Rosie’s bar and grill to assuage the hunger pains and maybe get lucky and someone would recognize the picture he had in his shirt pocket. 

			As he ambled into the bar the restaurant conversation stopped, most of the patrons checking out the stranger in the room. Murphy raised his hand and walked over to an empty seat at the bar.

			“Whisky, water on the side and can I get something to eat as well?”

			The young girl bartender poured a shot of Seagram’s in a shot glass for him before she answered.

			“Meatloaf and mash potatoes are on the menu tonight. We also have corn chowder soup but I wouldn’t recommend it.” she said conspiratorially.

			“The meatloaf sounds great, any gravy?”

			“Of course.” she flounced away to get his order from the kitchen.

			He wolfed down the food forgetting how long it had been since last he ate, he drank the whiskey and it burned down his throat and landed in a comforting spot in the pit of his stomach. He asked for coffee, black no sugar and lit a Lucky Strike cigarette with a satisfying inhale.

			The waitress was hovering over the detective and recommended the apple pie, “world famous” she said with a flirty smile.

			“No thanks hon, just a check and by the way, have you seen this man hereabouts?”

			She glanced at the photo Murphy was holding out for her and as she looked at it for a second, ready to say no, she stopped in mid-sentence took the picture from Murphy for a closer look.

			“Yeah, I think he is staying here. Well, he has been here a few weeks that I know of. If he isn’t staying exactly here at the Motel, he must live around here. He is too attractive to miss. Though he has a beard and looks kind of rough, not exactly like that picture but yes that’s him.” She handed Murphy back his picture with a big smile happy to help.

			“Has he been in tonight?” Murphy asked putting the picture away in his pocket.

			“No he usually comes in just as we are closing, but he is a good tipper so we stay open. He says he doesn’t like crowds.” She laughed, “Crowds. Hah.” 

			“Say what is your name? I ‘m going to be here for awhile, my name is Murphy.” And he held out his hand. 

			“Sara.” Geez, she thought the scenery is picking up, and held onto his hand.

			“Nice to know you, I think I’ll have a slice of that pie after all. But I will move to the booth by the door, okay? Another cup of coffee, please. Thanks.”

			“Would you like me to join you?” Not waiting for an answer she slid into the booth across from him, bringing a cup of coffee for herself as well as his pie.

			“Is this not cozy for a slow night in spring.” She smiled.

			“It sure is Sara, I will have to bring my wife here to enjoy it with me. Say this pie is tasty.”

			“Excuse me I have to clean up, it is nearly closing time.” Sara scuttled toward the kitchen. “Married, figures.” She waved good-bye to the few stragglers that were leaving. They all gave Murphy a curious glance. 

			The chimes on the front door pealed melodiously, interrupting her retreat and in walked a tall man, well over six feet, around hundred and eighty pounds, a dark complicated man with a full beard that did not hide the surly twist to his amazing face. A face that could portray Jesus Christ or the Devil, prince of darkness, depending on the circumstance. 

			He nodded to the waitress, who hurried forward to take his order, and then he glanced over at Murphy sitting in the booth eating his apple pie and taking a sip from his coffee cup his eyes hidden.

			Alain swept the room with his slate grey eyes taking in the fact that Murphy ignored him and did not even look up. He felt safe enough to make his way to the counter and sit down comfortably on a bar stool. Tossing the menu aside he asked for the special and coffee

			Murphy called for his check and left the restaurant without so much as a glance at Alain sitting at the counter his back to the door.

			Do I wait and follow him or do I grab him when he leaves the restaurant? Murphy was in a quandary as what to do. He could not believe his luck. He deduced correctly that Alain would gravitate to the tallest mountain to purchase a hide-a-way, being homesick for his mother Russia, and it paid off in spades. Murphy had a good view of the inside of the restaurant and his suspect, he could see the waitress speaking with him. Would she tell him he inquired about him and had a picture?

			“I should have nabbed him right then and there, what if he goes out the back door?” Murphy said out loud in distress afraid of blowing the whole operation. “Should I go back in? It might become a hostage situation if I go back in, it ‘s safer if I wait out here and pray she hasn’t mentioned me, another possibility, he might think I didn’t recognize him because of his beard.” Satisfied with his reasoning Murphy lit a cigarette and waited behind the wheel of his car.

			Alain liked the small town at the foot of the remarkable mountain. It made him feel warm and safe. He was of two minds, murderer and poet. He came to America for the opportunities to make a quick buck and a better life. 

			After all Caterina captured the golden ring why not Natalie and him?

			It was Natalie’s idea to visit Caterina ten years ago and get the lay of the land. Perhaps stay in America and reap some of its rewards. Of course Caterina’s husband would have nothing to do with them. But Caterina did not forget her old friends and the three of them became quite an item around town. Because they were always short of money Caterina introduced Alain to Tony McCane and the money started to flow in. He was such a stand out in the looks department that he was in demand and soon the picture of his face and perfect body were everywhere. Though very handsome, McCane made him up in many disguises, a mustache, a beard or both. Natalie took some of the money they saved to put a down payment on a house in South Philly and they used it as their base of operations The house was only in Natalie’s name, no reference to Alain at all and that is how he liked it, anonymous. She felt loved and wanted and an owner of a house of her own.

			Then the unforeseen happened Natalie got pregnant and she wanted to go back to Russia to have her baby. She was adamant. He could not dissuade her. So they returned to Russia and raised their son. Alain worked in the Gulag, that barren wasteland for wages, and dreamed of going back to America where his good looks were appreciated and he made big money for little effort.

			“What are we doing here” he screamed at her daily, “we should be in America where the streets are paved in gold. We have a whole house not a small apartment that we share with two other families. The boy is sickly. He needs the medical care that he can get in America.” When she would not listen to him he left them both to their fate and hopped a freighter for America. 

			His plan was to get in touch with McCane and pose, photograph, explore every angle he could to make a killing. Little did he know that he would become a killer.

			He embraced it all, the country club where he played tennis with the fashionable ladies about town and the camera club he started in McCane’s basement. 

			Alain enticed the ladies of fashion to pose with him and the fact that they were mostly ignored by their husbands and bored out of their mind made them fair game to turn from society ladies to sluts. Liquor flowed and the club membership grew, until everyone wore masks to hide their identity. 

			Most had a go at the girls with their bodies or their cameras and the woman were having a blast. When the festivities ended they were driven to their homes in a limo with little or no noise. Mostly their husbands had retired for the evening or were closeted in their dens, and were not disturbed. 

			When The White Owl entered the picture and started whispering in the ear of the masked president of the mostly innocent camera club, things started to change. They started punishing the women and demanding obscene acts. When the woman refused indignantly, they were shown the glossies of their infidelities and an envelope with their husband’s address boldly written in black ink, they quickly agreed and poured another drink or lit up a joint. The one exception was Sally Summerton who got out of the quagmire before she lost her virtue and left on a round the world cruise with her future husband, the ship’s captain married them on board, and a big celebration followed. If she missed her girlfriends at her wedding, no one noticed.

			To make matters worse for the women and better for the club members new women, mostly exotic types were initiated and this brought more men into the club. Dues hit the Thousand Dollar mark but the members started demanding more bang for their buck. So the club became a cult and every member had to swear allegiance to The White Owl. Blackmail and Death soon followed. The membership was becoming rich beyond their wildest dreams and no one cared if the owl landed on one shoulder or the other or no shoulder, in fact they would prefer it. Never the less every one carried a large pearl wrapped in a leather draw string pouch just in case they were chosen. One member chose a counterfeit pearl and still carries the scars. All life lessons, as per the dead girls and the dead member who disobeyed and nearly brought the whole organization down {It still may happen} It all added to the obedience of the members and control by the white owl.

			Alain finished his coffee and pie and tipped the waitress well and left the restaurant to the ringing of the door chimes, alerting Murphy who was semi out of it from lack of sleep.

			“Here we go” thought Murphy, “my God he is walking, should I? No question about it,” as he quietly opened the car door. “Boy at these altitudes it is cold as a witch’s tit.” Creeping along in the shadows of the deserted streets, his quarry never looked back. Perfectly at home in his neighborhood from years of walking freely.

			“It certainly is amazing when your house of cards starts falling what a mess it does create. Holy smoke what is he doing?”

			Murphy ran forward as Alain fell to he ground, “Hey man you okay? Can I help you?” 

			“Get me home.”

			“Where is it? Where do you live?” Murphy looked around at the landscape trying to see a house. On a hillside overlooking the road where Alain was lying was a house with a dim light emitting from the first floor window, “that has to be it.” Murphy thought. He tried to lift Alain up and he was dead weight. “I’ll never get him up that hill and into his house.” Murphy sat back down on his heels and debated what to do. “This actually might be a gift from God so why not take advantage of it and get the car and drive back to Philly. Good thing I didn’t unpack.” Looking closely at him he figured he wasn’t going anywhere, Murphy left him and went for his car at a fast clip. 

			Rushing back to Alain he hauled him onto the back seat and bunched a car robe under his head. He stepped back and surveyed his handy work.“ Man,” he thought, “this guy is really sick, I only hope I get him to the city before he croaks,” as if stating the obvious Alain let out a low painful moan.

			This spurred Murphy on and Jake would be very upset if Murphy lost his man now, after all he went through to find him.

			“Come on buddy stay with me, I am taking you to the city to Jefferson Memorial they are going to fix you up fine. All you have to do for now is breathe.”

			Murphy opened the car window and a rush of cold air entered the car to help the guy breathe easier. “What could have happened to him? It must have been that tainted blood that Jake found on Caterina’s shoe.

			Anemic or worse leukemia. What do I know? I’m no doctor I’ll deliver him to Jefferson and call Jake and go home myself. Hug Gerda and praise God I made it back alive, and left my feelings for Crystal in the gutter where they belonged,”

			[image: ]

			Crystal walked away from The White Owl and the inner circle of the cult with doubt in every step. The atmosphere was charged with panic and unrest. The bird was flapping her wings and hooting with exasperation as the central committee could not agree as to where to go and what to do.

			The Keeper of the Keys wanted to stay at the new facility in Wayne, because the membership had already been apprised as to the new location. The committee wanted to go back to the gothic church on the mainline saying it was no hotter than the restaurant that was still under surveillance. They had a point, it was more comfortable but the owl wanted to move forward not back. There was no denying the power of Minerva. So it was settled the restaurant in Wayne was the new location for the White Owl Cult and Jake be damned. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 23

			Annie could tell Jake was very proud of his large, well thought out and comfortable house. The furnishings fit the rooms perfectly and any adornment seemed to blend in rather than take away from the relaxed atmosphere of the rooms. She was anxious to get her hands on the redecoration but Jake never invited her to do so. He just assumed that it would stay the way he designed the area. Of course there would be a baby’s room and Annie intended to make it her project. She looked over at him totally unaware of his thoughts, smug in his domain, the world according to Jake.

			Jake’s eyes were closed but his mind was in high gear thinking about the package he finally opened. It was a moot point now that he was married and would become a father in the near future, and she engaged. But what a tease, Kendra had sent him a robe monogramed with the initials of the hotel they last stayed in together. “What a woman.” He thought to himself as a small smile played across his face. “Forget her, she is in the past. A past where we both thought there would be a future to explore. Man proposes and God disposes. Had she found out that he was now married? Would it make any difference to her? Does it make any difference to me? Of course it does, I like the idea of this marriage, and I am not about to screw.” 

			Jake’s mental musings came to an abrupt halt as the telephone started ringing non stop. “Get the phone, for God’s sake.” He started to get off the chair in anticipation. 

			“It’s for you, I think it’s Murphy.”

			“Murphy it’s about time, you had me concerned. I will be right there wait for me.”

			“Of course Chief,” thinking, so much for home and a hot bath and sleep, glorious sleep. He glanced back at his passenger still semi unconscious, tossing his head from side to side, groaning and mumbling to himself. “Just don’t die, at least till I get you to the hospital and the chief sees you.”

			The emergency room staff was curbside as Murphy pulled up and they rolled the gurney forward to transport the Russian into the safety of the hospital. As a precaution Jake had ordered a police guard to stand by as well, and he was there hand on the gurney leading the team into the emergency room. 

			“We’ll take it from here sir.” The head nurse used her squat, block shaped body to hinder Murphy’s forward progress from following them into a curtain shrouded room. Murphy could look over her head but it would take a full-nelson to get past her. He chose to let Jake deal with her while he and the officers stood guard outside the curtained doorway and waited for him to arrive. Jake had organized the hospital preparation and knew what to do. He had the patrolmen dispersed around the hospital in case there were leaks at the station that a major player had been captured and the killer’s plan a retaliation. It was the same at Llankenau hospital where McCane was still comatose,

			“I can not believe what a stellar job you’ve done here Murphy and in record time. I expected you to be gone at least a week, and here you are back in a week-end.” Jake was shaking his hand profusely as he congratulated him.

			“I had a bit of luck figuring out his location and picked Camelback. It had the feeling of Russia to me and obviously to Alain. Pure luck, sir,” Murphy ended modestly. “While I had him on surveillance he collapsed on the street and I took that opportunity to bring him back to the city and the hospital. He put up no resistance as he was out like a light the whole time.”

			“You have dome a great job and your dead on your feet, go home and call it a night. Give my regards to Gerda. Go on get out of here.” Jake smiled and punched him on the arm as Murph rushed pass him out the door. 

			“What’s going on behind the curtain?” Jake asked an officer as he stepped forward and put his hand on the curtain about to gain entrance.

			“I would belay that Chief. There Is a very feisty nurse on the other side guarding her patient like a pit bull.”

			“Oh yeah, she has yet to meet her match.” Jake stepped through the curtain.

			Badge in hand Jake met the head nurse who blocked his way but not his view, 

			“Madam, I don’t want to interfere with your patient care but you must know he is wanted for multiple murders so there will be a significant police presence. I see he is being worked on what is the prognosis?”

			The nurse knew that Jake would not be bullied by her, so matter of fact she went over the procedures of how they would proceed in order to diagnose his condition.

			“How long will your evaluation take?”

			“Now that we have him stable probably four or five hours.”

			“Thank you, madam, my men will be in evidence, please let them know the diagnoses as soon as you find out. Detective Burns will be in charge.

			“Who ‘s in charge here? I was told to give the diagnoses about Mr. Mr. k a kao Mr. Alain, who can pronounce these foreign names?”

			‘Yes what is your name, Sherrill? The chief left me in charge, Detective Burns and its Mr. Kosonov, not so hard to pronounce really.” 

			The nurse “hhmpff’ and then continued the explanation, “It is my pleasure to take care of your prisoner and give you the report the head nurse asked me to deliver to the chief detective before she went off duty, I will give you the short version. The gentleman is afflicted with a virulent form of leukemia called chronic myelogenous leukemia which primarily affects adults. It is an uncommon type of blood cell cancer that begins in the bone marrow. The disease develops slowly and becomes progressively worse as the bone marrow makes many white blood cells and platelets crowding out normal white cells and taking over red blood cells. The victim suffers from fatigue, night sweats, unexplained weight loss, fever and bone pain.” Sherrill finished and was about to turn away when Burnsey asked the question that was on all the officers minds.

			“Will he live.”

			“I am sorry but he is in decline as we speak. He can’t last more than a few days the doctor’s say. We have no medicine to treat him at this time and his disease is rapidly progressing.” Sad she turned away again…

			Burnsey asked, “Nurse Sherrill Is he conscious? Can he be questioned?”

			“He is conscious and the doctors gave permission to allow the chief detective to question him. But he is very weak and tends to fall asleep in mid sentence.” This time Sherrill stepped behind the curtain and was gone.

			Detective Burns went to the nurse’s station in the ER and telephoned Jake, then turning his back to the nurse’s station, made another call. 

			“Chief” Burns said when he arrived, “Kosonov is conscious and the doctors say he can talk to you. He has some deadly disease, he is not contagious, it is leukemia a virulent form, and he is terminal. Better hurry.”

			“Mr. Kosonov, Alain,” The thin pale, wraith of a man turned in Jake’s direction and tried to smile;

			“The jig is up, as they say. I had a good run and believe it or not, no regrets.”

			“Spoken like a cold blooded murderer. When you get out of here ‘Old Sparky’ is waiting for you, the electric chair.” Jake explained seeing the confusion on Kosonov’s face. 

			He laughed which turned into a spasmodic cough and he gasped “You think I’m getting out of here alive? Then you are not talking to the right doc’s. No sir I have a one-way ticket to hell.”

			“If that’s the case then why not make a clean breast of everything and tell me who the White Owl really is and who else is involved in your murder cult.”

			“Why should I? I have nothing to gain, I am a dead man walking.” He tried to turn on his side away from Jake but the pain was to great and he let out a moan.

			“Listen man I can do something in return for you, I can make your passing a lot easier on you. The right drugs to alleviate the pain would go a long way in making you more comfortable. Not that you deserve any kind of mercy, but you have me over a barrel and I need the name of that murderous scum.”

			“He talks to his owl, he thinks it is a reincarnation of the goddess Minerva and it tells him what to do and who to kill next. I will bargain for some opium. I will tell you who the next victim will be. Get me the opium and maybe the next time I will give you the name of that sick son of a bitch. No opium no deal.”

			“Why opium? That is not currently carried in hospital pharmacies.” Jake asked slightly puzzled. 

			Jake mentally ran over in his mind what he knew about the characteristics of the drug, as Kosonov struggled with his terminal illness. 

			The Poppy flower, the red variety was the most potent, and was found in Mesapotamia 3500 years ago. Through the eons it was cultivated as a money crop for impoverished peasants, the black poppy seeds were pressed into a liquid and used as a medicine, besides opium, heroin, codeine, oxycodon as it is used today, plus morphine were all derived from the black seed red poppy.

			The drug was introduced into the United States during the California gold rush by the Chinese. Opium dens were formed and the paraphernalia such as the opium pipe which was long and heavy, so the most effective way to inhale the drug was to lie down on the beds provided, balancing the pipe on the pillows. The more luxurious dens were attended by woman who filled the pipes and took care of the needs of their patrons. 

			“I have abused my body with so many substances that now I need relief from pain that is bone deep, opium might do the trick, any way it’s worth a try. Get the nurse will you, I need something now. NURSE help me.”

			The nurse Sherrill ran into the room in response to the desperate cry from her patient and appraised the situation, “Sir, you will have to leave the room this man needs my help.” She had a hypodermic needle in her hand, but she waited for Jake to leave.

			“Where are the administrative offices?” Jake asked, his hand on the curtain.
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			A wreath of sweet smelling opium clouded the room and Jake covered his face with an oxygen mask so he would not get any in his system. The hospital room door where Alain was moved was closed and guarded and Jake was waiting for an answer to his question. Who is the White Owl?

			Alain was in a dreamlike state and drool was dripping off the side of his mouth. A groan escaped his mouth indicating the pain was still there but masked by the opium.

			“Can you hear me, Kosonov I am talking to you, give me the identity of the White Owl as promised or that opium pipe will be gone in sixty seconds.” Jake’s patience was wearing thin and he stepped forward to remove the pipe.

			It was not that simple, it took the china man Jake hired to set up the paraphernalia to vaporize the opium cake and turn it into the smoke that Kosonov was inhaling into his lungs, more than sixty seconds. a lot more, plus the china man took a coffee break and was no where to be found.

			“Alain, one name and I am out of here and you can have an unlimited supply of that stuff, one name.” Jake coaxed.

			He was barely conscious and his eyes were invisible beneath the folds of loose flesh. His cheeks were wet from tears escaping from his closed lids. He was mumbling to himself. Jake bent close, desperate to hear the name of the master mind that was his nemesis. It was no use Alain was beyond cohesive thought.

			The nurse shook her head sympathetically and the doctor slowly put his stethoscope away. “Sorry detective this is as good as it will get. He will go down hard from this point. I will keep the opium flowing because the pure form that he is inhaling is more powerful than heroin. It won’t be long now. Your welcome to stay.” After giving further instructions to nurse Sherrill by name, he left the room.

			Jake looked down at that babbling idiot on the bed, slobbering into his hospital gown, no longer handsome, no longer even human and thought a wasted life. Wife killer, sadistic assassin and God only knows what else. Good riddance. 
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			“Minerva, my organization is crumbling around me. First, McCane now I have it on good authority, Kosonov! What am I to do? I have no place to gather the flock and they will soon ‘fly the coop,’” the Keeper of he Keys giggled to himself.

			“Stop your sniveling, all is not lost. Think man.” The man heard the bird say in his ear. “Gather the flock, call a meeting at the new location in Wayne. I will preside and we will have some lucky soul assassinate the district attorney’s wife. No witnesses will be left. Even if your identity is discovered, your hands are clean. You never killed anyone. How could you be responsible for the members taking their personal vendetta’s out on the victims. It is just as though they were influenced by radio and/or the movies. Not your fault.” The big white bird flapped her wings, just brushing close to his ear and returned to her perch,

			“Nice talk, I have to get busy. Must make a big score It is all up to me now. First the ad to call the flock together, then put my house in order in case I have to disappear quickly but not before I consolidate my fortune. 

			Besides Priscilla, what about Crystal? She may be the next to go, hmmmm.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 24

			The restaurant was packed full and the smoke was winning over the air conditioner, but it did not seem to bother anyone either in the piano bar or restaurant. Stan was very bothered and he had the head man from the A/C company assessing the situation, 

			He was a young, well dressed, attractive man with charm to spare. A born salesman with a lot of moxy and pizzazz. He realized that none of that would help this situation. The A/C was too old to handle the mass of people that enjoyed the club night after night, Paul disclosed bluntly to Stan.

			“I’m afraid it’s going to cost you big money Stan. A unit, no you will need at least two units, will be in the thousands no way around that. Plus, you have to close the PM for a couple of nights while we install the new systems and remove the old.’” Paul Stephan shook his head mournfully while looking around at the crowded club. His eyes stopped when they encountered Crystal serving drinks at the piano bar a big smile on her lovely face.

			“Paul are you listening to me,” Stan who was a big man himself, had to look up at him. “I said can you lipstick and rouge the problem for the next couple of months at least so I can add the expense into my budget. Right now would be a stretch.”

			“Look Stan I will be glad to work with you, anything you want. I will baby the problem as long as I can, till it literally blows up in our faces. I will have my men stop by tomorrow with coolant and that should help for awhile. Now I was thinking about a drink and a hustle at the piano bar with that vision over there.”

			Stan turned to see where Paul was looking and should have known it was at Crystal. “You go for it boy and have a drink on the house, thanks for your input and I will limp as long as possible until we replace the whole setup in a couple of months.” Stan clapped him on the shoulder and then said “hi,” to a couple of people who had been trying to get his attention. 

			Crystal was busy serving drinks at the piano bar and she turned to smile at the newcomer who had just taken a seat. “Not bad” she thought.” I wonder what he was talking to Stan about for so long? Only one way to find out ask.”

			“What can I get you big boy?” she laughed with him at her imitation of May West.

			“Only if the next line is; Come up and see me some time” and they laughed harder.

			“Hey this guy ain’t bad” Crystal thought to herself. She got him the drink he ordered and he told her it was on Stan and this gave her a lead to ask what was going on between them.

			“Nothing much” he countered, “Just business.” He studied her over his glass. She appeared interested, too interested?

			“Monkey Business?” She smiled glancing sideways at him.

			“Naw, “ He decided to play it straight. “Air conditioning.”

			“About time, my lungs can use a break.” She got the waving customer his drink and then turned back to Paul. “By the way what’s your name? Mine is Crystal.” She moved the tray on to her hip and held out her right hand.

			Taking her hand in his he said his name was Paul and what time did she get off work? 

			Crystal looked at him and asked, “What do you have in mind?”

			Paul knew exactly what he had in mind but he said, “A night cap at the CR club in center city and maybe a bite to eat.” He said still nursing his drink.

			“Sounds good, a rain checks for another time perhaps, I won’t be getting out of here till very late or very early in the morning by the looks of things. Excuse me duty calls.” Crystal turned away and filled a number of drink orders, when she looked in his direction again he had gone but there was a fiver under his empty glass.

			Crystal was right, her evening ran into morning and when she got to her apartment she was bone tired. Her newspaper was on the mat by the front door and she debated with herself whether or not to pick it up or wait till tomorrow. She was that tired. She saw how ridiculous she was being but tired enough to justify not picking it up, “Hell” she bent to pick it up. As she stooped down a bullet came out of nowhere and grazed the top of her head and she saw stars, “how pretty” she thought and then darkness, no light, and she plunged into it. 

			When Crystal tried to open her eyes she panicked, they would not open something was holding her lids closed.

			She tried to raise her head off the pillows but blinding, excruciating pain shot through the back of her head and down her neck, she fell back against the pillows trying to catch her breath when a familiar voice whispered in her ear, “It’s all right Crystal, you are going to be alright.”

			“Jake?”

			“Yeah baby, it’s me. Thank God your neighbor got out of bed to call her cat, and saw you lying by your front door in a pool of blood. She called the ambulance and the police right away and they got in touch with me and here I am, and though you came within an inch of bleeding out, here you are.” She grimaced and whimpered, tears wetting the bandages that were keeping her eyes from opening.

			“Jake someone tried to kill me,” she tried to raise herself in agitation but the pain bit into her head and neck so much that she fell back from the agony of the head wound, her face contorted.

			“That will be enough of that young lady, lie quietly I have many questions to ask you and I don’t want you passing out. First are you now or ever have been a member of the White Owl Cult? I already know the answer so don’t you lie to me.”

			Blind and helpless, the only clue to Jake’s demeanor was his voice, and he was deadly serious. Still she did not answer him.

			“Crystal I am holding the amulet you were wearing when they brought you in to the hospital along with your bloody clothing. It is mother of pearl in the shape of an owl. I am gathering quite a collection of pearl owls. So talk and it will go easier on you. I would speculate that they tried to kill you to shut you up. The organization is falling apart, Crystal save yourself and tell me all about the cult, or at least what you know.” Jake held her hand and spoke to her quietly trying to gain her trust and in all conscious help her if he could.

			“Oh Jake I was in over my head. It started out as a camera club where guys took pictures of us girls in our underwear or even without clothes at all then this man from Russia, he was gorgeous, not my type I have to admit, started interacting with certain of the woman, not me. I sat back and watched as they plied these women with cocktails and drugs and I figured it was for money, blackmail. They had no reason to put me in a compromising situation, no one cared and no one would pay. They had other plans for me, but first they inducted me into the White Owl Cult. I thought it was a hoot. But I took their vowels and promised to obey the white owl Minerva, and they paid me well. I did everything for the money. I had to protect my future. There was no one who would. Minerva was supposedly sent down from Olympus by Athena the Goddess to guide us to money and glory.” Crystal stopped talking and Jake brought the water glass over and placed the straw to her lips. She drank gratefully.

			“I know this is difficult for you Crystal but I want you to know I have a police officer writing down everything you are telling me so after you sign your testimony you will never have to repeat it. Please continue.’ 

			“I know it sounds nuts but it worked. The owl demanded South Sea Pearls as payment and the bird knew the difference between fake and real. A member has the scars to prove it.’ 

			Jake interrupted, “Why South Sea Pearls?”

			“From what The Keeper of the Keys translated from the owl, it was because the pearls are a natural product of the ocean, untouched by human hands, created by the oyster and a grain of sand or such like, to give birth to an object of pure beauty after years of gestation. Also they are worth a fortune. The Keeper of the Keys has them sewn on a white satin blanket and sets the cage upon it. Both the blanket and the cage sits on the altar to be worshipped by the flock. That blanket is worth a king’s ransom in my opinion.”

			Although Jake was anxious to get to the million dollar question he did not want to rush Crystal, she was doing a bang up job and he could see she was getting tired. He brought the water to her lips again and she drank all the water in the glass. Jake rang for a nurse and a sprightly brunette bounced in, “How are we doing today my dear,” She asked her patient patting her knee and checking her pulse.

			“Fine nurse, I’m sorry I forgot your name?”

			“No problem, my name is Sherrill Capi I will be your nurse until you get better. You were unconscious when they brought you in, my husband Andy is a doctor on staff and took the x rays of your head.” Sherrill nodded to Jake who had asked to learn Crystal’s status as soon as it was known.

			Crystal was exhausted but excited to be finally telling her story and more than likely face the music. She was getting to the part where she would be culpable. She took a deep breath and plunged on.

			Jake felt her pain and knew it would be rough for her from here on, he waited. Crystal looked at the nurse, “Sherrill do you mind excusing us, my conversation with the chief detective is confidential?”

			“Not at all I will check on the chief’s other patient. The hospital is full this morning.” Sherrill smiled up at the officer holding the door open for her. ”By the way Dr. Capi, my husband,” she tittered “has given you an all clear on your head injury, a resident eye specialist will be in shortly to check on your eyes and remove the bandages.” Sherrill went out the door with a swish of her starched skirts.

			“I was the only woman that was inducted into the White Owl Cult. The Keeper needed me to act as a spy and report on you Jake.” She was glad her eyes were covered so she could not see the fury that inflamed his face at that moment.

			“Go on,’ He growled, “Keep talking, let’s finish this. Tell me everything. Then we will see where it leaves you”

			“They needed me because I fit the script that the Keeper said Minerva needed. He said a beautiful woman with no scruples and no moral judgment, as I proved to them. I watched or learned what happened to the victims or as the Keeper called them, the examples for those who would not come up with the blackmail money. I never said a word to anyone because along with the money, that was significant, so was the threat of violence and death.” 

			Her hands were ice cold and Jake rubbed them trying to warn them and stop her teeth from chattering. He knew she was gripped with fear and she had a right to be but like the Keeper Jake did not care who he hurt to get at the truth.

			“Who is he Crystal, who is the Keeper of the Keys?”

			“You have to believe me Jake he never went unmasked. I do not know his identity. “

			‘Think girl, there are things you do know. You may not have seen his face but you can describe to me what you do know; hair color, height, build, muscle mass, his attire. any identifying marks? DID YOU NOT SEE HIM NAKED?? Think.”

			“Yes of course, his hair was brown with maybe a bit of sunburned blonde and his eyes were dark behind the mask. He had a good build and average muscle tone, as though he never worked out but maybe walked a lot to keep slim. I would believe his height was between 5’10” tall and maybe pushing 6’. Honestly Jake I did not see any disfiguring marks or tattoos on his body which by the way was white. Creamy. He was not circumcised.”

			“Thank you Crystal, you have nothing to worry about a police officer is standing right by your bedside and there is another one in the hallway. No one is getting in to harm you.” Jake stood up to leave and let her get some rest.

			“Jake please don’t leave until the doctor comes to take off my eye bandages. I will feel much safer with you here, please I know you owe me nothing but I am so afraid.” Crystal was clutching Jake’s sleeve.

			“Really Crystal be a big girl no one can get to you. I trust these men and they will do a bang up job keeping you safe. Now get some rest.” Again he stood up to leave.

			“Jake you don’t know everything, there are plants, spies throughout your police force, some in direct contact with you, a trusted member of your team, you don’t know everything. Please wait till the doctor comes at least.”

			Jake sat back down emphatically, after that statement from Crystal wild horses would not drag him away. “What are you implying?”

			“I am just saying I know things, it isn’t just about the Keeper of the Keys, he has a second in command as well.” She looked away from him and sort of scrunched down under the covers, making herself smaller and more vulnerable.

			“Sit up straight. What are you saying, are you saying his second in command is one of my detectives?” Jake was incredulous.

			“Think about it Jake. Why have you not heard about the camera club or the murder club before they started getting greedy and more theatrical. Isn’t it possible that any complaints or even arrests were being covered up by someone in your department someone with influence and power. Money makes strange bedfellows.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 25

			“Nurse Sherrill and Doctor Capi, I wonder if you could do me a big favor and have Lankenau Hospital transfer Tony McCane here to Jefferson in your care. It would be a big favor to me to have all my suspected murderers in one facility. Mind you I am not sure if Tony will ever wake up but it is necessary that he be brought here. It cuts down on police personnel and payroll if nothing else.”

			“We understand that and even though it is not in my jurisdiction to take on this request I will talk to administration for you as I see you are understaffed and over taxed.” 

			Jake watched them walk away, happy to help him in any capacity knowing that they had months of dinner conversation.

			Crystal was right, and he was so side tracked never to have understood that the White Owl could not have functioned without police protection, especially in Philly with all the blue laws. He knew there were spies but cover up, missed that. Of course Crystal did not know who the second in command was had no idea never having had anything to do with him. Just observing him sitting next to the Keeper of the keys, whispering in his ear. She never heard his voice out loud. Could that be because she knew his voice? She is trying to get a lighter sentence by coming forward with what she knew and she knows plenty. She would not sign the transcript till she made a deal with Babs Babinsky, new acting district attorney. 

			I could get the new police academy graduates assigned to my precinct to go over the cases from, maybe five years ago to check on arresting officers and reason for case dismissals, being new they may not be corrupted as yet. Worth a try. Jake mused to himself.

			Jake was trying so hard to bring his case to a close and jail or fry the criminals that he completely forgot his wife who had been home for hours without a word or a call. Now he tried dialing his home number and got no answer. He checked his watch, midnight. She must be fast asleep, not worried at all. The beauty of marrying someone that could relate.

			He stepped out of the hospital into the cool spring air, with just a tiny gust of a warm breeze heralding the arrival of a hot summer and there was Murphy in the car waiting to drive him where ever.

			“Hi Murphy. I thought I sent you home, you are a sight for my eyes. How about a drink or two at the CR? I hear Johnny Mathis is singing there tonight.”

			“How did you hear that, you have been working all day and night?”

			Murphy asked him wide eyed.

			“Oh I hear things, what do you say? The night is young.” Jake laughed.

			“Suits me just fine. I’m game if you are. I’m not under as much pressure since Gerda is pregnant. So I rested, showered and here I am. Don’t want to miss anything.”

			“I have to unwind, and get some perspective on this case. I want a stake out on the Wayne property but I don’t want anyone to know. Use the new recruits as much as possible. We have more spies in the department than we can know. Crystal inferred the second in command to the white owl is a detective, a trusted detective.”

			Murphy nearly swerved the car into oncoming traffic on that statement. “I hope you are not thinking it’s me, Chief. I have enough on my plate without taking on any more jobs.” 

			“No Murphy I am not thinking it is you, but none the less someone close to us with very little to lose. Do you have any ideas?”

			“I will have to ponder that question, give me a few days. Here we are CR at your service.” Murphy got out and opened the door for Jake. The valet took the car and the men strolled into the night club to have a few and relax their brains.

			The manager came over to greet Jake though he wasn’t what you would call a regular but everyone knew him on sight.

			“Chief detective welcome to the CR. What is your pleasure gentlemen a table, a seat at the bar? The show is about to begin, let me get you a table up front.”

			He led the way to a ring side table and Jake gave him a Twenty for his trouble. The manager bowed and retreated just as the curtain went up and the stage lights came on. The cocktail waitress came over and took their drink orders in a whisper and disappeared into the dark club. Seconds later she was back with their drinks and told them she would run a tab. Jake told her to keep them coming. In lieu of that she brought a bottle of Seagram’s seven, a bottle of Pinch scotch and a bucket of ice. They would not be disturbed and neither would she, they could drink all they wanted she would add up the tab when they were through.

			“What a great idea just leave the bottles. I have to tell Stan to do that, it might add to the profit margin.” Picking up his glass Jake toasted Murphy and watched the comedian warm up the audience for Johnny Mathis.
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			The Keeper of the Keys felt he was surrounded by botched up incompetents. When his second in command failed to eliminate Crystal

			all hell broke lose in the police department.

			Jake had all his suspects in one basket at Jefferson hospital and bit by bit he was getting the whole story, except McCane of course. But no telling when he would wake up. If that happened, game over.

			“Minerva wake up we have real problems I want you to think of a contingency plan. A plan where we escape scot free.” 

			“How many times do I have to tell you that your hands are clean. All you have to do is set up the meeting in the Wayne location, put your second in command in charge and continue with your life. The detective, Guiliani will have the place staked out and they will descend on the flock and arrest everyone including your second in command. Ask him to wear your robe and dole out money to everyone, I would say $10,000.00 to each member and $100,000.00 for himself, for his trouble. Everyone will credit him for being the mastermind. When the police find out who he is they will be so wrapped up in red tape they won’t have time for anything or anyone else.”

			“But he knows who I am, he will expose me. Your plan is flawed.”

			“Stop complaining. No one will believe him it is your word against his. You are a major player in the politics of the city, not to mention your adored wife was a victim. You just go to work and do your job and deny, deny, deny. “

			“What about you Minerva? You have to be there at the meeting It would not be official without you to worship.”

			“I will be there on the altar as usual, the only thing that won’t be there will be the blanket of South Sea Pearls. You must keep that safe along with the cash we have collected. I have made you rich beyond your wildest dreams. You must survive so I can survive. We are a team if you fall I fall. No one can hear me but you. Stay calm and we both will win. I will fly to you as soon as I can get free. It might be smart if you start dating Priscilla instead of killing her you make a fine pair and she likes you. Don’t protes, it is a perfect way to divert suspicion. Misdirection is key.” The bird preened her feathers and went back to sleep.

			Jake and Murphy were not drunk but considerably relaxed.

			“This is just what the doctor ordered Murphy. I can think clearly and put some facts in order. Crystal said that the White Owl was not old and had a slim built with brownish hair and sun streaks. That definitely lets out the mayor, happy for that, but not the councilman. He fits that description except for his hair. You can see his hair is dark brown without a touch of blonde.” Jake said pointing over to the table where Councilman Carter was sitting with Priscilla and the mayor. “She also said that the bird bites him. Look at Carter’s right hand, bandaged. I find that very suspicious, especially after what she told me.” Both men gazed at the threesome who were enjoying each others company.

			“But you can’t deny he lost his wife to that mad man, I would think that fact alone exonerates him from suspicion?”

			“On the contrary Murph, it draws more suspicion because it is a fact that husbands are the number one suspect when a spouse is murdered. Let’s double the surveillance on the good councilman and see where it leads us. 

			Kendra is sitting over there with her fiancé, I am going over to say hello. You pay the tab, leave a generous tip, get a receipt and the city will reimburse you.”

			“I should hope so this is quite a tab.”

			He glanced back at Murphy as he wended his way through the white tablecloths on his way to Kendra. Sal D’Monaco stood up as Jake approached their table and put out his hand. “Jake hello, good of you to stop by.” The two men stood toe to toe taking each others measure while Kendra sat like a queen between them a sleek smile on her lovely face.

			Jake bent down and kissed her on the cheek noting the fact that the large diamond ring was back on her left hand finger, flashing brilliantly even in the subdued light.

			“Are congratulations in order for you two?”

			At their affirmative nod Kendra explained, “Sal’s divorce became final and we are celebrating this evening.” She smiled a happy smile and Sal squeezed her hand.

			“We are leaving for the south of France right after the wedding, I am so excited.”

			“Best wishes for a happy life and congratulations. The best.” Jake waved bye and saw the Don at the next table giving him the high sign to approach.

			“Jake I have a favor to ask, is it possible for you to see your way clear, to attend Sal’s wedding at the mansion?” The Don looked at him.

			“Thank you Sir, but I don’t think that would be the right thing to do. May I ask why you want me there?”

			“There have been some veiled threats, and some not so veiled.” Before Jake could ask who was being threatened, “Against my household, everyone, a bomb.”	

			“Did you receive any telephone calls, letters in the mail, or creamy white embossed cards?”

			”With a signature of the White Owl. Jake how did you know?”

			“It is my job to know. This is very serious. He does not make idol threats. How much is he asking for?”

			“A cool million.”

			“That is very interesting. He must be getting ready to fly away. Don Gaudio I know you are aware that blackmail never stops, you pay forever.” Jake said sitting down on the chair beside the Don that his bodyguard hastily vacated at the Don’s hand signal.

			“Or until I find out who this madman is and put out his lights.” 

			Jake glanced around the room and noticed they were causing some interest at the mayor’s table as all eyes were watching them. “Can I visit you at your home Don Gaudio it will be much more private. I will attend Sal’s wedding and so will my men in mufti of course. This has to be an ambitious operation for the White Owl and could very well be his down fall.”

			“I will make sure we meet this week.’ Jake rose to his feet shaking the Don’s hand and felt the sensation that kissing his ring was not inappropriate. Weird, but not inappropriate. As he walked toward the exit he caught the mayor’s eye and waved and nodded to Carter who was also looking his way.

			Is it you? You son of a bitch! Jake hooded his eyes and bounded down the steps and into the waiting car. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 26

			Jake got in the front seat of the squad car, Murphy driving and Jake could not wait to tell him his conversation with the Don. But a moment of doubt made him keep silent while he went over in his head the possibility that Murphy may be a spy for the White Owl. Naaw, he thought no way he has shown exemplary courage, putting his life in danger to save others, right by my side through case after case. I would trust him with my life so why am I hesitating?

			“Murphy I was talking to Don Gaudio, he called me to his table and asked a favor, that I attend Sal and Kendra’s wedding.”

			“Some favor, a gala affaire. Count me in as your plus one.” Murphy said, wondering why the concerned look on Jake’s face. 

			“Here me out. He received a bomb threat from none other than the White Owl. A card was enclosed in the letter demanding one million dollars.”

			“What, that is a suicide note. No one would survive threatening the Don with a bomb and a demand for a million bucks. That’s insane. Do you think it’s for real?”

			“You mean a false threat to get the mafia involved? Never thought of that, but regardless heads are going to roll. We will be covering the wedding but I would like to apprehend that maniac before a showdown at a wedding of all places. Let’s keep this on the down low, I don’t want any leaks.”

			“Where to now Chief?”

			“Are you kidding me Murphy, home before you and I get divorced. We will think clearer in the morning. But when you pick me up I want to swing by the hospital to see Crystal. Her memory needs a little jogging. She probably knows more than she thinks she does.”

			“I don’t think she would hold out on us at this point do you?”

			“No not at this point. She would like to make the best deal possible because her backs to the wall. It’s a damned if you do and damned if you don’t situation. Pity she is one hell of a girl.”

			“Amen to that, Chief.” Murphy quipped lighting a cigarette to hide his emotions from Jake.

			Crystal was sitting on the edge of the hospital bed waiting to be discharged. She was wearing new clothes free of the blood stains from her head wound, she had no idea where they came from but they were very fashionable and just her sixe. Black slacks, white silk blouse and a cherry red coat to complete the ensemble,

			“I am ready,” she thought. “For whatever comes next. I have to make a deal with Jake and Babs Babinski the DA to get a reduced sentence or no sentence at all. How do I do that? I was really just a paid employee for the White Owl, following orders. I just spied on Jake for the organization, they shoot spies. God I can’t go there.”

			The room door opened and Nurse Sherrill Capi entered with a wheel chair in tow, “We have your release papers all signed sealed and delivered you are free to go, hop on.’

			“Do I have to ride in that. I would rather walk.”

			“Everyone rides, hospital rules.” The orderly that came in with nurse Sherrill held the wheel chair steady while Crystal sat down and made herself comfortable.

			Crystal could not believe her eyes as Detective Xavier Murphy walked into the room, big, tall and handsome as ever.

			“Crystal you look beautiful. I came to personally take you to a safe place so you can figure out your next move and how cooperative you will be to our investigation.”

			Except for the initial compliment Murphy was as cold as ice, as he walked beside the wheel chair on the way to the squad car parked at the curb.

			“Murphy what transpired between you and me was personal. You meant everything to me. I had to break it off because I was putting you in danger.

			Still am for that matter. What are you doing here? Why did they not send someone else? I am so ashamed for my role in the whole shabby mess.”

			She dropped her head toward her chest, a tear coursing down her cheek.

			“You call mass murder a shabby mess, you are screwed up lady and need serious help. I am here because you meant something to me too. I want to be sure you get to a safe place. But there is no we, we are finished if we were ever started.”

			He held the car door for her as she arose from the wheelchair, thanking the orderly and ducking her head as she got into the front seat with Murphy.

			Murphy glanced sideways at Crystal as he drove to the station, having promised Jake he would bring her directly to the precinct, no detours. Even after all the facts were in and he knew she played a major part in the crimes he wished it were the train station, bus station he was taking her too, not the police station.

			“Murphy, your taking me in? I am so scared.” Crystal started to cry. Her tears streaming down her face making streaky lines to her made up face.

			Murphy pulled the car over to the curb and turned toward Crystal who threw herself into Murphy’s wide open arms. He kissed her hard on her parted lips and pressed her body closer to his. The electricity he thought was over cane raging back in force and he groaned with a passion that matched hers. 

			He pushed her away and she fell against the door. “Murphy lets go somewhere I want you terribly.” She reached for him.

			“No, I am sorry but I am not risking my marriage and my career no matter what I feel for you, at one point you had a choice and you went for the money and now gorgeous you have to face the music, wipe the mascara off your cheeks you’ll look better.” Murphy lit a cigarette and turned the wheel into traffic.

			“You bastard!” Crystal cleaned her face and applied more powder and lipstick. 

			Murphy gripped the wheel tight with his left hand as he dragged heavily on the cigarette trying to get control of his emotions, “Your wrong there my girl. If I were a bastard, I would pull into that motel and devour you.”

			“Oh Murphy I don’t know what I am saying… The least you can do is give me a chance.” Crystal said as she leaned close to him and caressed his leg with her hand. “Please darling you know I am crazy for you. Let me go, I never hurt anyone and we had some great times together. I am innocent of these crimes. Please sweetheart help me. I am begging you.” 

			“Your best bet right now Crystal is to tell Jake all you know or can guess at and make a deal, give him enough evidence so that creep is put behind bars or worse forever. Level with us, turn states evidence, you may still come out of this smelling like a rose.” He smiled down at her but removed her hand from his thigh. “You do look very pretty, where did you get the red coat”

			“No idea. They were in my closet and the nurse helped me change into them, why?” 
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			“I don’t care if you are feeling lousy if you are not in the hospital get over to Wayne and check out that restaurant. STAT!” Jake slammed down the phone.

			His new secretary poked in her head, “Is there something I can do for you Chief?”

			Millie Jacobs was no Annie, but she was willing and helpful. But right now she was interfering with his temper and Jake trying to control himself said slowly and distinctly. “Please Millie get me some hot coffee and a pack of Lucky’s from the vending machine, thank you very much.” Millie backed out of the office seeing the look in his eye and closed the door behind her.

			After Jake slammed down the phone on Detective Wilson he wondered if he was the White Owl’s second in command. Damn he thought it could be anyone except Murphy. Of Murphy he was sure. Where is he anyway, he should be here by now.

			“Chief, Murphy called on the radio phone requesting armed guards outside the station to protect Crystal. He thinks there may be an assassination attempt.” 

			“See to it Sergeant. How far away is he, did he say?”

			“Practically here now, sir.”

			“I am coming with you.”

			Jake followed the sergeant down the hall, passing Millie with his hot coffee and cigarettes. “Leave them on my desk, I will be right back.”

			“Will do Chief.” Millie said unruffled. 

			The police officers were outside the station with rifles at the ready when Murphy pulled up to the door. He told Crystal to stay in the car until he came around to open the door and also to take off her coat. She made to easy a target (was that the idea) wearing the cherry red coat.

			Wrapping his arms around her he hunched their way into the station the armed officers following them in, Jake held the door open while surveying the tall buildings along the street. He got them inside safely and closed the door. Murphy threw the coat at him. 

			“What’s this about? Jake questioned.

			“There has been one attempt on her life, why not another by a hired gun who’s only identifying mark would be a red coat, considering the fact the clothes just appeared in her closet the right sizes and her style, I would say suspicious.”

			“I would say you were right to take precautions, but now what do we do with her is the question? Until she tells us everything she knows or surmises she is in jeopardy. We know she is not safe in jail, maybe we can, let me think.” 

			They walked toward Jake’s office deep in thought, the men purposeful Crystal shaking in her shoes.

			When the three got to Jake’s office Millie stopped them to explain she put Babs Babinsky in his office and she was about to bring more coffee. 

			“Fine bring more and round up some donuts or something, none of us have had time for breakfast.”

			“Yes sir.” And Millie waddled off to get the coffee and see what was left in the break room to eat . ”Probably very little or nothing.” She mumbled to herself. ”I guess they expect me to go over to the bakery and buy some, no way Jose. Pay dirt, somebody actually left birthday cake, chocolate, no less.”

			“I have been waiting in the precinct for you, I am so snowed in at the DA’s office that it was actually a pleasure to wait, ahh this must be our star witness Crystal.” Babs held out her hand all smiles and Crystal smiled back and shook her hand.

			“It is very nice to know you, I think. I am ready to give you my statement and whatever else you may need I just want to make a clean breast of it all. I want to throw myself on your mercy and for that I hope you can help me at the same time. There is one thing I want you to know at the start, basically I was a prostitute paid to make myself available for Jake and gather as much information as I could for the White Owl, Keeper of the Keys.”

			“For now let’s start there. You combine the Keeper of the Keys and the White Owl in the same breath I thought the white owl was a bird and the Keeper of the Keys was the leader of the cult, is that not right?”

			“Yes the bird is worshiped by the cult membership as a supreme being, a god. The reincarnation of the goddess Minerva and that is the bird’s name Minerva. The only one who hears the bird’s instructions is the Keeper of the Keys.”

			“Are you telling me the bird instructs the man.” Babs was incredulous.

			“Yes and then he passes the instructions to the membership. The instructions, got more sinister and malevolent every year but, we were getting rich and richer and by that time we were all sucked in, to rich to question, to scared to leave. Most members were intrigued with the excitement and danger of a murder/blackmail club and they paid dearly to join. They did not care if the owl landed on their shoulder or their neighbors in fact they preferred the bird to land anywhere else but on them.” Crystal stopped talking and took a deep breath. Millie came in with coffee and chocolate cake.

			“You keep saying everyone gets rich and yet investigating the tax returns of you and other suspects there are no significant increase in tax structure over say, the last 5 years how do you explain that?” Babs questioned.

			Jake knew the taxes and lack of were how the Feds managed to incarcerate Capone and put him away for life.

			“The money was never divided among any of us. I got a small stipend every now and then for specific jobs, but the Keeper of the Keys kept all the money and pearls collected. He gave us a running count every month about our increase n wealth but we never got any of the actual dollars.

			“He should have been called keeper of the keys, pearls, money and every thing else.” Murphy joked, nut no one laughed at his wry humor.

			After coffee and cake the questioning continued, Burnsey stuck his head in the office, asking to help, but Jake told him to check on Wilson at the new headquarters of the White Owl. Jake thought it would be more efficient use of his time. With a sideways glance at Crystal Burnsey left the room.

			“Is Priscilla still in witness protection?” Jake asked.

			“Yes she has 24 hour guards, Why?” Babs questioned.

			“Just a thought, still thinking taxes. Let’s get on with it, by the way Crystal do you have any idea where the owl is kept?”

			“None what so ever Jake.” 

			“Such a big bird, and nocturnal. That’s when they do their hunting at night.”

			They all looked at Jake. “Nothing just thinking our loud.’

			“One more thought Crystal, did you ever see the bird leave the church after the rituals?”

			“No, the bird, cage and pearl blanket were always gone before the congregation was dismissed. The altar was bare except for a few droppings.” She answered.

			“Who were the first to leave?”

			“The Keeper of the Keys. We had to bow our heads and raise our arms until a gong sounded somewhere in the building that gave us permission to leave the pews. When we did so, the bird, cage and all including the Keeper of the Keys and his Second in Command were gone. I never thought much about it since that was the way it always was.”

			“No chance of anyone following them? Sneaking out?” asked Murphy

			“No the body guards in black were stationed at each door allowing no one to leave until the gong sounded.” Crystal crossed her legs trying to get more comfortable and put a cigarette into her mouth, Murphy leaned toward her and lit it, she blew the smoke from her first puff away from him. 

			“You were sexually involved with the keeper,” at Crystal’s affirmative nod Babs went on to ask, “anyone else in the organization?”

			“The keeper and others wanted me to give my sexual favors to the men the owl landed on to fulfill the murder contract. That only happened one time, it was not a good result and I announced to everyone that particular reward was off the table and not going to happen again. Apparently they agreed because that man bungled the contract and killed the D A instead of his wife, Priscilla.”

			“You mean Crystal the Keeper gave orders to have him executed?

			Crystal looked Jake in the eye and answered straightforwardly “He killed the DA by mistake in a crude and ugly manner, against everything the White Owl stood for and the bird was hysterical and incensed the Keeper to kill him.

			A vote was taken and he was escorted roughly out of the room by the black robes.”

			Jake, Babs and Murphy could not believe the gold mine of information that Crystal was revealing. She was a key player and they had her ALIVE. 

			They had her and what a witness she would make for their case against The White Owl Cult, but it was up to them to keep her breathing, this meant stashing her away under guard for her protection. Jake felt he had time to think about her safety, it was still early in the day. 

			“Crystal you attended every meeting and were privy to their plans?” Jake asked.

			This was getting dangerous for Crystal and she knew it.

			“Before I answer questions that might incriminate me, I want to know what I can expect by way of immunity from prosecution.”

			“It is not in my power to grant you total immunity for your crimes.” Jake said reluctantly, looking at Babs for clarification. 

			Crystal objected to that.

			“They are crimes of a secondary nature, you did not commit them personally but you omitted telling the authorities about what was going to happen and innocent people were killed. So you are equally guilty of murder and blackmail in the eyes of the law and you could burn. That goes for your fellow cult members as well.” Babs explained.

			Tears flowed freely from Crystal’s beautiful eyes and she wept without stopping for what seemed like hours but in reality only minutes had passed. She accepted the handkerchief that Jake handed her, wiped her face and blew her nose then offered the soggy hanky back to Jake who ignored the offer. 

			“I witnessed the bird landing on the shoulder of the chosen man that got the contract to kill someone but I never knew who or how or why. That all took place behind closed doors. It was only after reading the newspapers did I guess to myself, that was what it was about, maybe? 

			My main job was to watch Jake and get as close to him as possible which I might add was a pleasure.” She smiled at Jake and missed Murphy’s scowl. Crystal blew her nose again and wiped her eyes. She was calm as they all watched her. 

			“I have nothing more to say gentlemen and lady at this time. I would like to defer further comment till I have a chance to speak to my lawyer.” 

			“Do you have a lawyer Crystal? Would you like the court to provide one for you? You have to understand you are considered a witness in the case against the White Owl or the Keeper as you call him, if you lawyer up now your status will change. Remember your cult members tried to kill you and we are protecting you so if and when the White Owl is caught you can testify against him for a reduced sentence.” Babs calmly explained.

			“Let’s take five and gather our thoughts and let Crystal contemplate her options which in my opinion are nil, Officer,”

			Jake signaled to the new recruit guarding the door in the hall to enter the room and guard the prisoner, {which in reality she was, a prisoner,} while they took a break. “Keep the door locked and let no one in or out till we return.”

			Babs, Murphy and Jake walked in to the conference room and sat around the long oaken table in very comfortable dark green leather swivel chairs. They lit up cigarettes and there was silence for a moment while they exhaled.

			Jake was first to speak and they turned their heads to listen intently.

			“First as far as Crystal’s accommodations are concerned we will move her in with Priscilla at the hotel.” Babs looked askance, and Murphy shook his head. No one disagreed however. Jake continued, “We already have officers in place and this investigation has cost plenty. The commissioner has been more than generous and I don’t want to incur more unnecessary debt. I would like the rooms bugged before Crystal moves in, something might slip that she would not necessarily tell us but would tell a fellow victim. In a way Crystal was victimized like Priscilla. So round the clock monitoring.

			Priscilla has been dating the mayor and the councilman, Jerry and Carter that has got to stop until this is over and then she can see whomever the hell she wants. It would be doubly dangerous with Crystal moving into the suite with her.” The leather chair creaked as Jake changed position.

			“They could always double date,” Murphy quipped.

			“That will be enough of your humor Murphy I have never been more serious.”

			“Right Chief,” Murphy looked down sheepishly and whispered “sorry.”

			I forget that Murphy isn’t even thirty years old and still can see life differently than I do, and God bless him for that. We make a great team because our points of view differ. Jake thought as a small smile tugged at the corners of his generous mouth.

			“Babs, Murphy let’s get back to Crystal and let her know our plans. I want her to keep thinking she is a witness which she is and does not need a lawyer at this time.”

			They marched down the hall in step and thought when the front desk officer stopped Jake in mid-stride. 

			”Chief, Detective Burns just called to say that there is a lot of activity going on at the Old House Inn. Very suspicious, he said.”

			“Thank you officer, I’ll take care of it.” Jake rushed to catch up with the others.

			When they entered the office the new recruit was lying on the floor half naked. The top half of his uniform was missing and he was semi-conscious, a heavy crystal ash tray lay close to his body also on the floor. Crystal the girl, was gone!

			“Holy Toledo what happened here, where is Crystal? Wake up Mac. What happened here? Where is Crystal? Was she taken or did she knock you out and leave of her own accord? Wake up man and explain.” Murphy kept shaking him and then helped him to his feet Babs brought a chair over for him to sit down. Collapsing on the chair, bleeding from his head wound he garbled incoherently for a minute but rubbing his head he managed, “she hit me …. Hard. I think I passed out but I felt her undressing me. It all happened so fast like lightning. First I went over to give her a light on her cigarette, she asked me to, the next thing I am on the ground.” 

			“Call an ambulance for this guy.” Jake said “and get the desk sergeant in here, maybe he saw something suspicious, then send a squad over to Crystal’s apartment, she might have gone home. Move it!”

			“Here we go again, two steps forward and one step back. Damn, the luck. She is in great danger from the cult, does she realize it?” He looked to Murphy for an answer.

			“I am sure she realizes it, but her immediate danger was being locked up, perhaps for a long time.” Murphy lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. He was sort of glad she had gotten away. Too bad it had to end with her being a fugitive.

			“Put an all points bulletin out for her, she won’t get far.” Babs ordered the officers that were crowding the room. “Get her picture on the six o’clock news we will apprehend her and this time we take the gloves off.” She flounced out of the room and Jake and Murphy were left looking at each other, and the blood on the floor.

			“Its times like these when I miss Richard the most. He at least let me issue the orders and run my own ship. So Crystal is in the wind. While Babs has organized the apprehension of her, we are free to go to Wayne and see what is going on with Wilson and Burnsey. Are you with me

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 27 

			The street was clear of the sewer equipment and the traffic flowed in their usual pathways. The Old House Inn had a number of cars in the parking lot and two squad cars, but everything was quiet no altercation or commotion.

			Carpenters, electricians, and architects were busy banging, sawing, studying plans and cursing their equipment when in reality it was the lack of competence that was causing the glitches. Restaurant furniture was being moved in on dollies or man power, which was plentiful. 

			“Look Chief, no chairs, just what looks like pews. Do you think they are going to put pews around those long plank tables?” Murphy asked Jake as they walked in on the chaotic scene.

			Burnsey and Wilson were arguing with someone that could have been the foreman over some documents spread out on a makeshift table. Jake made his way over to them to find out what was going on.

			“Hey there sir, I am Jake Guiliani Chief Detective of the Philadelphia police force. I see you have already met Detectives Burns and Wilson.” Jake turned to Murphy who held out his hand, “Detective Murphy.” 

			“Yeah, you guys are a little out of your jurisdiction aren’t you?” The foreman asked looking at them in some confusion.

			“Oh don’t you worry we are legit,” Murphy shook the foreman’s hand, “what is going on around here and who ordered the renovations?”

			“Looks like I got here just in the nick of time,” Carter said jovially.

			All conversation stopped as the councilman appeared in the room entering as silently as an apparition. The foreman picked up his plans and left the group nodding to his boss as he made his exit.

			Jake looked at Carter askance but lit a cigarette to hide his surprise.

			The officers shifted to make room for Carter at the table and Jake was studying him closely as the hair on the back of his neck vibrated, because in that moment he knew Joe Carter was the Keeper of the Keys, The White Owl.

			Lowering his head to hood his eyes he took a drag from his cigarette and looked around at all the activity, “What’s going on around here Joe?” He questioned casually.

			“Jake good to see you, man. What do you think of my little venture? You are all invited to my restaurant opening next month. I am restoring the building as a world class restaurant in a monastic theme. The tables are made of large wooden planks and the seating instead of chairs I am using pews.”

			“Like in church!?” Wilson exclaimed/

			“Exactly like in church. I discovered them in an old church on the mainline practically abandoned and purchased them dirt cheap. Look at that patina you can’t get that deep color on new wood.” 

			The stain glass windows were being put in place in the window frames and a red and blue glow washed over the room, A not unpleasant effect.

			“I wish you luck it must have all cost a fortune.” Jake probed.

			“You have that right, a fortune, but I am building a tribute to Daphne. It is her insurance money that is making it all possible. We already have an extensive guest list for our opening night and we are catering some very prestigious weddings, and bar mitzvahs. Everyone likes the idea of monk clad waiters and wooden bowls for our soup and salad. Back to the basics.”

			“Anyone I may know in the wedding department? Jake questioned innocently thinking of the Don.

			“Can’t give away my client list, now can I? Have to watch out for the competition. So if I might ask, what are you doing here out of your stomping grounds? You are a way’s out of town.”

			“True all true, but we had an alert that a lot of renovations were going on in an area where we just had a stake-out. We were watching this building for a connection with a known criminal The White Owl, maybe you have heard of him? He played a significant part in the death of your wife.” This time Jake made eye contact and Carter stared back unperturbed.

			“I had no idea. How would I have known. I was kept mostly in the dark as was the mayor. We were just told to act naturally and if contacted inform you, Jake. We have been doing just that. When this building came across my desk for sale it seemed the perfect tribute to my darling Daphne. She was some chef. I am naming the restaurant after her. Saint Daphne’s Kitchen. That should take some stain of sin from its doors. If I can be of further help call on me, but right now I have to ride herd on my foreman. Can’t have him getting lazy.”

			He walked away with a wave of his hand. Leaving the officers looking after him.

			“My God, Saint Daphne’s Kitchen, what a travesty.” Wilson said shaking his head.

			“We have to get back to headquarters. I need to make some calls. Burnsey, Wilson you both hangout here awhile and then follow Carter. Don’t let him see you. If he does peel off and you lose him, we will set up a detail at the precinct. But in the meantime tail him but don’t let him see you.”

			“What’s going on Chief? Is Carter a suspect?” Burnsey wanted to know.

			“Let’s just say a person of interest.”

			When Jake got in the car next to Murphy he lit a cigarette and tried to relax. His mind was going ninety miles a minute as it became clearer to him that in reality Joe Carter killed his wife and the others either himself or by his orders.

			So that is now a given, so my money is on the fact he is catering the Don’s wedding party at his mansion on the mainline. He would have easy access to planting bombs or whatever mayhem he could arrange. So what can I do. I can not pull him in on suspicion without proof. He would be out in two seconds and we would be sued for false arrest. 

			“Hey Chief what are you thinking? Your cigarette ashes are falling all over your jacket.” 

			“I have just discovered the White Owl’s secret identity.” He brushed vehemently at his jacket, throwing the cigarette butt out the car window.

			“Your kidding, just like that? Are you going to keep it to yourself or are you going to share?” He looked at Jake.

			“Share of course. I will need your help but don’t you share. We need him to continue to be confident and think we are all a bunch of asses. Do you have any suspicions detective?”

			Silence fell on the car deep and dark while Murphy now lit a cigarette and focused on his driving.

			“The clue is one of the men who were at the restaurant, excluding the foreman. So Wilson, Burns, or Councilman Carter is my guess so far. I don’t think it was either one of the detectives, they could be a part of it in some way your spy theory, which has proven true but not the White Owl himself. NO if I had to guess between the three it would be Councilman Carter.

			“The minute he appeared in the restaurant it became clear as glass, after taking the mayor out of the picture, he was the only logical suspect. He saw his wife in the arms of another man under lascivious circumstance, after all she meant to him, his angel, to display herself like that and he blamed her girlfriends as well leading her on the path to destruction”.

			“Very good Chief but where is your proof? Without proof your theory goes poof!”

			“Can’t you be serious about anything Murphy. We will get proof. We have to find the bird. The white owl, Minerva. That bird is the key.

			“One more thing Chief with the meeting place for the cult now a restaurant how are we going to tell the bad guys from the customers.”

			“We will have to wait and see on that one, in the meantime we have to keep the place on surveillance and see who or what turns up.

			When Jake and Murphy arrived back at headquarters Jake went immediately to his desk and had Millie get Don Gaudio on the phone. Millie completed the call and said the Don was on the line.

			“Jake what’s going on?” Gaudio was a man of few words, he did not have to waste words when every syllable was obeyed.

			“Answer a question for me Don, who is catering Kendra and Sal’s wedding at the mansion?”

			“My secretary found a new place outside of town with a twist, a monastic theme restaurant, called St. Daphne’s Kitchen.”

			“Has your secretary been with you long?” Jake continued.

			“No as a matter of fact, after I married Elizabeth she suggested I replace Clare and hire a male secretary. She said it was less intimate. You know a happy wife, is a happy life.”

			“Can you get out of the contract and hire a new caterer?”

			“Not easily. Is it life or death?”

			“Probably.”

			“Jake they are all excited about the idea of the theme. They and the guests are all dressing accordingly. You know monk’s habits etc.”

			“Wow, Don Gaudio I feel you have just given a direct invitation to the White Owl to blow up the party. I will have my work cut out for me to save you and I will probably need some of your men to be deputized to help from allowing that to happen.” 

			“To that end Jake, you have my complete cooperation. What else can I do?”

			“I would take your new secretary out of the picture. No sense complicating it further with an inside man. I will send one of my new recruits to fill in for you until this is over.”

			Jake hung up the phone and rubbed his head in disbelief, the luck he thought, so well planned. Carter (Jake was convinced he was the White Owl) must have been planning this operation for some time. You did not take on the Mafia without some thought to your own destruction. 

			Don Gaudio hung up the phone from Jake and called his secretary into his office and told him to bring his check book containing his petty cash account. When the secretary arrived he took the check book out of his hands and wrote a check for the man’s salary to date and a bonus amount for two extra weeks and told him he was terminated and indicated the door. One of his trusted body guards who adorned his office escorted the dumbfounded secretary out to his car and watched him drive out the gates.

			When the head body guard reentered the office he asked him to gather all the household staff, gardeners, and his personal soldiers and meet in the library and he would be there shortly.

			“Ladies and Gentlemen everyone who has been in my employ for ten years or more stand by the desk.” The Don watched as half the occupants of the room went over to the desk, everyone who has been in my employ for five years please go over to the window.” The Don indicated the window opposite the desk. “Everyone else follow me to my office.” Once in the office he started writing checks with the bonus two weeks to gardeners, kitchen staff, house hold maids and even his personal guard. His head body guard than escorted this group off the grounds and watched the gate close after them.

			Don Gaudio walked back to the library and confronted the remaining employee’s and asked if they were satisfied with their employment and if they would be willing to risk their lives to apprehend a mass murderer who was conniving to blow up Sal’s wedding here in the mansion. He also told them that they were in no obligation to stay, that nothing would happen to them if they chose to leave. 

			A few of the occupants in that library looked at the door but resolutely turned back to the Don who had been good to them to a man and not just to them as individual’s but to their families as well. They also had faith that nothing was going to happen to Don Gaudio and death would come swiftly to his enemies. So they stayed and asked what could they do for him.

			The Don outlined his plan to protect the house starting with, no strangers on the premises, all deliveries left at the gate, Wedding gifts stored and opened in the green house under x-ray vision. All food and wedding cake analyzed for explosives and poison. Although poison was never mentioned. “Can’t be to careful,” the Don concluded with thanks and told twenty of his trusted men to report to Jake Guiliani at police headquarters for further instructions.

			“You are going to be deputized.” 

			“Holy Crap,” was the general consensus.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 28

			“Unbelievable Minerva I think we should fly away my birdie things are heating up. I feel the burn on the back of my neck and I am sure Jake Guiliani knows I’m the Keeper of the Keys, the White Owl.” Carter was trembling with fear.

			“Get a hold of yourself man. How many times do I have to tell you that you are immune from prosecution that the big score I mapped out for you, acquiring one million dollars from the Mafioso will set you up and insure my freedom from the bonds of this realm. You will enjoy the dollars and I will get the South Sea Pearls (white and pure and manufactured by God) the price of my return.”

			The owl ruffled his feathers and threw Carter a look, as if to say I am better than you, but I am here to guide you. We need each other now but soon, very soon you will be without me because I will be on my way to freedom.

			In truth the owl was a manifestation of Carter’s diseased mind and did not talk or give orders or live in another dimension or even think of him as his soul mate, but that is the way a criminal schizophrenic suffering from delusions interprets a major personality shift. 

			Carter was a good man, hard working, above reproach, respected member of his environment, nose to the grind stone kind of guy. Until he fell madly in love with his wife Daphne. He could not believe she was his and she loved him. So he indulged her every whim and she was expensive. He got deeper in debt and was at his wits end, when his friend Tony McCane suggested investing in a camera club on the lower floors of his studio and have men film attractive woman, society matrons especially, for an added kick. McCane even suggested that Carter’s wife be a part of it. He balked at that suggestion but McCane explained his logic, once Daphne accepted her friends would follow. 

			The girls neglected by their workaholic husbands were thrilled at being a part of a camera club that took pictures of them in scant clothing, Daphne and her friends took pleasure in showing their bodies off to strange men for some excitement in their basically boring lives. As the weeks went on and their confidence grew, and no one was the wiser, the clothing became less and less visible and the members paid more and more and more. The Martini’s flowed and the money rolled in. Carter’s debts were paid and he could even watch the filming in a private room with a two–way mirror and to be doubly safe from detection he wore a mask. He got a bazaar rush from the idea that Daphne was working to pay off the debts she herself incurred. What irony.

			At one point Minerva suggested in his ear to charge money for guests who would like to buy a seat in the two-mirrored room and soon they were filled to capacity. Mask’s were worn to hide their identities and they were sworn to obey the White Owl. The owl was introduced in the beginning as a mascot, it was only later he became an icon to be worshipped. The camera club became a murder\ blackmail club paid for by the member’s dues which were significant and then it was announced that Minerva would accept a token of fealty in the form of a South Sea Pearl which the members carried on their person at all times. However, the money did not start to roll in until they targeted the husbands, it was after Alain arrived on the scene and started that ball rolling.

			Joe Carter was aghast as he watched his adored wife in the strong arms of another man. Alain enjoyed Daphne above and beyond the fact she was the wife of his boss. She wanted him bad and she went after him. She lived for the moments they were together and though Alain was warned that she was off limits he could not resist her passion. Joe was near collapse at his discovery that Daphne loved another, but he hid it well when he was near her and she did not suspect that he knew. But he went home that night and sat weeping in his garden, screaming to the heavens about the unfairness of his life, when he heard a voice above his head yelling at him to “stop that nonsense.” 

			Joe looked round and saw a beautiful snow white owl looking down at him from a lower branch of the Chestnut tree in his back yard.

			“Did you just talk to me!” Joe asked looking around, seeing no one else.

			“You heard me!” The bird exclaimed, immediately flying to him and perched on his arm.

			“Why are you crying, a grown man like you, explain?” He stared into his face and waited for an explanation.

			Joe after his initial apprehension confessed all to the bird. Told him about the camera club and his wife who betrayed him so horribly and how devastated he felt, that life was not worth living with out her love. He was going to end it and stop his misery.

			“Don’t be an ass. We have found each other and I will make you rich and also show you how to turn the tables on all who betrayed you.” 

			The owl flapped his wings and cozied up to Joe’s ear and explained his plans. After listening to Minerva, Joe became calm and motivated. He no longer wanted to kill himself and he had a new pet that talked to him and gave him orders (which he did not mind) and was going to make him rich. His head was throbbing the pain was intense. He went inside to lie down, leaving the bird to get settled in the Chestnut tree for the night. He no longer felt sad or regretful for his lost love, he actually felt free and could not wait to begin what was promised. Revenge would be served ice cold and deadly.

			The owl watched the man go into the house and then turned his attention to a movement in the garden a mouse nosing around the vegetable patch,” Yum,” 

			“Gosh Jake you crept in quiet as a mouse, what’s up.” Annie asked sitting up in bed the covers falling off her protruding stomach.

			“Ahhh Annie I did not want to wake you I know you need your sleep. I should have slept downstairs.” He bent down to kiss her and she folded her arms around his neck and kissed him passionately.

			“Don’t you dare say that, I hardly see you any more.” She moved her cumbersome body over so he could sit down. He cradled her in his arms and told her in no uncertain terms how much she means to him.

			“Busy and trying to wrap up this White Owl case with as little blood shed as possible, besides you that is the only thing on my mind right now. I am surrounded by spies in the department with no clue whom to trust.”

			“Really darling hit the showers and come to bed you look exhausted.”

			“Good advice. Everything will become clearer in the morning,

			night doll, big kiss.” He leaned down and kissed her and headed for the shower. She knew he would sleep downstairs so not to disturb her sleep again. She turned over on her side and was sound asleep before the shower water came on in the bathroom.

			[image: ]

			“Okay men, we have to map out this operation as though we are at war. In reality we are.” Jake spoke to his men assembled in the squad room. He knew that the White Owl had spies in the assembled group of police officers and his words would reach that maniac’s ears but Jake had to proceed as though they did not exist. “The wedding we will be covering is next month and I want the White Owl apprehended before the event, the danger to mass deaths is conceivable if we wait.

			Councilman Carter is a person of interest and anything that we can find out about his activities in the weeks to come will give us a better sense of his plans. Make no mistake that man is dangerous and more than likely insane,

			Do not engage but contact your superiors if anything suspicious is discovered. Thank you.” The sergeant at arms dismissed the men each one given their assignment. When the room was cleared Jake turned to his detectives and suggested that they divide surveillance on Carter in shifts, but do not be seen

			“Burnsey you take charge. Men report to Burney if anything is discovered, good luck. Murphy you are with me.”

			“Right Chief. Where are we heading?”

			“I want to take a look at Crystal’s apartment again, we might have missed something in our haste to find her and bring her back for more questioning.”

			“I doubt it, even though our search was superficial, the apartment was clean and basically empty of any clues to her whereabouts.” Murphy said driving to Crystal’s home where he spent hours making love to her. He did not want to be reminded of that open wound.

			“I know Murph but still I have a gut feeing that we should take another look.”

			Jake was not sure if he was spinning his wheels or just stalling for time waiting for something to break, but the apartment was as they left it. A bit disheveled from the past search and nothing else.

			Murphy started walking back toward the open apartment door when Jake stopped him with, “Hold on Murphy, don’t leave yet, look at that.” Jake pointed to a now open ventilator door in the bedroom wall, empty but now open.

			“She was here and she picked up her stash that was behind that open door. She waited to return after the coast was clear, now she is really in the wind with a cash stake. Okay let’s go, she is out of the picture, for now.”

			“Where to next?” Murphy asked getting in the car. Jake behind the wheel and driving for a change.

			“I want to swing by the restaurant Carter invested in and see the progress that is going on there.” Jake lit a cigarette with his free hand and expertly steered the car down the Main Line toward Wayne, Pa.

			“Chief we have men covering that club, I think Burnsey and Wilson are doing that job.” Murphy questioned. “You’re worried about the bomb threat and how many lives will be in danger, its got your stomach in a knot and your brain working overtime.”

			“You may be right about all that but I can’t shake the feeling that something is about to break.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 29

			The last of the dump trucks and men in crash helmets left the restaurant building and drove their vehicles off the freshly paved parking lot calling it a day. The landscape trucks and men were the last to leave, putting the finishing touches on the greenery surrounding the restaurant. The spot lights were set to illuminate the trees and the lights in the restaurant gave a warm glow to the scene.

			There was quite a hustle and bustle inside the restaurant as the staff got ready for the soft, private opening scheduled for that evening. The last of the wine glasses were polished to a brilliant sparkle and the soup in the large copper kettles given a final stir with the large wooden soup spoons. The fresh green lettuce was removed from the stainless steel refrigerators and left to stand on counters in stainless steel bowls to remove the chill and bring the salad to room temperature. 

			The kitchen and wait staff were in black robes and face masks. The pointed hats were set aside while they worked. The White Owl was in a golden cage on the top of the bar temporarily. The Keeper of the Keys was checking his list written in a large leather book on its own stand by the door.

			Detectives Burns and Wilson were watching the goings on from their squad car on a side street across from the restaurant and were fascinated by what they saw. “It looks as though they are open for business. What do you think Burnsey?”

			“I’ll tell you what I think man, I think I would like to call it a day. We have been here all day and now it is getting dark. Replacements are going to be contacted. I have errands to do for the Misses and my dinner is calling.”

			“Yeah but Burnsey the Chief asked us to stake out the joint and now you are telling me to get replacements, are you serious?”

			“Dead serious, I am sick of this place. Hand me the radio phone I am calling headquarters.” Burnsey punched in the numbers for the station and told the desk sergeant to send two of the best men on duty to the restaurant in Wayne, Pa. to relieve Wilson and himself, they would stand by till they arrived.

			“Hey pass me the binoculars, isn’t that the White Owl they are moving off the bar. Mystery solved Guiliani won’t have to wonder where they are keeping the bird, in plain sight in front of our eyes.”” Wilson whistled out loud. “Are you sure we should leave. Yeah I know you are in charge, so let it be on your head. Still I am going to take some photos to cover our ass. There got the birdie.”

			Wilson continued snapping away taking pictures of the whole scene knowing they would be invaluable to his boss Jake Guiliani.

			The valet’s arrived and set up their stall in front of the restaurant. They were dressed in black shirts and slacks with white belts and a white owl insignia on the pocket of their shirts. They had black masks covering half of their faces. 

			There was no chatter between them but they lit up cigarettes as they waited for the guests to arrive.

			Wilson was getting worried about leaving so when their replacements came he told the officer to ride back with Burns and he would stay. 

			“Wilson what are you trying to pull? You want me to look bad?”

			“No Burns I want to stay because I am curious. Something is going down and it isn’t just the food and drinks. Can’t you feel it?”

			“The only thing I feel is my weary ass. Here come the boys, okay you,” Burns pointed to the driver, “you drive me back to the station so I can pick up my car and you stake out with Wilson. See you tomorrow.” They drove away as silently as the car had arrived. 

			Wilson watched the car drive away then turned to his new addition, a beat cop, indicating the restaurant and told him to watch carefully, plus get as many license plate numbers as possible when the cars start arriving.

			The lights on the path from the valet station to the front door went on at that moment. Wilson checked his watch, close to five o’clock, the exclusive invitations for this private party stated it would begin at six. 

			Wilson’s trusty binoculars found out that information by studying the placard by the front desk where the Keeper of the Keys was still standing. Besides the placard there also was a large black leather bag close to his feet. He side- stepped it to give last minute instructions to the staff. They gathered around the White Owl as the Keeper of the Keys explained that they were about to get the cash bonus they deserved for being loyal and devout members of the congregation.

			Wilson and the officer stared at each other as a cheer went up in the restaurant and there was much back slapping and clapping. They watched as everyone on the staff put on their peaked hats and went about their chores and waited at their stations because the first guests were entering the front door showing the black robed guards their invitations and South Sea Pearl medallion

			The white robed men in their white peaked hats and robes entered the restaurant. Their invitations had their table number written in clear black script so it was easy to show them to their seats as they entered. The Keeper of the Keys finally left his post nodded to the White Owl and made his way to his well designed office. No one noticed as one of the white robed figures followed him into his office, closed the door behind them and shook hands and unmasked. 

			“Carter this is quite an operation I am proud to be a part of it.”

			“You are an integral part of it Burnsey and to prove it here is your cut from the latest operations, One hundred Thousand dollars in cold cash.” Carter handed Burns a bag full of cash and then moved the black case closer to him. “In this case are ten thousand dollar packets to be distributed tonight to the congregation, by you.”

			“By me, why not you? You are the Keeper of the Keys.”

			“Yes but you are Second in Command and my right arm. I will merge with the members because I am dating Priscilla Smith and I want her to be apart of tonight, but I don’t want her to know my role in the organization so I cannot preside, I have to leave that honor to you this evening.” Carter started to remove his embroidered robe that identified him as the Keeper of the Keys to the membership and passed it to Burns.

			“It would be my honor, I live to serve the White Owl and you, sir. You have introduced me to a life that stirred my visceral sense of evil. The other side of the coin, love and hate, evil and good. All the conflicting opposites in human beings. Dr. Jekle and Mr. Hide are a part of all our psyche, more than the money I thank you for the opportunity to explore mine.” 

			“You are my prize student now take off your robe and exchange it for mine. It is getting late and Priscilla will be out front any minute, lets move.”

			“You are the boss.” Burnsey followed Carter into the restaurant and waved to the seated members and gave the high sign to the black robed waiters to start serving the dinner.

			Burns lost track of Carter and never did see Priscilla but he was having so much fun feeling the power of the occasion and his new role as leader, he never gave It a second thought. 

			“The sense of power I feel, never having to answer to anyone and presiding over life or death. I feel god like. My wish is to keep control, maybe not an impossible wish. No one knows the face behind the mask, it easily could be me. One dark night and one bullet, it is something to be studied.’ He smiled and waved to the congregation.

			The bowls of thick Vegetable soup were whisked away and the leafy green lettuce salad was served with crusty black bread and creamy butter. The wine was chilled and flowed non-stop into the silver Chalice’s at each place setting and as the congregation drank more and more of the delicious wine conversation rose to a fever pitch. The faux Keeper of the Keys stood up and a gong was sounded above the din. Silence followed and the Keeper spoke.

			“Gentlemen, this is the new headquarters of the White Owl. We will be meeting here once a month as usual and our next operation will be Don Gaudio’s wedding party for Sal and Kendra which can go one of two ways either a payoff of one million dollars, now quiet, stop cheering till I FINISH, or a large bomb blowing up the whole building and us getting zero. No booing now, like all our murder operations timing and opportunity are key. Suffice to say your Board of Governor’s and the White Owl are working to arrive at the best results for our club.” Burns turned and indicated the black satchel that had been put on a table with two black robed figures standing guard. “Now that everyone is seated and quiet we will go table to table and give you the bonus that you have earned over the year we have been together, will table one start?”

			As the members were handed a packet of money one by one and table by table the cash was distributed till gone. The volume in the room became a roar as they realized the amount of money each packet contained so it took quite a while for them to realize the place was being raided. The police were all over the room, bar and office. The police removed all the masks from the participants. Wilson went into total shock when he recognized Burns behind the mask of the White Owl, Keeper of the Keys. 

			Wilson held on to his arm so he would not get away and asked sarcastically. “I thought you had errands to do for your old lady, is she here then?”

			“Don’t be stupid Wilson, let me go and you will be rewarded beyond your wildest dreams.” Burns tried to jerk his arm out of Wilson’s grasp, but Wilson held on tight.

			“Believe me Burns you are in so much trouble there is nothing you could give me that would match the satisfaction of watching you burn. Move out.” Wilson pushed Burns toward the squad car, “Your car awaits.”

			Jake and Murphy were outside next to the policeman taking names and pictures of the congregation as they passed in front of them.

			When Wilson came out pushing a hand cuffed Burnsey toward the car, Jake stopped them, “What’s going on here Wilson?” Jake asked looking from one to the other.

			“Chief may I present the White Owl Keeper of the Keys.” Wilson announced proudly.

			“No way, that is impossible, take him to my office and stay with him. I have many questions for this man.” Jake turned his back on the traitor so he missed the punch Murphy threw to deck Burns.

			“Back away Murph this man obviously slipped and fell on the wet pavement.

			Get him out of here, out of my sight for now.” 

			Wilson lifted and half carried the injured man and dumped him into the waiting squad car and headed for headquarters lights blazing and sirens roaring. He silently congratulated Murphy for throwing the sucker punch something he was itching to do personally.

			Murphy stood there at the curb rubbing his knuckles, they showed traces of teeth marks, there was also blood, Murphy’s blood, where Burns’s teeth broke the skin on his right hand.

			“Here Murphy wrap this around your hand and get a Tetanus shot in the morning, I don’t want you to get hydrophobia from that mad dog.” Jake said as he extended a clean white linen handkerchief to his detective.

			Murphy grunted and followed Jake to the sleek black car. “Police station Chief, I presume.”

			“Never presume, that bastard will keep, lets drive to Jefferson hospital I want to check on Tony McCane.”

			“Now you want to check on Tony McCane? Now at this time? We are about to break open the case, we have the White Owl and The Keeper of the Keys.”

			Murphy looked at Jake, “Or do we? Obviously you don’t think so.”

			Jake lit a cigarette with his lucky Zippo lighter and lit Murphy’s cigarette that was dangling from his lips as well. Puffing away they looked at each other for a minute and Murphy returned his eyes to the road with a blast of smoke from his lungs. ”Of course you think Burnsey was set up and Carter is getting away with murder. Am I on the right track??”

			“Yes and no, don’t think Burns is an innocent victim. He is all the way dirty and I intend to throw the book at him. He took us for a joy ride and compromised the integrity of our whole department. Sweat him till we find out who else is on the payroll of the White Owl. We can keep him for 24 hours without an attorney present, let’s make the most of that time. But no more violence, understood?”

			“I understand but I would enjoy beating him to a pulp!”

			“Here’s Jefferson, park in front Murph, no one will bother this car.”

			When Jake and Murphy walked out of elevator on the 5th floor a vision in white whooshed over to them in a flurry of starched skirts.

			“Detective’s I can’t believe you are here so quickly, I just called the station for you. He is awake, your prisoner Tony McCane is awake. He asked for coffee, hot and black.”

			“Nurse Sherrill that is good news. How have you been and Dr. Capi?”

			She patted her hair and beamed at the handsome detective at being remembered by him.

			“Please take us to your patent, we have waited a long time to talk to that man.” Jake said in a gruff tone, all serious business now politeness, aside.

			They followed the nurse down the immaculate hallway to the guarded room of Tony McCane. 

			Murphy was in awe. How did the chief know that McCane would wake up just now? He of course did not know, he just assumed. Never assume. He guessed. Lucky.

			When they entered the room the detectives were greeted by McCane sitting up in bed drinking hot coffee and smiling broadly.

			“Gentlemen greetings! I find myself in the cat birds seat, are you here to deal?”

			“Murphy go to the nurse’s station and phone Babs Babinsky to get here immediately, now. Glad to see you are conscious Tony, we have been waiting to see if you would recover from your attempted murder.”

			“Yeah that was a close one, who would suspect Johnny? Let me guess he is no longer with us? Thought so.” McCane took a large drink from his coffee and smirked at Jake. 

			Jake sat down at McCane’s bedside and lit a cigarette offered one to McCane who took it and Jake lit both with his Zippo. He was in no hurry to question the suspect until Babs got there no sense being redundant. So he sat and smoked and chit chatted with McCane until things intensify when Babs arrives.

			McCane inhaled deeply on his cigarette and enjoyed the taste and the smoke filling his lungs. It seemed forever since he felt so good, so relaxed. He knew he was in a strong bargaining position, they needed him.

			The hospital elevator stopped at the 5th floor and the small figure of Babs Babinsky made her way around a stretchered patient and stepped lively onto the polished linoleum flooring, heading for Tony McCane and the detectives.

			She now officially was active District Attorney replacing the slain Richard Smith and she takes her job very seriously. It would be star making if she could have a big part in breaking this case, and she was determined to do so. 

			Not just for her personal prestige but to bring justice for Richard Smith and the other unfortunate victims.

			She entered the room with determination and was surprised to see the men smoking and gabbing like a fraternity party all that was missing was the booze.

			Jake stood up and offered Babs his seat next to the bed and patient. Babs sat down and opened her notebook, pen ready to write down the answers to her many questions. They exchanged looks and Babs was impressed by his clean cut good looks and poise.

			He smiled at her showing good white teeth and said, “I hope you won’t be too hard on me after all I have been in a coma for months.” 

			“I was and am well aware of your plight which was brought on by your association with the White Owl. Do not think that you will not burn for that conspiracy. You are a mass murderer and equally guilty by association if not fact. But when the facts come out it will show that you were the ring leader and master mind behind all the crimes. I expect to prove in a court of law that it was you that put the organization together and you and your partners in these vicious crimes amassed great wealth and power. Your motive greed.” 

			“You have it all wrong, I only had a small camera club in the down stairs room of my studio with no idea what it had turned into.” He protested.

			“It was you that staged the girls’ deaths in elaborated tableaux. They needed you and could not achieve the effect without you.”

			“Yes but they threatened to expose me and even kill me if I did not help them carry out there plans. I took pictures of the meetings, I know who the Keeper of the Keys is and I have evidence to prove it. You need me or he will get off scot free.’ His poise was gone now and he could see if they did not believe him he would die a horrible death, not the humane one he orchestrated for the women. 

			“Will you testify in court as to the identity of the Keeper of the Keys and sign a confession as to your role in the deaths of the women?”

			“Yes, yes I will.’ Anything he thought to save his own life.

			Though he knew the answer he still had to ask the question, “Who is the Keeper of the Keys?”

			“Joe Carter is the Keeper of the Keys.” Tony lay back on his pillows exhausted as though he had run a mile.

			The door to the hospital room opened and a nurse walked in, “Sorry I will have to ask you to leave, this man just woke up from a coma after many months in that state. He needs his rest.”

			“No one is leaving until a special detail of trusted detectives are scheduled to watch till this man is dismissed. Get me nurse Sherrill Capi, she is in charge.”

			“I beg your pardon sir I am the head nurse Eleanor Anderson and I am in charge.” She said, sticking her chest out.

			“That is all well and good nurse but I am District Attorney Babs Babinsky and D. A. trumps head nurse. They will wait till an official detail arrives,” softening her words, Babs continued, ‘You do understand that the reason he was in a coma was that someone was trying to kill him.” With that she got up off the chair and headed for the door note book in hand. “I want to write up this confession and have him sign it as soon as ready.” She continued out the door. The nurse gave a glance at Jake, who was hard to miss, and followed Babs out.

			“Well, well a little friction in the ranks, all about me. Am I important or what?”

			“Only important in your own mind,” Jake retorted. “Murphy you stay with the Prima Donna here until our detail arrives then meet me back at the station. Get a ride with a patrolman in a squad car. Do not detour I need you with me when I question Mr. Burns.”

			“Oh so you figured it out that one of your crack detectives was on the take big time.” McCane laughed.

			“Not that it is any of your business Tony but that is one of the topics you will be questioned about. How did you get to Burns? Care to answer it now for our ears only?” 

			“I think I’ll wait for the D.A. I don’t want to dilute my deal with Babinsky.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 30

			When Murphy entered Jake’s office Burnsey was sitting in front of the desk handcuffed and slouched miserably in a hard wooden chair. Jake sat smoking and pointing a finger at him demanding to know what provoked him to betray his oath and become a turncoat and criminal to the department and Philadelphia.

			“Money Is my guess. Something you’ll need to spend on lawyers to keep from the electric chair.” 

			“Okay Murphy take a seat I am still questioning this man. So Mr. Burns what is your story? How did you get roped into the dark side? Was it money, just money? Did you and John Davis plan to go rogue together or did Davis go off the deep end and you followed? Unh unh, it had to be you that led Davis astray. You have never been much of a follower. I am just surprised that you thought you could win, with an all out man hunt and the death of the D.A. You must have known just by your years on the force that we would be after your gang with guns blazing. Speak up man I am giving you a chance to come clean and save yourself from death.” Jake lit another cigarette off the butt of his first one and waited for Burns to respond.

			“You can sit there Mr. Big Shot chain smoking but you are nothing compared to the Order I follow, the Keeper of the Keys and his acolyte Minerva the White Owl, and yes I am paid handsomely more than I can make at this crummy job if I slaved for ten more years.”

			Murphy interrupted again, “This crummy job as you describe it kept food on your table and put your kids through school, gave you promotions and took care of you medically. What does your wife say about your sudden wealth and philosophy?”

			Burns hunkered down in his seat even more and muttered. “She left me a year ago. She took the kids and moved in with her mother, no loss there I have plenty pf woman, gorgeous woman who get off on bad men. That ‘s me. I am evil. I wallow in evil. I owe the Keeper for showing me the path to the dark side of life and never look back, never feel guilty. That is what the Nazi party did in World War 2, extermination camps and medical experimentation. The war served their purpose to commit atrocities in the name of conquest which in itself is evil.”

			“What in the purple hell has gotten into you Burns,” Jake asked interrupting his diatribe. “Have you gone off your rocker, like your boss? By the way who Is the Keeper of the Keys, although you probably don’t even know… a lowly member of the organization as yourself would not be privy to that information.”

			Jake held his breath waiting to see if his reverse psychology worked on this diseased mind.

			“Joe Carter is the Keeper of the Keys and I am his second in command.”

			“Did you get that Murphy?” Who was taking notes furiously during the session.

			“Okay put this guy on ice, and call his attorney after 24 hours are up. But I don’t want anyone to get near him, so organize a guard no, two guards around the clock. Get a search warrant to go through his house, his car and everything. Follow up with a search warrant for Joe Carter all out search as well. Get Carter’s warrant first.

			“Got it, but what are you going to do?’

			“I am going to pick up Joe Carter, Keeper of the Keys and his pet owl”

			[image: ]

			“What must I do now? My restaurant was raided, my congregation arrested,

			my whole organization blown to hell. They are probably coming for me as I speak. Minerva help me, save me.” Joe Carter was out right crying now, talking to the Chestnut tree where he last saw Minerva, her golden cage empty.

			“You are sniveling again,” the owl said as she descended from the tree. “How many times do I have to tell you that they can not charge you with anything, just go about your business as usual. They have nothing on you.” The owl swiveled his head looking for a tasty morsel in the garden.

			“That is bull shit, your giving me bull shit. They are going to throw the book at me. McCane has recovered. I have it on good authority and he will testify against me for a reduced sentence, like not burning in the electric chair. Do not forget my second in command, I don’t know what he will do, he is so completely entrenched in our philosophy, might is right, greed is strength, and evil will triumph over good, that they will probably put him in the looney bin and throw away the key. What is that you say? You are whispering and I can’t hear you, speak up.” Exasperated, the owl flew off for a bit and then came back and sidled up to Joe Carter’s ear.

			“There is another way, but it is dangerous, life threatening. But you can escape forever. You would have to listen to me and trust me implicitly if we want this to work.” The bird fluffed out his feathers.

			“I do trust you, you have been my mentor in all things. Tell me what to do, to make me disappear.”

			“First of all you have to put the pearl collar you devised around my neck and then you will have to bring the pearl blanket with us, and here is the tricky part. You must give the blanket to Priscilla for accidentally murdering her husband. A botched up job not to our standards. Third you have to bring the loose pearls that we collected and had no time to sew onto the blanket in your tuxedo pocket, yes you are changing into your tuxedo, this is a very formal occasion, so get started. Oh yes you are right, the money. You must make restitution, so fill your valise with the money and put a note on the top of the valise to Chief Detective Jake Guiliani, he will know what to do with the money.” 

			In a hurry now Joe gathered all the money he stashed under his bed and threw it into the valise, then he entered his wardrobe and started dressing into his brand new tuxedo, looking very handsome he thought to himself. (The bird heard him and started to laugh) “Quiet you,” but he had to smile in spite of himself, He felt better than he had in a long time and he actually whistled as he retrieved the pearl studded blanket and made his way down to the garage and Daphne’s Mercedes convertible. Joe started the engine and backed out of the garage into a fine sunny day and the owl landed on his shoulder as he drove toward the Warwick Hotel on Broad Street to deliver the blanket of pearls to Priscilla.
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			It would take at least an hour for Murphy to assemble the teams and get the necessary warrants to make both search’s legal. Jake was at the house now hopefully before Carter could vanish along with the bird and the loot.

			“Hmmm all quite on the home front. I better knock louder. This is not working, don’t tell me I am too late.” Jake ran back to his car and called dispatch. “Put out an all points bulletin on Councilman Joe Carter, he may be armed and he is dangerous. Try to capture him alive and if he has a big white owl with him, see that the bird comes to no harm, over and out.”

			Jake finished his call and decided to wait for Murphy and enter the house with the team. There was nothing else he could do at the moment, no sense crying’ about it now, so Carter left the house but he won’t escape he won’t get away, and he would pay, big time.
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			With the blanket of South Sea Pearls folded over his arm the Keeper of the Keys, Councilman Joe Carter knocked on the door of Priscilla’s room and waited impatiently for someone to answer.

			“Priscilla, lovely to see you. I come baring gifts.” Joe said entering the suite.

			“Joe what a surprise, and in a tux, so formal but you should have called anyway. I was just going out.” She said dismayed. 

			“No problem, this will only take a minute. I want to make restitution for the death of your dear husband, a ghastly mistake.” He handed her the blanket of pearls and she gasped looking at him.

			“What are you talking about? Why are you giving me such a treasure? You said because my husband was killed by mistake. God then you’ re the White Owl, Keeper of the Keys. You were going to kill or have me killed and God, you are standing here in a tuxedo, right in front of me, you murdered Daphne, your own wife. This is crazy.” Priscilla looked around for her guard who was no where to be seen.

			“If you are looking for your guard, I sent him for some cigarettes and I told him I would watch out for you till he returns. But if he doesn’t return soon I am afraid I will have to leave you anyway. I am journeying to a different realm Minerva my white owl is my spirit guide and I won’t be back. So this is good bye, I am happy you survived. Minerva said your death was not in the cards and that you will have a long happy life with a new husband and many children. So I believe the blanket will insure your future and theirs as well. 

			Do not tell anyone you have it, they will confiscate it as evidence, and you know how evidence disappears. Sell the pearls one by one in different locations as needed but never reveal the source. Good bye and good luck my lady, it would have been a pleasure to get to know you more intimately then the one night stand on the red velvet bed.” He winked as he started to head for the door.

			She stopped him in mid-stride, “That was you!” The pearl robe dropped from her arms and when she raised up from retrieving the blanket, he was gone. “Oh my God, oh my God, what do I do now.” The first thing she did very craftily was stow the pearl blanket in her luggage never to be released, talked about or revealed in her lifetime. She felt that it was her legacy for what she’s been through, the death of Richard, and her near assassination. “I better call Jake.” 

			She did not reach Jake at the station but she left a message with the sergeant at the desk that Councilman Joe Carter was in the Warwick Hotel on Broad Street and he just left her suite.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 31

			A frustrated Jake Guiliani left the house; a vacant house, an empty house, a house with no sign of life and except for the suitcase with a note addressed to himself taped to the top and a few memorabilia related to Daphne dead in her grave these many months, there were no signs of a human inhabitant, nor the owl. The team did confiscate the cage in the garden, but no bird. Both gone. 

			“Damn and double damn where in the hell could that bastard be now.”

			“Chief we just got a buzz on the radio phone that Joe Carter just left Priscilla ‘s suite. He is in the Warwick Hotel on Broad Street.” 

			“That was a quick response” Jake thought, “How about a million dollars? Oh well pardon me for trying.”

			His car drove up and stopped by Jake’s side. “Hop in Chief I will bring the suitcase and get us there in a New York minute,” Jake got in the car and Murphy put the suitcase on the floor next to him.

			“What do you think is in the suitcase? Do you want me to open it?” Murphy’s curiosity was getting the better of him, but Jake ignored the question his mind on the apprehension of Joe Carter and the White Owl. 

			He felt his adrenalin spiking at the thought of confronting Joe Carter as the Keeper of the Keys, The White Owl. 

			“Step on it we need to nab this guy, on so many levels. Once we get him we have a solid case for conviction, two eye witnesses, Tony McCane and Burnsey. Poor demented fool, Burnsey. Some people are more susceptible to suggestion than others. He really fell for the party line.” 

			“There’s the Warwick up ahead and a lot of commotion from that crowd and the policemen trying to push them back. What’s going on I wonder?”

			“I don’t care if it is a nudist colony parade get us to the lobby door and grab some of the beat cops that are trying to look involved over there,” Jake said pointing, “to follow us into the hotel and do a complete search.” Jake was on the edge of his seat now trying to propel the car forward.

			“You can’t see as well as I can from the back seat Chief, but I think we better check out what ‘s going on in front of the hotel before we do anything else.”

			Murphy came to a screeching halt in front of the hotel and the police pulled the crowd back to make room for the chief to exit the car, which he did with some speed Murphy following quickly behind him.

			The scene confronting Jake and Murphy, the assembled crowd and officers was horrendous. A scene of death and vengeance. The end of Joe Carter, Keeper of the Keys. The realm he entered was not the realm promised by his mythical bird but the grim reality of human body hitting hard concrete. 

			The crumpled figure of Joe Carter dead from what must have been a fall from one of the high balconies of the Warwick hotel. He lay in a pool of his own blood, South Sea Pearls scattered around him like confetti. His tuxedo and his body were uncrushed in the front that you could see, so the contorted smile on his face was glaringly visible. The most surprising aspect of his countenance was a perfectly round bullet hole in the middle of his forehead.

			Jake and Murphy just stared at the dead body unbelieving that he had got away from them after all. “It Isn’t fair.” Jake thought after all the months of police work and effort to have him escape the Chair just like that. What am I thinking, I am being selfish he got his payoff maybe in a more fitting way, he had a plan for his departure that was interrupted by a bullet in his head.

			It was a glorious day in Philadelphia and flying in circles above the chaos below was a single white owl glowing golden in the sunlight. Murphy following Jake’s gaze, “what about the bird.” He asked worried for her safety.

			“She is innocent, just a pet. My guess she will go back to her garden and the Chestnut tree. I think that has always been her home, before Joe Carter made her the star of his cult. The Cult of the White Owl.”

			“Do you think she talked to him and it was the bird who gave him his orders? Murphy questioned Jake, while they waited for forensics and the ambulance to take Joe Carter for his last ride.

			“Tony McCane implied that it was, but in reality I think Carter lost his mind when he saw his wife in the arms of Alain Kosonov. It was to much for him to bear. Although ‘there are many things in heaven and earth Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.’

			“Do you think he was trying to commit suicide, jumping off that balcony?”

			“My personal opinion, after talking to Priscilla, he thought he was going to another realm.”

			“Which he did.” Murphy interrupted.

			“Your right but the bullet interrupted his journey, and he wound up in another realm altogether. My guess is damnation, Hell. The more important question in this time zone or our reality, who fired the bullet that killed him?

			I have an opinion to that question as well. Here comes Dr. Smith and his team.

			Murphy, let the good doctor get on with his investigation and you and I will go over to that bank building across from the Warrick and reconnoiter.”

			“Shall I call in the boys at the precinct? It will make the job faster and easier?”

			“Just you and me for now, lets see if there is any evidence against any one we can identify.” Jake said cagily.

			There is something going on with Jake, Murphy thought. He is being very sly, so why? Poet and I don’t know it. 

			They crossed Broad in a hurry and entered the bank building stopping by the reception desk where the officer on duty looked up from his paper work. 

			“What can I do for you Chief?” He asked recognizing Jake immediately.

			“I was just wondering if any of my officers were in your building in the last hour or so. He would have been in plain clothes?”

			“Absolutely, he showed me his deputy badge and his rifle. He said he was on a stake out and he needed access to the roof.”

			“I pointed him to the farthest elevator, express you know, come to think of it I did not see him leave as yet.’

			The officers were out of ear shut and on their way to the farthest elevator, apparently the only one that went to the roof. They looked up at the lighted dial and it showed that it was still on the 30th floor. They pushed the button and the elevator made its way slowly down to the lobby. 

			When the elevator stopped and Jake stepped on the roof followed by Murphy the expanse was bare and deserted. They could not see any movement at all. Above them the white owl was still flying, only much closer to where they were standing.

			“Look at the bird Chief, it almost looks as though it wanted us to follow her to the other side of the roof.” Murphy said pointing in the direction the owl was indicating. 

			Jake had already seen the owl’s flight path and was heading toward the back of the roof, his pant legs blowing in the wind gusts.

			“Hold onto your hat Murph or you will lose it. It is much gustier in the back of the building. I don’t see anything it looks as empty as the front.”

			“The bird is hovering right there, look over the side maybe there is something in the alley she wants us to see.” Murphy ran to the edge of the roof and looked down into the alley. Splattered in an awkward position in the alley far below, was the figure of a man and the remnants of a rifle.

			“Let’s get down there!” They both sprinted for the elevator and hit the lobby running. “Call the police and the coroner to get here on the double, in the back alley.”He shouted to the guard at the front desk. “Where is the door to the alley?”

			On the phone making the requested calls and a little rattled by Jake’s tone of voice he could only point.

			The body of the man lay as they saw him from the roof, quite dead. His rifle was scattered in pieces all over the alley from the fall. Jake found the barrel and sniffed. It had been recently fired. The man was face down on the ground and Jake would never move him until the coroner took care of that chore. So they waited. Murphy went to the head of the alley to wait for his team plus the coroner. Jake knelt down by the body avoiding the pools of blood and went through his pockets searching for the badge the guard at the desk mentioned.

			His fingers grasped the hard metal object clearly marked Deputy and he put it quickly away in his coat pocket as Murphy came back down the alley with the Coroner.

			The men stood back as the stretcher bearers arrived and turned the body over to place on the stretcher for transport to the morgue, when they stoppe shocked. The eyes of the man were gone. Clawed out, or bit off or both. There was very little left of his face but the eyes were definitely the work of an outraged bird. Looking up they saw the owl gleaming in the sunlight wearing a collar of magnificent South Sea Pearls very obvious to all as he made a flying pass at Guiliani, regained altitude and then vanished before their eyes.

			The men stood transfixed their mouths open but Jake was all business.

			“Get this man to the morgue and try to get an I.D.” He ordered, then turning to Dr. Smith, “I guess this wraps up the case of the Cult of the White Owl.

			“You have that right my esteemed colleague. Now back to the mundane.”

			Jake patted Dr. Smith on the back and said, “The scut work is in the hands of Babs Babinsky to rap it up with a ribbon. See you around. Let’s go Murph.” 

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			Jefferson hospital’s waiting room was crowded with husbands waiting to be fathers and Jake and Murphy were no exception. Their wives went through child bearing and now child birth together and the men always close became even closer, they suffered all the pangs of becoming fathers in lock step.

			“What do you think we will have Chief.” Murphy asked , always curious.

			“Either a boy or a girl.” Jake answered tongue in cheek.

			“Wait, here come the Ob/Gyn men.” They stood up together as the doctors entered the waiting room and with perfect timing Annie’s Mom and Dad came into the room with coffee cups in their hands purchased from the cafeteria, which they nearly spilled seeing the doctors.

			Both doctors addressed Jake first, “Chief I have very good surprising news for you. Your wife gave birth to twins a boy and a girl. The girl was a little shy and we missed her all these months, she was hiding behind her big brother. Both children are in good shape. Annie has been through a rough time of it and we medicated her to give her some rest.

			“You called it Chief a boy and a girl.” Murph was laughing at Jake’s chagrin.

			Jake asked the doctors when he could see his wife and is she in any immediate danger?

			“No sir she is just worn out and we felt it was in her best advantage to rest, she said she wanted to breast feed the babies.” 

			“Mr. Murphy, Gerda is doing very well after delivering a bouncing baby boy. You may see her directly she Is asking for you.” Murphy was so relieved that his Gerda was well and he had a son, praise the Lord.

			“I would like to see Annie anyway. I will not disturb her but I have been very worried these last few months, may I see her?” Jake persisted concerned for his wife.

			“Jake, Annie is weak after the ordeal she had and we are giving her a chance to recover her strength with some medication. You are welcome to visit your babies in the nursery, right this way folks “

			Jake gave up for the moment and followed the obstetricians and Murphy, their eyes wet with tears and Annie’s parents questioning the doctors as to when they would be able to see their daughter and she was okay right?

			There were so many thoughts racing through Jake’s mind as he made his way to the nursery.

			The total finish of the white owl case, for one. Babs did a magnificent job weaving through the myriad of paper work and evidence against the entire organization to obtain a conviction. The incarceration and sentencing of Tony McCane, now waiting on death row continuing to protest his sentence saying he was completely innocent of all charges. He was a victim of a diabolical mind and feared for his life if he got out or crossed him, the Keeper of the Keys, in any way.

			Detective Burns in a padded cell for life, waiting for the return of the white owl. He swears he is near and will soon regain all his powers and bring him to glory as head of the Cult. In the mean time he loves to feed the birds on the grounds of the sanatorium with the bread he saves from his meals. He talks to them and listens. Dose he hear their voices?

			Priscilla left Philadelphia, she said the memories were to deep and to hurtful, to her. She went off to parts unknown, clutching her suitcase which she keeps close at hand.

			Kendra and Sal had an amazing wedding bomb free. The Don was most grateful to Jake for breaking the case before the wedding and not implicating the assassination of Joe Carter on him or the Mob. His revenge was complete. 

			The baby gifts the Don bestowed on Jake and Murphy’s babies; College educations for both, now I guess all three, a full ride, it made Jake tear again just thinking about it. “God I am so emotional you would think I just gave birth and in a way, we did. We gave birth to brand new lives in a safer world.

			God I am forgetting the money and the jewels. I turned everything over to the city comptroller. It is his duty to disperse the money et al to the victims. Gerry got the emerald ring back so he had to return the insurance check. The diamond brooch was never found so Priscilla received a check from the insurance company. The rest of the jewelry and money that was unclaimed went to the policemen’s Widows and Orphans Foundation.

			Jake’s brain went into orbit when he gazed at his new born children in the hospital nursery for the first time, his heart lost a beat they were so beautiful. Murphy grabbed Jake’s arm both men as tough as they are, were speechless with emotion. Annie’s Mom and Dad held onto Jake’s other arm and they all beamed at each other and the children.

			He promised God many things to keep his family safe, not all of which would be possible for him to keep, but he kept praying.

			Gerda and their son were released from the hospital first. The doctors still wanted to keep Annie and the twins a few more days while she gained her strength back, since she was breast feeding the children.

			Jake walked Murphy and his family out of the hospital nursery and waited while their car drove up to the curb. Jake noticed the black Limo that had been waiting for what seemed like for hours. He became suspicious and mentioned it to Murphy who was focused on his son.

			“Murph did you see the Limo across the street, I think I’ll go over just to see what that’s about.”

			“Don’t waste your time, they are probably waiting for their families. You know how slow hospital procedure can be.” Dismissing Jake’s proposal. 

			Murphy got Gerda settled in the front seat of their car with the baby and he turned to shake hands with Jake before getting behind the wheel.

			“Good luck Murph and many congratulations.  Don’t worry about work it will keep.” Jake waved as he entered the hospital door to be with Annie and the twins.

			    After Jake left, the back window of the Limo rolled down and Murphy saw a familiar face, and long blond hair.  Crystal gave him a second to recognize her, blew a kiss, rolled up the window and the car glided away. 

			THE END
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