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    DEDICATION 
 
      
 
      
 
    This book is dedicated to the late Sherman Skolnick who singly invented being a paralegal. 
 
    It is also dedicated to the many people who have added experiences both positive and negative to my life. I have based all my characters on real people and real events. Some of you may recognize yourself. To maintain privacy I am altering names, places and incidents both to fit the story line and to avoid law suits. 
 
      
 
    "If we understand the nodes that control opinions,
we can interpret the data, then intervene...
Why would you want to have a network and not control it?
Whether it is the Internet, a power grid,
or an organization with a CEO at the helm,
someone has control." 
 
    -Albert-László Barabási - Davos Economic Summit 2012 
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    1 A Writhing of Maggots 
 
      
 
      
 
    Good people are rarely suspicious. They cannot imagine others doing the things they themselves are incapable of doing; usually they accept the undramatic solution as the correct one and let matters rest there. Then too, the normals are inclined to visualize the psychopath as one who's a monstrous in appearance as he is in mind, which is about as far from the truth as one could well get... These monsters of real life usually looked and behaved in a more normal manner than their actually normal brothers and sisters; they presented a more convincing picture of virtue than virtue presented of itself--- just as the wax rosebud or plastic peach seemed more perfect to the eye; more of what the mind thought a rosebud or a peach should be, than the imperfect original from which it had been modelled. 
 
    --William March, The Bad Seed 
 
    There is blood all over the room. It’s on the walls and it has seeped into the cracks in the floor. There are smears of it on the doorknob and bloody hand prints on the lampshade, the light switch, and the walls. There is even a large pool of it congealed under an old fashioned occasional chair, where the victim's corpse is securely zip tied. As if by some occult magic flies have appeared for a macabre banquet, on the lampshade, on the light switch, on the walls, but mostly under the final earthly remains. 
 
    That’s the thing about a bludgeoning, the blood spatters everywhere. 
 
      
 
    Sherman Melvin Jacob was short, overweight, unkempt and more than slightly casual about personal hygiene. His nose was flattened from a beating he suffered as a youth and a complexion that looked like someone set his face on fire and then put out the flames with a golf shoe. Sherman Melvin Jacob was one other thing. He was absolutely, positively and unequivocally dead. 
 
    Someone had done a very meticulous and thorough job of making certain that Sherman Jacob's death was horrific, up-close and personal... very, very personal. 
 
    His run down little house just a block south of Skokie’s main drag, Dempster street... had a rickety fence overgrown, carpeted with weeds. It was a small frame house that badly needed painting, the last structure on a block that had been cleared for a slum clearance district, showing a sad face to the world. 
 
    The interior was worse than the places described in the tabloids about hoarders.  Filled with old newspapers, crushed Golden Arches bags containing greasy burger wrappings, dirty clothes and crumpled Styrofoam coffee cups and the mummified remains of franchise pizzas in their boxes that weren’t worth eating when fresh. Jacobs abode closely mirrored his disheveled self. 
 
    It wasn’t always like this, not when his mother was alive. Back then it was clean and neat. Mama Jacob had a pride of place that was not transmitted to Sherman.  
 
    He was a “loner” for the most part spending most of his time on his computer. He was not a pleasant or likable person, but he was doggedly persistent. 
 
    His one redeeming attribute was that he was a “squirrel whisperer”. Diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome, a milder form of autism, he was a loner in high school, antisocial and awkward, (which earned him his broken and misshapen nose). 
 
    Jacob began interacting with his neighborhoods friendly gray squirrels in 2012. Once hand tamed, he idly wondered what one would look like with a hat on its head. The resulting picture became an internet sensation. Pleased with the result, he gave a copy of the photo to his mother, who loved it. 
 
    The squirrels helped Jacob come out of his shell. 
 
    “The squirrel’s actually a good way to break the ice”, he explained when asked, “because I’ll be sitting here petting a squirrel and other people will come over and we’ll just start like feeding the squirrels together and talking about them.” 
 
    It would take a while before anybody missed Sherman Melvin Jacob, about three weeks to be exact... 
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    2  A Scurrying of Cockroaches 
 
      
 
    George Papalounis, the owner of The Little Club in Skokie, one of the people who had talked with the squirrel whisperer on occasion walked past the front of the house and noticed the smell. It was the sick, sweet but metallic smell of death. George remembered that smell from when he was in the war. He called the cops. 
 
    Operator: “Skokie 911, what’s the address of your emergency?” 
 
    Caller: “Hi, I’m, on the street in front of this house and I think I smell something dead”. 
 
    Operator: “Give me the address.” 
 
    Caller: “8117 Bronx St near the corner of Carroll.” 
 
    Operator: “Bronx St.? You said, at Carroll?” 
 
    Caller: “And there’s a (inaudible) out the back, yup, yup. And I think I smell something dead but I just... I don’t know.” 
 
    Operator: “Okay, well I already got a call started and an officer is on the way. Uh, can you see anything, or you’re just smelling something dead then, is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    Caller: “Yeah. It smells like a dead dog or something, but the place looks abandoned and I know the squirrel whisperer guy lives here… or at least he used to.” 
 
    Operator: “OK, I’ve already got an officer on the way. What is your name?” 
 
    Caller: “George.” 
 
    Operator: “George, what’s your last name?” 
 
    Caller: “Papalounis, George Papalounis. I’m the owner of The Little Club on Golf road.” 
 
    Operator: “George.” 
 
    Caller: “Yeah.” 
 
    Operator: “Your phone number?” 
 
    Caller: “(847)583-0000” 
 
    Operator: “OK, we’ve got a squad on the way. If anything changes before we get there just give us a call right back, but officer should be there soon.” 
 
    Caller: “Thanks.” 
 
    Operator: “OK, not a problem.” 
 
    Dispatch: “Skokie 203” 
 
    Officer: “203 Skokie, go ahead” 
 
    Dispatch: “Skokie 203, check for well-being. 8117 Bronx St.  corner of Carroll. See the complainant, George Papalounis.” 
 
    Officer: “10-4 Dispatch. 8117 Bronx St., corner of Carroll, Check for well-being. See complainant George Papaloonies. Any further info?” 
 
    Dispatch: “Complainant states strange smell at this location like something dead. Nothing further at this time Skokie 203” 
 
    Officer: “10-4 dispatch. On my way. ETA about 3 minutes. Skokie 203 clear.” 
 
    Officer Tom Skrzyniarz was a good cop, an active cop and an experienced cop. During the previous year he had a number of citizen contacts resulting in forty-three custodial arrests.  
 
    In his twelve years on the Skokie force there wasn't anything that could happen in that small city that would shock or surprise him. On the way to the call he thought to himself; “Strange smell like a dead ‘possum maybe. Oh well, it’ll give me a chance to get out of the squad and stretch my legs.” 
 
    Officer: 203 Skokie, 10-23 8117 Bronx street. 
 
    Dispatch: 10-4 Skokie 203. 
 
    Rolling up to the location, officer Skrzyniarz thought that the block looked like a scene from an “end of the world” movie. All of the surrounding structures had been razed by the same genius urban planners that failed to account for the lack of available Federal funding needed to finish their grandiose plans.  
 
      
 
    What remained was this one forsaken house surrounded by overgrown weedy lots. This was starting to look like it might be something more than a simple dead animal call. 
 
    Exiting his squad Tom observed a short balding nervous looking guy that was most likely his complainant. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Officer Tom Skrzyniarz sir. Are you the person that called about the foul smell?” 
 
    “Yes officer, I’m George Papalounis. I was walking past here looking to see if the guy I know as the squirrel whisperer was out. I haven’t seen him around in a couple of weeks, and as I was walking by I noticed this terrible smell, so I called.” 
 
    “O.K. Mr. Papaloonies, you mentioned a “squirrel whisperer” what’s that all about?” 
 
    “Well officer, you see, the guy that lives in this house is kind of a strange duck. He’s not too sociable, but he has this way of taming squirrels. He gets them to eat out of his hand, pets them and even puts little hats on the and takes pictures?” 
 
    “Hats? This guy puts hats on squirrels?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know it sounds kinda weird, but it was really sort of interesting and I would stop here and talk to him and watch the squirrels with him once in a while when I go for my walk. But I haven’t seen him in a couple of weeks and today there was this smell, so I called.” 
 
    “So, how close a friend was this guy? Did you visit much? Did you know him well or anything else about his friends or family? You say you haven’t seen or talked to the guy for a couple of weeks?” 
 
    “That’s right officer. I didn’t know him very well at all. We just were more like passing acquaintances rather than friends. I would stop by here on my constitutional occasionally when he was out with the squirrels and we would chat, mostly about the squirrels. He did stop by my place, The Little Club for dinner once in a while.” 
 
    I guess it’s been more like three weeks to a month since I saw him last. The last time was just after the last rainstorm. He was in my restaurant with a lady friend for dinner. Seemed a bit strange, him being with her. I had never seen him with a lady before and she was quite a looker. Tall, pretty, reddish-blond hair, the kind of a gal you would turn around and take a second look if you saw her on the street. Probably was some kind of business dinner. She looked like a real estate agent and you can see that his house here isn’t much. Maybe he was looking to move into something better.” 
 
    “Okay Mr. Papalounis, you just hang out here for a while if you can. I'm gonna check things out but I may need to talk to you further after.” 
 
    Tom began moving carefully toward the house taking his time to carefully observe as much of the scene as he could without making written notes.  
 
    From past experience he knew that this was the best way to make sure that his written report would be as accurate as it could be. The sergeant was a bit anal about clean and accurate reports and from experience Tom knew that a happy boss was an easy boss. 
 
    The front gate looked as though it hadn't been used in quite a while since there was quite a tangle of weeds surrounding the gateposts and the greenery hadn't been trampled down.  
 
    Walking up to the stairs, he saw no evidence of recent traffic and there was no mail in the rusted mail box that hung forlornly to the right of the door. 
 
    He rang the bell and spoke loudly; "Officer Tom Skrzyniarz, Skokie police... is anybody home?"  
 
    There was no response. He then rapped strongly on the old wooden front door and repeated, louder; "Officer Tom Skrzyniarz, Skokie police... is anybody home?"  
 
    Still no response, just silence. He did notice a faint smell of what might have been a dead squirrel or cat. Nothing overwhelming, but it was there, none-the-less. 
 
    Moving off the porch Tom checked out the yard to the west of the house. There was nothing unusual to make note of except for the overgrown condition of a yard choked with weeds. No sign of either people or animals having disturbed the thick vegetation.  
 
      
 
    Moving back toward the east Tom followed what was once a walkway to the back yard. The side yard was also overgrown. The three windows on this side of the house were grime encrusted and opaque.  
 
    Slowly and carefully he continued his progress to the back of the house. 
 
    The backyard was as overgrown as the rest of the property with the singular exception of a pathway out to the alley and the semi-abandoned municipal parking lot to the north. Someone had been making entrance and egress from the house by this route, but the degree of overgrowth showed that it hadn't been traversed for some time. 
 
    As Tom approached the rickety back stairs leading to the rear entrance to the house, the smell of putrefaction increased. Carefully mounting the steps and looking if there was any indication of human activity, he approached the closed door and knocked. The door swung inward with the force of his knuckles on the wood and the smell of rotting meat assailed his nostrils like a wind out of hell. There was definitely something... or someone dead inside. 
 
    "Officer Tom Skrzyniarz, Skokie police... is anybody home?" Tom announced while reaching for his Kel-light flashlight with his left hand while drawing his 9mm service weapon with his right. 
 
    "Officer Tom Skrzyniarz, Skokie police... check for well-being"; he announced as he flicked on the Kel-light and carefully entered the building. 
 
    When just inside the door, he found himself in the kitchen.  
 
    Sweeping the light slowly from left to right while keeping his service weapon at the low-ready position, he mentally recorded the fact that the kitchen had not seen use as a food preparation area for some time.  
 
    Paper plates were piled on the sink; dirty plastic ware with the rotting remnants of food was on the drainboard and the stove veiled with a coating of dust.  
 
    The only evidence of life were the many paw prints in the dust on the floor. Paw prints that appeared to be from squirrels or cats. There were two sets of human footprints leading into the house but only one back out again toward where Tom was standing.  
 
    As he made these observations, be noticed the longer he was in the kitchen the putrid smell increased in intensity.  
 
    Something deep in his consciousness made him want to leave this place. There was danger here and instinctively Tom knew it, but, as he was taught in his many years as a cop, you perform as you train and his training overrode his instinct. He moved further into the darkened house. 
 
    Moving through the kitchen door into the dining room he swept the beam of his light from left to right, alert for any movement that would trigger his action response. The antique dining room table was piled high with old newspapers, junk mail and other flotsam and detritus.  
 
      
 
    There was an old pizza box computer with a tiny monitor on a table against the wall. It was also covered in dust and looked like it had been quite some time since it had been powered up. 
 
    The old dining room floor was replete with animal paw prints embedded in the dust and under those he could barely make out two sets of human footprints leading to a room to his right but only one set leading out and back to where he stood. 
 
    Carefully walking to the side of the footprints so as not to disturb the scene, he slowly worked his way to the doorway of the room on his right. Getting to the opening he stood for a minute listening. 
 
    Nothing… silence... and the smell of death was now almost overwhelming. He could feel the contents of his gut churning and he really didn’t want to go any further. Tom, a well-trained experienced cop, mustered all of the resolve he could to take the next step. 
 
    In one fluid motion he stepped over the dusty footprints going into the room and launched himself to the left of the door frame while sweeping his light to the right. 
 
    The beam illuminated a sight that Tom had never experienced in all his years on the force. It was something out of a nightmare... something out of a grade B horror movie. It was a human body, or at least what used to be a human body.  
 
    The flesh was in tatters on the upper skull and there were dark sunken holes where the eyes should have been. The visage of this specter looked almost like a melting wax candle. There could be no doubt that whoever this used to be was dead, long dead.  
 
    Yet as Tom’s senses absorbed the scene he realized that the corpse was moving… almost as if it were breathing. 
 
    Tom’s mind finally made the connection that the corpse was covered in maggots. A writhing, pulsating river of maggots cascading over the torso, down the legs and onto the thickly congealed stain of blood that had soaked into the threadbare carpet. That final realization finally overcame Tom’s years of police experience and training. His instincts took over and he retreated from the scene back through the dining room, through the kitchen, out the back door and off the porch.  
 
    His feet never touched the rickety stairs and he plunged, headlong through the backyard and into the alley where he could no longer contain his rising gorge and his lunchtime doughnut and Boston coffee with two sugars painted the pavement between his navy last oxfords. 
 
    Recovering after a few seconds, Tom reached for the microphone of the portable radio attached to his uniform shirt. 
 
    Officer: 203 Skokie 
 
    Dispatch: Skokie 203 go ahead 
 
    Officer: 203 Skokie, I need a supervisor at this location 
 
    Dispatch: Skokie 203, what is the nature of the problem 
 
    Officer: 203 Skokie switch to tactical frequency two please 
 
    Dispatch: Skokie 203 switching to TAC 2. Skokie 203 TAC 2 
 
    Officer: 203 Skokie, I have a deceased subject at this location and need a supervisor before I can proceed.  
 
    Supervising Officer: 200 Skokie, I have copied 203’s traffic and will roll to his location. What is the address? 
 
    Dispatch: Skokie 200, 203 is at 8117 Bronx St., corner of Carroll. 
 
    Supervising Officer:10-4. I’ll be there in about 5 minutes. 
 
    Recovering from his initial shock, Tom retraced his steps back to the front of the house and Mr. Papoulonis. 
 
    “Mr. Papolounis, we have a situation here and I need to ask you a few more questions before my supervisor arrives.” 
 
    “Is the squirrel guy O.K. officer?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t give you any information on that sir. I do need to know if there is anything else you can remember about the guy who lives here, his name, his other friends, his family, anything at all.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t help you with that officer. Like I said, I didn’t know him well. I just spoke to him here while he was feeding the squirrels and a couple of times when he came into my place for a meal. I can tell you that I think his name is Sherman something.  
 
    I think I have a copy of his credit card receipt from the last time he was in my place.”  
 
    “I can check that when I go in this evening if you’d like.” 
 
    “That would be very helpful if you could do that Mr. Papolounis. Let me get some contact information from you and we will be in touch later”.  
 
    As Tom finished getting the spelling on the complainant’s name and his contact information, and sent him on his way, Sgt Novak pulled up.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    3  A MISCHIEF of RATS 
 
    "The Police in Northern Cook County are not prejudiced and do not engage in random police brutality. They hate everyone equally and they treat everyone miserably."   
 
    Sgt. Andy Novak had long ago become disillusioned with the idea of being a crime-busting cop. He found that his professional life consisted of periods of boredom.. interspersed with occasions of exposure to either irate citizens or absolute scumbags. There wasn’t too much “public service” left in his experience of police work. 
 
    Pulling up to the address he saw that Tom had started stringing the crime scene tape. As he checked in with dispatch he saw Tom emerging from the side yard to the East of the property. 
 
    “Tom, you look like shit. Whata we got here?” 
 
    “Well Sarge, what we have is a stiff in the house. He looks like he had a close encounter with a herd of stampeding elephants. Then a full body massage by every maggot in the north suburbs. It was bad enough that I tossed my cookies in the alley behind the house. I haven’t done much...  a cursory premise check. Once I found the body I tried not to contaminate the scene any further.” 
 
    “Anything on who our deceased might be or why he partied with the grim reaper here in this house?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing much Sarge. Called in by the Greek guy that owns the Little Inn on Golf rd. He was out for his constitutional and smelled something walking past here. I guess he knew the guy that lived here in a casual way.  
 
    The guy that he knew was kinda weird; tamed wild squirrels; petted ‘em; even put hats on ‘em.  
 
    But I’m not even sure that the stiff inside is the same guy. Anyways, the Greek guy said that the guy he knew had been in his restaurant about 3 weeks ago ... with a female; quite the looker according to the complainant. Looked like one of those plastic real estate broads according to him.” 
 
    "O.K. Tom. Not too much more we can do here between us. Let's make sure the place is cordoned off.  I'll take a quick trip inside the house to get a quick photograph of the scene before I call out the lieutenant. I'm happy to dump this in his lap. It will be a nightmare for the NORTAF crew with our lieutenant bloodhound in charge. You make sure the tape is up and start on your incident report. I'll call in to get Litkowiak out here along with the NORTAF crew and someone from the ME's office." 
 
    Lieutenant Kevin Litkowiak looked how a detective in a movie looks. And he played the part well. Tailored suits, always  chomping his trademark cigar. He had a booming voice thick with a Chicago accent. He had a hearty laugh and a respectable handshake. He loved to buy others drinks and trade stories.  
 
      
 
    He was the friendliest and warmest man many of his peers had ever met. And he was quick to cut himself down with abundant doses of self-deprecation. It was hard not to love Detective Lieutenant Kevin A. Litkowiak. He was a Skokie cop but attached to the North Regional Major Crimes Task Force – NORTAF.  
 
    NORTAF was a crime investigation cooperative between the Northern Chicago suburban police departments... Lincolnwood, Skokie, Morton Grove, Niles, Glenview and a few others. They pooled their resources.  It brought major crime investigation resources to the smaller towns. 
 
    At NORTAF homicide investigations you would find Litkowiak's partner, Detective Sergeant Wayne Boerema. A stout man with a handle-bar mustache, a brown comb-over, and skeptical, probing eyes. Where Litkowiak seemed to seek the spotlight, Boerema was fine working in the shadows. The Robin to Litkowiak’s Batman, cops around the suburbs joked. 
 
    Litkowiak was the star of the NORTAF Homicide Squad. He solved some of the suburbs’ most notorious homicides, plus scores more that got only a blurb in the papers. He was tenacious and crafty. He developed close contacts on the streets. He had a knack for tracking down eyewitnesses. And he was a master at getting suspects to talk. “That crystal ball” in his stomach, he called it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Great detectives, he once said, had “the ability to get inside  that person’s soul whatever way you can. You get the person to say what you need to hear.” What set Kevin Litkowiak apart were his people skills.  
 
    “He understood human nature,” said Michael Cunningham, a state's attorney. “He could read people. He knew how to talk to people. He was empathetic. He didn’t talk down to them. He was not judgmental. He had a way with people.” 
 
    Instead of putting the call out over the air, alerting every busybody with a police scanner, Andy calls on his cell phone. 
 
    "Hey lieutenant, I got a real stinker for you at 8117 Bronx. The deceased looks like he's was worked over by a platoon of MMA fighters. Tom Skrzyniarz caught the original call and he's busy taping off the scene. You're gonna need to call in the NORTAF crew, an ASA for a search warrant and somebody from the ME's office." 
 
    "Andy, is there anything out of the ordinary, aside from a dead guy that's beaten to a pulp, that I should know about?” 
 
    "Well, lieutenant, that type of judgement is a bit over my pay grade. I've been on the force a  long time. The only time I've seen a body this mangled was some idiot who walked in front of a locomotive. I can tell you this much, you're gonna have to work in full hazmat suits, hoods... booties, double gloves, the whole nine yards." 
 
    "O.K. Andy, I'll roust Wayne Boerema and have Yerkes from the States Attorney round up a judge to sign a search warrant. I have to call Hensen from the ME's office to meet us there with his crew. What is the neighborhood like? I seem to remember that most of the houses in that block are gone" 
 
    "That's right Lieutenant., the house would have been third from the corner. Everything on the block is, leveled except for the murder scene. Across the alley is that municipal parking lot, but it's pretty overgrown with weeds." 
 
    "From the sound of it, I'm gonna want the location around the house roped off as a primary scene. Then an outer perimeter along the parkway in front and half-way through the parking lot in back as the secondary buffer zone to keep the brass, the press and the gawkers out. I'll have dispatch roll another unit to your location to help with securing the area. My crew should be there in 30 minutes or so." 
 
    Litkowiak broke the connection. Novak headed back toward the yard looking for officer Skrzyniarz to fill him in on the plan.
  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    4 A Parcel of Pigs 
 
      
 
    “Squirrels are just rats with good publicity 
 
    --- Garrison Wynn 
 
      
 
    Jacob liked looking into the secret lives of celebrities and the “movers and shakers”. He would dig through publications, internet postings, junk mail and personal trash of the elite to uncover the “dirt” he found so titillating. Then he would post it on his internet blog, www.snoopwiki.com. He considered himself a citizen journalist, but Jacob was just a digital peeping Tom, and a rather unpleasant one at that. 
 
      
 
    His life would have probably continued to lurch from petty scandal to petty scandal satisfying the prurient voyeurism of himself and his blog readers if it had not been for the express envelope dropped by mistake in his Skokie, Illinois post office box by a clerk in a hurry to go to lunch. 
 
      
 
    Jacob got lots of leads from fellow snoops. His post office box was often filled to overflowing with letters, news clippings and other ephemera as well as the usual ads and junk mail, so he seldom went through the stuff immediately. 
 
      
 
    This was the case now. He gathered it up, stuffed it into a tattered Walmart bag that he kept for just that purpose and drove home where he unceremoniously dumped the bag on the seat of the chair next to is cluttered desk. 
 
      
 
    It resided there for the next few days, in the company of the detritus decorating Jacob’s office. 
 
    Finally, after the better part of a week, he remembered the plastic bag of correspondence. 
 
      
 
    Rifling through the pile with fingers still greasy from the chicken he had for lunch, he discovered the express envelope was not addressed to him but to someone named Maurice Bernard Laughton with a post office box number that was one row above his. 
 
      
 
    “Son of a bitch!” he swore, “The stupid bastard at the post office screwed up.” He figured that he would just throw the envelope away. “I don’t owe nothing to this Laughton guy… screw him and his envelope.” 
 
      
 
    It was then that he noticed the crossed swords and palm tree crest next to the Riyadh address on the label. Jacob recognized that crest as the logo of the Abdulazizi.  royal family. Controlled by the shadowy princes Abdulaziz., they were involved in questionable financial dealings worldwide, including, it some said, overseeing the considerable wealth of the Vatican. 
 
      
 
     A cross between a smirk and a smile spread over Sherman Jacob’s face. He realized that the envelope in his hands could be the key to an elephantine payday, either from Maurice Bernard Laughton, whoever the hell he was, or, if not from him, from the reclusive and mysterious House of Abdulaziz. Thanks to the stupid mistake of a slipshod postal clerk.”, he chortled to himself. 
 
      
 
    “The first order of business is to find this Maurice Bernard Laughton." 
 
    Sherman thought to himself. "That shouldn’t be too difficult, he probably lives somewhere in the area since he keeps a P.O. Box in Skokie. Next thing I need to do is open this express envelope and find out just what the Saudi royals have for Mr. Laughton and decide how I can make some dough from it.” 
 
      
 
    Following the principle of “Keep It Simple Stupid”. Jacob fired up his tired old computer and opened his browser to www.anywho.com and typed in the name “Maurice Bernard Laughton” and “Skokie, Illinois” in the appropriate fields. In less than a second, the database returned the result. There were three Maurice Bernard Laughton’s in Illinois, but only one was in the immediate area. 
 
      
 
    It showed an address of 10 Sheridan Rd. Suite 15P, Wilmette, IL 60091 and an (847) area code phone number. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Sherman Jacob thought; “That was easy. Now to open this envelope and see what goodies are inside that will lead to my big payday.”      
 
      
 
    Jacob eagerly ripped open the envelope that was addressed to Maurice Bernard Laughton without giving a second thought about violating postal laws. Strangely, the only thing apparent inside was what appeared to be two sheets torn from an old 9 pin dot matrix printout. Opening the first sheet, he read: 
 
      
 
    "This was forwarded to us for your action. Reply by the usual method." PBUH
  
 
      
 
    The second sheet was a bit more detailed:

"To arm a small paramilitary group? Say, 20 people?”

“Absolutely, we can accommodate your request, but we need more parameters such as your exact arms needs and destination country.” 

“I can provide: tec9's, scorpion's, ak47's and one single Vietnam war "thumper", but its ammo costs. SMGs are much less expensive, and satisfy your self-protection or combat needs very well: the sound of an easy-to-conceal Soviet Skorpion with backpack feeding system can scare the most badass mother...” 

“We only deal with small arms and equipment, but if you need artillery, MANPADS [Man-portable air-defense systems], ordinance, APCs, Helos we do have resources and can make certain introductions for a fee.”

“I'm telling this for you: one single grenade of a thumper costs 50 bitcoins to me: the GL itself will be around 100, to me. My sources aren't object of discussion, sorry.”

“Take your time to choose, there's no rush: but be sure your purchase is what you really want since there are no refunds. You buy it, you own it. “ 
 
      
 
    “Please send your next message on line through PGP encryption, our public key is on our profile page.”

“Regards,
BOHICA"

"Holy shit", Jacob said out loud to the empty house; “HOLY SHIT!" 
 
      
 
    Jacob realized that he really needed to think his next move through carefully. He had obviously found himself in possession of something that could either make him a very wealthy man or, if he didn't handle it properly, a very dead one. 
 
      
 
    One thing was for sure, he just couldn't dial Laughlin's number and say; "Hi Morrie, my name's Sherman and I have the note from your Saudi buddies about the arms sale. What say we get together for a beer and talk it over?" 
 
      
 
    Sherman knew instinctively that he needed advice but he also knew that he would need to be very careful about who he shared any of this with. After chewing on the problem overnight, Sherman decided that his best bet was an attorney that he had met about a year ago, one Douglas R. Gunn, Esq. 
 
      
 
    Douglas Rochford Gunn, if born in 1850, would have been the prototype Southern gentleman. He seemed much taller than his 5-foot seven-inches. His ramrod stiff bearing, a holdover from his education at The Citadel, made him look more imposing. His manner made him irresistible to the many vulnerable females who crossed his path.   
 
      
 
    Gunn joined the Air force after graduation as an attorney from the Citadel in 1967.  
 
    He was assigned to the Judge Advocate General's office. By 1968 he had shipped out to Viet Nam and got involved in the prosecution of defendants in the Mi Lai incident.  
 
    He was lazy and depended on support staff for background and legal research. He found that both boring and beneath his image of himself. His courtroom presence, however, earned him high praise from his superiors.  
 
      
 
    Once out of the Air Force he wangled recommendations to some of Chicago's premier law firms. He accepted a position at Jenner and Block, but only lasted two years. His lack of discipline prompted a senior partner to suggest other employment. At that point he opened his own practice.  
 
      
 
    Realizing that he needed to have an office he decided to approach an attorney he was acquainted with, an Assistant Public Defender in the Homicide Task Force of the Law Office of the Cook County Public Defender.  He knew, through the grapevine that Keren Odensdotter had just rented office space in an historical building at Two-O-Five West Randolph street in the loop that had once been occupied by Ernest Hemingway. 
 
      
 
    Keren Odinsdotter was an Assistant Public Defender in the Homicide Task Force of the Law Office of the Cook County Public Defender.   
 
      
 
    She previously served as an Assistant Public Defender in the Felony Trial and Misdemeanor divisions and tried numerous bench and jury trials. She served on the board of directors of Minority Legal Education Resources (MLER) where she taught bar examination preparation to students preparing for the Illinois bar exam; coordinated numerous session of MLER; taught tutor certification training; and assisted unsuccessful bar applicants assess the reasons for failing their bar examination. 
 
    Keren is about thirty-three or four. Her face seems a little older than that. It has that stern look you see in old pictures of the plains Indians.  
 
      
 
    At her best, it is a forceful and striking face, redolent of strength and dignity. At worst it sometimes would seem to be the face of a Harvard boy dressed for the farcical chorus line.  
 
      
 
    But that body is mercilessly female, deep and glossy, rounded—under the tidy little fatty layer of girl pneumatics—with useful muscle. 
 
      
 
    She is a well-toned 5'11'' and can take care of herself, thanks. She packs a gun in her purse, and she'll use it if she has to. She's willing to open a can of whoop-ass and she doesn't take any bullshit, especially from men. She kicks ass, usually not bothering to take names.  
 
      
 
    It has been said that women tend to "marry their fathers". Keren married Lars, a Chicago cop when she was just about to finish law school. He was killed, shot by street gang members while on a call. Keren has not had a serious romantic involvement since. 
 
      
 
    Keren knew a little about Douglas Rochford Gunn and what little she knew did not leave a sterling impression with her. Slick-talking, clothes horse ladies’ man was pretty much her assessment based on what some of the other attorneys has told here. But she knew that she was just a bit over her head with the lease payments and other overhead on the office. She really was tired of what had become the grind of the Public Defender’s office and wanted to make her new shop, “Valkyrie & Associates” a success.  
 
    The only way to do that was to actually have some “associates” who could help pay the freight. It wasn’t an ideal situation and Gunn was far from her idea of the ideal associate, but she figured he had three things going for him: He was a member of the Illinois Bar; he had actual trial experience and, most importantly, he was looking to share office space and expenses. 
 
      
 
    His reputation as a Casanova didn’t really phase her. He was five-foot seven to her five-eleven and she figured if he tried going too much over the line it was well within her capability to turn the bandy rooster into a capon in short order. And so, in short order a deal was struck and Odensdotter and Gunn became associates in the historical offices that once housed Earnest Hemmingway’s “Cooperative Commonwealth” magazine office overlooking the picturesque dumpsters on Couch Place. The Wells Street elevated trains rumbling by every few minutes lent a certain Chicago grittiness to the scene. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 5 Feral Cats  
 
    Casting professional ethics aside, Gunn contacted many of the Jenner and Block clients he had in his rolodex. He concentrated on the bored trophy wives who were looking for big financial settlements from their Forbes 1000 husbands. For Gunn a lucrative divorce practice was born.  
 
      
 
    In the beginning he was wildly successful with his female clients, both in the courtroom and in the bedroom. One of them was Carole Langley, a lithe forty-five-year-old redhead. She was styled for abundant lactation, and her blouses were not. She sported shapely legs and a perpetual "itch" that her inattentive husband failed to scratch.  
 
      
 
    Gunn had met Langley at a "Friends of the Chicago Botanic Garden" meeting.  It was one of the "social" gatherings that Gunn frequented, not for the betterment of society but for the betterment of his law practice.  
 
      
 
    A friendly conversation progressed to a stop for a cocktail and a Chinese dinner at the Panda Bar. Over dinner it wasn't clear who had seduced who, but they topped off the evening with a sweaty romp at the Northbrook Red Roof Inn. This was the inauguration of Douglas becoming Carole's regular "bagel-on-the-side". That was not to say that Douglas limited himself to just one selection from the pastry case, so-to-speak. He fancied himself a connoisseur of all the female delicacies in the Patisserie and indulged often, if not judiciously.   
 
      
 
    From time to time one of his client's kids would get into legal scrapes. Usually nothing too heavy-duty; open alcohol in a motor vehicle, loud muffler, possession of marijuana... small potatoes stuff. Easy to plead down to supervision and good for an extra five hundred to one thousand dollars in the bank with minimum work. 
 
      
 
    It was through what started out as a small-time case with Carole Langley's delinquent son that Douglas Rochford Gunn made the acquaintance of Jacob Sherman.  
 
      
 
    Robert Ayers Langley Junior... a spoiled rotten rich kid looking for teen-aged thrills and adventure had amassed quite a petty crime jacket with the Winnetka police by the time he reached his seventeenth birthday.  
 
      
 
    Being representative of the "digital generation" Bobby Langley spent an inordinate amount online. That was how he had become friendly with Jacob Sherman and Snoopwiki.com. Finding out that Langley lived in Winnetka and was looking for adventure, Sherman convinced Bobby to start rummaging through some of the trash of his upscale neighbors.  
 
    He promised Bobby that if he ran across anything juicy that that it would end up in a "tell-all" article on the blog and that in return Sherman would provide Langley with some of the newest online games. 
 
      
 
    Bobby knew exactly where he was going to start.  
 
    The Leopold family lived in a palatial Georgian mansion on a five-acre estate next door to one of Bobby's high school gamer pals.   
 
    Old man Leopold toiled as a financial adviser handling many of the investments of the well-to-do denizens of the North-shore suburbs.  
 
    His wife, Glenda, was one of those plastic high fashion, plastic surgery enhanced society wives.  She dabbled in interior decoration, charity fund-raising and the occasional encounter with one or more of the local tradespeople. After all, a neglected wife has needs and Max Leopold was too busy goosing other folks' fortunes to concern himself too much with attending to Glenda.  
 
    The last act in this three-ring suburban circus was the well-proportioned sixteen-year-old Myra Leopold, Raven haired with an athletic body and a million-dollar smile, (which was just about what Max Leopold said it cost him in orthodontist bills).  
 
    Bobby Langley figured that he could rummage through the Leopold’s refuse and maybe come up with something juicy for Sherman. If he could wangle his way into Myra’s panties that would be just a little added bonus.  
 
    The word among the crowd was that Myra’s libido was every bit as overactive as her mother’s. Some of the senior boys had stories about doing odd jobs around the place and getting some nice bonuses from Glenda Leopold. 
 
    Bobby decided that his best bet was to cozy up to Myra to get access to the family’s trash from the inside and, if Myra lived up to her reputation among the local jocks, access to her insides too. From Bobby’s point of view, this was definitely a win-win and he set about putting his plan into motion.  
 
    The following day he stopped over to his friend Karl’s house. Karl was a neighbor of the Leopold’s and knew Myra but only in a social sense. Karl was a true gamer nerd who had no interest in sex, so he was a bit grossed-out when Bobby asked him to arrange an introduction but agreed to help his friend. He called the Leopold number and, as luck would have it, Myra answered.  
 
    “Hey, My, this is Karl from next door.” 
 
    “Hi Karl, what’s up?” 
 
    “Well My, a friend of mine from school came over. I think you might know him from school, it’s Bobby Langley.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know him, but I have seen him hanging around with you at school. He’s kinda cute in a nerdy sort of way.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, he thinks you’re cute too and would like to maybe… well… you know, get together or go out or something.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t today. My mom has us running around this afternoon and I’ve got a boring family thing tonight. I’m free tomorrow though. If he wants to come over around noon or so.”  
 
    “Hold on, I’ll ask him. Hey Bobby, she says she can’t today but how about tomorrow around noon?” 
 
    “Tell her that’s good. I’ll just sit here waiting and licking my eyebrows.” 
 
    “I can’t tell her that you idiot.” 
 
    “Tell me what Karl?” 
 
    “He says that tomorrow is fine and he’ll just lick his eyebrows until then.” 
 
    Myra giggling; “Tell him that sounds like fun and I’ll expect him to show me when I see him tomorrow. I gotta run now. Bye.” 
 
    “Bye My. She said she’ll see you tomorrow and you need to show her how you lick your eyebrows. How can you do that? Your tongue won’t reach that far.” 
 
    “Karl, you are a real tool sometimes, but thanks for making the call.” 
 
    “No problem Bro. You want to play some Grand Theft Auto?” 
 
    Karl and Bobby wasted the rest of the afternoon crashing cars and shooting up the world on the computer  but Bobby’s mind wasn’t in the game and, for the first time, Karl whipped his ass, which made Karl very happy. 
 
    The next day was Saturday and Bobby was ready to put his plan into action. At five minutes to noon he was driving his bike down Laurel avenue to Burr where he turned left to the automatic gate across the access drive to the Leopold place.  
 
    Myra was standing there waiting for him as he pulled up she hit the button that swung the gate open. Bobby nearly ran into the shrubbery when he got a good look at what Myra was almost wearing. The open midriff knit top was tied at the waist and exposed most of Myra’s ample chest and the boy shorts made of the same material clung tightly to her girl parts. Myra giggled as she saw Bobby go wide-eyed at her appearance. 
 
    “Seems like you like what you see.” 
 
    “Uh yeah. That’s quite an outfit you’re almost wearing. I don’t know if I could get off the bike without getting a part of me caught on the frame.” 
 
    “Well, it’s pretty easy to get out of, so why don’t we go up to the house and we can do something about your discomfort after you show me that licking your eyebrows trick you talked about yesterday. Anyway, let’s go up to the house and we’ll see if I can’t help you get off… your bike.” 
 
    Bobby was both excited and just a little bit miffed. Myra was coming on to him like a horny goat which he found a bit off-putting. He was enough of a traditional male to believe that he should be the one making the advances. But, on the other hand, he certainly didn’t want to say or do anything that would mess up what promised to be a very interesting afternoon. 
 
    Myra led him up to the kitchen entrance to the house putting a little bit extra sway into her hips. He found his jeans getting uncomfortably tight and wondered to himself if he might be in a little over his head. His brain wasn’t so completely muddled with sexual fantasy that he didn’t notice the recycling bin next to the refuse can by the door. He expected that he would have the chance to rummage through that later to find something for Sherman. 
 
    “You can leave your bike here by the door,” Myra said as she ran her hand up his thigh and squeezed his excitement. “Mmmm that’s gonna be fun” she said, “Hurry up and follow me up to my room. We’ve got about four hours before my parents are due home.” 
 
    “Uhhh, I don’t have any condoms with me Myra” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it Bobby. I never liked taking a shower with a raincoat on and, besides, if there’s any problem, I have a cousin who is a gynecologist.” 
 
    The following two hours were quite the workout for Bobby. Myra was demanding and knew exactly what she wanted and what she liked. By the time they had been at it for two hectic hours she had worn herself out and went to sleep, snoring gently while the evidence of their encounter stained the sheet beneath her.  
 
    Bobby felt used and cheap but this gave him the opportunity to rummage through the Leopold recycling to see it there was anything useful. He rolled out of the bed as quietly as he could and hurriedly got dressed. The last thing he wanted was to wake Myra and start the session over. Carrying his shoes in his hand he crept down the back stairs into the kitchen where he finally stopped to put on his shoes. 
 
    The recycling container was next to the garbage can to the left of the kitchen door. Lifting the lid, he began to rummage through the papers not really sure what might be of interest to Sherman. Bobby found that he couldn’t get to the bottom of the bin and after practically falling head first into it he decided that his best bet would be to tip it over and crawl in to get to the stuff down near the bottom. With the top half of his body inside the recycling barrel Bobby was unaware of Max Leopold’s presence until Max kicked the bottom of his foot and yelled; “Just what the hell are you looking for in there? Get out of that barrel this second.” 
 
    “Yes sir. Yes sir. I’m sorry sir. I didn’t mean nothin’ bad sir.” 
 
    “Who the hell are you and what are you doing rummaging through my recycling? How did you get in here when the gate was locked?” 
 
    “I came over to see Myra sir. On my bike. I’m Bobby Langley sir. Myra let me in sir. There’s my bike by the garbage can. We talked for a while and then Myra said she was tired so she’s taking a nap. I was gonna leave but I was curious about what might have been in the recycling bin so I was looking through it. I didn’t mean any harm sir. Really I didn’t.” 
 
    “That sounds like a load of bullshit kid.”; Max hollered. “I don’t know what you were trying to find in that recycling but whatever it is, you were committing a theft. I’m going to call the Winnetka police and have them throw your ass in jail.” 
 
    “Daddy, what’s all the shouting about? Bobby, what’s going on?” 
 
    Bobby answered before Max could get started; “I told your dad that I had come over on my bike and we visited but you were tired and said you were going to take a nap. So I started to leave but I was curious about the recycling stuff and was looking through it when your dad got home.” 
 
    “Looking through it my ass,” Max bellowed. “You had tipped the damn thing over and were head first inside it.” 
 
    Myra giggled. “You had your head in the garbage can Bobby? That’s silly.” 
 
    “Not the garbage Myra, the recycling. I was just being stupid.” 
 
    Max grabbed a sheet of paper from the overturned recycling barrel and took a pen out of his breast pocket. “Write your name, address and telephone number on this boy. I’m going to have a talk with a friend of mine at the Winnetka police department and have him send someone over to talk with you to clear this up. You have no business going through my recycling or anything else. And you, young lady, get back into the house. You know the rule about not having anybody in when your mother or I aren’t home.” 
 
    “Yes, daddy.” Myra said and turned back to the door. “Bye Bobby,” she said over her shoulder. 
 
    “Bye Myra. Here’s my name and address sir.” Bobby said handing the piece of paper to Max. “May I leave now?” 
 
    “Get on your bike and get out of here before I change my mind about having you locked up,” Max growled as Bobby quickly got his bike and started pedaling down the driveway. Bobby figured that Mr. Leopold must have had one of those remote things because as he approached the gate it swung open to allow him to get out and started to close again when he had passed the gateposts. He rode directly home and called Douglas Gunn’s’ private cell number figuring he needed the lawyers’ advice just in case Max Leopold was serious about calling the cops. 
 
    “Hello, this is Douglas Gunn.” 
 
    “Hi Mr. Gunn. This is Bobby Langley. I need to talk to you.” 
 
    “Sure thing Bobby. How can I help? Are you in trouble?” 
 
    “I’m not sure Mr. Gunn. I  mean, I might be and that’s why I need to talk to you.” 
 
    “O.K. start at the beginning.” 
 
    “Uh, Mr. Gunn there might be a policeman coming to the house. Could you maybe stop by right away please.” 
 
    “O.K. Bobby. I’m about fifteen minutes away. Stay put and if the police show up at the door just tell them that your family attorney is on his way right now. Be polite, but don’t answer any questions until I get there. Make sure that you have my phone number written down on a piece of paper so you can call me if they decide to take you into custody. Just keep calm and I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 
 
    “O.K. Mr. Gunn. I’ll do that. Just please hurry and get here.” 
 
    “I’ll be there as soon as I can Bobby. Just keep calm. I’ll see you soon. Bye now.” The connection was broken and Bobby hurried to get a piece of paper to write down Gunn’s number in case he needed it.  
 
    Twelve minutes later Douglas Gunn was at the Langley front door ringing the bell. Bobby opened it immediately with great relief. 
 
    “Thanks for coming right over Mr. Gunn. Am I glad to see you.” 
 
    “O.K. Bobby, let’s go into the living room and sit down. I want you to tell me the whole story from the beginning without leaving anything out. Now, what’s this all about?” 
 
    For the next ten minutes Bobby told Gunn the whole story, the contact with Sherman Jacob, the offer of a top computer game if Bobby found anything that could be used in the blog, the sex with Myra Leopold and how Max Leopold later caught him rummaging through the recycling bin and then threatened to have him arrested. Gunn was about to explain the legalities of Bobby’s situation when the doorbell rang. Both Bobby and Gunn went to answer the door to find a Village of Winnetka policeman standing there. 
 
    “I’m officer Kyle. Are you Bobby Langley?” 
 
    Douglas Gunn interrupted. “What’s this about officer?” 
 
    “It’s about me asking the kid if he’s Bobby Langley and just who the hell are you?” 
 
    “My name is Douglas R. Gunn, officer.” Gunn said, “I’m the family attorney. Let me give you one of my cards.” Gunn reached into his breast pocket and produced a business card that he handed to the policemen. 
 
    The policeman’s aggressive demeanor quickly changed to a more cautious attitude. 
 
    “ Well, young man, are you Bobby Langley?” 
 
    Bobby looked at Gunn before he answered and Gunn nodded his head. 
 
    “Yes officer, I am.” Bobby said. 
 
    “Well, Bobby, we had a call from Mr. Leopold who complained that you had been rummaging through his recycling without his permission. He’s pretty upset about it and if he decides to sign a complaint you could be in big trouble. There are laws against theft.” 
 
    Gunn interrupted; “Hang on just a second officer. I need to clarify a few things for you. First off, there have been any number of cases where the court has decided that there was no reasonable expectation of privacy regarding refuse or recycling. So there is no issue of theft here. Secondly, Bobby was invited onto the premises by the Leopold daughter Myra so therefore there is no issue of even a misdemeanor trespassing charge. I would suggest that you might want to rethink where you seem to be going with this line of conversation. Mr. Leopold has clearly overreacted to the situation by bringing your department into it. So far your investigation has not crossed any legal boundaries. You have been within the purview of your office by making the inquiry based on the complaint you received. Up to this point this could be considered a “Terry Stop” under the law. But you have been given information that should clear up any thought that there might be probable cause for an arrest. Under the circumstances with this explanation you do not, in my opinion as the Langley’s attorney have probable cause here for an arrest. That is not to say that if you choose to arrest Bobby and transport him to the lockup that there would be any resistance on his part. However, I must inform you that based upon the circumstances I would counsel him to remain silent and have no further conversation with you until I could get the proper paperwork from the court to affect his release. I am also advising you that as his attorney I would further counsel him to commence an action for relief regarding illegal detention.” 
 
    “There’s no reason to go all Perry Mason on my Mr. Gunn. I’m just trying to get the facts based on a citizens’ complaint.” 
 
    “And I can understand that officer Kyle. So at this point you have ascertained what happened from Mr. Langley’s standpoint. Do you have any further questions on this matter? 
 
    “Uh, no Mr. Gunn, I guess that’s all the questions I have.” 
 
    “That’s good officer, may I then assume that barring any further unforeseen developments that this interview is concluded and Mr. Langley is free to go about his business?” 
 
    “That will be all for now, but he will need to make himself available should anything more come up about this.” 
 
    “Mr. Langley will certainly cooperate with any legal investigation into any criminal matter but rest assured that as his attorney I will be vigilant in protecting his rights as a citizen. Good day, officer Kyle.” Gunn closed the door on a rather perplexed and disgruntled cop and as he turned around he saw Bobby grinning like a fool. 
 
    “Boy, you sure told him Mr. Gunn. You really put that cop in his place.” 
 
    “Wipe that silly-assed grin off your face Bobby Langley and pay attention. You have no idea what kind of a shit storm you just managed to dodge here. I don’t know what kind of a game you and your buddy Sherman Jacob thought you were playing but I can tell you that it was just dumb luck that Myra invited into the family home. Trespassing might not seem like a big deal to you but the fact that you were doing your snooping at the behest of your buddy Jacob could, and most likely would, be looked at as a conspiracy in a court of law. I need to have a talk with Sherman Jacob and set him straight so maybe I can  keep your pimply teenaged ass out of jail.” 
 
    “Geez Mr. Gunn, it didn’t seem like it was a big deal. Sherman just wanted to see if there was some embarrassing stuff I could find to put in his blog. He was just trying to have me help him punk that old stuffed shirt Leopold. It was just some harmless fun and could have gotten be a new computer game. No biggie.” 
 
    “Bobby, I don’t think you have the good sense that God gave to a goose. What you see as harmless fun is, at least, a set up for blackmail or extortion. That’s the way that the law would look at it. You could end up truly screwing up your entire life for the chance of a fifty buck video game.” 
 
    Bobby finally seemed to get the message that Gunn was sending and contacted Sherman Jacob on the computer which led to a meeting between Jacob and Gunn at the law office on Wells street in downtown Chicago. 
 
    That was the end of Bobby acting as a snoop for Sherman Jacob but the beginning of a lucrative association for Gunn since Jacob had a tendency to skate right at the edge of legal. It was a relationship that kept Gunn’s paralegal and investigator Noble Petris extremely busy and Gunn’s checking account quite healthy. 
 
      
 
    It was about six months later when the telephone rang in Keren’s law office. The intercom buzzed and the receptionist told Keren that there was a Mr. Jacob on the line for Douglas Gunn.  
 
    “Mandy, you know that Douglas is no longer associated with our office. Did you tell that to Mr. Jacob?” 
 
    “I told him Ms. Odensdotter but he insists that as a client of this office he needs to speak to someone about a matter of utmost importance.” 
 
    “O.K. Mandy, put him through. I guess I can spare a couple of minutes to find out what is so earth shaking, Keren heard the connection being made as the call was transferred to her phone. “Keren Odensdotter here, how may I help you?” 
 
    “Ms. Odensdotter, my name is Sherman Melvin Jacob, I am a client of Douglas Gunn’s. What’s this about him no longer being with the firm?” 
 
    “That’s right Mr. Jacob. Mr. Gunn ran afoul of the Attorneys Registration and Disciplinary Committee and he is no longer licensed to practice law in the State of Illinois.” 
 
    “That’s terrible counselor. I have a rather sticky legal problem and I was hoping that Douglas could assist me with it. Is there any chance that you could help me?” 
 
    “I don’t have any of Mr. Gunn’s files Mr. Jacob, so if it is in reference to some matter he had handled for you in the past, I’m not sure I could be of any help whatsoever.” 
 
    “No, this is a new matter that I need some advice on. Thing is, Douglas would always meet me up here in Skokie since I have Asperger’s syndrome and have a real problem coming down to the loop office. Would it be possible for you to meet me at a restaurant? I would be happy to buy you dinner and explain the situation to you. There’s a really nice old fashioned place in Skokie on Golf road called the “Little Club” where the food is very good. Could we do this please?” 
 
    “I live in a suburb right near Skokie and I’ve heard of the “Little Club” Mr. Jacob. Never have had the chance to eat there though. I guess since I have to eat anyway I could make it a working dinner. But I want you to understand that my method of practicing law is considerably different than Mr. Gunn’s. I will meet you for dinner. I will listen to your problem. I “may” offer some advice, but in no way does this imply an attorney-client relationship unless and until I agree to it.” 
 
    “That’s great Ms. Odensdotter. Could we do this tomorrow evening, say around seven o’clock?” 
 
    “Seven o’clock tomorrow it is then Mr. Jacob. I’ll see you then.” 
 
    “Thank you counselor. I truly appreciate it. By the way, is Noble Petris still your paralegal and investigator?” 
 
    “You’re welcome Mr. Jacob. No, unfortunately Noble Petris has left the firm and has moved out of the area as far as I know.” 
 
    “That’s a shame Ms. Odensdotter. He was very helpful on some things that Mr. Gunn handled and I believe that this would be something that would interest him. Oh, well. I’ll see you tomorrow evening then.” 
 
    “I’ll be there Mr. Jacob. Good bye.” 
 
    “Good bye,” and the connection was broken. 
 
    The Little Club had been a Skokie tradition since 1947 when George Papadopoulos had returned from the service and used the money he had put aside to buy the supper club that he had waited tables at while he was attending Northwestern University in neighboring Evanston. 
 
    The place was a throwback to a time when going out for dinner was a special occasion that folks got dressed up for. The décor was 1940’s retro with white tablecloths set with heavy service plates real silver ware that had the heft that would appeal to those who might remember the tradition, or those who aspired to it. The  dark green leather banquettes and comfortable zebra skin upholstered chairs and the subdued lighting bespoke a promise of a true old-time Chicago chop house. The menu hadn’t changed too much in seventy-one years with the exception of the prices. Fresh fish, Greek chicken, lamb chops and two-inch thick steaks were the regular bill of fare served with house made soups and salad dressings made lovingly for the last thirty-two years by Georges wife, Sonja with whatever vegetables were in season and available fresh from the market that day. 
 
    Sherman Jacob had made a reservation for two at seven o’clock but made certain that he was fifteen minutes early. He didn’t want to have Keren waiting and he wanted to have a quick word with George to make sure that everything would be perfect. Sherman wasn’t a frequent patron of the Club, but he was still considered a regular since he made an appearance for dinner about every six weeks or so. 
 
    “Hi George,” Sherman greeted the owner as he came through the door. “How is business?” 
 
    “Business is good but a little slow Mr. Jacob. It’s good to see you again. I notice you made a reservation for two. Usually you dine alone. Is tonight a special occasion?” 
 
    “Not so much special as possibly important George. It’s a business dinner and I’m meeting a lady I have only spoken with over the phone. Could we have the booth over in the far corner away from the kitchen door, if possible?” 
 
    “Sure thing Mr. Jacob. Allow me to seat you there. Can I get you something from the bar while you wait for your party?” 
 
    “Just a Club Soda with a twist of lemon please. That will be just fine.” 
 
    George scurried away to the bar and fetched Sherman’s club soda retuning in a few seconds. 
 
    At exactly seven o’clock Keren walked through the door into the darkened interior. 
 
    Keren Sigrun Odinsdotter is the kind of woman that causes men to look twice and then at least twice more.  
 
      
 
    About thirty-three or four, her face seems a little older than that. It has that stern look you see in old pictures of the plains Indians. At her best, it is a forceful and striking face, redolent of strength and dignity.  
 
    At worst it sometimes would seem to be the face of a Harvard boy dressed for the farcical chorus line. But her body is mercilessly female, deep and glossy, rounded—under the tidy little fatty layer of girl pneumatics—with useful muscle, a legacy of her hockey-playing days that she maintains with a regular workout regimen. 
 
      
 
    She is a well-toned 5'11'' and can take care of herself, thank-you-very-much. She packs a gun in her purse, and she'll use it if she has to. She's willing to open a can of whoop-ass if the occasion calls for it, and she doesn't take any bullshit, from anybody. She kicks ass, usually not bothering to take names. 
 
    Keren's greatest ability was to let her see into the souls of those around her, and over the past months she'd been seeing people for who they truly were. What she saw didn't make her particularly happy 
 
    Keren, as her horoscope says, is impatient and restless; she doesn’t stay home long enough to keep house. 
 
    As she approached the host desk she smiled at George. “I’m here to meet Mr. Jacob for dinner. I believe he has a reservation.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes ma’am he is already here. Please follow me and I will show you to his table.” 
 
      
 
    Sherman had never met Keren when he was a client of Douglas Gunn’s and he was quite overwhelmed by the sight of the woman following George over to the table. His Asperger’s kicked into high gear as he stood as she approached and extended her hand toward him. 
 
      
 
    “Hello Mr. Jacob. I’m Keren Odensdotter. I’m pleased to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    “Hello Ms. Odensdotter. It’s my pleasure. Please, have a seat.” 
 
      
 
    George held the chair for her as she slid into it. 
 
      
 
    “Can I get you anything from the bar ma’am?, George asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll just have what Mr. Jacob is having,” Keren answered. 
 
      
 
    “I’m just having club soda with a twist of lemon. Perhaps you would like something different?” 
 
      
 
    “Club soda will be fine, thank you.” 
 
    George returned in a couple of minutes with Keren’s club soda and two menus. 
 
      
 
    “ We have everything you see on the menu folks, but the two house specials today are braised lamb shanks and Greek chicken. Our soup is sour sorrel. Take your time. I’ll be right back with a basket of our house made bread and some whipped butter.” 
 
      
 
    Keren likes good food but she often eats on the run, spilling chili down her favorite silk blouses because she eats while driving. She drinks Johnnie Walker Black Label and loves red wine, especially from the Italian hill country where her mother grew up but this evening she has decided to forego any alcohol. 
 
    “Do you see anything that appeals to you Ms. Odensdotter?” Sherman asked. “I’ve had most of the dishes on the menu and they all have been excellent. I believe that I’m going to have the lamb shanks special myself. It comes with chef’s choice of vegetable and a salad. Their Greek vinegar and oil salad dressing should pair well with that.” 
 
    Keren studied the menu for a moment and then answered; “ I’m pretty hungry tonight. I think I’ll start with a cup of the sorrel soup, a twelve ounce bone-in ribeye, Pittsburgh rare with a side of Greek potatoes and a house salad with Roquefort dressing” 
 
    Once George had seen that they made their choices, he approached the table and took their order. “I’ll be right back with the lady’s soup and your salads,” he said and left for the kitchen while they each tore a piece of bread from the loaf and began to butter it. 
 
    “O.K. Sherman tell me about this serious legal matter that you need advice on,” Keren said, her voice somewhat muffled by the bread she was chewing. 
 
    “Well, you see, it’s like this, I have come into possession of some information that may or may not involve some illegal activity on the part of this guy. It has to do with gun-running and might have something to do with a foreign national. I’m trying to figure out whether having this in my position puts me in legal jeopardy and also if there is a chance that I might make a couple of bucks in a finder’s fee by returning it to the person it was originally supposed to go to.” 
 
    “Sherman, I think we are about to get off on the wrong foot here.  
 
    Douglas Gunn was the kind of an attorney who reveled in skating right up to the edge of what was legal and what was ethical. I suspect that in his dealings with your situations that his behavior was consistent with that mindset. I’m a different kind of cat, boring, straight-arrow, by the book. I spent too much time and effort to get my law degree and build my practice to put any of it in jeopardy for what sounds like a half-baked, risky and possibly unethical shakedown scheme. The fact that you’re skating around the edges of the story without giving me specifics tells me there is a great likelihood that we will not have an attorney-client relationship. I have made a career of taking particular delight in going after fat cats, fakers and frauds and pompous asses. Which one are you Sherman?” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa. I’m just looking for some advice to keep me out of trouble. Douglas Gunn told me that before you went into private practice you were in the Public Defender’s Office, you stood up for the underdog, the little guy.” 
 
    “That I did Sherman, but I’m not a delicate flower, a push-over, a bleeding heart or a starry-eyed little girl. I take care of business and kick ass when necessary. I think you need to take your problem to one of the ambulance chasers. You can find them advertising in the yellow pages. Now, why don’t we just enjoy our meal? I’ll be happy to pay for my own dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry you feel that way Ms. Odensdotter. I really just wanted some advice.  
 
    There are some things about this situation that have me afraid and I just wanted some assurances that someone else would cover my back. I wonder, are you still able to contact Noble Petris, the guy who did investigations and research for Mr. Gunn?” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose I could Sherman. I know he moved south someplace in the Ozark mountains, somewhere in Missouri or Arkansas I believe. Why do you ask? Petris is not an attorney so he can’t give you legal advice.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s like this ma’am. I have this envelope with information regarding the situation I was telling you about. I was going to ask you to hold on to it and only open it if something bad were to happen to me. Since you don’t want to be my attorney, would it be possible for you to take the envelope and send it to Mr. Petris with the instructions that should I meet with something bad, end up in the hospital or something, that he would investigate. I look at it kind of like an insurance policy of sorts. Would you do that please? I would be happy to trade that favor for tonight’s dinner. Please Ms. Odensdotter, please.” 
 
      
 
    Keren could see that the little man was trembling like a puppy who had just messed on the carpet. He looked scared and pitiful and against her better judgement her latent mothering instinct took over. 
 
      
 
    “All right Mr. Jacob. As long as you realize that this does not create an attorney-client relationship between us. I will take your envelope, leave it sealed and put it into another envelope which I will send off to Noble Petris with a note informing him of what has transpired here.  
 
    I don’t want you to share any more information with me regarding this nor do I want you telling anyone with whom you are in contact that I am your legal counsel. Is that understood?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes ma’am. I understand perfectly. Just please, make sure that this ends up in Mr. Petris’ possession.” As he said this, Sherman slid the Manilla envelope across the table to Keren who folded it and placed it into her purse. 
 
      
 
    For the next hour they enjoyed a well prepared dinner. Sherman paid the bill and they parted company in the parking lot. 
 
      
 
    The following day Keren went through the few records in the office that pertained to her association with Douglas Gunn. It only took fifteen minutes or so to find the address for Noble Petris in Possum Knob, Missouri. She placed the Manilla envelope into a larger one with her office return address on it along with a short note explaining the circumstances and sent it off with the late morning mail. 
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    6 A CACKLE OF HYENAS 
 
    “Mr. Laughlin?” 
 
    “Yes, this is Maurice Laughlin. Who’s calling, please?” 
 
    “Mr. Laughlin, my name is Sherman. You don’t know me but I have accidentally come into possession of a communication to you from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. I’m sure it is something that you would be very interested in having returned to you. I am looking only to be recompensed for my time and effort in getting it back into your possession.” 
 
    “I see Mr. uh Sherman. Well, since you have my telephone number I am certain you also have my address in Wilmette. Why don’t you just stop on over and we can make arrangements for the return of this communication and a suitable reward for your troubles?”  
 
    “Well, you see Mr. Laughlin, I really wouldn’t feel comfortable coming over to your place. It would be better, in my opinion, if we were to meet somewhere in public. Someplace like a coffee shop or diner or something.” 
 
    “O.K. Mr. Sherman, I can understand your caution. Do you have any particular place in mind for this public meeting?” 
 
    “Well sir, I guess it should be somewhere where we can have some kind of privacy yet be public. There’s a fast-food burger restaurant on Waukegan road in Glenview between Lake street and Willow road. It’s on the west side of the street. Do you know the place?” 
 
    “I’m not in the habit of dining at burger joints Mr. Sherman, but I’m sure I can find the place. When and what time did you want to meet?” 
 
    “How about day after tomorrow around three-thirty in the afternoon? That way they should be past their lunch rush and it won’t draw attention if we are at a table for a while. I’ll be wearing a red pull-over sweater and I would ask you to wear a blue shirt so we can know who each other is.” 
 
    “Sounds a little cloak and dagger to me Mr. Sherman, but if you insist. Will five hundred in cash be a suitable reward for your troubles?” 
 
    “It would be a good start Mr. Laughlin. It would be a very good start.” 
 
    With that sentence Sherman Melvin Jacob sealed his fate. “There is an old saying in the stock market,”; Bernard Laughlin thought to himself; “Bulls make money, bears make money but hogs get slaughtered.” Out loud Laughlin just said; “I’ll see you day after tomorrow at the burger restaurant in Glenview on Waukegan road at three-thirty. Goodbye Mr. Sherman.” Laughlin broke the connection and sat a few minutes in thought. The first thing he did was to check his caller I.D. and saw that the call had come from a number registered to Sherman Melvin Jacob in Skokie, Illinois. Running a reverse directory check he found the number was registered to a business called “Snoop-wiki.com”. This was not something that Laughlin needed in his life right now.  
 
      
 
    Things were just settling down and he didn’t have the internal resources to deal with an annoyance like Sherman Jacob. 
 
    Maurice Laughlin didn't like bothering the CFO with things he should have been able to take care of himself but the snoop that was looking to shake him down was getting into things that had a bigger scope than just Laughlin's illicit weapons business. He was still uneasy dialing the CFO's number, a feeling that he seldom felt and didn't like at all. 
 
    On the third ring the connection was made; 
 
    "Yes?" 
 
    "Sir, this is Laughlin. I have a situation that requires your guidance." 
 
    "Situation?" 
 
    "Yes sir, it seems as though a party got a piece of misdirected correspondence regarding the last equipment transaction and is looking to help himself to a percentage of the deal. What's an even bigger complication is that he runs a popular snoop website and he is suggesting that the background of the transaction would be of interest on the net." 
 
    "And why would this be of interest to me or the Chairman or anyone at  C&A? Don't your regular people have operators who could negotiate this problem away?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes sir, normally I would have handled this myself but the correspondence in question has a link directly back to my organization and I need an independent contractor to handle it cleanly with no obvious link back." 
 
    "I see. I want you to understand, Laughlin that I am not happy with this. We don't like loose ends. It's inattention to details that ends up getting people, shall we say, separated from our association. Nevertheless, under the circumstances I will have someone from sanitation get in touch with you within 4 hours." 
 
    With that the connection was broken and Laughlin was listening to dead silence. 
 
    About ninety minutes later, Laughlin’s phone rang again. The caller ID said “Kenneth Tobert”  and a number in Waukegan, Illinois. 
 
    “Hi Mr. Laughlin. My name is Ken, but they call me Crazy Kenny around the shop. The head of the sanitation department told me to call you. Says that you have a disposal problem that needs to be taken care of.” 
 
    Laughlin explained to Kenny about the meeting set up for the day after tomorrow at the burger joint on Waukegan road in Glenview. He explained that he was meeting with a Sherman Jacob and that the guy was a real problem that needed to be taken care of. Jacob was nervous as any wharf rat so Kenny would need to be careful to trail him to where he could be neutralized.  
 
    “He’ll be carrying five hundred in cash which you can consider as your bonus once the job is complete.” 
 
    “I know the place Mr. Laughlin. It’s a Burger King. I’ll make sure I’m there by five minutes to three so I can keep an eye for you both.  
 
    I’m good at what I do Mr. Laughlin. That’s ‘cause I like my work. You know what I like most is the hunt, the challenge of hat the thing. The killing for me is secondary. I get no rise out of it…for the most part. But the figuring it out, the challenge—the stalking and doing it right, successfully—that excites me a lot. The greater the odds against me, the more juice I get out of it."  
 
    Laughlin thought to himself; "They didn't call him "Crazy Kenny" for nothing." 
 
    Kenny claimed that he first killed in his teen years, using a straightened clothes-hanger to beat a neighborhood kid who had bullied and teased him. By the mid-1990s, he had earned a reputation as an explosive pool shark who would beat or kill those who annoyed him.  
 
    Eventually, Kenny's criminal activity brought him to the attention of Chicago's North suburban Outfit Crew, who hired him for his first job in an outfit warehouse in Waukegan, where he met and married Barbara Pedrici.  
 
    Beginning in the spring of 1994, Kenny began prowling Chicago's Uptown neighborhood searching for victims.  
 
      
 
    He came to Chicago numerous times over the following months and killed people, always men, never a female. It was always someone who rubbed him the wrong way, for some imagined or extremely slight reason.  
 
    He shot, stabbed, and bludgeoned men to death. He left some where they had dropped. He dumped some into the nearby Chicago River.  
 
    Murder, for Crazy Kenny, became a sport.  
 
    The Chicago police came to believe that the bums were attacking and killing one another, never suspecting that a full-fledged serial killer from Waukegan was coming over to Chicago's North Side for the purpose of killing people, to practice and perfect murder. Kenny made the Uptown neighborhood of Chicago a kind of lab for murder. 
 
    Barbara later told friends that once, during an argument in a car, she told Kenny she did not want to stay in the car. She felt a pain in her neck and, when she touched it, she felt and saw blood. Kenny told her, "That is a lesson: never leave me." She said he stabbed her with an ice pick. 
 
    A petrified Barbara told her best friend another story. 
 
     "One night me and Kenny had an argument about me talking to some guy at the supermarket. Wasn't nothing to it but Kenny got real pissed off.   
 
    Next thing I know he storms out of the house. 
 
      
 
    A little later, Kenny comes back into the house with this black guy at gun point. He makes me strip and go down on the terrified black guy as he watched.  
 
    When it was over, the black guy ran out of the house. Scared that Kenny would find him and kill him or that he would be accused of rape, he booked to the neighborhood police station and told the cops what had happened. 
 
    The cops came to the house to check out the guy's story and found out that Kenny was the guy with the gun, and he forced me to do that to teach me a lesson not to flirt with strange men. Since the cops were on the take, they just told Kenny to cool it and that was the end of that." 
 
    “Crazy Kenny” for sure. 
 
    Two days later Kenny Tobert was sitting at a table at the back of the Burger King near the rest rooms at three fifteen when a short nervous looking guy carrying a large manila envelope and wearing a red pullover sweater walked through the door. He took a look around and then walked over to the order station to get himself a burger, fries and a drink. Paying with a wad of crumpled bills, he took his tray of food and took a table in the far back corner with his back to the wall where he could watch the door.  
 
    At exactly three thirty Bernard Laughlin, wearing a navy blue Izod golf shirt walked in the door and immediately went to the order line where he ordered a large iced tea.  
 
      
 
    Carrying it with him, he walked up to the table in the back and without any further ceremony said; “You are Mr. Sherman?” 
 
    “Yes, I am. Please sit down.” Sherman’s voice was quivering slightly. Usually he did his dirty work on line or over the phone and didn’t do confrontation well because of his emotional disability. 
 
    “Is that the communication in the Manilla envelope by your tray?” Laughlin demanded. 
 
    “Yes, it is. Did you bring the cash?” 
 
    “Right here in the envelope in my shirt pocket. I need to see the communication before I give you the money.” 
 
    Jacob slid the envelope across the table and Laughlin opened it. 
 
    “What kind of bullshit is this?” Laughlin hissed. “This is a copy, not the original. What do you think you’re trying to pull here?” 
 
    “Just protecting myself Mr. Laughlin. I wanted to make sure that the money was real and that you weren’t going to do something to me. I’ll mail the original to your house as soon as I get home.” 
 
    Laughlin was certain that Jacob was lying but under the circumstances he figured if Kenny did his job it really wouldn’t matter. 
 
    “I guess I’m just going to have to trust you to keep your word. Here’s the money.” Laughlin slid the envelope across the table to Jacob who stuffed it into his pocket.  
 
    Seeing this action, Kenny stood up from the table and went out to his car to wait for Jacob to leave. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to count it?”, Laughlin asked as Jacob pocketed the five hundred. 
 
    “I’ll count it later,” Jacob mumbled as he slid out from the table and made his way to the door. 
 
    Laughlin watched as Jacob left and shook his head thinking to himself that the little nebbish only had an hour or so left to live. Laughlin’s timing was just slightly off. 
 
    Sherman Melvin Jacob was in a hurry. In a hurry to get away from the Burger King, in a hurry to get back home and count the money and in a hurry to figure out how he would shake Maurice Bernard Laughlin down for the second and bigger payoff. He never noticed Kenny’s dirty gray Toyota following him back south on Waukegan road turning east on Dempster. Kenny was just a little disappointed that Sherman wasn’t any challenge to tail. As Jacob turned back west on Bronx, Kenny continued just past the corner on Carrol and waited for five minutes or so to allow Jacob to get settled in his house. 
 
    Kenny walked casually but quickly to the house and carefully made his way to the back door.  
 
      
 
    He already had put on the medical gloves and removed the glassine envelope containing the “knock—out” powder. Being as quiet as possible, he mounted the back porch and positioned himself just to the right of the doorframe. He knocked hard on the door and called out; “Skokie police, open up.” 
 
    When Sherman opened the door Kenny blew the scopolamine powder into his face and within three seconds, Sherwin had lost all conscious control of his thoughts and actions. 
 
    It was no effort at all to direct Sherman back into the house and into the bedroom where there was a convenient armchair. Kenny secured Sherman’s arms to the chair with a pair of zip ties, removed his trousers and secured Sherman’s ankles to the front legs of the chair and stuffed a dirty rag into Sherman’s mouth as a gag. This gave Kenny the opportunity to return to his car on Carrol to get his bag of equipment. “This is gonna be fun.” Kenny thought to himself. On the way into the bedroom Kenny stopped at the dining room table to retrieve the envelope that held the five hundred in cash. By the time Kenny had returned to the bedroom the effects of the powder had worn off enough for Sherman to regain consciousness but not muscle control. 
 
    “It’s party time my little friend,” Kenny said to Sherwin as he pulled the dirty rag from Jacob’s mouth. “You and me are gonna have all kinds of fun. Yes sir. Yes we are.” 
 
    Crazy Kenny beat and tortured Sherman with workmanlike precision using a ball peen hammer, a length of rubber garden hose, an ice pick, a men’s sock filled with sand. 
 
    He lined up the first shot like a lead-off man laying down a bloop single.   
 
    “FLUMMPT!” A short sharp blow to the right ear with the length of hose followed by Sherman’s cry of pain, “OWWWWW!”.  
 
    The injury sharp enough to split skin and draw blood but not enough to render the Sherman unconscious. A small trickle of blood began to meander its way down the right side of Sherman's neck. 
 
    Putting down the hose and picking up the hammer from the small nightstand, Kenny drew back slightly and swung the ball end making contact with Sherman's right elbow. He was rewarded with a satisfying "GLOK!" immediately followed by a high-pitched "EEEEEEEEEEEE!” 
 
     Jacob, sounded like a rabbit in its death throes.  
 
    Stepping back to admire his work, Crazy Kenny was gratified to hear Sherman whimper, "Please, no more. Please, please, PLEASE, tell Mr. Laughlin I'm sorry. I'll never bother him again. I'll disappear and never bother him again." 
 
    Tobert decided that Jacob had been given enough time to recover from the last insult and it was time to keep the party going.  
 
    He took an old fashioned ice pick from a cardboard sheath in his jacket and moved toward Jacob with an evil twisted smile on his lips.  
 
    Sherman alternated between screaming in pain and pleading for his life. "AAAaaahEEEE PLEASE DON'T KILL ME!" "AAAaaahEEEE PLEASE DON'T KILL ME!" Over and over as Crazy Kenny stabbed him ten, twenty, thirty times with the sharp point in the sciatic nerve until he got tired of Jacobs pleading and screaming and stuffed the dirty rag back into Sherman's mouth to muffle the noise. 
 
    He gave the pathetic shaking victim a little time to recover and busied himself putting together a little fun machine of his own making. It looked like it had started life as an old army field telephone with two long wire leads terminating in alligator clips on the ends.  
 
    Sherman began to gather his wits about him his eyes widened as Kenny attached one alligator clip to his exposed scrotum and the other to the tender flesh under his testicles.  
 
    “MMMMMMFFFFF!” was the only sound that Jacob was able to make through the rag stuffed into his mouth. “MMMMMMFFFFF!” “MMMMMMMFFFFF!” 
 
    Kenny began to turn the handle at the side of the contraption and the electric current surged through the wires and into Sherman's tender private parts.   
 
    The “MMMMMMMFFFFF!” Became higher pitched and almost continuous. 
 
    For the next three hours Crazy Kenny made sure that he lovingly gave attention to Sherman’s head, collar bones, elbows, knees and crotch only pausing long enough between sessions to keep the would-be shakedown artist from losing consciousness. At the end of three hours, Crazy Kenny Tobert watched Sherman bleed and whimper for a while before gathering up the tools of his trade, making certain that he had gathered everything he had brought into the pillow case he used for a sack and ran his ice pick deeply into Sherman Jacob's right ear before leaving. 
 
    The ringing of the phone startled Maurice Loughlin. He wasn’t expecting any calls tonight. He was organizing his plans for the trip scheduled for tomorrow. “Who the hell is bothering me now?” he thought to himself. 
 
    “Hello?” he answered in a purposely gruff voice. 
 
    “Loughlin do you recognize my voice?” Loughlin felt an unwelcome chill run through him knowing that this call was not good news in any way. 
 
    “Yes, I recognize you. What can I do for you tonight, sir?” 
 
    “Well, it seems as though your janitor got a bit carried away and left more of a mess than you started with. I don’t want any further involvement for the firm at this point so it will be up to you to tidy up.  
 
    Do you still have that old Iver-Johnson that the firm issued to you years back?” 
 
    “Yes, I still have it sir, but as you may be aware, I haven’t been involved in any wet work for a number of years. I’m really out of practice.” 
 
    “Your problem, not ours Loughlin. This thing started with you and now it’s up to you to tidy up in a manner acceptable to the firm. I will have the janitor meet you tomorrow morning at nine o’clock at the rear of Harms Woods grove number two, back behind the picnic shelter near the outhouse. He will be told that you are bringing a bonus for a job well done. Make sure that you have a flash roll of a grand that you can show him as he comes up. He’s a greedy little bastard so you’ll have his full attention when you show him the flash roll. Hand it to him to count and as he is doing that complete the transaction. It should go without having to be mentioned that you need to make certain that there is no possibility of connection to the firm so after the job is completed I would suggest you dispose of the Iver-Johnson afterwards. Do I make myself and the firms’ position clear Loughlin?” 
 
    “Crystal clear sir.” 
 
    “Good.” Was all he heard before the connection was broken. 
 
    “Shit!” Loughlin said out loud. “Shit, shit, shit!” 
 
      
 
    It took Loughlin almost thirty minutes of rummaging through things before he finally found the old Iver-Johnson five-shot,.22 caliber revolver. It was old and cheap. Back in the day they were sold in hardware stores and through mail order for around ten bucks. Cheap but deadly. There was a good reason why they were referred to as “Saturday Night Specials” and they made an ideal weapon for an up-close hit on an unsuspecting victim. The small caliber made very little noise and up close and personal it did a fine job. Loughlin spent some time oiling and loading the weapon before retrieving a thousand dollars in used twenties for the flash roll. He didn’t like it, not one bit. But he knew that he was in no position to not comply with the order from the firm. 
 
    Loughlin didn’t sleep well that night, and he was up early. He wanted to get to the rendezvous location well before Crazy Kenny so he could scope things out. The good thing, if any of this could be considered a good thing, was that Harms Woods grove number two was one of the least used picnic areas in an otherwise very popular area of the Cook County Forest Preserve. The picnic shelter required a good quarter-mile walk from the parking lot along a not-so-well maintained foot path.  About the only regular patrons of the grove were the local teenagers who would sneak in at night to drink and party. Not likely to find any of them in the light of day, especially not during the week. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maurice Laughlin was sitting on a picnic table at the rear of the shelter as he saw Crazy Kenny approaching. He shook his head in disbelief. Crazy Kenny was riding an old dilapidated bicycle and looked like he was going to pass out from the exertion. 
 
    “Hey Kenny, what’s with the bike?” 
 
    “Damn car broke down on the way over here and I just managed to limp it into the parking lot at Old Orchard shopping center. I knew you’d be pissed if I was late so I saw this old junk bike in a rack by the mall and helped myself. I feel like my legs are going to fall off and I’m out of breath, but I’m here on time.” 
 
    “Yes you are Kenny, yes you are. Did the boss tell you why we’re meeting here?” 
 
    “Sure did. Said you wanted to give me a bonus for the good job I done.” 
 
    “That’s right Kenny, but it’s a little open here. Don’t want to have anybody walk up on us. Let’s take a short walk behind the outhouse over there and we’ll get you your bonus.” 
 
    “Geez, do we have to go near that stinkin thing? I’m already gagging just being this close.” 
 
    “This won’t take long Kenny,” Loughlin said walking toward the outhouse and reaching into his left pants pocket drawing the flash wad out just far enough to Kenny could see it.  
 
    And that was about the only thing Kenny saw as they turned the corner behind the small stinking structure. 
 
    “Here you go Kenny. There’s an additional grand there for your trouble,” Loughlin said handing the flash roll to Kenney’s outstretched hand. 
 
    “Better count it and make sure it’s all there.” 
 
    “Sure thing boss.” Kenny said starting to count bills from one hand to the other never noticing Loughlin taking the small revolver out of his right pocket and leveling it at Kenny’s head two feet away. 
 
    Pop-pop-pop-pop-pop, five shots in rapid succession gave Kenny just enough time to look up in surprise before his body crumpled to the ground. 
 
    The noise had disturbed the starlings perched in the trees, but as he waited and strained to hear if there was any response to the gunshots Loughlin heard the forest preserve sounds return to normal. He picked up the cash that had still remained in Kenny’s now lifeless hands and put it back into his left pants pocket. It was amazing that there wasn’t more blood from the five holes in Kenny’s skull but the only thing that seemed unusual in Kenny’s lifeless appearance was that his closed eyelids looked like they had been painted blue with eye shadow. 
 
    Loughlin decided that he didn’t want to leave the body there where it might be discovered quickly. He had an idea.  
 
      
 
    He opened the outhouse door and propped it with a stick, reached in and lifted to toilet seat over the hole. Grasping the body by the shoulders, he stuffed Kenny head first into the hole until the weight of the body caused it to fall with a wet plop into the human waste below.  
 
    Laughlin dropped the Iver-Johnson into the hole, replaced the seat into position and removed the stick propping the door open.  
 
    Once again Laughlin paused to make sure he didn’t see anybody coming. He didn’t. As he walked back toward the picnic shelter, he had an idea. Mounting the bicycle that Kenny had arrived on, Laughlin pedaled to the parking lot of Harms Woods grove number one to his car. He grabbed his cell phone and travel case from the vehicle, placed his keys under the floor mat, popped the hood and loosened a couple of spark-plug wires. He closed the hood and pedaled out of the parking lot headed north toward Dempster street. Then he put in a call to his mechanic to have the car towed, telling them that they had time to fix it since he’d be out of town for a few days.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    7 SCORPIONS and SAND FLEAS 
 
    All governments rule through a combination of consent and coercion. Governments described as “legitimate” rule primarily with the consent of the governed. United States Marine Corps Basic Officer Course COUNTERINSURGENCY MEASURES B4S5499XQ 
 
    Most Americans have no clue that foreign military hold training exercises every year in the United States.  
 
    On June 30th, 1976 Congress established the International Military Education and Training (IMET) security assistance program and amended the law with the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961.  
 
    It is a type of military student exchange program. Officers from foreign countries attend various military schools in the United States, such as the U.S. Army War College or the National Defense University, as well as training and joint military exercises within the continental US.  
 
    The Red Flag military exercises were considered among the most important training exercises carried out in the United States held in 2017.  
 
      
 
    It was a mixed bag of international troops participating in the Air Force drill, which included Israel, the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia and Pakistan.  
 
      
 
    The U.S. forces remained in charge of the drills, with other countries treated as “guests.” 
 
      
 
    Col. Jeffrey Weed, 414th Combat Training Squadron commander said; "There is tremendous integration on their part when they come. There has also been a great training with our sister service Marine and Navy members. We had ground forces stay out in the field for the entire exercise and have had the broadest jamming capabilities from the Navy ever." 
 
    Saudi Arabia’s 10th Squadron Royal Saudi Air Force participated in Red Flag 17-4 at Nellis Air Force Base.  
 
    The Nellis public affairs department said “While we encourage foreign participants to stay in our base lodging for ease of travel during the exercise, they are welcome to make arrangements anyplace they prefer, any participant has the right to choose its own lodging.” 
 
    The 10th Squadron Royal Saudi Air Force booked the entire W Las Vegas, a 289-room tower at the SLS Las Vegas that used to be the Sahara hotel. This was unusual since the Four Seasons hotel which occupies the top floors of the Mandalay Bay is co-owned by Bill Gates and Saudi Prince Al-Waheed bin Talal. In past years the Saudi military preferred the amenities at the Four Seasons.  
 
    For some unknown reason, a contingent of that unit, elements of the elite Saudi National Guard remained at the W in Vegas after the military war games concluded. 
 
    The Saudi National Guard, like many others in the Middle-East, is an elite unit that is not controlled by the military but answers, instead, to various members of the royal family. 
 
    Known as the Ikhwan (The Brethren), it was the first Saudi army made up of traditionally nomadic tribesmen which formed a significant military force of the ruler Ibn Saud and played an important role in establishing him as ruler of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 
 
    The Ikhwan became zealous religious warriors united and motivated by an idealism more than allegiance to Ibn Saud.  
 
    The result was a rebellion by some Ikhwan against their creator. 
 
    He crushed them at the Battle of Sabilla in 1929, and in so doing reasserted dynastic power over the religious mission. He reorganized them into the Saudi Arabian National Guard. 
 
    The descendants of the rebelling faction’s leader, Eqab bin Mohaya had never reconciled themselves to the reorganization.  
 
    With the ascension of Prince Mohammed bin Salman they became convinced that the royal family had regressed into religious laxity and not upholding the sharp separation of belief and infidelity.  
 
    The great-grandson of bin Mohaya, Lieutenant Colonel Dhaifallah Bin Ghazi was particularly incensed over this apostasy and was in an unique position to do something about it. 
 
    His Saudi National Guard detachment that had been part of the combined exercise and was modeled after the US Marine MARSOC.  
 
    It was a special operations unit consisting of four six-operator tactical elements commanded and controlled by himself and three captains.  
 
    He had hand-picked the sixteen non-commissioned operators. They were all highly trained, tough and resourceful and, most importantly to Bin Ghazi they were strict practicing true Muslims who believed in strict adherence to the norms of the faith.  
 
    According to estimates Saudi Arabian Royal Family have 15,000 royals.  
 
    Of that number 2,000 are multi-millionaires, who have all the power and all the wealth of the state. One of them was Prince Majed bin Abdullah bin Abdülaziz Al Saud a man of almost unlimited wealth and almost equally unlimited taste for perversion. 
 
    Colonel Bin Ghazi and his detachment were clandestinely financed by the sheik even though they knew him to be even more of an apostate that the Kafir westerners.  
 
    The Colonel had decided that it was the will of Allah, Peace Be Upon Him, to use the resources provided by Prince Majid to strike a blow for Islam against the rulers of the Kingdom who had become so lax in their faith. 
 
    Since 1994, the U.S. Defense Department has entered into 3,061 contracts with twelve of the twenty four U.S.-based private military companies.  
 
    Pentagon records valued those contracts at more than $300 billion.  
 
    More than twenty-seven hundred of those contracts were held by just two companies. There were, however, a number of smaller contractors who were highly specialized.  
 
    One of these was the Rebel Group which operated out of an industrial complex just north of Las Vegas that the locals referred to as Paradise Ranch.  
 
    The Ranch was a tightly knit group of government contractors whose sole reason for existence was to provide “black budget” services to Nellis AFB outside of Las Vegas and the nearby Fort Irwin National Training Center in the nearby California desert. 
 
    Since “Black Budget” operations were clandestine by definition the oversight was through agents of the intelligence community rather than being controlled by the military. Very seldom were these operatives identified with the alphabet agencies from whom they received their salary. If anything, they were simply referred to by the contractors as representatives of “the Firm” or “our Spooks”. 
 
    The Spook in charge of liaison activities with The Rebel Group was an Australian national of Philippine descent, MaryJane Dimaguiba.  
 
    Well-proportioned and in excellent physical shape, MaryJane would not be considered attractive as much as exotic in appearance.  
 
      
 
      
 
    An expert in martial arts and small weapons, she had worked for “the Firm” for over twenty years in various locations around the globe. In the course of her employment she had killed twice. It hadn’t bothered her. 
 
    As a cover the Rebel Group ran a helicopter service providing high dollar sightseeing around Las Vegas, Hoover Dam and as far away as the Grand Canyon.  
 
    The real income for the company, however came from their leasing of police and military style helicopters to law enforcement, security and military operators for special operations.  
 
    Their latest military special operations client was Colonel Bin Ghazi and his detachment and because they were a foreign entity, MaryJane Dimaguiba was the liaison.  
 
    It rankled the Colonel that not only was he required to deal with this company of infidels in order to accomplish his mission but that he was also forced to do so by working through a Kafir woman. It was an insult to him as a man and as a Muslim.  
 
    By the eyes of the Prophet, (may peace be upon him), when this mission is successfully completed, if it be the will of Allah, he will exact revenge for this insult. 
 
    Colonel Bin Ghazi had to admit that the equipment provided by the Rebel Group was first class. The eight aircraft that had been leased to his detachment were clean, comfortable and quiet.  
 
    All eight were configured to accommodate one of the detachments six member fire teams. Each team was composed of two snipers, two spotter/riflemen, and a two-man squad automatic weapon team. Three of the six helicopters were equipped with a Fast Rope Insertion/Extraction System. Part of the mission involved in-filling on the roof of a building as an element of surprise. 
 
    The one singular advantage of having the cooperation of the Firm operator was the ability to make use of an abandoned fire department training facility outside of town where the fire teams could practice insertions and extractions from the aircraft without drawing attention to themselves. 
 
    The owners of Rebel didn’t really think too much about their relationship with Colonel Bin Ghazi. They were used to “unusual” clients.  
 
    "Mercenaries" are officially outlawed under Article 47 of the Geneva Convention, which defines them as persons recruited for armed conflict by or in a country other than their own and motivated solely by personal gain. The folks at Rebel Group were mostly concerned that the Colonel’s guys didn’t wreck the gear and that the checks, or, more accurately, the wire transfers kept coming. 
 
    The executives at the Rebel Group figured that Colonel Bin Ghazi and his crew were legitimately from the Saudi Kingdom and that, if questioned, they could argue their company insist didn’t engage in combat and provided military-grade equipment only to a legitimate, internationally recognized government. 
 
    Hour after hour, day after day, six days a week, Colonel Bin Ghazi drilled his teams. Inserting. Extracting. Each fire team memorizing the plan and building the muscle memory to execute their maneuvers instinctively. Ten hours a day for six weeks following the end of the Red Flag exercise with the United States military Colonel Bin Ghazi’s Ikhwan National Guard detachment had been honed to a fine razor’s edge. The time would be soon and his war fighters were ready. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    8 PRAIRIE DOG TOWN 
 
    Loughlin had chosen this particular truck rental place because of the poor ratings they had received on the internet. He figured that there would be less traffic so fewer people who might remember him being there. It was on one of the main drags in Skokie near the border of Morton Grove and a straight shot of less than two miles to the Interstate that would be the first leg of his trip. 
 
    The very first thing Loughlin’s nose registered walking through the door was the stink.  
 
    It smelled like a gym, on a particularly hot day. It just wasn't hot enough to justify the smell of a locker room but all the same, there it was. Looking around Loughlin was sure that he had seen cleaner gas station bathrooms, but he wasn’t going to be here long. Just enough time to rent a non-descript van for the trip to Vegas with the goods. 
 
    There wasn’t any employee in evidence so Loughlin hollered; “Hello. Anybody here?” while placing his battered work briefcase on the counter. 
 
    A muffled voice came from behind a door down the hallway behind the counter. “Hold on, I’m on the can. Be right out.” 
 
    A few minutes later he heard the sound of a toilet flush but no sound of water running in a sink. It was clear that the rental agent was not much of a stickler for personal hygiene.  
 
    The door opened and out walked the rental agent adjusting his belt buckle and pulling his zipper fly up the rest of the way. 
 
    The man was somewhere between thirty and fifty, it was hard o tell. It had been quite some time since his body had made contact with soap and water which was obvious from the rancid chicken soup smell wafting across the counter and his rumpled and stained work coveralls and five day growth of stubble completed his sartorial ensemble. 
 
    “What can I do for ya Mack?” 
 
    “I called earlier about renting the fifteen foot cargo van one-way to Reno. Name is Collins.” Loughlin said producing the counterfeit Illinois drivers’ license that had been cooked up for him. 
 
    The clerk took the I.D. and began typing into the computer terminal filling out the rental form. “Ya want the insurance, Mack” he said around the toothpick protruding from his mouth. “It’ll be an extra twenty dollars per day. It’ll cover any damage to the truck no matter whose fault it is… some fool rear ending ya, kids trowing rocks, that sort of stuff. Ya can turn it down, but if ya do there’s a three hundred dollar insurance deposit against any damage your insurance don’t cover.” 
 
    “I’ll pay the deposit and use my own insurance” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your choice Bud. That’ll be a six-day rental at Sixty-nine dollars per day, plus the three hundred dollar insurance deposit and fifty dollars for the full tank of gas. Also, be sure when you return the truck in Reno that the tank is full or there’ll be an additional fifty dollar charge. That’ll be seven hundred sixty four dollars plus sixty-four ninety-four tax for a total of eight hundred twenty-eight dollars and ninety-four cents. Visa, Master Card or Discover?” 
 
    “That’ll be cash”, said Loughlin peeling ten one-hundred dollar bills from his wallet. 
 
    “Gotta be on a card. Company is picky about those things.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a shame,” said Loughlin. “I don’t have my credit cards with me and I had intended to give you the extra cash as an accommodation, but I wouldn’t want to get you in trouble. I guess I’ll just go to a place where I can use cash”. He started to put the bills back into his wallet. 
 
    “Wait a minute mister, I’m sure I can make an exception. You said I could keep the change? O.K. just don’t tell anybody that I did you this favor, OK?” 
 
    Loughlin thought to himself that social engineering and natural greed goes a long way to get you what you want, but what he said was; “Sure thing Chief. I appreciate the favor.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    He scrawled a mark at the bottom of the contract and retrieved his ID while passing the cash over the counter. Where is the truck, Chief?” 
 
    “Out back, it’s the only fifteen foot cargo out there. Here’s the key”, he said sliding a Ford key on a tattered fob across the counter. “Just go out the door, turn right and go through the gate. Truck is right behind the building”. 
 
    “Thanks Chief. Appreciate your help”. As Loughlin turned he saw the clerk pocket the thousand and thought to himself little crooks little crimes. 
 
    Entering the yard he found the van behind the building as described. It was a tired-looking Ford cargo van but it looked sturdy enough to make the trip. Reaching into his hip pocket, Loughlin pulled out the European driving gloves and pulled them onto his hands. He made certain to smear any possible fingerprints on the key fob as he did so. 
 
    Putting the key into the lock, he unlocked the van and opened the drivers’ door. 
 
    Imagine an in-ground pool on a humid summer day filled to the brim with stale beer, cigarette butts, ashes and a dead cow. That's what the inside of this rat's nest smelled like. It came equipped with an opened bottle of Heineken under the driver seat and an empty dime bag in the back with a peppering of weed stems across the floor, oh and cup holders that someone decided to turn into ash trays.   
 
      
 
    If you wanted a truck that looks and smells like a porta-potty at Burning Man then you're in luck Loughlin thought to himself.  
 
    Sweeping some of the garbage out of the drivers’ seat and off the floor onto the driveway, he climbed in and turned the key in the ignition. The gas gauge showed one quarter full but it was about what he had expected. The point was, he had the truck and it was time to get over to the public storage facility, load his cargo and get on the road. 
 
    Heading west on Dempster he crossed the Edens expressway and spotted the BP station at the light ahead on his left at Central avenue. Waiting for the left turn arrow, he made the turn and pulled next to the open gas pump. Exiting the van he entered the convenience store part of the station and picked up a couple of spray cans of Febreze.  
 
    Putting them down on the counter, he counted out eighty dollars in twenties from his wallet and said to the bored clerk; “I’m going to fill up and I need to take these. Can I leave them with you in case I need to give you more money for the gas?” 
 
    The clerk, barely looking up from his Arabic newspaper just nodded his head and grunted his agreement. Loughlin went back to the van and started to pump the gas.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The twenty gallons or so that he put into the tank came to just fifty-nine dollars and eighty-seven cents. He went back into the store where the clerk rang up the gas, eight dollars and forty-two cents for the Febreze and counted ten dollars and seventy-one cents back into his gloved hand. Dropping the loose change into the little tray on the counter with the sign; “take a penny, leave a penny”, Loughlin pocketed the ten-spot, picked up his cans of air freshener and said “Thanks” to the preoccupied clerk as he turned to go back to the van. 
 
    Turning right out of the BP station into the neighborhood, Loughlin drove a block and a half to Theobald which ran on a south-west angle. At Menard he turned left and traversed the two blocks to Lincoln avenue, turned right and drove to the light at Austin where he drove south a few more blocks to Oakton. 
 
    The self-storage facility was Oakton St West of the Edens Expressway, between Natchez Ave and Nagle Ave., near Miami Woods. It was the antithesis of the truck rental place Loughlin recently left. 
 
    Looking less than two or three years old, the building was immaculately clean, the entrance, aisles, and drive-up accessible storage units are wide enough to accommodate large a vehicle, up to and including 40' moving trucks.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Fenced and lighted, with surveillance cameras, it limited access to customers with electronic access code pads so you could get to your space well before and after office hours. This space was one of two that had been rented by the owner of the merchandise. This one in Morton Grove, Illinois and the other one along the route in Cheyenne, Wyoming. He was meeting the owners’ representative here so he had help loading the merchandise, and his travel kit, into the van before he hit the road. 
 
    Pulling up to the gate, he rolled down the driver’s window and punched the seven digit access code on the key pad. The LED lights on the pad blinked from red to green and the motorized gate trundled to the left allowing him access to the facility. Driving slowly, the van bumped over a sensor on the other side of the gate which closed securely behind him. 
 
    The unit was at the far end of the yard. It was one of the drive in units and was actually way too big for what was being stored there but it had the advantage of allowing Loughlin to pull the van inside to keep prying eyes from observing what was being loaded. 
 
    The wiry, dark-skinned merchant’s representative was waiting at the overhead door to the unit as Loughlin pulled up and rolled down the driver’s window once more. “Hello Collins, I’m Sean”, said the man in what seemed to be a Filipino accent. “Damn man, your truck smells like an shithouse in the forest preserves.”  
 
    “Yeah, I know uh Sean. The rental company didn’t take time to clean it. If there’s a broom around here I’ll sweep it out and I got some Febreze spray to kill the stink.” 
 
    Sean punched the seven digit code on the keypad next to the overhead and the door began to raise. “Hang on Collins, don’t drive that thing into the space. There’s a broom in there. I’ll bring it out and you can clean the truck out here and spray it so you don’t kill both of us with the stench while we are working to load you up. Turn you rig around so once it’s cleaned you can just back in. Makes it easier that way.” 
 
    Normally Loughlin would have administered a beat-down to somebody who addressed him that way, but he was in a hurry and the smell of the truck would gag a maggot so he did as he was told as Sean reappeared with the broom.  
 
    Within five minutes the truck had been swept out and heavily sprayed with one of the two cans of Febreze. It wasn’t great, but it was tolerable so he backed the van inside while Sean closed the door behind him. 
 
   
 
  

 Six feet behind the van, eight black Pelican 0550 transport cases were stacked three cases, two high, measuring 51.05" x 27.54" x 22.79". They were military-grade with retractable handles and heavy-duty caster wheels. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the right rear of the van was a small pallet covered with a tarp. Sean undid the straps and pulled off the covering exposing a number of olive-drab wooden cases with white lettering stenciled on the tops and sides. 
 
   
 
  

 The ten cases toward the rear of the pallet were marked:
 “Red Army Standard 7.62x39 124 gr. FMJBT 1000 rnd/case” 
 
    One of them had been pried open for inspection. 
 
    On the front side of the pallet were twenty much narrower but longer cases marked: 
 
    “ABTOMAT AK-47 type 2A 7.62×39mm” 
 
    One of these cases too had be opened for inspection. 
 
    Loughlin first went to the open case of ammunition and drew out one of the smaller boxes. The markings on the inner box matched what was stenciled on the outside and opening the flap showed him that the ammo was as described. He then turned his attention to the open case on the front of the pallet. Lifting the lid, he was greeted by the sight of an object wrapped in brown waxed paper and his nostrils were assailed by the acrid aroma of Cosmoline. Unwrapping a little of the paper to get a glimpse of the contents without getting too much of the sticky goo on his fingers, he satisfied himself that this was, in fact, a new in the box, never issued CCCP military weapon as advertised. 
 
    “Well Sean, seems as if all is in order here. Shall we get this loaded into the van?” 
 
    “Not so fast, there’s a little matter of payment first. The agreed on price for the ammunition is two hundred dollars per case, and the noisemakers go at eleven hundred dollars each. So that will be Twenty-four thousand dollars in gold.” 
 
    “Well Sean, gold today is at about twelve hundred sixty-nine, forty-nine so that would be just under nineteen ounces. I have it in my case and I’m willing to show it to you, but no transfer to your hand until the truck is loaded. That was the agreement I have with your principal.” 
 
    Grumbling his unhappy assent, Sean said; “O.K., show me the gold.” 
 
    Loughlin went back to the cab of the van and reached into his briefcase to retrieve a plastic tube containing twenty one-ounce US gold eagle coins. He slipped the tube into his left pants pocket while pulling the tail of his shirt out to make access to his belly holster holding his Glock 17 more easily accessible. This was not Loughlin’s first rodeo and he was not taking any unnecessary chances. 
 
    Returning to the rear of the van, he reached into his pocket and retrieved the tube of coins holding it up in plain sight while stepping back slightly with his left foot to present his left side at a forty-five degree angle to Sean. “Here it is Sean as promised. Now, as soon as we get the goods loaded into the truck we can complete the exchange and both be on our way.” 
 
      
 
    With a grunt that could have communicated almost anything or nothing at all, Sean turned and retrieved one of the Pelican cases and moved to the first wooden case of ammo. Removing all of the boards with the pry bar, he began to load the boxes of ammo into the Pelican case. He repeated this with two more cases of ammo until there were sixty boxes of ammo in the case. Then, he pried open three of the AK-47 cases and laid the weapons on top of the ammunition replacing the foam sheet over the weapons and closing and locking the latches. Grasping the retractable handle and lifting with his legs he managed to lever the case upward so he could roll it over behind the van. 
 
    “This bastard weighs about two-hundred pounds now Collins. I’m gonna need some help lifting it in.” 
 
    “Sure thing, no problem Sean.” Was Loughlin’s response as he stood at the opposite end of the Pelican.  Sean swiveled the case so it was propped on the lip of the van floor and as Loughlin moved to the left of the case, Sean grabbed the right bottom corner and the two of the levered the case into the truck. Sean closed down the handle and slid the case toward the area behind the seats and secured it with the tie-down straps that had come with the truck. 
 
    They repeated the drill three more times until all the ammo and weapons were loaded and secured. Sean loaded the remaining four empty Pelican cases into the van, secured them down and covered the entire load with the olive green tarp that had originally covered the pallet. 
 
    “O.K. you’re loaded. I’ll take payment now.” 
 
    Loughlin reached into his left pocket once more to retrieve the tube of gold coins. Removing the cap, he removed one coin and said; “ There are twenty one-ounce coins in a tube. Nineteen of them will come to just about twenty-five thousand which should afford you a little bonus since it’s over the agreed amount.” He recapped the tube and tossed it over to Sean who seemed a bit happier with the additional loot. 
 
    “Pleasure doing business with you Sean. Can you get rid of the pallet and open the door for me so I can be on my way?” 
 
    “Sure thing Collins, sure thing.” Said a now much more agreeable Sean. 
 
    Loughlin pulled out of the storage unit and turned right headed for the exit. Paused momentarily as he crossed the pressure plate while the automatic gate trundled out of his way, he observed that the van rode much smoother with a partial load. Not as smooth as his Lincoln, but smoother none-the-less. 
 
    He waited for a break in the Oakton avenue traffic and then made his left turn toward the Tri-State toll road, the first leg in his trip to Vegas. Entering the southbound Tri-State at Touhy avenue Loughlin stayed in the far right lane and kept his speed to as close to the legal limit as possible.  
 
      
 
    He knew that he would be on toll roads all the way through DeKalb so he couldn’t use the cruise control for the better part of two and a half hours. It was a boring drive, but he forced himself to remain alert. 
 
    After driving along interstate eighty for almost six hours Loughlin’s bladder felt like it was about to bust and he had a serious need for something to eat. As he was passing through Newton, Iowa he spied the sign for Love’s Travel Stop and decided that this would be as good a place as any to stretch his legs, refuel the truck, empty his bladder and grab a quick bite. 
 
    Pulling up to the first available pump nearest to the entrance, he stopped the truck & locked it and started walking to the front door. It was the usual generic truck-stop convenience store slash greasy spoon with no distinguishing characteristics. The bleach-blond twenty-something behind the cashier’s counter sported a pair of full sleeve tattoos and the blank bovine stare that telegraphed that her overly displayed cleavage was considerably larger than her IQ. 
 
    “I need to fill up the truck, sugar, but first I need the men’s and maybe grab a quick sandwich.” 
 
    “No problem boss. The restrooms are over there to your right and down the hall. At the end of the hall past the bathrooms is our food court. We got McDonalds; Pizza Hut and Asian Ramen house with stuff to go.  
 
      
 
    We don’t have much business this type of day, so you can leave your truck by the pump and pay me for your gas after you take care of your other business.” 
 
    “Thanks sugar. I’d like to talk some but my teeth are about to float. I gotta go bad.” 
 
    “Go take care of business boss before you wet my floor”, she giggled. “I’ll be here when you’re finished.” 
 
    Following her directions to the restroom he entered the restroom, chose the urinal closest to the door and emptied his complaining bladder. Quickly washing his hands and splashing some water on his face and over his neck he started to feel somewhat human again. He exited the bathroom an turned to his left as the blond told him and was confronted with his three choices. He decided that McDonalds would be the least disgusting of his three choices and ordered a couple of Big Mac’s.  
 
    He got the usual; “You want fries with that?”, to which he said; “Nope. No drink either. Just the sandwiches. In less than a minute the cardboard containers were set in front of him and he paid with a five-dollar bill, picked up the sandwiches and left the coins on the counter. He walked back toward the front of the convenience store area and picked up four bottles of water. Placing them on the counter, he fished a twenty and a ten from his wallet and said to the blond; “ I need to fill up the tank. 
 
      
 
     This should be enough to cover the gas and these four bottles of water, but I’ll leave them here until I finish pumping just in case it runs over thirty. In meanwhile, can you put the water and my burgers into a bag miss?” 
 
    “Sure thing sir”; she said as he turned to go out to the pump island. 
 
    The tank took twenty-two dollars’ worth of gas and the four waters were two bucks each so the thirty should have covered it, but he wasn’t sure if there was sales tax on the water. 
 
    Returning to the cashier, he asked; “Do I owe you any more miss?” 
 
    “No sir”, she responded, “you’re all paid up. Your burgers and the four waters are in the bag here along with your receipt. Thanks for stopping and have a good evening.” 
 
    Loughlin returned to the van, unlocked the driver’s side door, put his food & drink into the well in the console and started the engine. Fastening his seat belt, he pulled out of the station and merged back onto I-80. He figured he had about another five to six hours drive before he stopped for the night and after putting about five miles between him and the truck stop, he fished one of the Big Mac boxes out of the bag, laid it down in his lap and wrestled the sandwich into his hand and took a large bite getting some of the special sauce on his chin. He settled down for the long drive eating a bit more carefully to avoid slopping more of the sandwich fillings on himself. 
 
    Some seven hours later with the Big Macs consumed and all but about a half bottle of water gone, Loughlin felt like he had come out second in a MMA cage match. He was five hundred and seventy-five miles further down the road but he decided that his thoughts of making it to Cheyenne a bit early were unrealistic. Better to stop for the night, get some sleep and start fresh in the morning. 
 
    Coming through the town of Ogallala, Nebraska the sign for a “Days Inn” beckoned to him. He exited I-80 and followed Stagecoach lane for about half a mile to the property. It was a cookie-cutter two-story affair. The clerk barely looked up as Loughlin entered the lobby. 
 
    “ I need a room for one night, first floor near the door to the parking lot and away from the interstate if you’ve got it” 
 
    “I can fix you up fine sir. Got a room in the back, first floor. Most folks don’t like being close to the exit like that. Too much coming and going. One queen-sized bed for one night. That’ll be eighty-two thirty seven tax included. Payable in advance.” 
 
    “I was wondering if I could pay with a Traveler’s Check. Trying not to put too much on the credit card, you know.” 
 
    “Should be O.K. We don’t see too many Traveler’s Checks these days Mr. Uh?” 
 
    “Collins”, said Loughlin. “Jerry Collins. Here’s my driver’s license”.  
 
    He passed it across the counter and the clerk tapped the info into the computer. Loughlin endorsed five twenty-dollar Traveler’s Checks and slid them over to the clerk who rang up the transaction and counted out the change. 
 
    “Here’s your key card. Room 121 out the door to your left and about half-way down the building. The room is the first one on your right. Key-card opens the parking lot door and the room too. Bed’s all made up, fresh towels and toiletries and the coffee service is ready. There’s an in-room fridge that works like a vending machine. Coffee and tea is free though. Complimentary breakfast in the lobby lounge starts at five A.M. Sleep well.” 
 
    “Thanks. Can I leave a wake-up call for five-thirty A.M. please?” 
 
    “Sure thing. I’ll program it in right now. Wake-up call for room 121 at five-thirty A.M. Got it. Good night.” 
 
    “Good night”, Loughlin said over his shoulder as he exited the lobby. Parking right by the room, he grabbed his travel bag and briefcase, made sure that the van was securely locked and settled in for the night. 
 
    Tuesday September 26th. Loughlin had set the alarm on his cell phone for 4:45 A.M. and had already shaved and showered and was having the first cup of very bad motel coffee when his room phone rang with his wake-up call. Slipping on his inside-the waistband concealed carry holster and checking his Glock 17 before holstering it, he dressed in his chinos and a loose fitting golf shirt.  
 
    Checking himself in the full length mirror to make sure his sidearm wasn’t “printing” under his clothes, he made one last survey of the room to make sure he had all his gear before went out to the van. As he was about to leave the receipt for his night’s stay was slipped under the door. He opened it to make certain that the charges were in order and slipped it into his briefcase as he left the room. It was still dark as he started the van and  pulled around to the motel’s front entrance. 
 
    Figuring he had a long day of driving ahead of him, Loughlin treated himself to a larger breakfast than he would have normally had; instant scrambled eggs, bacon, a buttered toasted English muffin a large tomato juice and another cup of spectacularly bad motel coffee. Finishing up his meal, he helped himself to a couple of blueberry muffins wrapped in napkins and four bottles of water as supplies to be consumed on the road. Passing the front desk on his way out, he dropped the room key card on the counter and waved casually to the uninterested desk clerk on his way to the van. 
 
    Pulling out of the motel lot on his way back to the interstate the eastern sky was just starting to show streaks of pink and peach as dawn began to break. Traffic was very light to almost non-existent with the exception of a few over-the-road eighteen wheelers Loughlin had the interstate pretty much to himself as he headed toward Cheyenne.  
 
      
 
    He figured that he should be able to cover the one hundred and ninety-three mile distance in about four hours which would put him into Cheyenne WY around 10:30AM if all went well. That would give him plenty of time to find the storage facility, make contact, load the rest of the merchandise and put another hundred or so miles behind him before pulling off the road for the second night. 
 
    Traffic continued to be light as he headed westward at a steady sixty-five miles per hour. He was able to stay in the right lane and let the cruise control hold the speed for the most part and although the drive itself was boring it wasn’t difficult and Loughlin found himself coming into the outskirts of Cheyenne at about 10:15 AM. It was time to look for the turn off for the storage facility located on Wyoming state highway 212. It was also time to make contact with the seller’s agent to expedite the transfer so he could get the rest of his load and be on his way. He punched in the two-digit speed dial number on the burner phone and waited for a connection. It rang, eight, nine, ten times. Finally after what must have been the twentieth ring he hung up, puzzled at the lack of an answer. It was not like the folks he dealt with to not be ready to make contact at the agreed upon time. His forehead wrinkled in a combination of puzzlement and slight aggravation. He had a schedule to keep and the seller knew that.  
 
    Within five more minutes he spied the sign for the route 212 interchange exit and tapped the brake to disengage the cruise control.  
 
    Exiting onto the off-ramp he slowed to the stop sign while engaging his left turn signal. Rolling southbound under the interstate he saw flashing emergency lights ahead. “Some idiot must have gotten into a traffic crash”, he thought to himself. “Great. Just what I need. One more thing to screw up my timing.” As he rolled closer to the action, he could see that there were a number of police vehicles on the roadside on either side by the entrance to AAA Self Storage. The traffic had slowed while the usual gawkers and gaper slowed down to stare at the scene. It gave Loughlin the opportunity to realize that this was something out of the ordinary. Inside the gate to the storage facility were four black GMC SUV’s with police strobes flashing and Federal government license plates. 
 
    Loughlin had seen all he needed to see and realized that he needed to keep rolling and hightail his ass out of there without drawing unnecessary attention to himself. Driving slowly past the assembled law enforcement presence, he continued south on route 212 which the signs now identified as College Drive for another quarter mile to Allison road where he could turn right. He followed Allison for about a half-mile to Energy drive where he pulled off to the side to consider his next move. 
 
    He brought up the local Cheyenne map and saw that there was a Walmart Superstore about a mile and a half away. All he needed to do was take Energy drive back to College and make a left turn and follow College two miles to Livingston Avenue.  
 
    Loughlin didn’t know exactly what had gone wrong, but he was certain that the rest of the merchandise was now no longer going to be part of the plan. His clients would be pissed off, but he could deal with that rather than risk any interaction with the law. 
 
    He knew he needed to get a new burner phone and dispose of this one, so being careful not to draw any attention to himself or the rental van, he backtracked to the Walmart to replace his phone. Half an hour later he had the new burner phone in the van and hooked up to the mobile charger plugged into the cigarette lighter outlet on the dash. He would program it with the needed info on the old phone and dispose of it down the road somewhere. Loughlin reversed his direction and headed back to the I-80 interchange where he headed west once again. 
 
    By now it was 11:30AM and Loughlin had made up his mind that he would put another five or six hours of driving behind him to get at least two hundred and fifty miles away from Cheyenne and whatever Federal trouble had taken place at the storage facility. 
 
    He stopped for gas at about three PM and disposed of part of the old burner phone in the gas island trash can. One less thing to remember. One less thing to worry about. 
 
    Six o’clock found Maurice Loughlin coming into Rock Springs WY where he saw a Super Eight motel sign ahead. He was tired and hungry and knew that what he needed was a clean room, a quick meal and a firm bed. 
 
    The desk clerk at the Super Eight checked him in to a room near the back of the motel on the first floor near the back entrance. “Where’s a good place close by where I can get a decent dinner?” “Kinda depends on what you got a taste for mister. There’s a chain steak house about half a mile away that’ll serve you something edible or there’s a family place called Remedies just past the steak house over on Broadway. Nothin’ fancy but they make the best bacon cheeseburger in Wyoming with good crisp fries. If it was me I would go there. Prices are good and the food is worth it.” 
 
    “Sounds like Remedies it is then”. Is there a convenience store where I can get a few bottles of water somewhere near?” “Why don’t you just take the water from the mini fridge in your room? It’s complimentary and that way it will be cold in the morning. There are usually six or so bottles and if that’s not enough you can grab a couple here at the desk in the morning when you check out.” 
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate that. Can I leave a wake-up call for five AM too?” “When you get back from dinner and into your room you will see a card next to your phone. If you punch the “8” button you will get our automatic wake-up call system. Just tell it what time to wake you up and it will ring your room at that time in the morning. We don’t have much of a fancy breakfast here, but you can get a piece of fruit, a sweet roll and coffee or tea in the morning. It’s always laid out by five-fifteen or so.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks again for everything chief. I think I’ll drop my gear in the room and head out for dinner.” “Sure thing mister. Have a great night” and as the clerk turned back to the movie he was watching on his computer, Loughlin exited the lobby and headed to his room. Once inside he did a quick once-over. It wasn’t a four-star establishment by any means, but it was clean, there were plenty of towels and the bed was firm. He dropped his bag on the luggage rack, adjusted the heat and headed out to find that Remedies restaurant. It wasn’t hard to find, just a little ways down the road from the Super-eight. Kind of a kitschy-looking diner trying very hard to look like something out of the old “Happy Days” TV show.; red and white tile, red plastic booths and the old-fashioned jukebox controllers at every table. Surprisingly at this hour he was the only customer in the place. That suited him fine since he neither needed or wanted company or conversation. He sat down and looked at the menu deciding to go with what the guy at the motel suggested. 
 
    The waitress came to his table looking like a gal straight out of central casting. Cute, plump blond, early twenties with her uniform just a tad too tight and her cleavage showing enough to get Loughlin’s attention. “What’ll ya have sweetie”? “ I’d like the Remedies Burger, medium rare with all the trimmings, a side of French fries.” “Sure thing hon, would you like a side of cole slaw with that? We make our own slaw fresh every day and it’s pretty good.” “Yeah, that’ll be great. Do you hand dip your milkshakes or are they from a mix?”  
 
    “All hand dipped, made with real ice cream and real milk. Thick enough to need a spoon to get it all.” “Sounds fine, I’d like a vanilla shake then to drink and maybe a glass of water.” “Comin’ right up sweetie”, she said and turned back toward the kitchen putting just a little extra swing in her hips. “Shame I have to keep on schedule”, Loughlin thought to himself. “That little gal would stir up the hormones in a marble statue.”  A few minutes later, the little blond was back with a tray holding his shake, the can it was made in with the remains of the portion, two straws and his glass of ice water. “Here ya go hon”, she said bending over his table just enough to show off a generous view of her impressive breasts. “If you see anything else you would like, just let me know”, and with an exaggerated wink turned back toward the kitchen. His burger and fries appeared about ten minutes later and it was every bit as good as the guy at the motel had said. The patty was cooked to perfection with just enough char and caramelization, the bacon was crisp and smoky, the cheese melted just enough, the lettuce, tomato and onion slice fresh and the buttered toasted bun held it looking like a picture in a food magazine. The fries were fresh-cut and the slaw, just as the little blond had promised was homemade and delicious. He took his time enjoying the meal and when he was finishing up the waitress came back to the table. “Can I get you something for dessert hon? We have a piece of home-made cherry pie left”. “Nothing more sugar. I’m as stuffed as a goose. Couldn’t eat another bite, it was all delicious though.  
 
    I’ll take my check when you get a chance.”  
 
    “Got it right here hon”, she said laying the bill down in front of him. “We close in about an hour and a half, maybe I could show you some of the sights in our grand metropolis of Rock Springs.” “I’d love to sugar, but I have to be up and out early in the morning. Maybe I could have a rain check for the next time I’m through town?” “Yeah, sure, whatever”, she huffed just a bit in disappointment. “I’ll be your cashier when you’re ready.” Her demeanor brightened a bit when he fished a twenty and a ten from his wallet for the twelve dollar check and said; “Keep the change, sugar. Everything was perfect and I really do have to be out early in the morning.” “O.K. hon, I understand. And, yes, you have that raincheck the next time you’re through Rock Springs. My name is Tina and I work Wednesdays through Sundays. You have a safe trip now and come back to see me.” Loughlin dropped the other half of the old burner phone in the trash can by the door as he left to go back to the motel thinking about what could have been and knowing he would most likely never be able to take Tina up on that raincheck. 
 
    Back at the Super Eight, Loughlin set the wakeup call on his phone, took ten minutes to wipe down and lightly oil his sidearm, took a quick hot shower and hit the bed allowing himself a few minutes to remember Tina, her willing come-on and her impressive cleavage. 
 
      
 
    Thursday, September 27th. 
 
    Unusually, Loughlin slept until his phone rang with his five AM wake-up call. He wasn’t sure if it was the fatigue of the cross-country driving or unremembered dreams of the well-upholstered Tina that caused his deep slumber, but once he answered the phone and the jangling stopped he realized that he felt quite refreshed as he sat on the edge of the bed allowing himself to come to full consciousness.  
 
    Thirty minutes later, after shaving and brushing his teeth, getting dressed and making certain that he had all of his gear packed and ready to roll, he removed the six bottles of water from the mini-fridge and placed them in the laundry bag the motel provided and was ready to start the day. He stowed his bag and the bottle of water in the van and drove around to the lobby entrance where he dropped the keycard at the desk and helped himself to an apple, a banana and a cheese Danish for a quick morning snack.  
 
    He decided that since he was just under 585 miles to Vegas that he would make the trip in one twelve hour shot instead of taking the extra day on the road as he had originally planned. It would give him an extra day to relax and enjoy the casino before his business was transacted on Sunday.  
 
    The drive through the southwest corner of Wyoming and then the eastern part of Utah made him wonder exactly what it was that caused Joseph Smith to decide that what Smith called Deseret was the place that the angel Moroni led the Latter Day Saints to believe it was promised land. Forbidding, barren and inhospitable would have been a more appropriate appellation in Loughlin’s opinion. 
 
    Sid Fleer’s official title was Vice President of Customer relations. In the casino he was known as “The Whale Hunter”. It was Sid’s job to shepherd the high rollers while they were staying at the resort. To make sure that their every wish was taken care of no matter if it were comping a particular suite of rooms; having the hotel’s executive chef cook a gourmet dinner or providing ladies of negotiable affection for an evening’s entertainment.  
 
    All of this to encourage the high rollers to gamble more in the casino. Want to sing duets with Tony Bennett, play tennis with Andre Agassi, he'll even comp the wife's $10,000 shopping spree - just as long as hubby's prepared to shed $250,000 on the blackjack table.  
 
    Maurice Bernard Loughlin was no stranger to Sid Fleer. Over the past three years he had been a regular. Not a whale, but definitely a high-roller dropping anywhere between $10,000 to $100,000 in the casino over his normal three day stay.  
 
    He usually showed up on the weeks that there was a gun show booked in the convention center and Sid believed him to be a serious collector. He was due in this Saturday for a two-day, so Sid was surprised when Loughlin called Thursday morning around 9:00AM.  
 
    “Hey Sid, Maurice Loughlin here. How are you my friend?”  
 
    “I’m well Mr. Loughlin. We are looking forward to seeing you this Saturday. We have a suite reserved for you on the 32nd. Floor.”  
 
    “Sid, I’ve had a bit of a change of plans and I need a favor, if you can accommodate me. My schedule has been moved up and I will be arriving in Vegas sometime around six-thirty or seven o’clock tonight. Would it be possible to arrange for my suite to be available for an extra two nights, say tonight and tomorrow as well as Saturday, Sunday and Monday? Because of the change I’m hoping to spend Friday at the casino. Probably not tonight though, unless it’s for just a short time. I’ll have been driving all day and feel pretty beat.” 
 
    “I’ll sure do what I can Mr. Loughlin. Can you give me about half an hour to make arrangements. I’ll call you right back.” 
 
    “I’ll have to call you Sid. I had some problems with my regular phone and I’ve got a temporary loaner. Also, would it be possible for you to arrange for my use of the private elevator and have Johnny the bellman assist me with some things I need to move into my room?” 
 
    “The elevator and Johnny will be no problem at all. Like I said, give me a half hour to make sure I can extend your use of the suite. Call me back around 9:45 am if you can and I will have the answer then. Is there anything else I can arrange for you tonight of tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing that I can think of Sid. If I think of anything, I’ll let you know. I’ll call back around 9:45 AM. I sure hope you can help me with this.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be a problem Mr. Loughlin. You know I’ve never let you down in the past. I’ll look forward to hearing back from you.” 
 
    “OK, ‘bye Sid”, and with that the connection was broken. 
 
    Since Loughlin was one of Sid Fleer’s regular high-rollers, he had no problem having the hotel move the current guest in the suite to another accommodation with the story of a maintenance problem that required them to vacate. They were easily mollified with an equivalent suite, comped dinners for the rest of their stay and ringside tickets to the headliner show in the showroom for their “troubles”. 
 
    When Loughlin called back at 9:45 AM Sid assured him that all of the arrangements had been made and that he could pull his vehicle around back to the loading dock where Johnny would be waiting for him with a dolly truck to help move what needed moving through the dock and onto the private service elevator which let out directly across the hall from his 32nd. Floor suite. 
 
    Loughlin settled in for the mind-numbingly boring drive down to Vegas stopping once to get gas, once to grab a quick soda and sandwich at a roadside quick-stop and once in the middle of nowhere to get out, stretch his legs and take a leak. 
 
    By 6:45PM Loughlin was rolling down the boulevard toward the Mandalay Bay. Following the signs that said “Delivery entrance-Trucks only” to the loading dock he saw Johnny waiting there for him. 
 
    “Welcome back Mr. Loughlin, good to see you again.” 
 
    “Good to be back Johnny. I’m afraid I’ve got some heavy stuff to take to the room this trip. Did you bring the four-wheel truck?” 
 
    “Sure did Mr. Loughlin. Got it right here. Mr. Fleer gave permission to use the private elevator too so we won’t have to wait for any other guests while we make the trip to the room. He also gave me a passkey for the elevator to give to you so you can use it at your convenience while you are staying with us this time.” 
 
    “That’s great Johnny. Let’s get the wheel truck loaded. It shouldn’t take more than two trips.” 
 
    It took about ten minutes to get the first load on the four-wheeler and Loughlin instructed Johnny to wait until he had secured the truck so that they could both push since it was so heavy. Five minutes later they were on the thirty-second floor and Johnny handed Loughlin the key card to suite 32-135. Loughlin opened the door and helped Johnny wheel the truck into the living room area. 
 
    “Where do you want to stack this stuff Mr. Loughlin?” 
 
    “Over behind the love seat will be just fine Johnny. Thanks.” 
 
    Within ten minutes they had stacked the first load and returned to the loading dock to get the rest. Half an hour later it was all transferred into the suite and Loughlin accompanied Johnny back to the loading dock to move the van out to the parking garage. Loughlin gave Johnny two fifty dollar bills. 
 
    “Thanks for all your help Johnny. You’re great, as always.” 
 
    “Thank you Mr. Loughlin. I’m happy to help you any time. Have a great stay.” 
 
    After he moved the van to the parking garage Loughlin went back to the suite to relax a bit and to prepare for his business meeting. He knew that he had an extra twenty-four hours beforehand and once he had things set up in the suite it was his plan to get some serious gambling done. 
 
    Loughlin took a long, slow shower with the steam jets on full, put on the complimentary plush bathrobe, grabbed a cold beer from the fridge and ordered himself a ribeye steak from room service. It arrived within twenty minutes along with a visitor he hadn’t expected MaryJane Dimaguiba. Hiding his surprise at her presence he signed for the meal and added a generous twenty-five percent tip. “What a pleasure to see you MaryJane,” he lied. “I was just about to have my dinner. If you would care to join me I can call down and order something for you.” 
 
    “No, that won’t be necessary Maurice. I’ve already eaten. You go ahead though. We can talk while you eat.” 
 
    He  wheeled the cart over by the window where he had hoped to enjoy the view of the opening night of the concert at the venue across the street. 
 
    “You should have notified C & A that you were coming out here to Vegas. The Chicago office was informed about your merchandise pickup in Morton Grove. Free-lancing like this can cause complications. The Firm doesn’t like complications Maurice.” 
 
    “This is no big deal MaryJane. Why would the Firm want to bust my balls over a penny-ante deal like this one? It’s just chump change and I saw it as a chance to get some R&R here in Vegas for a couple of days.” 
 
    “There ‘Big Deal’ as you put it is two-fold. First, on a personal level, you are in my territory. I handle all of the Firm’s business in this sector and nothing goes down without my knowledge and O.K. Secondly, you are on the verge of screwing up an operation that the Firm has spent a long time and many assets on.” 
 
    “I didn’t know, MaryJane. I figured it was such a small-time deal that it wouldn’t matter.” 
 
    “Well it matters, Maurice. It matters. So from this point on I’m your baby-sitter through this deal. I’m not going to screw with your money but I’m going to make damn sure you don’t throw a wrench into the machinery due to ignorance or stupidity. You’ve got until Sunday night as I understand it before the deal gets done.  
 
    Get your R&R out of the way and I’ll be here Sunday afternoon to make sure things go the way they need to. Is that clear Maurice?” 
 
    “Clear as crystal MaryJane. Tell Chicago that I really didn’t mean to step on their stuff.” 
 
    “You can tell them yourself when you get back to Chicago. I’m sure they will want to have a long talk with you when you get back.” 
 
    MaryJane got up and walked to the door where Loughlin had laid the two pass card on the occasional table and picked one up. 
 
    “This way I can let myself in next time Maurice. I’ll see you Sunday afternoon.” 
 
    MaryJane let herself out of the suite and Maurice looked forlornly out the window. Suddenly he was no longer hungry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    9 POSSUM KNOB 
 
    The intercom on Keren’s desk buzzed shaking her out of her reverie. 
 
    “Ms. Odensdotter there’s a Detective Lieutenant Kevin Litkowiak  and a Sergeant Wayne Boerema from the Skokie police to see you.” 
 
    “Send them in Margaret.” Keren wrinkled her forehead. She had no current clients with any cases involving the Skokie authorities and wondered what this could be about. Since she was just wrapping up her work before taking off for a couple of weeks, the interruption caused more curiosity than aggravation. 
 
    As the two cops entered her office,, she was absolutely sure which one was in charge.  
 
    Lieutenant Kevin Litkowiak looked how a detective in a movie looks, and he played the part well.  
 
    His suit was tailored. He was chomping an unlit cigar that was his trademark. His booming voice had a thick with Chicago accent. 
 
    “Keren Odensdotter, I’m Lieutenant Kevin Litkowiak, Skokie police. Do you have a client named Sherman Melvin Jacob?” 
 
    “And a gracious good morning to you Lieutenant and to your friend behind you, I’m Keren Odensdotter”, she said extending her hand toward Sergeant Boererma. 
 
    He took her proffered hand and was surprised at firm grip of her handshake. “Sergeant Wayne Boerema,  Pleased to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    Keren decided that Boerema was class, and that Litkowiak was an ass and decided to act accordingly.. 
 
    “Now Lieutenant, what exactly is this all about that you come barging into my office on a Thursday morning?” 
 
    Litkowiak wasn’t quite sure how to play this. He gave out with a hearty laugh and said; “Well little lady, I need to know if Sherman Melvin Jacob is one of your clients.”  
 
    “You can cut the little lady bullshit Lieutenant. I’m an attorney and I eat pissant coppers with an attitude for breakfast. Now, we can either start this over at the beginning, civilized, or I can kick your ass and throw you out on my office on your ear. It’s your choice, but make it snappy and choose right. I don’t have all day to waste with bullshit.” 
 
    Boerema engaged in a coughing fit to cover the laugh that welled up in his throat. Litkowiak was a bully and a bullshitter but he had certainly met his match in this female attorney. 
 
      
 
    Somewhat chastised, Litkowiak started over. “Well, I need to know if you have a Sherman Melvin Jacob as a client. We are conducting an investigation and we need to gather some information on him, his associates, his business dealings and so forth. Is he one of your clients?” 
 
    “Lieutenant, Mr. Jacob was a client of my former associate Douglas Gunn. Mr. Gunn is no longer associated with the firm and Mr. Jacob is no longer a client of this firm.” 
 
    “Well, Ms. Odensdotter that leaves me with a bit of a problem. You see, Mr. Jacob was the victim of a crime and one of your business cards was in his possessions. Can you explain that since you disavow him as a client?” 
 
    “Easy enough Lieutenant. Mr. Jacob contacted me about three weeks or so ago. He wanted to discuss a legal problem. I informed him that Mr. Gunn was no longer practicing law and Mr. Jacob asked me to join him for dinner at the Little Club in Skokie to discuss his matter. We met. We had dinner, and I told him that I would not be able to take him on as a client. We parted ways after dinner and I haven’t seen him nor heard from him since.” 
 
    “Can you give me any information on what his legal problem was. What did he want to discuss with you?” 
 
    “I have nothing more to tell you about that lieutenant. As I told you just two minutes ago, I told him I would not take him on as a client. Exactly what part of that did you fail to understand lieutenant?  
 
    He and I had a cursory conversation about my possibly representing him. I run my own shop and chose not to take him on as a client. Being independent I can choose who I will or will not represent. I chose not to have an attorney-client relationship with Mr. Jacob. Have I made myself clear this time, lieutenant?” 
 
    “Lady, I am conducting a homicide investigation here and you are being very uncooperative. Do I need to take you into custody and continue this down at the Skokie police station?” 
 
    “Lieutenant, you have just overstepped your authority and in the process you have stepped on your privates. If you have reason to believe that you have probable cause to detain me then, by all means, take me into custody. As an officer of the court I am fully aware of my rights, Miranda and otherwise. If you do not intend to detain me,, I would seriously suggest that you and sergeant Boerema leave my office immediately. I assure you that if you continue to pursue this line of action that I will be filing a complaint with the Cook County State’s attorney’s office for official misconduct and abuse of office.” 
 
    Litkowiak’s neck veins stood out like ropes and he began to turn an angry shade of purplish-red. His teeth clenched so tightly that he bit through the end of his unlit cigar and it fell to the floor. He turned on his heel and stomped out of the office. 
 
    Sergeant Boerema stepped forward and retrieved the chewed-off cigar from the carpet and smiled and winked at Keren. “Sorry about that. He can be a bit much sometimes.” 
 
    “Boerema!” bellowed from the reception area, “Let’s go!” 
 
    Sergeant Boerema shrugged, turned and left the office. 
 
    Keren thought for a moment and pressed the intercom key. 
 
    “Margaret, please get Mr. Noble Petris on the phone. He’s down in Possum’s Knob, Missouri.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” Margaret giggled, “Possum’s Knob?” 
 
    “Yes, Possum’s Knob wise guy. It’s down south of Branson in the Ozarks.” 
 
    “Right away Ms. Odensdotter.” 
 
    A few minutes later Keren’s phone jingled. “This is Keren Odensdotter. Mr. Petris?” 
 
    “No Ms. Odensdotter this is Ted Berg, Petris’ assistant. What can we do for you?” 
 
    “Hello Ted. I was hoping to have a word with Mr. Petris. It’s in reference to a prior client of Douglas Gunn’s and an envelope I sent down your way a few weeks ago.” 
 
      
 
    “I remember the envelope Ms. Odensdotter. Petris was very interested when we received it. Hold on a second and I’ll see if he can come to the phone.” 
 
    Keren heard the phone being laid down and a few seconds later she heard another extension being picked up. 
 
    “Petris here, hello Keren Odensdotter. How are you and what’s going on?” 
 
    “Hello Mr. Petris. It’s regarding Sherman Jacobs and that envelope I sent down a few weeks ago. As I remember, Jacobs wanted you to have that in case he ran into trouble. I just was visited here by a couple of homicide detectives from Skokie, IL and I think Sherman Jacobs ran into more than just a little trouble.” 
 
    “It doesn’t surprise me counselor. I opened the envelope as soon as it arrived. As you might know, I was involved in a couple of cases of Douglas Gunn’s involving Jacob. Strange bird, that one. Anyway, after looking at what you sent me I’m not at all surprised that Sherman got his mammary glands caught in the water extraction device over this. Some heavy-duty stuff involved.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t know Mr. Jacob, but he was very adamant that you should get whatever was in that envelope and look into it if there was a problem. I would think that murder would be certainly considered a problem.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s going to be a bit of an adventure, that’s for sure. If you are of a mind and have some curiosity about how this Gordian knot gets untangled, I would be pleased to have you come down here to the Ozarks for a couple of days. Pretty country down here. Nothing at all like Chicago or the suburbs.”  
 
    “That’s very kind of you Mr. Petris. I’ve got some off time planned for the next ten days or so. I guess I could use the vacation time to help unravel the mystery, or, at the very least find out what it’s all about.” 
 
    “Fine counselor, it’s settled then. I believe that Ted is still on the extension so he can give you directions on how to get here. I believe the fastest way would be to fly United into Branson-Springfield airport and then take US 65 south down to our neck of the woods. I look forward to seeing you tomorrow Ms. Odensdotter.” 
 
    With that Petris hung up the phone and Ted Berg spent the next five minutes or so giving Keren directions on how to get to Petris’ estate in Possums’ Knob. After hanging up the phone Keren had Margaret make a reservation on United for the following morning, buttoned up the office and left for home to pack for the trip. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the usual indignity that was involved in flying and a forty-five minute drive through some very pretty scenery which was made easier by programming the directions she had received from Ted Berg into her phone’s GPS, Keren found herself at the top of the Ozark hill known as Possum’s Knob. 
 
    Hidden down a narrow winding driveway in a wooded part of Petris’s 20 acres lay the lair of the man himself. 
 
    Blocked with a gated ten-foot chain-link fence covered in metallic baffles to prevent viewing inside is a metal box. It looked like a 1920s police call-box attached to the left of the gate and 4-foot by 8-foot metal sign. The fence topped with razor wire.  The sign read:  
 
    Anthropology Research Facility 
 
    NO TRESPASSING 
 
    DO NOT ENTER- Extreme Biological Hazard 
 
    For information contact Noble Petris (417) 974-4408 
 
    Keren, felt put off by what she saw as extreme and unnecessary theatrics would have turned around and left this anti-social old coot alone but she knew he was perhaps the only person available to her who could help with the rat’s nest she faced. 
 
      
 
    She adjusted her attitude and dropped her shapely derriere from her shoulders back to its normal position, she exited the car, approached the fence and opened the call-box. 
 
    She lifted the hand-set, punched the phone number onto the keypad and waited for a response.  
 
    After the third ring it connected. 
 
    “Petris. State your name and the nature of your business.” 
 
    “Hi Mr. Petris. This is Keren Odensdotter, we spoke on the phone yesterday about a case I’m involved in.” 
 
    “It’s Petris, Odensdotter. No need for that mister crap. When I open the gate, replace the hand-set on the phone, close the call-box door, get in your car and follow the road to the inner compound. Drive to the house. Do not stop and sightsee. Drive to the porte-cochere by the front door and wait in your car for my person to bring you in. Do you have all that?” 
 
    “Yes, I do, but…” 
 
    The line went dead, and the gate opened. 
 
    “Rude old bastard.” She said out loud as she followed his instructions. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hundred feet further inside the first fence she saw a second fence to her left. Similar in structure to the first it displayed another metal sign which read: 
 
    WARNING—PUBLIC SAFETY NOTICE 
 
    If you discover a dead body, DO NOT render medical help 
 
    DO NOT APPROACH WITHIN 20 FEET 
 
    EXTREME BIOLOGICAL HAZARD 
 
    REPORT INCIDENT IMMEDIATELY 
 
    Noble Petris (417) 947-4408 
 
    The driveway continued off to the right into the woods twisting and turning reminding her very much like a road in the German Schwartzwald. That road had been on the grounds of the Schloss hotel where she and her late husband Lars had spent their honeymoon. The sudden memory of Lars was disconcerting.  
 
    The uneasiness about this meeting with Petris nagged at the back of her consciousness.  
 
    So far, this whole business of working with the Ozarks recluse seemed to be a fool’s errand or perhaps the opening scenes of a second-rate horror movie. 
 
      
 
    As her car rounded a last left-turn, the thick forest fell away to reveal a large structure of Missouri limestone reminiscent of the manor houses in central Europe. 
 
    Traditional Bavarian decorations adorned the property facade and the covered entrance. All in all, it reminded Keren of a cross between the Disney cartoon “Beauty and the Beast” and the Chateau-on-the-Lake resort she had passed as she went through Branson on her way here. She slowly negotiated the sweeping cobblestone driveway and parked her rental car under the Porte—cochere as she was instructed. 
 
    Almost immediately the intricately carved wooden entrance door opened and a slim, middle-aged, athletic-looking gentleman appeared and came down the stairs to greet her. 
 
    “Petris?” she inquired. 
 
    “No Ms. Odensdotter, I’m Ted, Petris’ assistant. I will assist you with your bags, help you get settled in your room and once you’ve freshened up, I will bring you to Petris in his study.” 
 
    “Petris’ assistant, Ted? I don’t understand. I was led to believe that Petris was a bit of a recluse and wasn’t disposed to be around many people.” 
 
    “Ms. Odensdotter, your information is mostly correct.  
 
      
 
    Petris is a very private person with a distinct personality and has very little patience with the banalities of most human interactions. It has been said, quite accurately, that Petris doesn’t suffer fools well.  
 
    But, as you can see, this place is a bit more than a simple shack in the hills and Petris realized that even using local service people, there would be a need for a “major-domo” so-to-speak. That turned out to be me and time has proven to Petris that I am neither banal nor a fool. We met during the last case that Petris worked with Douglas Gunn and I have been with him ever since.” 
 
    “Ted, I can carry my own bag and don’t need to “freshen up” as you put it. I did shower this morning before leaving Chicago. Please just take me to Petris so that we can get our business done and with luck, I can get on my way to the Springfield airport and on my way back to Chicago.” 
 
    “Ms. Odensdotter, if I may be so forward, I know a little about you. I know that you have had a successful private practice in Chicago that you started when you left the Public Defender’s office. I know that you lost your husband at a very young age. I know that you are a strong and strong-willed woman who is used to being in charge and doesn’t like being told what to do or how to do it. I also know that you are into a case where you are over your head and need the help of Petris.  
 
      
 
    He is, to be sure, a bit much, but he is the best I’ve ever known at what he does. I assure you that should you shun his hospitality, which he very seldom offers, on this occasion, he would honor your request for a quick interview, give you a surface review and leave it at that. I’m sure the result would be unsatisfactory for both you and Petris; however, it is unlikely that he would ever offer a second consultation opportunity.” 
 
    Keren’s face reddened a bit at Ted’s monolog, not because it was rude or off base but because she recognized Ted’s words as truth. She was in over her head. She did need help, and it seemed from everything she had discovered so far that Petris was, most likely, the answer to the problem. The idea rankled her and bit into her pride, but she hadn’t been this successful for this long without allowing her common sense to override her emotional response.  
 
    “O.K. Ted, you’re right. I didn’t come six hundred miles just to have a hissy-fit and stomp off in a huff without getting what I came after, lead on sir, lead on.” 
 
    Ted lifted Keren’s bag and beckoned her to follow him up the stone stairs and into the grand hall. 
 
    “Welcome to Schloss den Totentanz madam.” 
 
    Keren looked puzzled. “Schloss Totentanz?”, she asked. 
 
    “It’s one of Petris’ personal amusements Keren.  
 
    Petris’ business name is Totentanz LLC. Translated from the German, “totentanz” means “dance of the dead”, so Schloss Totentanz translates to Castle of the dance of the dead. A bit macabre but, considering Petris’ desert-dry sense of humor, very apropos.” 
 
    The interior of the “schloss” lived up to the promise made by the exterior. Much stone, polished dark wood, elegant furnishings.  
 
    Following Ted’s lead up the grand staircase to the second floor to a corridor with three doors on either side. Ted opened the second door on the left and led her into a suite of rooms that would be fit for royalty or captains of industry. A well-furnished sitting room led to an opulently appointed bed chamber with a bathroom suite adjoining that would do justice to the pages of an architectural magazine. In spite of herself, Keren was impressed. 
 
    “Quite a joint Ted. Petris must have done very well for himself since parting ways with Douglas.” 
 
    “Well, we’re comfortable here, but I won’t be telling tales out of school. I’m sure that Petris will tell you the story over dinner. You have about an hour to freshen up, change or just veg out. I’ll be back then to take you to Petris in the dining room. By the way, do you have any food allergies that we should know about, or any food preferences?” 
 
    “No food allergies Ted and I’m basically a meat and potatoes kind of girl so any old thing will be just dandy.
“O.K. then Keren. I’ll see you in about an hour. If you need anything there is a telephone in each room. My number is eight, so if you need something just ring me up. There’s a small wet bar by the television and an icemaker next to the mini-fridge on the other side. Make yourself at home. I’ll see you in an hour.” 
 
    “Quite a joint. Thanks Ted. See you in a while.” 
 
    After Ted left Keren began to explore her suite. First, she opened the mini-fridge and retrieved a can of ginger ale. Walking to the wet bar, she grabbed a glass and plopped in a few ice cubes carefully pouring the beverage into the glass before taking a sip. 
 
    She opened her suitcase that Ted had left on the luggage stand at the foot of the bed and arranged her hanging clothes in the closet and carried her toiletry bag into the adjoining bathroom. That room was an experience all to itself. It was appointed in marble and brass and had the look of what you would expect in a five-star hotel. Double vanity, steam shower, heated towel racks and a full assortment of top grade toiletries. Apparently, even though Petris gave the impression that he wasn’t a “people person” he, or possibly Ted, made certain that all the amenities were there to cater to a guest comfort. 
 
    Keren took a long, steamy and leisurely shower toweled off with one of the luxurious bath sheets and attended to her hair.  
 
    She didn’t ever bother with too much make up, just a quick streak of lipstick and she was ready to dress for dinner.  
 
    She had packed for travel, so she chose a simple black skirt, and an Hermes silk blouse with a complimentary scarf and simple black flats. It was a look that would make the average guy on the street turn for a second look. 
 
    The hour passed quickly and almost before she realized the passage of time, Ted was gently knocking on her door. 
 
    “Time for dinner Keren. I will accompany you to the dining room. Petris is already there waiting.” 
 
    “Dining room? Why so formal? I figured we would just have sandwiches or something in Petris’ study.” 
 
    “Keren, you don’t really know Petris very well. He has some very distinct preferences and habits. He hates to leave this home for business or anything that would keep him from reading his books, tending his cats, or eating the gourmet meals he fancies. Generally, if he cannot handle business either over the telephone or on the internet, he will most likely pass the assignment on to another operator.” 
 
    “Well Ted, if Petris is such a recluse why has he agreed to meet me and why has he allowed me into his home?” 
 
    “Some of it I can answer Keren and some of it you will have to ask Petris yourself. Petris loves a good challenge. There are not too many scenarios he hasn’t run across and the story you related over the phone piqued his interest enough to invite you down here. The other reason has something to do with the relationship to Douglas Gunn… both yours and his. But here we are at the dining room, so you can continue the conversation with the man himself. Ms. Keren Odensdotter, this is Petris.” 
 
    As Keren crossed the threshold of the formal dining-room, her gaze was first drawn to the formally set French Provincial dining table surrounded by heavy chairs upholstered in what appeared to be a medieval tapestry fabric. The settings appeared to be Royal Copenhagen, the flatware had the unmistakable look of Easterling and the glassware was definitely Waterford. Petris absolutely did not furnish his dining room at Walmart. 
 
    Her eyes then fell upon the man himself as he rose from his chair at the head of the table to greet her. 
 
    “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Keren Odensdotter.”; he said while extending his hand toward her. “Please take a seat here at my right and we can get properly acquainted as Ted brings out our dinner. He told me of your ‘meat and potatoes girl’ remark so I would hope that our little repast will be to your liking.” 
 
    Keren’s first impression setting eyes on her host was that he looked like a cross between Phil Robertson from Duck Dynasty and Dan Haggerty from Grizzly Adams.  
 
    His mostly white hair, shot through with gray is worn in a military-style, close cropped, high and tight while his beard could be best described as bushy and unruly. He has a voice too tired to hurry and too powerful to slow down. It sounds like a lion gargling with pebbles... Wagner being played by a garage band. The timber of it a mid-western Chicago school radio announcer combined with just the barest twang of Missouri Ozarks. His hazel eyes seem to see everything and divulge nothing at all. He weighs between 250 and 290, and he limits his physical movements to what he regards as the absolute essentials. 
 
    He is tall, commanding, dignified, old-world courteous and apparently hospitable when he chooses to be. 
 
    “Thank you Petris for your hospitality. By the way, I mean no disrespect in calling you Petris. Ted told me that you prefer to be addressed that way. I am quite impressed by all this,” she said making a sweeping motion with her arm to indicate the dining room, and by implication, the estate surrounding it. “It’s all just a bit overwhelming.” 
 
    “No offense taken Keren. Ted told you the absolute truth. It is one of my many idiosyncrasies I’m afraid. I guess I have become so used to this mausoleum that its effect on the first-time visitor is no longer a surprise. It is comfortable though, in its own way and I find that it meets my needs most admirably.” 
 
      
 
    “Petris, I know that you worked for Douglas Gunn when he and I were sharing the offices on Randolph street and I know that Douglas, billed out a decent amount, but he couldn’t possibly have paid you enough to afford a place like this. Again, no disrespect intended.” 
 
    “Ah yes, it is a bit much I guess, and again, I am not put off by your curiosity. But allow me a bit of a correction regarding my relationship with Douglas. I worked with Douglas, not for him. More of a consultant or independent expert rather than an employee. Douglas was only one of many consulting clients I did assignments for and, in many cases, I worked for a percentage based on recovery or amount saved rather than a flat fee. So, in essence, on many cases Douglas and I were financial partners on a case. There was never an employer-employee relationship.” 
 
    “That explains part of it, but this…” Keren once again made the sweeping motion with her arm, “this wasn’t paid for out of household savings from grocery coupons.” 
 
    Petris’ eyes crinkled and a broad smile split his beard while a gravelly chuckle emanated from somewhere deep within his barrel frame. “Quite true Keren Odensdotter, quite true. Actually, this property was the hunting lodge of a fairly well-known businessman and philanthropist in this area. He had gotten himself all tangled up in something that was quite possibly going to cost him somewhere in the tens of millions of dollars and, most likely, his good reputation.  
 
    He contacted me through a mutual friend and between the efforts of Ted and myself, the situation was brought to a salubrious conclusion. I took ownership of the Totentanz estate and all its accouterments as my fee. It has worked out well for both of us. Ah, here is Ted with our first course, an old fashioned twelve to one chilled shrimp cocktail served with a sauce of my own recipe. Please enjoy.”   
 
    “Oh my goodness! Those shrimp are the size of tennis balls. I haven’t seen a shrimp cocktail like this since I was a little girl and my dad took me for a special dinner at a place in Chicago called Lowrey’s Prime Rib. If the beginning is any indication, this will be quite the dinner. Again, I’m curious about Ted… his serving dinner for example. He seems to wear many hats in the course of his duties for you.”  
 
    “Well, you are justified in your questions Keren, both asked and implied. Let me see if I can complete some information to help you understand. First off, Ted is an indispensable right hand to me. His presence here has all the advantages of having a very accomplished wife with none of the emotional baggage I would be encumbered with in that type of relationship. He is my majordomo, my chef, my ‘leg man’, if you will permit an old nineteen-forties term. He runs my house, manages my business and, if I am honest with myself, he runs me.  
 
      
 
    Without Ted there would be no Totentanz LLC and absolutely a much more miserable Petris.” 
 
    Keren concentrated on Petris’ monolog while taking one of the giant shrimp on her fork, dipping it into the cocktail sauce and taking a bite. 
 
    “This is absolutely delicious!”; she exclaimed through a mouthful of crustacean. “Forgive me for interrupting. Please continue.” 
 
    “I’m glad it meets with your approval Keren. I believe that the rest of the dinner will also be agreeable. We are having a good, old-fashioned Chicago steak house meal; Wedge salad with bleu-cheese dressing, a twelve ounce rib-eye steak-Pittsburgh-rare with compound butter, a double-baked potato and sautéed asparagus with Hollandaise sauce followed by home-made peach ice cream. Just as if you ordered off the old Lowrey’s menu. At one time that establishment on Ohio street was one of my favorites.” 
 
    “You’re going to spoil me Petris, but it sounds absolutely delicious. Ted mentioned that part of the reason for my invitation was that my story piqued your interest, but part of it had to do with the relationship between Doug Gunn and me as well as his and your relationship. I know I sound like a prosecutor here, but what’s that all about?” 
 
    “I’ll try to make some sense out of this for you Keren. As you may recollect I was what you might laughingly refer to as Doug’s staff.  
 
    Not that he spent much of his time in your shared offices, he just needed someplace to have his mail sent and your receptionist to field phone calls and take messages. As for me, I pretty much worked out of my car or out of my house. I don’t believe that I was in the office more than three times during the time he was based out of the Wells street address.” 
 
    “I don’t recall meeting you except one time for a few minutes.”; Keren responded through a mouthful of lettuce and bleu-cheese. “I never quite knew exactly what you did for Doug but he always said you were the best researcher and investigator he had ever run across, even in the service.” 
 
    “Well, I met Doug after his days in the Air Force. I was working gathering some private intelligence for a business owner that Doug had met socially and we got to talking. We needn’t go into too many details as to my background. Let’s just say that although I was never in the military,, I made myself useful to certain governmental operatives and I had this knack for digging up information that wasn’t obviously related and then connect the dots, as it were, to make coherent sense out of what I uncovered.” Petris stopped speaking long enough to cut a piece of the very rare and well marbled rib-eye, pop it into his mouth and enjoy the flavor. 
 
      
 
    “At any rate Keren,”; Petris continued a few moments later, “I realized that Doug was a pretty good litigator but absolutely abysmal at business. If there was to be follow up on cases, I would have to do it. If bills were to be paid, I would have to arrange to pay them. If checks that came in needed to be deposited that fell into my lap as well. If you’ll allow me a few minutes, I’m going to do hand-to-hand combat with this excellent steak for a few minutes.” 
 
    Keren just nodded and concentrated on her plate and for the next seven minutes or so, the only sounds in the dining room were of two people enjoying their meal. 
 
    “Ah, that was excellent. Perhaps I can finish the background story before Ted appears with the peach ice cream. It was at about that time that I made the acquaintance of Sherman Jacob. He was a bit strange, to say the least, but quite intelligent and I learned a few things from him I didn’t know about researching with a computer.  
 
    Anyway, he was brought into a case up in Winnetka when one of Doug’s clients, a kid named Bobby Langley, got all tangled up in some silly crap over rummaging through a north-shore broker’s garbage. Turns out the kid was looking for stuff Jacob could use in his National Enquirer type gossip blog. Anyway, legally it turned out to be a nothing burger but Jacob thought Doug and I were Perry Mason and Paul Drake and his promoting Doug through his network brought in quite a bit of easy legal business.” 
 
    “OK Petris, that explains your association with Gunn and with Jacob, but what about your statement that part of your agreeing to get involved had to do with the relationship between Gunn and me. There never was any personal relationship. Gunn considered himself a Lothario, I wasn’t buying what he was selling.” 
 
    “I knew that there was no personal relationship Keren, but, if you remember, I left Doug’s employ and moved down here. It was about that time that his personal life and his business life came crashing down around his ears. He had converted money from the client’s trust fund and that bought him a complaint to the Attorney’s Registration and Disciplinary Commission of the Illinois Supreme Court.  
 
    Push finally came to shove and in the end it cost him his attorney’s license and I know he stiffed you for a bunch of back rent and filing fees that you had fronted. I felt badly about that because I knew when I left that he would most likely screw up yet I didn’t warn you.  
 
    So, this is my way of maybe trying to pay you back a little. That and the challenge of trying to figure out the mystery of Mr. Maurice Laughlin.” 
 
    “And exactly who the hell is Mr. Maurice Laughlin, Petris?” 
 
    “Keren you sent me an envelope that you had received for safekeeping from Jacob during your dinner at The Little Club. There were three pieces of paper in it.  
 
    Two of them were a copy of what appeared to be an email referring to what seemed to be a clandestine sale of arms and ammunition. The other had the name Maurice Bernard Laughlin and some information referencing location and contact numbers. Didn’t you look at that stuff before you shipped it off to me?” 
 
    “No Petris, I never opened it. Jacob gave it to me for safekeeping, ‘just in case’ but we had no professional relationship so I couldn’t claim attorney/client privilege if I looked at the contents. So, after I found out that he was murdered I contacted you and sent the envelope here. I didn’t have much confidence in the investigators up north having had professional contact with them in the past. So, exactly who is Maurice Bernard Laughlin and is this going to be worth your time to get involved?” 
 
    “Well Keren, yes after chasing down the information that started with the envelope it will be well worth my time and your time. First off, let’s start with the two page email print-out.” Opening the first sheet, he read: "This was forwarded to us for your action. Reply by the usual method. PBUH”. 
 
    The second sheet was a bit more detailed: "To arm a small paramilitary group? Say, 20 people?”

Absolutely, we can accommodate your request, but we need more parameters such as your exact arms needs and destination country. 
 
      
 
    It goes on further to enumerate military hardware they can provide, then it continues:

“We only deal with small arms and equipment, but if you need artillery, MANPADS [Man-portable air-defense systems], ordinance, APCs, Helos we do have resources and can make certain introductions for a fee.”

“I'm telling this, for you: one single grenade of a thumper costs 50 bitcoins to me: the GL itself will be around 100, to me. My sources aren't an object of discussion, sorry.”

  
 
    Take your time to choose, there's no rush: but be sure your purchase is what you really want since there are no refunds. You buy it, you own it. 
 
      
 
    “Please send your next message on-line through PGP encryption, our public key is on our profile page.”

“Regards,
BOHICA" 
 
      
 
    “OK Petris. Now I’m totally confused. What does all that gobbledygook mean in English?”

“Keren, this is all referring to illegal arms sales. TEC 9s and Soviet Skorpions are types of automatic machine pistols. An AK-47 is the Soviet Block assault carbine. They had been, and still are in many cases, manufactured in most of the old Soviet Union client countries from Romania and Albania to China and even some from Venezuela. The AK-47 is the battle weapon of choice of twelve-year-old terrorists and insurgents world-wide. They are cheap and reliable. Not terribly accurate over say 40 yards but they can be abused, dropped in the mud, run over by a truck and they still go bang. The ammunition for the AK is readily available and cheap. A thumper is a Viet Nam era shoulder-fired rocket launcher. You might call it a bazooka. He’s telling the buyers that these are not cheap. That one piece of ammunition will be about 50 Bitcoins. Bitcoins are electronic currency that has a current exchange rate of Sic hundred ninety eight dollars to one, so fifty coins would be the equivalent of around thirty-eight thousand dollars. 
 
      
 
    As far as Maurice Bernard Laughlin, the second page tells us an address of 10 Sheridan Road. Suite 15P, Wilmette, IL 60091 and an (847) area code phone number. That second page gave me a starting point to chase down Mr. Laughlin to see what I could find.” 
 
      
 
    “So this guy Laughlin is an arms dealer then? I thought that the government prohibited that. Arms dealers are in the same league as drug dealers and human traffickers in my opinion.” 
 
      
 
    “Well Keren, the three professions do go hand in hand in many cases but you might be very surprised at what the facts are when considering people who traffic in arms and armaments.  
 
      
 
    For example, people think arms dealers and imagine surreptitious deals, exotic locales, and high stakes negotiations with evil warlords. Chances are if you were in a room with college professors, medical doctors, accountants and an arms dealer or two, you would be unlikely to figure out who the arms dealers were. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It turns out that most arms deals have nothing to do with dark smoke-filled rooms and a lot do to with navigating the complex puzzle of international relations, legal regulations and coordination of multiple government agencies. 
 
      
 
    Maurice Laughlin is forty-three years old, well-muscled, with a clean shave and a bright smile.  He looks much younger than his forty-three years.  
 
    He joined the U.S. Air Force in 1997 and became a Second Lieutenant in the intelligence corps. He was discharged in 2002. After leaving the service he "went into businesses”... restaurants, clubs, surplus war material and various other schemes. All of which allowed him to trade on and nurture the contacts he made as a military “spook”. 
 
    He was part of a deal organized by Shackley and Wilson of the CIA to obtain $71.4 million from the U.S. Treasury in commissions as a shipping agent for the sale of jets, tanks, missiles, and other weapons to the Iranian government. Because of shifting international politics he found himself a person of interest to the U.S. Justice Department for the one and only time in his career.   
 
    It's tempting to think of an arms dealer simply as a guy who can sell you guns and ammunition, and more sophisticated hardware when necessary. But a better way to understand what arms dealers do is to think of them as war providers. Whatever is necessary for your war, they can provide everything from tanks and rockets to planes, medicine, uniforms, and rations.  
 
    Military hardware is purchased in one country, usually a former Communist country, where the military needs a way to get hard cash, and then transported by plane or ship to its final destination. Most arms dealers charter planes and ships, but a select few operate their own fleets.” 
 
    Keren sat there listening to Petris with her mouth slightly open, the remnants of the gourmet dinner completely forgotten for the moment.   Petris noticed, and he also wanted to get back to what remained on his plate before dessert came. 
 
    “Let’s take a break for a few minutes Keren and finish our dinner before it gets cold and inedible. I promise I will finish the story over dessert and then perhaps suggest a course of action. I am convinced that our late friend Jacob stumbled into something more nefarious than he ever imagined and that was most definitely what got him killed.” 
 
    Over the next ten minutes both concentrated on the food in front of them and about the time they finished Ted came into the dining room. 
 
    “You folks ready for some dessert now?” 
 
    “I’m pretty well stuffed Ted”, Keren sighed. 
 
    “It’s homemade peach ice cream Keren. Picked the peaches myself from the small orchard here on Petris’ acreage.” 
 
    “Give us about twenty minutes or so to let the dinner settle Ted”, Petris replied. “We surely won’t let your efforts go to waste.  
 
    By the way, while we are waiting, could you please call Paul at the airport and see if they OK’d my borrowing the transportation we discussed earlier?” 
 
    “Sure thing boss. I’ll get right on it.” As Ted left the room Petris resumed his story. 
 
    “Arms dealing is one of those professions that folks always wonder about Keren. And why not? It involves a lot of money, international intrigue, travel, and probably some pretty wild stories. Adding to the allure of the profession is the fact that most of us figure we are never going to meet an arms dealer. 
 
    As long as there are arms dealers, the public will be interested. And as long as there are wars, there will be arms dealers. Global conflict and terrorism are everywhere, and while it's sad to say, they are a part of our daily lives. 
 
    Maurice Bernard Laughlin is an undercover government sub-contractor. He participated in multiple illegal arms deals in the Las Vegas area in a gun running entrapment scheme similar to Fast and Furious. 
 
    I believe that Laughlin is headed for Las Vegas for another gun running scheme, but based on other information I’ve been able to assemble it is my belief that there is something more to it.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just contact Las Vegas law enforcement with this information Petris?  
 
      
 
    That way they can coordinate with the Skokie Police if there is any connection to Jacob’s murder.” 
 
    “It’s not quite that simple or cut and dried, Keren. As I said there is something… really considerably more than something to it. This can get sticky really quickly. 
 
    This year marks the forty-first year of the Red Flag military exercises, which are considered among the most important training exercises carried out in the United States. A grab bag of international troops are also invited to participate in the Air Force drill, including The Saudi Kingdom, the United Arab Emirates, and Pakistan. 
 
    The U.S. military and its allies are shifting focus to prepare for potential wars against adversaries with advanced weapons. The transition to so-called multi-domain operations calls for the combined allied forces to prepare not only for wars on land, air and sea, but for newer forms of warfare that incorporate both space and cyberspace.  
 
    The international war games fought last month in the Nevada desert and based out of Nellis Air Force Base outside of Las Vegas suggest the U.S. military and its allied forces are preparing for new, large-scale warfare against powerful enemies. 
 
    Most of the foreign military have left the continental US and returned home. Most, but not all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A contingent from the Saudi Home Guard booked the entire W Las Vegas hotel in August. The strange thing is that they are still encamped there over one month later. 
 
    The Nellis public affairs department told me in an email that it does not disclose the participants of its joint exercises, adding that any participant has the right to choose its own lodging. 
 
    “While we encourage foreign participants to stay in our base lodging for ease of travel during the exercise, they are welcome to make arrangements anyplace they prefer,” the email said. 
 
    I contact someone I know at S&K Technologies. They have provided logistics support to the Royal Saudi Military during Red Flag operations for many years. 
 
    Employees from S&K Technologies were visible at the W Las Vegas through this past week. 
 
    I then checked with a contact I have at the W hotel. He told me The W pool, bar and salon will be closed to the public for the duration of the booking. 
 
    Three oversize portraits of women have been removed from the bar.  
 
    Most reception, concierge and valet workers have been temporarily moved to other positions within the SLS Las Vegas until further notice. According to my source the number of affected personnel is between 20 and 30.  
 
    Female employees have not worked at the W Hotel during since the group took over the hotel.” 
 
    “Petris what’s going on here? Why do we have foreign military pretty much taking over a hotel in Las Vegas? Why would our government allow this and why haven’t we heard anything about it on the news? This is wrong and a bit frightening. You said you had a suggestion about all this. OK, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “Well, if all goes according to my plan Keren, we will take a quick trip out to Las Vegas, meet and exchange information with some folks I have had some previous dealings with and, with any luck at all, avoid a very messy international incident. 
 
    Just as an interesting aside, a Saudi prince owns 47.5 percent of Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts, which operates more than 100 hotels around the world, including one in Las Vegas. 
 
    A spokesman for the Four Seasons Hotel Las Vegas said Saudi delegations normally stay at their property, but that they did not receive any group request for August. 
 
    Unlike the W Las Vegas, the Four Seasons Hotel Las Vegas is not a stand-alone structure. It is located on the top five floors of Mandalay Bay. The Four Seasons also has 133 more rooms than the W. I’m not sure, but this looks like it plays into our situation.” 
 
      
 
    “Go to Vegas? Petris have you lost your cotton pickin mind? I don’t have enough on my credit card to afford a plane ticket out there and it’s too damn far for my car to make the trip, not counting what it would cost in gas and I sure don’t want to be obligated to you by having you pay my way.” 
 
    “Relax Keren. I have an associate who happens to own a nice little private Learjet 60XR that I believe he’ll let us use for a day or two. Ted is a licensed pilot. As a matter of fact he should have talked to my associate by now so we’ll have the answer when he brings in the ice cream.” 
 
    “Did I hear somebody mention ice cream? I just happen to have two dishes of it right here,” Ted announced as he reentered the dining room. Setting one dish with a dessert spoon in front of Keren first he then turned to Petris and placing his ice cream in front of him said; “I talked to Paul’s assistant boss. He checked, the Lear is available for the next week so it won’t be any problem for us to use it for our little trip. How many days should I plan for and do I need to take any particular equipment?” 
 
    Keren had started on her ice cream and was making throaty sounds of appreciation while spooning the cold creamy confection into her mouth. Petris took a small spoonful to taste before responding. “Good stuff Ted, as usual. Really right up there with your best efforts.” 
 
    “I’ve never had the chance to taste your ice cream before Ted, but this is some of the best I’ve ever tasted,” Keren chimed in. 
 
      
 
    Petris rested his spoon on his dish. “To answer your questions Ted, I expect we will probably only be in Las Vegas for one day, possibly two at the most. Pack three H&K MP7’s and nine loaded forty round magazines. Might as well pack three of the Baofeng UV-5R communications set ups too. I’m not expecting trouble, but it never hurts to be prepared.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on it boss. When do you want to leave? I’ll have to file a flight plan.” 
 
    “That depends a bit on Keren here. Keren we have about a three hour flight ahead of us plus about a half-hour trip to the local airport here and about forty or so minutes from the North Las Vegas Executive airport to the location of the meeting I have planned. We could leave we could leave around five-thirty in the morning after a decent night’s sleep here and get there around time for brunch or we could sleep in and plan to leave here around four in the afternoon, take care of our business and be back here at home, if we have any luck, by one in the morning. So, what is your pleasure my lady?” 
 
    “If you leave it up to me Petris, I would choose to sleep in and have a leisurely day tomorrow. I would really like to be able to get a good night’s sleep and then spend the morning picking your brain and having you explain your theory on what we have stumbled into, if that suits you.” 
 
    “Fair enough Keren, sleeping in for half the day it is. I can’t guarantee how much of what I believe is going on I am in a position to share but I will share what I can. By the way, how proficient are you with a firearm?” 
 
    “I’m accurate enough with the Glock 17 I carry. Why?” 
 
    “Are you familiar with the H&K MP7?” 
 
    “Not really, educate me.” 
 
    “The Heckler & Koch model MP7 stands for their machine pistol with a seven inch barrel. It happens to be the carry weapon of the United States Secret Service and many foreign government security services and private VIP bodyguards around the world. It has a collapsible stock and when configured with the forty round magazine which is used as the fore-stock it can be shoulder fired. It’s not available to the public and the closest civilian weapon is the TEK 9.” 
 
    “OK, I heard you instruct Ted to pack three of them. Am I to assume that I am to carry one on this little jaunt?” 
 
    “Yes, Keren. That’s correct. As I said to Ted, I don’t expect trouble, but it’s better to have the hardware and not need it than need the hardware and not have it. We have a 100 yard range behind the house. After we’ve had breakfast in the morning, we’ll put a couple hundred rounds downrange to get you acquainted with the weapon. For as much firepower as it has, I believe you will be pleasantly surprised at the way it handles.” 
 
    They sat, finishing their dessert and enjoying some small talk for about another hour until they decided that it was time to get some rest in preparation to what appeared to be, to say the least, a very interesting trip to Nevada the following afternoon. Ted accompanied Keren back to her room and Petris retired to his office where he made a few phone calls to arrange for ground transportation and set up the meetings in Las Vegas. After a productive half hour on the phone, he too went to his bedroom for the night. 
 
    10 FLYING TO THE WEEPING CAMEL 
 
    The following morning Petris awoke to another beautiful Ozark mountain sunrise. After three years he still had not tired of the landscape painting view from his bedroom window.  
 
    He was not much for sleeping in at his age and there were still details to arrange for the upcoming trip, so he arose, showered, shaved and dressed before going downstairs to rustle up some breakfast for himself. There was no point in disturbing Ted at this hour since today would be one of the few times that Ted had the opportunity to have the luxury of lounging in bed if he chose to.  
 
    Grinding a portion of Espresso roast coffee beans to start a fresh pot in the restaurant quality Bunn coffee maker, Petris retrieved the ingredients for a quick Hollandaise in anticipation of treating himself to an Eggs Benedict breakfast. Within twenty minutes, displaying the efficiency of many years of knowing his way around a kitchen, Petris sat down to savor the result of his handiwork. 
 
    After enjoying his breakfast and savoring a leisurely second cup of strong black coffee, Petris cleared the dishes, rinsed them and loaded them into the dishwasher and went back to his office desk to continue his preparations for Las Vegas. It was where Ted  found him at about 10:30AM. 
 
    “Sorry to have slept so late boss. Can I get you anything? Has Ms. Odensdotter come down yet?” 
 
    “I’m fine Ted. I made my breakfast and coffee. There should still be a few cups hot in the Airpot in the kitchen and there’s fresh fruit and yogurt in the fridge if you’d like. Keren hasn’t appeared yet but if she doesn’t show by 11:00AM I think we need to rouse her. Got a busy day today.” 
 
    “Did I hear someone taking my name in vain?” Keren addressed the startled men. She showered and dressed in a serviceable version of woman’s battle fatigues. 
 
    “Sneak up on me like that again woman and I’ll have the dogs on you.” Petris said smiling. “How was your night?” 
 
    “Slept like a log and I’m hungry. Did I hear you mention coffee, fresh fruit and yogurt?” 
 
    “Sure did lady. Just follow Ted into the kitchen and he’ll show you where everything is. We’re more informal today and we have a bunch to do before we leave this afternoon.” 
 
    About twenty minutes later Petris appeared in the kitchen. “Have you folks finished your meal yet?” 
 
    “Ted and I were just finishing up our coffee. What’s on the docket now?” 
 
    “Well, if you will help me clear the table and load and start the dishwasher, perhaps Ted can grab the hardware and meet us out back at the shooting range. We need to give you a quick lesson on the care and feeding of the H&K MP7.” 
 
    With the dishes cleared and washing, Keren and Petris exited the kitchen out into the large terrace area behind the house.  About fifty feet to their right was the outdoor range. Five shooting stations were under a metal roof.  
 
    Each station was equipped with cork partitions; hearing and eye protection and electrically operated target pulleys that could be preset a seven; twenty-five; fifty and one hundred yards. Each shooting bench had a receptacle for targets and a video screen connected through closed circuit so you could immediately see the results of your shooting. 
 
    “Wow!” Keren exclaimed, “That’s some man-cave you have here.” It’s almost like something out of a computer game.” 
 
    “Well Keren, you know what they say. Little boys, little toys. Big boys, big and expensive toys.” 
 
    “Speaking of toys,” said Ted walking up to them with a large black Pelican case on wheels tracking behind him, “I’m here with the hardware.” 
 
    Ted opened the case and displayed the contents. There were three Heckler & Koch MP7 machine pistols and nine loaded forty round magazines nestled into the custom interior. Keren’s education on the H&K’s began. 
 
    Petris began in his professor-like lecturing mode; “Keren, the HK firm of Germany had long held a lead in the submachine gun market, their HK MP5 submachine gun was chambered in 9mm becoming its ubiquitous product line. the HK MP7 followed the tried and proven measures that made the MP5 such a successful weapon including use of heavy duty composites and attention to design.  
 
    However, the MP7 A1 would be different from the preceding MP5 design for it should function as a machine pistol, submachine gun and "personal defense weapon" (PDW) all in one.  
 
    Therefore, it was issued to special forces operatives, paratroopers (airborne soldiers), security personnel, police units and second-line/logistical troops without loss of firepower. 
 
    The HK MP7 A1 is compact and is held in a traditional three-point hold two-handed and up against the shoulder,” as Petris said this he demonstrated. “Or as a standard two-hand hold as with a pistol. The weapon is light-weight at 2.6lbs unloaded and maintains a running length of 25 inches. Using the collapsing stock, it can bring the weapon down to a more manageable 16 inch length when space is a luxury. The barrel itself measures in at 7 inches while the receiver, at its thickest, is just 2 inches wide. 
 
    The key design element of the HK MP7 is the proprietary HK 4.6x30mm cartridge.” Petris then fished one out of the Velcro closure pocket of his shooting vest to show her.   
 
    “The cartridge was first introduced in 1999 and began widespread use in 2001 is of a rimless bottleneck design. Its design is such that the cartridge offers little recoil yet can still penetrate armored subjects at range - the smaller diameter being the driving quality here. Since its inception, the cartridge had evolved into a family of solutions including the basic penetrator, a hollow point offering, and a full metal jacket design. The HP MP7 A1 is the only weapon that makes use of the HK 4.6x30mm cartridge. 
 
    It gives the MP7 A1 a rate-of-fire of 950 rounds per minute with a 2,400 feet per second muzzle velocity. Effective range is 200 meters.  
 
    It can feed the weapon from a 20-, 30- or 40-round detachable box magazine, this being inserted in an UZI-style magazine well that makes up the pistol grip handle. Firing controls (selector, safety) are all ambidextrous to accommodate left- and right-handed users. Sighting is through a front and rear folding/adjustable iron sight installation and a Tritium-illuminated flip-up type night sight.” 
 
    Instructing Keren to don her eye and hearing protection and he and Ted did the same, Petris removed one of the forty round magazines from the case and showed Keren how to insert it into the magazine well of the weapon. After familiarizing her with the controls and had her move the selector switch to semi-auto he instructed her to take aim on the target that Ted sent downrange to the 7 yard mark. She brought the stock to her shoulder, set her stance and regulated her breathing while squeezing the trigger until the H&K discharged sending the slug downrange. Looking at the overhead screen, they could see that her shot centered but low. 
 
    “I expected recoil that didn’t happen and so I shot low.” 
 
    “Not surprising,” Petris replied. “Try again but don’t anticipate the shot. Just let it happen.” 
 
    Once again, Keren went through her pre-fire routine and squeezed the trigger once more. This time the result on the video screen showed that the round had hit in the nine ring high and left. It was a good shot and she continued for ten more shots. The result was a shot pattern a dime coin could cover. 
 
    “Good shooting Keren. I guess we could adjust the sights to compensate for the slight upward and left drift, but based on what I see here you are very accurate with the H&K. Ted, change out the target for Keren.” 
 
    While Ted changed out the target Petris had her switch the firing control lever to ‘full-auto’ and when the new target was in place he said; “Now try it on full-auto Keren. The technique is different. Get your sight picture and squeeze and hold the trigger back. Try to only get three rounds off before releasing the pressure. It’s almost like ‘point and shoot’ rather than aiming for each shot. Since there is little recoil the sight picture shouldn’t change too much. Try it. You should have twenty-eight rounds left in the magazine which would allow you to get seven bursts of three before you’re empty. Try it and see how you do.” 
 
    The first burst was four rounds before Keren could release but after that there were five clean three round bursts with a final burst of two rounds before the magazine was empty. The three shot patterns were still tight, but the groups were more spread out over the target. 
 
    “Not bad for your first time Keren. Now, if you want to watch Ted and I take our practice and then we’ll get ready to leave after we clean up the brass and oil the weapons.” 
 
    For another half hour Keren watched the men as they practiced. Each set up targets at all five shooting positions. Distance of twenty-five yards and fired three round bursts changing targets in a random pattern. They were much more familiar with the H&K’s and their practice was more point and shoot.  
 
    It was much like watching a well-rehearsed dance routine and when the cordite had cleared from Petris’ shooting at the end all of the targets showed that in a real fire-fight the result would neutralize the adversary. 
 
    When the practice was over Keren picked up the spent brass and put it in the receptacles at the sides of the range for that purpose while Ted and Petris disassembled the H&K’s and cleaned and oil them. They wiped the used magazines down with gun oil and reloaded and they returned all of the equipment to its designated places in the Pelican case. 
 
    “Let’s return to the house, clean up to get the lead off our hands and grab a quick sandwich before we take off. Are you packed and ready to go Keren?” 
 
    “I  packed and was ready to go before I came down to breakfast this morning. All I need to do is grab my overnighter and I’m ready to roll.” 
 
    After each one washed up in the powder room just off the kitchen they had a sandwich and some salad for lunch, grabbed their luggage and the Pelican case and headed out to the garage where Petris kept his Lincoln Navigator parked. Ted stowed the luggage in the back and they all climbed into the vehicle for the ride to the airport was about a fifteen minute drive from Petris’ place just off US 65. 
 
    On the short drive there Petris filled Keren in on the background on Branson Airport. 
 
    “Keren, Branson Airport is now the country’s first privately developed and only privately owned commercial airport.   
 
    Glenn Patch, a publisher of Computer Shopper and other magazines, bought 7,000 acres south of Branson in 1990.  The property used to be a ranch belonging to country music legend Tennessee Ernie Ford.  
 
    The construction company flattened several Ozark Mountains. They claimed it was the largest earthmoving project in Missouri history; 11 million cubic yards of earth was moved. 
 
    But the airport isn’t the only development in that area. They located the airport in the Branson Creek Development. Patch also had planned to build an 8,000 seat amphitheater for large events like tractor pulls and horse shows.  
 
    Aside from Frontier Airlines and a charter service called Via Air, Branson airport is also a general aviation facility where, among others, my friend houses the Learjet we will be using. There should be a parking space outside the hangar where Paul keeps the Lear Ted, just pull in there and we will load the gear while you go over to flight operations and file your flight plan and get the latest weather update. I’ll put the plane out on the apron, we’ll load the gear and wait for you to return.” 
 
    Ted parked the Lincoln next the side of the hanger and headed for the operations office while Petris entered the hangar through the man door after asking Keren to wait in the car until he had taxied the plane out onto the apron in front.  
 
    He left the Lincoln running so she would have the benefit of the air conditioning, but even with the windows closed and the fans blowing she could hear the big overhead door open and the jet engines start. 
 
    In two minutes she heard the engine noise stop and Petris appeared around the corner of the hangar to help carry and load their gear. She grabbed her overnighter and Ted’s bag as Petris grabbed his case and offloaded the Pelican onto its wheels. After securing the Lincoln they headed toward the front of the hangar and as Keren came around the front corner she almost walked into Petris’ back as she caught sight of the Learjet for the first time. 
 
    “My starts and garters! That is quite the machine for a private plane.” 
 
    “Yes, she’s quite a beauty isn’t she? Let’s get the gear stowed in the aft belly hold and I’ll give you the fifty cent tour before Ted gets back.” 
 
    Once the baggage was stowed and the rear hatch secured they moved to the port side of the plane where Petris released the front hatch boarding stairs. As he lowered the stairs into position he turned to Keren and did his best slickey used car salesman impression; 
 
    “Madam, behold the Learjet 60, a mid-size cabin, medium-range business jet aircraft manufactured by Bombardier Aerospace in Wichita, Kansas.  
 
    The aircraft carries a crew of 2 and has a maximum capacity of eight passengers.  
 
    It is fifty eight feet eight inches long; has a wingspan of forty-three feet nine inches and stands fourteen feet eight inches from the bottom of its landing gear to the top of its rear stabilizer.  
 
    The jet, powered by two Pratt & Whitney Canada PW305A turbofan engines, which will produce a maximum speed of five hundred twenty-two miles per hour and an average cruising speed of four hundred eighty-four miles per hour.  
 
    The airplane has a range of two thousand seven hundred and seventy-three miles with reserve fuel to go an additional one hundred miles in an emergency.  
 
    The aircraft has a rate of climb of four thousand five hundred feet per minute which is the fastest for business jets in this class and a maximum ceiling of fifty-one thousand feet which allows you to fly above most weather.” 
 
    “Very impressive sir, please tell me more.”; Keren said, falling into the game Petris was playing. 
 
    “ If you will please mount the boarding stairs and once inside the cabin turn to your right I will explain the furnishings and conveniences that await you in this modern day flying carpet.” 
 
    Keren mounted the stairs turned to her right and Petris was right behind her. 
 
    “Please turn around and look into the cockpit of the aircraft. This Learjet features new cockpit avionics built around the Rockwell Collins Pro Line.  
 
    It has a 21 four-screen glass panel system, which provides pilots with better situational awareness, integrated weather radar and warning systems for ground proximity and wind shear.  
 
    These are important features to be sure, but the cabin is where this airplane shines.  
 
    This cabin measures 5.7 ft high, 5.9 ft wide and 17.7 ft long and is configured with four-seat club and two additional, forward-facing seats.  
 
    It includes more luxurious cabinetry, single-seat structure and upholstery, a leather look headliner with recessed air gaspers, LED lighting, illuminated window surrounds and for this size aircraft, a spacious aft  lavatory with a seat belted commode and a large vanity cabinet. The lavatory has an extra window and the new window surrounds allow a significant amount of additional natural light inside. 
 
    The galley is located to the left side of the cabin next to the passenger door. This conveys a more spacious atmosphere and stresses the cabin lines, creating a lengthier appearance. It also provides a noise buffer between the passengers and the cabin door, which has an improved seal. The unconventional galley tower houses hot-liquid containers and glassware and provides six and one half additional inches of workspace with natural lighting. 
 
    The cabin features inputs for cell phone chargers and other equipment, such as laptops and DVD players. It can transmit content from these devices throughout the cabin via headphone jacks and displays.  
 
    High-speed Internet is available and this aircraft includes Iridium satellite phones, the Airshow 410 or 4000 moving map and flight information/entertainment system with network package and a 15.1-inch forward monitor.  
 
    Such improvements give the Learjet cabin much of the look, feel and function of a super-midsize business jet-for $6 million to $7 million less. Can I write up your order madam?” 
 
    “Oh yes I’ll take two, one in pink and one in blue. Do you take Master Card or Discover?” Keren teased him back.  
 
    “Were that it was that simple my dear.”; Petris responded. “ Well make yourself comfortable. I had ground service supply the galley with coffee and cold drinks and an assortment of snacks so help yourself while I go into the cockpit and begin the preflight checklist to expedite our departure.” 
 
    “Are you going to fly us today Petris?” Keren seem apprehensive. 
 
    “I have my license and certification for this craft Keren but Ted has more hours and more experience in her than I do. Ted will be our pilot and I’ll be in the right seat. ‘just in case’. Although with the advanced avionics on this airplane it pretty much can take off, fly and land without too much human interference. I’ll be up front so just make yourself at home.”  
 
    Petris turned and entered the cockpit, slid into the right seat and followed the laminated pre-flight checklist he retrieved from the document pocket.  
 
    Speaking under his breath as he read in bullet points and flipped switches and read gauges he checked off the items on the list as he went through it. As he was just finishing up Ted boarded the aircraft and closed and secured the passenger door. 
 
    “Flight plan is filed and I have the latest weather between here and Las Vegas Executive. Should be clear sailing with no heavy weather between here and there. Pre-flight done?” 
 
    “Just finished it Ted. She should be ready to roll anytime the tower gives us clearance to go.” 
 
    “Well boss, we’re the only craft looking to leave right now so as soon as we roll out to the departure apron and I get the go ahead from the tower, we’ll be on our way.” Looking back over his right shoulder through the open cockpit door he shouted to Keren; “All belted in Keren? We’ll be taking off soon.” 
 
    “Buckling up now Captain.” Keren shouted back. 
 
    Five minutes later they had taxied out to the runway, the two engines roared to full power as the Learjet began its climb over the Ozarks an headed almost due west chasing the sun on their three hour plus flight to Las Vegas. 
 
    The flight was, mostly uneventful. Keren compared it to riding in a well-appointed motorhome. All of the appointments an amenities were,, first class.  
 
      
 
    Her only minor gripe was that she felt cramped folding her five foot eleven frame into the small lavatory, it pressed her knees against the bulkhead which made “doing her business” a challenge. Other than that the three hour twelve minute flight, most of which was at 39,00 feet, went by and comfortably. 
 
    Ted keyed the public address microphone that connected into the cabin; “We’re about to start our approach into North Las Vegas Executive Keren. Please make sure that all loose items like plates or pop cans are properly stowed and fasten your seatbelt please.” 
 
    Keren was quick to comply and for the first time in a while looked out the window. This was her first trip into Las Vegas.  
 
    It surprised her that the sun had gotten so low in the western sky and the carnival scene of neon lighting from the strip lit up the desert for such a distance. It looked like something out of a computer game.  
 
    She felt the airplane do a right bank in preparation to the final approach to runway seven and felt Ted apply the flaps to slow to landing speed. Keren was an experienced flier but landings always made her nervous. Then she remembered that a pilot friend had told her that a good landing was one you could walk away from. Ted was an excellent pilot though and she wasn’t sure that the landing gear had touched the runway until she felt the brakes and the reversal of the engine thrust.  
 
      
 
    Three quarters of the way down runway seven the taxiway leading to the tiedown area came up on the right and Ted made eye contact with the ground crew member in the tug who led him past their assigned space. The tug turned around and attached the tow bar to the nose wheel and backed the Learjet into position. As she deplaned, Keren noticed a large black Cadillac Escalade  parked at the port side of the airplane. 
 
    “Keren, could you please give me a hand getting the gear into the back of our ride while Ted arranges to have the bird cleaned and fueled for our return trip home? I hope we can get our business done in a matter of two hours and be back on our way home before midnight.” 
 
    As they loaded the luggage and the Pelican case into the back hatch of the Escalade, she noticed that there was something strange about the look of the car. The sheet metal seemed thick and the tinted window glass of the rear hatch looked like it would be more at home above the counter of an old fashioned currency exchange. 
 
     As Petris closed the hatch and they walked to the right side of the vehicle Ted had finished with his conversation with the ground crew. 
 
    “Do you want to ride shotgun or back seat Keren?; Petris asked. “Back seat will be fine with me Petris.”  
 
    “Petris, there’s something strange about this car. The glass is too thick and the whole body seems, well, heavy, for lack of a better description. What’s going on here?” 
 
    “Very perceptive of you my dear. This is a protection vehicle specifically built to shield politicians and other VIP’s from attack. It has bullet-resistant glass, armor shielding and run-flat tires. It feels heavy because it is heavy, It’s a passenger version of an armored car. Is everything in order with the servicing of the plane Ted?  
 
    Will they have her ready to go before midnight tonight? I don’t want to spend any more time away from ‘Totentanz’ than I have to.” 
 
    “All set boss. Now, how do we get to where we’re going?” 
 
    “When you pull out of the airport area here make a left on to Business 95 and follow that down toward Vegas proper. When you get to the entrance of US 95, follow it to the junction of the Las Vegas freeway headed south toward the strip. Stay on the freeway until you get to the Spring Mountain road exit and take a left. When we get that far I’ll give you some specific instructions to get us to our meeting place.” 
 
    “OK boss, got it. Everybody have their seatbelts fastened? Good, then we’re off.” 
 
    Even though it was nine o’clock on a Sunday evening, the traffic was as thick as downtown Chicago at rush hour. Everybody was in a hurry going nowhere fast. For a while Keren though it would take them as long to get to the meeting place from the airport as it had to fly from Branson to Las Vegas. An hour and ten minutes later they were taking the Spring Mountain exit off the freeway. 
 
    “When you come to the light make a left, Ted. Get into the right lane. In just a little while you’ll come to the intersection of Sammy Davis Jr. Dr. Keep a look out for a narrow driveway with flashing red and yellow signal lights above it.  
 
    Turn right and pull up to the chain-link gate. The key pad is on your side. Punch in ‘four-five-four-five’ and hit ‘enter’. The gate will open and you’ll be on a ramp leading to an underground tunnel.  
 
    Once at the intersection, make a left turn and follow the blue lights that are the lane markers for the Tropicana. This is the VIP access to the casinos so the high-rollers don’t have to deal with the peasants. Once we get to the Tropicana VIP parking area there will be someone there waiting to direct us further. Got all that?” 
 
    “Piece of cake boss, no problem.” 
 
    “Geeze Louise,”; exclaimed Keren, “It’s like something out of a cheap spy novel.” 
 
    “Yup, something like that.” chuckled Petris. 
 
    As Ted pulled into the VIP parking area at the Tropicana Keren looked at her watch. It read ten thirty-two. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    11 WHAT HAPPENS IN VEGAS 
 
    The day dawned partly cloudy with a pleasant seventy-degree temperature. There was nothing to indicate that this day would be anything less than another perfect day in the adult playground that was Las Vegas. 
 
    Maurice Laughlin decided to sleep in since he had been up late the night before losing heavily at the gaming tables. He was distracted and uneasy about MaryJane’s presence and her sticking her nose into his deal. This deal didn’t involve A & C as far as he could see and the clients were goosey enough without adding someone strange to them into the mix. 
 
    Since Sid Fleer was on the A & C payroll exactly for contingencies like this. The previous evening MaryJane Dimaguiba made one discreet phone call and suddenly, the folks in suite 32-336 were informed that they were being upgraded and within an hour MaryJane was setting up the necessary supplies and equipment needed to insure that the plan would go forward without any glitches. This was all accomplished before she had accompanied Loughlin’s dinner into his suite the previous evening. 
 
    Now it was Sunday morning. All the preparations were in place and the only thing left was to wait.  
 
      
 
    Suite 32-336 was decorated in a Rococo theme complete with an ornate replica of a statue of the Greek Muse, Clio.  
 
      
 
    It is a copy of one perched atop a doorway leading from Statuary Hall to the Speaker’s Office and the US Capitol Rotunda. She stands in a winged “Car of History.” The face of a clock doubles as one of the wheels of the chariot or car. Clio’s “car” signifies the unflagging march of time. 
 
      
 
    In the Sunday silence of the suite, MaryJane  heard something, a solitary ticking, inaudible during the daily commotion at the hotel. The sound she heard emanated from the wheel of Clio’s history chariot. 
 
      
 
    Tick. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    Tick. 
 
      
 
    The ticking was muted. But there it was. A tiny sound. 
 
      
 
    MaryJane mentally went over the plans that included Colonel Bin Ghazi and his detachment. Were all the “I’s” dotted and the “t’s” crossed? Were Bin Ghazi’s operators thoroughly trained and up to the task?  
 
    What was the best way to handle the problem of Loughlin? If this operation was a total success would C & A see fit to advance MaryJane in rank and authority? 
 
      
 
    Tick. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    Tick. 
 
      
 
    The silent desolation of the building seemingly ballooned the milliseconds between each tick, filling a temporal chasm which seemed longer than a second. And just when you thought the next tick wouldn’t come, there it was. 
 
      
 
    Sharp. 
 
    Staccato. 
 
    Deliberate. 
 
      
 
    Tick. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    Tick. 
 
      
 
    The ticking reminded MaryJane that the longer she sat there, she was losing time. The hotel floor was barren, otherwise frozen in suspended animation. But appearances can be deceiving. Time wasn’t stopping. 
 
      
 
    The Route 91 Harvest Festival had been billed as  a #ThreeDayNeonSleepover. 
 
    Rolling Stone called it one of the first of its kind for bringing a heavy-hitting billing of top country artists and up-and-comers to Vegas, and reporting that the venue catered to 30,000 strong. 
 
      
 
    On June 17, the festival announced via Instagram that the event had sold out "in record time." According to the festival's website, a general admission pass for the entire festival cost $210. Various VIP packages were available ranging from $375 to $750.  
 
      
 
    Eric Church took the stage Friday night as the main act, following a day of performances by Lee Brice, Brothers Osborne and Michael Ray. 
 
      
 
    On Saturday, hip hop cross-over Sam Hunt closed out the day of music from fellow performers Maren Morris, Lauren Alaina, Bobby Bones and the Raging Idiots and Brett Young, among others. 
 
      
 
    Owen, Big & Rich, Kane Brown, the Josh Abbott Band, Tyler Reeve and Dee Jay Silver performed on the Main Stage throughout the day on Sunday.  
 
      
 
    6:30pm: The Rebel Group at North Vegas Executive Airport.  
 
      
 
    The six birds were configured with the necessary equipment to execute the mission. Each fire team was given its final designator; ‘Assembler’ was to under be the Colonel’s personal control, birds #2 & #3, ‘Afflicter’ and ‘Destroyer’, were designated as snipers and cover teams, Birds #4 & #5,  ‘Sweeper’ and ‘Scraper’ were designated as on-site assault units. 
 
      
 
    The next two hours were spent checking out weapons and equipment, testing the communication gear but mostly going over the operation point by point to make certain that every member of the fire teams was clear on their objectives and assignments. 
 
      
 
    Tick. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    Tick. 
 
      
 
    9:00pm: Maurice Laughlin was sitting in an armchair by one of the windows overlooking the festival performers. After sealing the stairway door MaryJane let herself into the suite. She was carrying an oversized brown kidskin purse. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you knock before coming into someone’s room lady?”, he growled. “I coulda been naked or with a woman or something.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have anything I haven’t seen before and I don’t think you’re stupid enough to be banging some bimbo this close to the time of doing business. I wanted to make sure that I was already here before your customer arrived.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a middle-eastern male and probably won’t be thrilled about your being here. How do I explain your presence?” 
 
      
 
    “Screw him. Explain it however it suits you or don’t explain it at all. I don’t give a shit either way. I’m just here to make sure that nothing about this deal messes up anything for the C & A. We wouldn’t have to have this discussion if you hadn’t decided to do a little free-lancing on my turf and kept the boss informed.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay. Okay. Don’t get your drawers in a wad. I’ll handle it. Just, please, don’t say or do anything to queer my deal.” 
 
      
 
    9:15pm:  Assembler, Afflicter and Destroyer lift off from the Rebel hangar area headed for the helipad on the top of the Mandalay bay. It takes only five minutes for arrive and they touch down with no incident.  
 
      
 
    9:30pm: “Sweeper, Scraper; Assembler, proceed.” Bin Ghazi orders Sweeper and Scraper to get to their assigned target, the area behind the Tropicana where they could stage before the assault began. 
 
      
 
    9:45pm: Assembler; Sweeper on site. Assembler; Scraper on site. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tick. 
 
    Tick. 
 
    Tick. 
 
      
 
      
 
    9:45pm: Jake Owen, the opening act for Jason Aldean finished playing on the main stage of the festival across from the Mandalay Bay. Jason Aldine took center stage and after a few brief remarks began his set. Even though they were thirty-two floors up and behind the thick tempered glass windows the music was clearly audible. 
 
      
 
    9:45pm: There is a knock at the door of the suite and Laughlin hurries to answer it. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening Youssef, good to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “Hello Loughlin. Who is the woman? This was supposed to be between us.” 
 
      
 
    “Not to worry Youssef. She is an associate of mine here for other business. I assure you that she will stay in the background and not interfere.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well Laughlin but know that I am not pleased with changes. They complicate things unnecessarily. Let us begin to examine what you have brought for me this trip.” 
 
      
 
    Maurice opened the first crate of AK-47’s for the Colonel to look over. 
 
      
 
    “These don’t look as well made as the last shipment Laughlin. Are you sure these are the genuine Russian builds and not that North Korean crap?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re the same stuff as I always have gotten for you Youssef. Top quality. Or at least as close to top quality as you are going to get from the Russians.” 
 
      
 
    The Colonel took his time examining a number of the weapons. He worked the charging handles and examined the barrels. It seemed strange that this time he was being so cautious about the merchandise.  
 
      
 
    In past transactions he had just taken a cursory look and paid. Loughlin wondered if this was some ploy to renegotiate the price. That certainly wasn’t going to happen. He could hear Mary Jane giving a derisive snort from where she was standing behind him over his left shoulder.  
 
      
 
    He was grateful that she had the good sense not to say anything as the Jihadist had already made his displeasure over her presence known at the very beginning when he had arrived. 
 
      
 
     There was a sudden commotion from the ledge outside the suite. They all turned in that direction to see what had caused the noise and as Maurice took one step, MaryJane brought the Woodsman twenty-two from the waistband at her mid-back, swung it quickly in line with the base of Loughlin’s skull and squeezed the trigger. Once. 
 
      
 
    The last thing that went through Maurice Loughlin’s mind was thirty-six grains of copper clad lead travelling at 1260 feet per second. It exited his lower forehead spraying pink foamy blood and gray brain matter until it embedded itself into the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    Maurice was dead before he hit the floor. 
 
      
 
    9:58pm; A security guard investigating a reported strange sound arrived on the 32nd floor and found the door to the emergency stairway blocked with a wedge. He heard one shot apparently from suite 32-3?? 
 
      
 
    “Security. Is everything OK in there?” 
 
      
 
    Colonel Bin Ghazi took three long strides towards the door while retrieving the UZI from under his shirt and activating the charging handle in one fluid motion. He pointed the weapon about two-thirds of the way down the door and stitched a five shot burst about waist high.  
 
      
 
    Time to get this show on the road Colonel”, MaryJane said as if she were discussing leaving for a shopping trip. She quickly retrieved her bag and pulled out an old-fashioned glass cutter, walked over to the first window and made a few scratches in the lower left-hand corner. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you doing lady?” Bin Ghazi agitatedly barked. “We have work to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Watch and learn Colonel.”, she replied making the same kind of scratches in the lower left corner of the second window. Having satisfied herself that everything was in order so far, she withdrew a plastic cone-shaped object from her bag and attached it over the area she had scratched in the glass. She repeated her actions with a second object and withdrew what looked to be a TV remote from her bag along with two sets of shooters’ ear plugs. 
 
      
 
    “Better put these in your ears Colonel, unless you want to spend the next two days deaf as a post.” 
 
      
 
    Bin Ghazi didn’t argue but did as she told him wondering to himself what this bit of theater was all about. Once she had her own earplugs in place and saw he had done the same she pressed a red button at the top of the remote device. Immediately there was a loud sound emanating from the cones attached to the windows and Bin Ghazi watched as the tempered glass began to ripple like the surface of a puddle. The sound was still painful to his ears even with the plugs. This went on for what seemed like forever but it was only about fifteen seconds before the two windows began to disintegrate into small fragments. 
 
      
 
    “Neat little toys don’t you think Colonel? Little buggers work on the principle of acoustic resonance. Makes it look as if what is about to happen down below came from here in this room.” 
 
      
 
    “Quite impressive lady. I’ll have to ask for some of those in my next shipment of supplies.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not likely that the Firm would share these goodies with you Colonel, but you can always ask.” 
 
      
 
    Bin Ghazi still didn’t like her but had to admit that she had the heart of a warrior. 
 
      
 
    10:05pm: “Assembler; all units, Go! I repeat, GO! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The two snipers on the 32nd floor ledges opened up with their weapons on the crowd simultaneously while the Colonel and MaryJane headed out of the suite toward the stairwell. The security guard was unconscious and bleeding and would be no problem to them. 
 
      
 
    While the sniper fire appeared random there was a well thought out pattern to the shooting. The concert venue had been set up so that the fencing provided only one public way in and out and one entrance/exit behind the stage for the performers. 
 
      
 
    When the shooting first started those who heard it thought it was part of the finale of the show, until people started crying out and falling, bleeding from gunshot wounds. It was then that the crowd began to panic. The fencing acted like the chutes in a slaughter house, funneling the panicked concert goers into the killing zone.  
 
    10:16 pm: “Las Vegas 911, what is your emergency?” 
 
    “We’re at the Mandalay Bay and there’s people getting shot here.” 
 
    “Can you see people shooting inside the hotel?”               
 
     “I think we saw the guy flying in a helicopter. […] You guys need officers in the sky because he’s flying in a helicopter.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Las Vegas Dispatch we are on the 31st floor of the Mandalay Bay. There is shooting one floor above us. Roll SWAT.”  
 
    The Colonel and MaryJane hurried up the two flights to the thirty-fourth floor where the rest of the Assembler team awaited them in front of the door of the only suite on the floor. 
 
      
 
    All team members and MaryJane donned their ear protection and with a nod from the Colonel the team member closest to the door produced a breaching charge from his ruck, placed it against the frame and activated the time-delay piezo trigger. Five seconds later the door was no longer a barrier and the assault team entered the suite. Two of the Crown Princes’ security detail lay on the floor killed by the shock of the explosion. The team quickly cleared the rest of the suite and found only one more occupant, another member of the Crown Princes’ security team. He was mortally wounded but still alive. 
 
      
 
    “Where is the Prince?”, demanded Bin Ghazi. 
 
      
 
    “Help me brother.”, the wounded man moaned. 
 
      
 
    “I will help you brother, but it is imperative you tell me where the Prince is. He is in grave danger.” 
 
      
 
    “He went to the Tropicana to gamble. The rest of his security detail is with him. They will protect him. Please, my brother, help me.”, the wounded man gasped and coughed up pink foamy blood. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will help you brother,” the Colonel said as he raised the UZI and fired one shot into the mans’ forehead. 
 
      
 
    Bin Ghazi brought the communications microphone to his lips and pressed the key; “Abort, abort, abort. Charming is at Sweeper-Scraper base. Fall back. Plan “B”.” 
 
      
 
    Before retreating to his helo on the roof, Destroyer fired a number of rounds toward the fuel tanks at McCarran airport which was well within range. Hoping to set off an explosion as a diversionary tactic and knowing that the local law enforcement would soon be converging on this location. He was sure that a number of his rounds had hit the tanks but was disappointed when there was no subsequent explosion. 
 
      
 
    10:27pm: “Afflicter, Destroyer; Assembler. Provide air cover for ground teams. Night vision shows friendlies.” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is that all about?”, MaryJane asks. 
 
      
 
    “Our people got some paint from your techies. Stuff is visible to night vision. Backs of our guys are marked with ID so we don’t have friendly-fire casualties.” 
 
      
 
    10:32pm: Petris announced to the others; “Best to check the weapons before we get out of the vehicle. Make sure that everything is in readiness and that they are well concealed before we go traipsing through the lobby. No point in getting anyone’s undies in a bunch for no reason.” 
 
      
 
    Once they were sure that everything was in order, they exited the Escalade and began to look for their contact person.  
 
    They were headed toward the elevators when a short, muscular middle-Eastern looking gentleman hurriedly exited from the elevator nearest them and began walking in their direction. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 “Mr. Petris? I am Captain Ahmed Al-Hadrami. I am so sorry to not be here when you arrived. I was delayed getting here to the parking garage. There is much commotion going on. We must get immediately to His Highness. He seemed very concerned that you would get here soon and instructed me to bring you to him immediately upon your arrival.” 
 
    “It is my pleasure to make your acquaintance Captain, although I am surprised that you would be in mufti rather than your uniform.” 
 
    10:33pm: “Dispatch to all units at Mandalay Bay; We have three shooters on the 32nd-floor of the Mandalay Bay.” 
 
      
 
    10:38pm: “Dispatch , Las Vegas supervisor: There was a shooter at the Route 91 and all we know is that the suspects are still outstanding and there were three.” 
 
   
  
 

 As the moved toward the elevator Al-Hadrami explained; “His Highness wanted to be as anonymous as possible while we were here so he could gamble without drawing too much attention. It was on his order that me and my men are dressed in civilian clothing.  
 
    Please hurry. The Crown Prince does not like to be kept waiting.” 
 
    The four entered the elevator and the Captain inserted a key which activated the car. There were no floor buttons to be pushed and it became obvious to Petris’ crew that this was a private elevator that only went to a very VIP suite. 
 
    10:42pm: “Las Vegas 911, what is your emergency?” 
 
    “Hello? Send the police, we need help. We’re in Hooters room #340, there’s a shooter in the lobby of the casino. Send the police. Please hurry.” 
 
    10:43pm: “Las Vegas 911, what is your emergency?” 
 
    “ 9-11? I just got a call from one of my employees. She says she’s trapped in an airport hangar. She’s in a hangar at the airport and she’s seen people who’ve been shot where she is. She and her friend heard the shooting and broke into the hangar to hide. She’s in hangar number six.” 
 
   
  
 

 As the elevator doors opened they were greeted by a guard armed with appeared to be a clone of the weapons that the Petris group carried concealed. 
 
    “Hurry Captain, His Highness is very agitated. Apparently there has been a shooting incident by the music festival with much police activity” They were ushered into the suite and into the presence of a tall, slightly overweight man of about thirty or so.  
 
    He was casually dressed in an Izod golf shirt and tan walking shorts.  
 
    Keren wasn’t sure what she expected the Crown Prince to look like but she had expected that he would be wearing the traditional Keffiyeh headgear. 
 
    “Petris my friend,” said the Prince; “How good to see you again. I was concerned when I received your phone call and it seems that, as usual, your intelligence was right on the money. There are reports of a mass shooting at the country music festival by the Mandalay Bay. I won’t ask how it is that your information is always better than that of my Royal Information Agency but it always is. Who are these people with you?” 
 
    “Your highness, these are my staff, highly competent and completely trusted. I’m afraid that we don’t have too much time to chat, however. I believe that there is to be an attempt to either kidnap or assassinate you tonight. We need to get you out of here and to a place of safety immediately” 
 
    “Very well, Petris. I have learned that your information and concerns are always well founded. I will call for the car immediately. It will take a while since I my other two men return to the Mandalay Bay with it.” 
 
    “Your highness, we do not have that kind of time to wait. I have a secure vehicle waiting in the VIP parking area below the hotel. We need to leave. Now.” 
 
    “As you wish, Petris. Captain, make certain that you and your men are on high alert as we are moving.” 
 
    10:45pm: “Las Vegas 911, what is your emergency?” 
 
    “Two middle-eastern looking gentlemen with backpacks and what look like bullet proof vests were walking into the hotel while everybody was running the other way. There’s people who got shot in the restaurant in front of the hotel. I think they may be some of the shooters. The place is behind the Hooters --- it’s Americas Best Value --- it’s a little motel.” 
 
   
  
 

 It was quite cramped with the six men and Keren crammed into the private elevator but soon they were down at the parking level with Ted and Keren in the lead, one of the Crown Princes’ guards behind them, the Prince and Petris walking side by side and the remaining two guards in the rear.  
 
    10:48pm: “Las Vegas 911, what is your emergency? 
 
    “I’m an off-duty Orange County Sheriff. First floor parking, MGM, suspicious people. I don’t know, they are on their phones, middle-eastern, first floor, MGM parking lot. […] they were surrounding a vehicle […] it was just a weird look.” 
 
   
  
 

 They had walked almost half way to the car when there was a loud report and the lead guard in front of the Prince went down, shot in the head. Captain Al-Hadrami spun to his right and saw that there were three attackers dressed in what appeared to be police SWAT uniforms moving toward the group firing as they came.  
 
    The two guards in the rear moved to the right of the Prince and Petris and began to return fire on the attackers. Ted began to run toward the Escalade hoping to get it unlocked and ready to receive the rest of the group.  
 
    His movement caught the attention of the attacker closest to him who fired a burst in his direction. He felt a searing pain in his right buttock and nearly went down but managed to keep moving toward the vehicle. The bodyguard behind Captain Al-Hadrami returned fire taking out the attacker who had wounded Ted.  
 
    10:54pm: “Dispatch, all units, as far as we know there are three suspects.” 
 
   
  
 

 Petris wanted to return fire but somehow his weapon had become caught in his waistband and he could not draw it. He kept urging the Prince to move toward the Escalade.  
 
    The two remaining attackers continued to fire at the group and the Captain and the remaining surviving body guard returned cover fire. As the group nearly reached the Escalade, the two remaining attackers were hit but one managed to fatally wound the second body guard. Ted had managed to drag himself to the Escalade and unlock it, opening the doors. 
 
    11:00pm: “Las Vegas 911, what is your emergency?” 
 
    “I’m at the MGM.”, said a woman. “There is more than one shooter […] I want you to know there is more than one. […] There’s multiple. […] Stop telling the news that there is only one shooter there is multiple shooters and they are out there.”  
 
    Petris got the Crown Prince into the back seat of the Escalade and he slid into the right hand seat next to the Prince as Keren started walking behind the vehicle. She was going to get in the left side on the other side of the Crown Prince.  
 
    11:10pm: “Las Vegas 911, what is your emergency?” 
 
    “ This is Las Vegas Monorail Control. We have two passengers that are on the monorail platform who have gunshot wounds to their leg.” 
 
    11:10pm: “Las Vegas 911, what is your emergency? 
 
    “We are stuck in the New York New York, we don’t know if it’s safe to leave, we saw bodies on the floor in the Zumanity theater.” 
 
    11:12pm: “Yes, dispatch, this is in reference to your active shooter — my niece who’s saying there is an active shooter now inside the Tropicana […].” 
 
    Captain Al-Hadrami was moving toward the front passenger door when Colonel Bin Ghazi came from behind a pillar and fired a long burst which practically cut the Captain in two. It was a quick, if untidy death. 
 
    “It seems as though you and your friends here are about to experience a little change of plans, your Highness,” Bin Ghazi shouted to the group. “It is time that the Kingdom has a ruler who does not bow to the infidels and associate with kafir.”  
 
    Bin Ghazi moved slowly toward the Escalade losing track of Keren because of focusing on the Prince. 
 
    Keren decided that it was better to die on her feet instead of on her knees and retrieved her weapon from its concealed position. She brought it up to the level of the Escalade roof. 
 
    “Hey, asshole,” she shouted and as Bin Ghazi looked up startled she fired three rounds into his forehead dropping him as if he had been poleaxed. 
 
    11:31pm: “We are in the Bellagio and we heard gunshots and we don’t know what to do. […] Maybe like five to ten minutes ago. […] A bunch of people ran from outside the casino inside,” a man told a 911 operator. 
 
    “ Dispatch, all units[…] these shooters are still active.” 
 
    …“The shooter was in front of Planet Hollywood,” 
 
    11:32 pm: A woman staying on the 32nd-floor of the Mandalay Bay in room 32-327 (on the 300 wing) reported hearing the fire alarm and seeing “a lot of smoke.” 
 
    11:32pm: A woman reports to 911 that there was a shooter inside the Paris casino. “I think I heard five to six shots, boom, boom, boom, boom, boom,” the woman explained to the operator. 
 
    11:32pm: “Las Vegas 911, what is your emergency?” 
 
    “I’m staying on the 21st-floor at Mandalay Bay and I heard  an “explosion” around 11:30 pm before “glass” fell down past my window.” 
 
    “Everybody OK?, she said. “Ted can you get us the hell out of here?” 
 
    “I’m hit Keren. I don’t think I can drive.” 
 
    “Hit? Hit where?” Petris demanded. 
 
    “That first son-of -a-bitch shot me in my right cheek. I’m bleeding kind of heavy right now.” 
 
    “Right cheek?, Petris asked. “I don’t see any blood on your face.” 
 
    “Not my face cheek, boss. It’s my butt cheek.” 
 
    Keren giggled. “It ain’t funny lady. It hurts like hell.” 
 
    11:33pm: “Dispatch all units, we are getting reports of an active shooter at the Venetian.” 
 
    11:33pm: “Las Vegas 911, what is your emergency?” 
 
    “My sister was in the “food court” at the Excalibur when a gunman came in and opened fire.” 
 
    “There is an active shooting at the Paris casino […] we heard the shots […] maybe 30-45 seconds ago.” (they could still hear gunshots while on phone with 911) 
 
    “The shooter was at the Chandelier bar in the Cosmo and we have another one down in the valet of the Bellagio,” said a 911 operator who was taking a report. 
 
    “OK, let me take a look. Petris, do we have a first aid kit? We need to get Ted patched up and we need to get the hell out of here. It could be that there are more where these other rats came from. Drop your drawers Ted, let me take a look.” 
 
    “Keren!” Ted squawked. “Put a sock in it Ted. I’ve seen a man’s ass before.” Ted gingerly dropped his pants and Keren saw that there was a hole a bit smaller than the size of her little finger through the fleshy part of Ted’s right butt cheek. 
 
    “OK hang on Ted, this is gonna hurt a bit” Keren fished in her bag and came out with a small bottle of cologne, some tissues and a tampon. 
 
    “What the hell?”, Ted shrieked. “Shut up Ted” Keren snapped while she wet the tissues with the cologne and swabbed the area around the entrance and exit wounds. 
 
    “Damn that burns.” Said Ted. “That ain’t nothin, cupcake,” Keren answered tearing the wrapping off the tampon. She then shoved it into and through the wound. 
 
    “Owwww! God Damn It!” 
 
    “That will staunch the bleeding until we can get you some professional help. Now, limp over to the passenger side, get in and sit on your left cheek. I’m going to have to drive this wreck and get us back to the airport. How do I get us back to I-95 and on our way Petris?” 
 
    “Follow the red and gold lights to the Trump Casino. There’s an exit there that will take you to I-95 and you can retrace our route back to North Las Vegas Executive.” 
 
    MaryJane had observed and overheard all this from behind the pillar that Bin Ghazi had emerged from. The vehicle they had commandeered was just a few steps away so it wasn’t difficult for her to get to it and begin tailing the Escalade. She would figure out some way to salvage something from this disaster somehow. 
 
    11:42pm: “Las Vegas 911, what is your emergency?” 
 
    “There’s people with guns over there at the High Roller. […] there’s a lot of people already killed in there.” 
 
    11:43pm: “Las Vegas 911, what is your emergency?” 
 
    “I’m staying at MGM Grand on the 38th-floor,Tower 2, room 37-716. I’m hearing a lot of gunfire in the building within the last 2-3 minutes.” 
 
    11:43pm: A man named Chris told a 911 operator that he sees a man dressed in black on the lower roof of the Mandalay Bay by a skylight. 
 
    Caller to 911 reported a lot of shots fired in Caesar’s Palace around 11:33 pm. “One woman even got shot,” he explained. 
 
    “We’re in the Bellagio, we can hear them shooting,” a caller told 911. 
 
    “I’m in the LINQ hotel and there’s and active shooter […] he came in the front entrance […] Strip side,” a man told 911. 
 
    “They are shooting at the Flamingo […] they are still shooting now,” a man told 911. 
 
    Keren had little difficulty following the red and gold marker lights to the Trump Casino and the exit to the surface streets was well marked. She pulled up to the keypad at the gate.  
 
    “What was the code again Petris? I have to punch it in before the gate will open.” 
 
    “Four-five, four-five, then enter.” Petris answered. 
 
    Keren punched in the numbers and the gate trundled open to allow them out. As she pulled forward a Jeep nearly rear-ended them. 
 
    “Crazy bastard behind nearly clobbered us to get through the gate.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that now Keren,” Petris said; “We need to get His Majesty out of town and Ted to medical attention. This is no time for a road rage confrontation.”
  
 
    Aside from traffic being worse than it was on the trip in, the return to North Vegas Executive was uneventful. After a few minutes Keren lost sight of and forgot the Jeep.  
 
    It was about fifteen minutes after midnight when they arrived at the airport. Keren parked the Escalade near the entry stairs of the Learjet. Ted was now in great pain from his wound and it was difficult for him to be boarded. Petris was in his seventies and, although in good shape for his age it was going to be next to impossible for him to get Ted into the jet by himself. 
 
    “Allow me to help Petris,” the Prince offered. “We can’t ask you to do that Your Highness,” Ted said gritting his teeth in pain. 
 
    “Nonsense. If it weren’t for you people I would be kidnapped or dead by now. I look at you all as friends and friends help friends when the situation calls for it.” 
 
    Between the efforts of Petris and the Crown Prince, Ted was finally manhandled into the Learjet and placed on one of the couches face down. 
 
    “Keren, would you please gather the bags and stow them in the cargo compartment and return the limo to the staging area? While you’re doing that I will go through the pre-flight check. As soon as you return we will head back to BKG.” 
 
      
 
    “OK Petris, but shouldn’t we try to get a second certified pilot as a backup? I know you said you were qualified to fly this thing but if something goes wrong we’re in deep trouble. I don’t know anything about piloting an aircraft.” 
 
    At this point the Prince spoke up, “Not to worry. I was trained as a fighter pilot when I served in the Royal Air Force. It’s like you Americans say about riding a bicycle, you never forget. I can fly as Petris’ co-pilot.” 
 
    Keren exited the plane and pulled the limo to the back of Learjet by the cargo compartment. She transferred their bags into the belly of the plane and drove the Escalade back around the fence, parked it, placed the keys under the drivers floormat and walked back to the plane. The engines were running at slow speed as she climbed up the stairway, closed and secured the hatch. 
 
    “I’m back Petris. Do I have time to check on Ted before we take off?” 
 
    “Sure thing, Keren. We will have about five minutes on the taxiway before we are cleared to take off.” 
 
    “Keren walked back to where Ted was strapped down. “How are you doing sport?” 
 
    “How would you expect me to be doing Keren? I was shot in the ass. I hurt. Can you get me one of those small bottles of Wild Turkey from the courtesy bar? I need something to dull the pain.” 
 
      
 
    “Booze wouldn’t be such a good idea, especially since you are going to need to see the medicos when we get back to Branson. I have some Midol in my purse. I’ll give you three of those with some water. In about ten minutes it should take the edge off the pain.” 
 
    “Midol? Are you crazy? Midol? I have a gunshot wound not menstrual cramps.” 
 
    Petris keyed the microphone; “D-CGFI tower, permission to take off.” 
 
    “D-CGFI cleared for take-off runway 12R.” 
 
    Petris realized that the Prince had spoken the truth. The skill of flying a jet after all these years was just like the skill of riding a bicycle. He was a little bit wobbly at first but he managed to get them off the ground and on their way east toward Branson. 
 
    “Petris, is there some way I can use the radio to communicate to air traffic control to have one of my official aircraft meet us at Branson airport?” 
 
    “That is possible, your Highness, but it may direct some unwanted attention to us by the folks who had other plans for you back in Vegas. We have a satellite phone on board here. Do you have a secure way of calling your people using that?” 
 
    “Yes, I can do that. Miss Keren, can you please bring the satellite phone up here to the cockpit please?” 
 
    The Crown Prince made three calls speaking in his native tongue. The last one was a lengthy exchange that had him reacting very angrily. 
 
    After a bit Petris found that flying the Learjet in level flight was very similar to driving the Escalade but with a few more gauges and dials to keep track of but less traffic to be aware of. They were about seventy-five minutes into the flight when Petris checked the heads-up navigation chart showing them to be pretty much over the Mount Dora East navigation beacon near where New Mexico meets the Oklahoma panhandle. Without warning the collision avoidance klaxon began a shrill pulsating wail that continued to increase in volume and intensity. 
 
    Keren hollered; “What the hell is that racket up there? Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Seems like there is another plane getting a bit too close.” Petris answered. “Strange, since there hasn’t been any traffic or notices from air control. Maybe… OH SHIT!” The Learjet was violently buffeted as another jet passed scant feet above it coming from behind and causing violent gyrations as the wash from the overtaking planes’ exhaust disrupted the Learjet’s control pattern. 
 
    “Seems like we have come unfriendly company, “ the Crown Prince observed. “I recognized the markings on that bird. It is a trainer from the  air wing of the National Guard. It makes sense of one of the conversations I had after we took off.  
 
    A unit has gone rogue and are attempting a coup. Petris, my friend, I believe that it would be best if you were to allow me to take the controls. In my youth I was trained as a fighter pilot in our air force. Like I said before, flying is like you people say about riding a bicycle, you never forget. Keren, are you and Ted securely strapped in? This ride is about to get interesting.” 
 
    “Ted is strapped down with three seatbelts across his body since he is laying across one of the couches. I’m as strapped in as I can be.” 
 
    “Your Highness, are they going to attempt to shoot us down in US air space?” Petris asked. 
 
    Before the Crown Prince could answer he put the Learjet into an extreme right-bank and dive maneuver as the aggressor airplane was headed at them head-on. It passed above and to the left as the Prince first brought the Learjet level and then executed a loop to attempt to get a visual on the other plane. 
 
    “They’re not equipped to shoot us down, Petris. Those trainers have neither guns nor missiles. They will be trying to ram us and cause a fatal collision. You can believe that I am going to do my best to screw up that plan.” 
 
    For the next five minutes the two jets engaged in a deadly ballet of rolls, loops and evasive maneuvers. Petris was concerned that the Learjet airframe was not going to be able to take the strain and that they would suffer a cataclysmic equipment failure.  
 
    He also noticed that the Crown Prince was showing fatigue similar to a heavyweight boxer who has gone more rounds than he was conditioned for. His reflexes were slowing and it was beginning to show. It must have become obvious to the aggressor at that point, since the Saudi trainer was lined up at about the two o’clock position and closing fast.  
 
    Petris barely was able to whisper a prayer when the trainer was hit by two air to air missiles simultaneously in an “X” pattern and in the blink of an eye was reduced to a shower of falling burning debris. 
 
    “D-CGFI - SA2810 are all hands OK?” 
 
    “SA2810 – D-CGFI all hands are fine. Advise status” 
 
    “D-CGFI – SA2810 myself and SA2811 will escort you to safety. Info is Scimitar 1 is aboard. Can you confirm?” 
 
    “SA2810 – D-CGFI affirmative Scimitar 1 is aboard. We have fuel to make BKG. Can you escort there?” 
 
    “D-CGFI – SA2810 affirmative. We will escort to BKG. BO78-310 will be on site to extract Scimitar 1.” 
 
    After taking a few minutes to allow the adrenaline to dissipate and his blood pressure to come back down somewhat Petris turned to the Prince and said; “Do you have any ideas about what the hell just happened and how two of your Air Force fighter jets just happened to ride in like the cavalry to save our sorry butts?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, my friend, I’m not 100% sure, but I can hazard a couple of educated guesses. First off, it is obvious that there was a unit in the elite guard that attempted to stage a coup and either assassinate me or, at the very least, kidnap me. I suspect that you knew something of that plot since it was you who called me and suggest that I allow you to spirit me out of Las Vegas by meeting you at the Tropicana.  
 
    As far as the F-15’s, as you know, we do joint training with the US military. Most of it is done in the Kingdom or at other bases near the Kingdom. But we also participate in specialized training here in the United States. Not only the big annual get-together at Nellis, but also special operations training. I am fairly certain that our two chaperones were part of a Saudi contingent at the US Air Force  Special Operations Command stationed at Cannon Air Base near Clovis, New Mexico. It was just dumb luck that they were close enough to intervene on our behalf.” 
 
    “Branson Tower - D-CGFI you are cleared to land. Wind west at 8 knots. Please taxi to VIP apron upon landing.” 
 
    “D-CGFI – Branson Tower, thank you sir.” 
 
    Rolling up to the VIP apron they were greeted by the sight of a Saudi Apache gunship, a Medivac helicopter and a Taney County squad car containing a very upset Sheriff  Jimmie Russell. 
 
      
 
    For the next hour they were subjected to the Sheriff barking like an overwrought terrier but still showing deference toward his Royal visitor. He kept hissing at Petris; “What the hell were you thinking boy? Creating an international incident and bringing it here into my county. I have half a mind to arrest your ass and throw you into the drunk tank on a charge of aggravated mopery.” 
 
    It took the Taney County Ambulance District paramedics a bit longer than usual to triage and redress the gunshot wound and remove Ted from the plane into the waiting helicopter. They boys were laughing so hard about Ted being shot in the butt, having a tampon inserted in the wound and being given a Midol for the pain that they nearly dropped the stretcher, twice.  It was decided to take him to Cox Hospital South in Branson rather than fly up to Springfield. 
 
    The Crown Prince expressed his deep thanks to both Keren and Petris for all they had done. “I assure you that I will not forget that had both of you not gotten involved in this adventure my life would have been forfeited. As soon as I get back to my country and take care of a few pressing details which need to be addressed, I will make certain that you both are adequately rewarded for your efforts.” He bowed to Keren, hugged Petris and kissed him on both cheeks, wheeled toward the waiting Apache and in a few seconds was airborne. 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Russell had finally calmed down enough to understand that neither Petris nor Keren nor the Prince had violated any Federal laws or state or county statutes and growled at Petris; “Just keep your nose clean, boy,” he got into his squad car and left the apron. It was all Keren could do to stifle a giggle. 
 
    “Well Keren, all we need to do now is get the car and load the luggage and get back to Totentanz.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll have to load the luggage Petris.” 
 
    “Sure we do Keren,” said Petris. “They don’t have Skycaps here at Branson Airport to take care of your luggage.” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand, Petris. Look,” she said, pointing toward the belly hold of the Learjet which stood gaping open, it’s hatch clearly missing. 
 
    “Well, that’s a shame. There was some valuable hardware in those cases that I hate to lose, but better the hardware lying there in the wilderness and not our bodies. Let’s get back to the house and I’ll take you into Branson tomorrow to get some things for your trip back to Chicago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    12 A WAKE OF VULTURES 
 
    “Practice is when everything works, but nobody understands why.”
“At this station, theory and practice are united, so nothing works and nobody understands why.”
Dallas Federal Reserve Bank president, Richard Fisher 
 
    The prince had left as had the sheriff and Ted was on his way to the hospital. Keren and Petris were alone by the general aviation hangar. 
 
    “Keren, are you OK?”, Petris asked in a concerned voice. “You are pale, sweating and jump at every little sound. Were you cut or wounded during all the excitement?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Petris, just alert, very, very alert. I feel like I have ants crawling inside my skin.” 
 
    “More than likely you’re experiencing an adrenaline hangover from our little adventure. You should be back to normal in an hour or two. If you’re not back to being yourself by morning, we’ll drop by Cox hospital ER to have you checked out.” 
 
    The drive back to “Totentanz” was an uneventful fifteen minutes but Keren was still jumpy and on edge. Once inside, Petris suggested a snack and a cup of herbal tea before retiring, knowing that Keren’s body was still keyed up from the skirmish and the air attack. The adrenaline had burned up most of her glucose reserve and a light snack would go far toward re-balancing her metabolism.  
 
    He reasoned that she would also benefit from an informal “debriefing” that would help her to better process what they had just gone through.  
 
    He got Keren settled in the dining room and quickly ducked into the kitchen where he brewed up a pot of Lavender and Lemon balm tea, sliced up a loaf of banana bread and assembled all of it with cups, plates and utensils on a tray which he carried into the dining room. 
 
    “Are you feeling any better Keren?” 
 
    “Some, Petris, but I’m still a bit shaky. I’m trying to sort through what we’ve just gone through to try to make some sense out of it all. Were we really in the middle of a terrorist attack tonight? These things aren’t supposed to happen in the US.” 
 
    “If you check the news on your cell phone, I’m sure that there is all kinds of coverage on tonight’s party in Las Vegas. Why don’t you do that for a few minutes while I pour the tea and slice some banana bread for you?” 
 
    Keren took out her call phone and brought up the 24-hour news stream. It was apparent that the reports were recaps of the Las Vegas events liberally peppered with conjecture and opinion. Much of it had no commonality with what Keren and their group had experienced. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A man unleashed a barrage of gunfire from a hotel room onto an outdoor music festival in Las Vegas last night, in what appears to be one of the deadliest mass shootings in American history.  
 
    The events played out on two stages on Sunday: the streets and festival grounds that became a killing field, and the halls of the Mandalay Bay Resort and Casino where the police sought the gunman. 
 
    As the gunman sprayed bullets from the 32nd floor of the hotel, concertgoers began to flee. In a video taken near the concert stage, panicked screams can be heard amid bursts of continuous gunfire. 
 
    As victims fell, people ran or ducked for cover. Many concertgoers jumped fences to escape. 
 
    The gunfire interrupted the performance of Jason Aldean, a singer at the Route 91 Harvest Festival, a three-day country music event. 
 
    Concertgoers described hearing round after round of gunfire. “This shooting was going on for at least 10 minutes,” said Jake Owen, a country singer who was on stage with Mr. Aldean when the shooting began. 
 
    Maurice Bernard Laughlin, the gunman, killed at least 50 people and wounded more than 400 when he unleashed a shower of bullets from a hotel room balcony on a music festival in Las Vegas on Monday, is not connected to any militant group and likely acted alone, Clark County Sheriff Joseph Lombardo told reporters. 
 
    Laughlin, is believed to have checked into the hotel room at the Mandalay Bay Hotel and Casino last Thursday. Ten rifles were found in his room, which he shared with a 62-year-old woman who was initially regarded by authorities as related to the case.  
 
    An unidentified source in the Clarke County Sheriff's office told the Associated Press that Laughlin's foreign travel has become part of the ongoing search for a motive for the mass shooting. Authorities have learned that Laughlin took some 20 cruises, many of them in Europe and the Middle East.” 
 
    Keren muted the phone and laid it down on the table in front of her. 
 
    “Petris, these reports don’t make any sense to me. Why is there no mention of the Prince? Why aren’t they talking about the armed military attackers? Why are they concentrating on one guy holed up in the Mandalay Bay?” 
 
    “Keren, what you are seeing is not poor reporting but intentional disinformation, most likely directed by government people for their own purposes. What we experienced was the result of a failed assassination attempt and a terror attack, but also an attempted coup in Saudi. 
 
      
 
    The LVMPD knows the motive behind the attack, but the FBI will not allow the release of the motive because it implicates the government in illegal arms deals and supplying arms to terrorists within U.S. borders. 
 
    Maurice Bernard Loughlin was an undercover government agent who took part in multiple illegal arms deals in the Las Vegas area in a gun running entrapment scheme similar to Fast and Furious.  
 
    Loughlin thought he was engaging in another routine arms transfer, but the "bad guys" had learned about the scheme and Loughlin’s identity from another rogue government operator.  
 
    In Las Vegas, Prince Al Waleed owned the upper floors of the Mandalay Bay resort, including the 32nd floor. That was one point of shooting at the strip. 
 
    I say one place because the witnesses were all correct. There were other locations too. 
 
    The Mandalay Bay has a helo pad on the roof. That's important, because that was the escape route after the carnage. 
 
    Loughlin was a pilot and a gun runner between the Philippines and the US. 
 
    He was running guns for Prince Al Waleed. He didn't win at the casino. Those millions came from smuggling. 
 
      
 
    Last night we know that the Crown Prince was in Las Vegas. He was at the Tropicana. The FBI knew Loughlin was running guns because they received a tip.  
 
    What they didn't know about was an assassination attempt on The Crown Prince.  
 
    Loughlin brought the guns as he normally did. Instead of getting paid this time, they killed him. He was victim one. 
 
    They shot up the country music venue. That was to create chaos and distract from the real target who had moved over to the Tropicana. 
 
    The assassins shot from Mandalay bay, but as we know, they also were at the Tropicana trying to kill the Crown Prince. That explains why there were shooters on the ground and in the air. 
 
    Remember the helicopters flying over? Why would a helicopter be there when there was a shooter high up? It wasn't news, or cops. It was the assassins who ran up the stairs to the roof from the 32nd floor. 
 
    They killed Laughlin and carried out the massacre and then fled the scene. 
 
    Yes, there was more than one shooter. 
 
    Yes, there were shots from helicopters. 
 
    Yes, the Saudis were involved. 
 
      
 
    The alleged shooter, our boy, Maurice Bernard Loughlin, was really a patsy and was shot as a cover-up. 
 
    The Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department Sheriff lied to the public about events which occurred last night during the shooting. 
 
    However, it’s also important to point out that the sheriff did not lie by choice but rather lied due to the fact that the Department of Homeland Security deemed the terror attack a ‘matter of national security’ which is why an FBI Special Agent was subsequently assigned to the sheriff as his handler. 
 
    Meanwhile the assassination attempts on the Crown Prince failed.” 
 
    Keren sat there slack-jawed hardly believing what she had just heard Petris explain although it all tied in with what they had gone through in Las Vegas just a few short hours ago. 
 
    “Petris, if all of what you say is true, and please understand, I believe that your version of what happened makes sense. Much more sense than what the media is reporting. But if so, we need to tell someone in authority. Somebody, the FBI or the Department of Homeland Security, somebody needs to know and take action.” 
 
    A look of sadness crossed Petris’ face. Keren, like most Americans, had been brought up with the idea that the government was the “good guys”.  
 
    Perhaps misinformed at times, wrong-thinking at times but still the good guys in the white hats, never-the-less. The reality was disconcerting and upsetting, especially to folks who equated belief in the governments’ goodness with patriotism and love of country. He took a deep breath and began to explain; 
 
    “Keren there are a few difficult facts that you need to consider. We know that down through the annals of history small groups of men have conspired to bring the reins of power into their hands. History books are full of their schemes. Even the major media believes in conspiracies like the MS-13 where men conspire to make money through crime. Back in the 1990s the media did a series on the Cosa Nostra informer named Joseph Valachi. Valachi testified before a Senate committee making public many things that had been held close for years. 
 
    Most of us didn’t know that the organization was called La Costra Nostra, (Our Thing). Until Valachi testified we all thought that it was called the Mafia. That’s how little we knew about this group, despite the fact that it was a century-old and had operated in many countries with a self-perpetuating clique of leaders. We didn’t know it by its proper name or the reach of its tentacles. All we were aware of was the results of its nefarious activities. What we haven’t seen, at least so far, is a Joe Valachi type informer regarding the Deep State conspiracy. 
 
      
 
    Everyone knows that Adolph Hitler existed. No one disputes that. The terror and destruction he inflicted on the world is universally recognized. Hitler came from a poor family with no social position. He was a high school drop-out and nobody ever considered him to be cultured. Yet he tried and came very close to succeeding in conquering the world. 
 
    Joseph Stalin also existed. No one disputes that. Like Hitler, Stalin was poor, of low social status. He spent a great part of his life in poverty yet he was responsible for the deaths of millions of human beings and the enslavement of nearly a billion more. He managed to conquer a large portion of the world. We know this to be a fact. 
 
    It is more than theoretically possible that a billionaire could be sitting in a penthouse or a boardroom in say, Manhattan or London or Paris or Rome and dream the same dream as Stalin and Hitler. It is not only theoretically possible, it is a dead-bang certainty. History is littered with unnumbered conspiracies to wrest power and control. Julius Caesar as a wealthy aristocrat did it by forming alliances and associations with other like-minded men. 
 
    The wealthy and the aristocrats have a fantastic advantage over the ambitions of low social status, lack of education and near poverty. These men have been superbly educated, command immense social prestige and are able to pool astonishing sums of money to carry out their nefarious purposes.” 
 
    Keren shook her head, What Petris just said went against what she had been taught and what she believed ever since she was a young child. It made a mockery, in her mind, of the basis of the country, the bedrock of her profession as an attorney and the ethics behind a free society. 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense Petris. Stalin and Hitler were proponents of Socialism, of state control. The elite families of the world would surely not want to do anything that would take away their wealth and redistribute it to the masses. Agreed, there may be some who are driven by guilt for having inherited their money and that’s why they come across as champions of the ‘little guy’. 
 
    Petris sighed; “Look at the situation with Socratic clarity Keren. The elites are looking for one thing and only one thing, power.  
 
    It’s difficult for the average Joe or Jane Six-pack to fathom such perverted lust for power. The typical person just wants to enjoy success at his or her job, be able to afford a reasonably comfortable standard of living and maybe be able to afford some leisure and travel. They want to provide for their family, to insure against sickness and provide a decent education for their children. Their ambition stops there. Average Joes and Janes have no desire to exercise power over others, to conquer other lands or peoples. They don’t have dreams of being kings or queens or emperors. They just want to mind their own business and enjoy life.” 
 
    Keren didn’t want to hear, let alone believe what Petris was saying. “Aren’t the big-wigs just like that only on a grander scale? Sure, they have bigger houses and fancier cars. They go skiing in Switzerland rather than doing a camping weekend at Six-Flags over Georgia. It doesn’t make logical sense to me to think that there is a vast conspiracy of the elite looking to rule the world.” 
 
    “Keren, at least as long as there has been private property, there has been private plotting, and talk of a ‘deep state’ has been a vernacular way of describing what political scientists like to call “civil society,” that is, any venue in which powerful individuals, either alone or collectively, might try to use the state to fulfill their private ambitions, to get richer and obtain more power. 
 
    The problem with the phrase ‘deep state’ is that it is used to suggest that dishonorable individuals are subverting the virtuous state for their private ambitions. A good Marxist, and even an intelligent liberal, however, knows that under capitalism, ambition is considered a virtue, not a vice, and that the whole point of government is organized subversion. What do you think the “pursuit of happiness” means?  
 
    It’s this public virtue/private vice false opposition that makes so much of the “deep state” writing slide into, noxious tin-foil conspiracy, then ‘we are a republic, not an empire’. 
 
      
 
    Over the last few decades, with the concurrent rise of finance capitalism and the privatization of many facets of national security associated with what we call neoliberalism, the “deep state” has grown. 
 
    There is an almost hereditary covert caste, running from the men who in the early days of the Cold War set up the modern national security state to the elite who make up today’s ‘intelligence community.’ 
 
    Most people know that a new president gets to name over 4,000 political appointees when they are elected. This political cronyism is partisan politics and fills our bloated government with unqualified employees. 
 
    Some think that these are the people that comprise the Deep State. 
 
    But the Deep State is much deeper than that. 
 
    There is a much more sinister system in place that controls Washington D. C.’s bureaucracies through an actual, organized shadow government called the Deep State. 
 
    It is the heart of the swamp. It is the upper echelon of the Senior Executive Service who were pulling the levers and pushing the buttons that led to last nights’ events. 
 
    That’s not to say that this is a monolithic organization like the ancient Mongols but the bare facts are that there is, what the late President Eisenhower described as, the “Military-Industrial Complex.”  
 
    Almost all the leaders of these segments have gone to the same elite schools, are members of the same clubs, attend a limited number of religious institutions and are involved in the same “not-for-profit” foundations and charitable institutions. Many of the families involved with what we call the “Deep State” have intermarried. 
 
    It is a group with a shared “Globalist” world view. They are basically saying ‘We are going to organize the world in a way that establishes an artificial consensus.’ It’s not enough to say it’s undemocratic. It’s threatening; it’s almost demonic. It is a world organized independently of people’s fundamental religious convictions it is an aristocracy ruling over slaves.” 
 
    Keren looks crestfallen and defeated. There are tears forming at the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is that everything I’ve always believed is a lie. Government and everyone in it are corrupt. The Constitution and the rule of law are a farce.  There is not one speck of difference between our country and the numberless dictatorships that we send our troops away to fight to preserve our freedoms. You’re saying that our freedoms are an illusion and we have been played for fools all these years. Is THAT what you are telling me Petris? Because if it is we would have been better off falling out of the sky when the Saudi rebels tried to ram us.” Kerens’ voice climbed in volume and pitch as she became almost uncontrolled during this outburst. 
 
    Petris spoke in a calm and soothing voice. “What I am saying Keren is that everything regarding human endeavor has two sides. A light and a dark; a Yin and a Yang; an order and a chaos. If you will, a good and an evil.  
 
    It is true that there is a dark and evil group looking to wield power over their fellow beings. It is not tightly organized like Satan and his fallen minions, but it is organized enough to be troublesome and painful to folks who just want to go along and get along. I have mentioned some components of this group; the military-industrial complex; the financiers; the elite; many educational institutions and the Senior Executive Service.  
 
    It is what is loosely lumped together as the “Deep State”. Many times, their actions are detrimental to regular folks but that is of little concern to them as long as their goals are being moved forward. You may be familiar with one of the public faces, the law firm of Clifford, Arlington and Buckingham. They are an old-line firm with offices in most major cities.” 
 
    Keren replied in surprise; “I am familiar with the Clifford firm. They are big in public policy cases and government lobbying. I’ve met some of their associates. They are all considered being pillars of the community.  
 
    I understand that the firm evolved from as far back as the late 1600s in England. Deep State? That sounds a bit like a wild conspiracy theory, Petris. If I didn’t know you better, I would question your veracity if not your sanity.  
 
    No offense meant.” 
 
    “And none taken, Keren. You are partially correct in your information on the origin of the firm.  
 
    The original members were a group of ‘high counselors’ to King Charles II of England. Clifford, Arlington, Buckingham, Ashley-Cooper, and Lauderdale who formed the council's Committee for Foreign Affairs. Through the Foreign Affairs committee and their own offices, the five members were able to direct government policy both at home and abroad.  
 
    The term "Cabal" has a double meaning in this context. It refers to the fact that, for perhaps the first time in English history, effective power in a royal council was shared by a group of men, a cabal, rather than dominated by a single "favorite". The term also serves as the acronym "C-A-B-A-L" for the names of the five. Their successors have continued in positions of power to this day. There are Clifford-Arlington associates who are members of the Council on Foreign Relations, the Tri-Lateral Commission as well as those holding positions in many governments world-wide. They are members of corporate boards and charitable foundations.” 
 
    “So then when you hear someone complaining that some action or another is the result of machinations of an evil cabal, it’s not just a figure of speech?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s pretty close to the truth Keren, although, as I mentioned earlier it’s not ruled with an iron fist from the top down, but like the tentacles of an octopus, they have power and influence to steer the direction society takes.  
 
    It’s getting late and I don’t want you to lose hope. Why don’t we get a couple of hours of rest and we’ll continue this conversation tomorrow? I think I can explain some things to you that will improve your outlook on things and give you a more realistic outlook.” 
 
    “OK Petris, if you say so, but based on what you have said so far, there’s going to have to be some powerfully positive stuff to counter the gloom and doom you’ve laid out tonight. I am feeling a bit sleepy. The tea seems to have had the effect you were hoping for. I’ll see you in the morning. G’night.” 
 
    “Good night Keren. Sleep well. Believe me, everything will work out. You are among friends and there is always a plan.” 
 
    Keren left the dining room and headed to her room while Petris carried the cups and dishes back into the kitchen, rinsed them and put them into the dishwasher, wiped up the counter and went to his room to sleep.  
 
    He was thinking that Keren was one tough cookie to have come through the day’s events and still having herself as together as she did. Most folks would have gone to pieces after being in a gun battle and having to shoot someone. Petris was impressed, and he didn’t impress easily. 
 
    The kitchen clock read eleven fifteen when Petris heard Keren stirring in her room. He figured that she would probably be down in about thirty minutes so he had time to put together a light brunch of eggs Benedict with Mimosas. While the Canadian bacon was warming on the flat top grill and the orange juice was chilling alongside the Champagne, Petris put together a quick blender Hollandaise and poured a few tablespoons of vinegar into the simmering water for the poached eggs. 
 
    “Something smells delicious”, Keren exclaimed as she entered the kitchen. “What can I do to help?” 
 
    “Not too much Keren”, Petris answered, “Everything is just about ready. Perhaps you could grab the carafe of orange juice and the bottle of bubbly from the fridge while I begin to plate the Benedict.” 
 
    “I haven’t had eggs Benedict since,” she paused and choked up just a bit, “since my honeymoon.” 
 
    Petris plated the Benedict and poured out two Mimosas at two parts OJ to one-part Champagne. They each grabbed a plate and a glass and carried them into the dining room. Once they were seated, Keren took a forkful of the egg and savored the flavor for a moment following it up with a sip of the Mimosa. 
 
      
 
    “Petris, you would make some gal a great catch. This is wonderful and a great way to start the day. Have you heard anything about how Ted is doing?” 
 
    “Thank you for the compliment M’lady. I’m glad the fare meets with your approval. I had a conversation with the hospital. Ted is doing well. He is listed in good condition and should be able to come home in about forty-eight hours. The medical folks want to keep him under observation in case of infection but he’s a strong guy and should heal quickly. How was your night? Did you get some rest?” 
 
    “Yes sir, surprisingly I slept very well. But I’m full of questions. Not upset, you understand, but you did say that you had more things to tell me that would put matters into a better perspective.” 
 
    Yes, I did say that Keren, and now is as good a time as any to help put your mind at ease. Last night, before we retired, I explained about the deep state group known as the CABAL which is loosely coordinating many of the nefarious activities we have seen, including our little adventure of yesterday. You might term them as the bad guys or the black hats.  
 
    On the other hand, there is another group dedicated to the ethics of individual freedom and what Western civilization sees as righteous behavior.  
 
    This group also has members in the military, some businessmen, some religious, some members of government loyal to the concepts put forth by the Founders of the United States and many rank-and-file peace officers.  
 
    This is, by the design of the members, a lesser known group.  
 
    It is, in its own way, an elite group that a person can join only by asking entrance and sponsorship of another member. It is known to its acolytes as The Brotherhood or The Black Robe Regiment, the name that the British placed on the courageous and patriotic American clergy during the Founding Era as a backhanded reference to the black robes they wore.  
 
    The members swore to stand boldly for righteousness, justice, and to transform society through spiritual and cultural engagement. Significantly, the British blamed the Black Regiment for American Independence, and rightfully so, for modern historians have documented that: There is not a right asserted in the Declaration of Independence which had not been discussed by the New England clergy before 1763. Though no longer composed exclusively of clergymen, the oath, purpose and vision of the current membership remains consistent and unwavering. 
 
    In many instances this group works at cross purposes to the Deep State, usually when some plot or ploy is considered so egregious that interference is deemed imperative.” 
 
      
 
    Keren interrupted, “Would it be accurate to assume that you, Petris, are a member of this Black Robe Regiment?” 
 
    “Keren, there is an old canard that goes; ‘Never assume because it makes an ass out of both you and me’. Members of this group do not broadcast their membership as it serves their purpose better to be sub-rosa to the public. You would not be in error, however, if you were to surmise that I know some members on a personal level and am aware of others. They are spread out over the world in many subdivisions, self-governing each in lodge-like group, similar to Elks or Odd-Fellows.”  
 
    They had finished their meal and cleared the table bringing the soiled dishes back into the kitchen where they worked together to straighten up the area around the range then load and start the dishwasher. Petris suggested that Keren might want to see more of the layout of Totentanz while they continued their conversation. He led her through a locked gate into the area where he studied the mechanics of death, warning her to walk only where he walked and to be cautious about touching anything if she was not wearing protective gear. 
 
    “This is my library of death Keren. The scientific business of Totentanz is as a body farm. Corpses are assigned to particular spots and left to decompose. I then study how environment affects the corpses and their rate of decomposition.” 
 
      
 
    Keren was creeped out but her natural curiosity overcame her queasiness. 
 
    “Where do the bodies come from Petris?” 
 
    “When I first started the body farm, I used unclaimed bodies from medical examiners' offices. Later, people started donating their bodies to the facility to help with forensic studies.” 
 
    Keren thought for a moment, then asked; “Don’t you have to jump through a lot of legal hoops to do this with state and county oversight and all?” 
 
    “There's no common set of standards or guidelines that body farms adhere to, other than safety, security and privacy. Even the dimensions of the facilities vary.  
 
    Generally, I accept a body, it's placed in my morgue refrigerator. The body is then assigned an identifying number and placed in a specific location on the grounds. The location of each body is carefully mapped. I will have students from the local technical college who learn how to maintain the chain of evidence when working with the bodies.  
 
    In a criminal case, it's imperative that anyone coming into contact with human remains logs that he or she handled it. This way, no legal questions can be raised about the integrity of the evidence or possible gaps in its custody. 
 
    The bodies are allowed to decompose for various amounts of time. Then the students practice locating, collecting and removing the remains from the area.  
 
    The remains are taken to a laboratory and further analyzed. When analysis is finished, the skeleton may be returned to the family of the deceased for burial, if requested. Otherwise, it will probably remain in the college's collection of skeletons. 
 
    I don’t cover the bodies with fencing so that I can study the effect of predation by the local wildlife. If you look over about 300 feet to your left, you will see a number of turkey buzzards near a fairly fresh cadaver.” 
 
    “Buzzards? You mean like vultures? That’s gross and creepy. Vultures are horrible, ugly birds.” 
 
    “Yes, Keren, vultures are birds that feast on the dead, but if it weren’t for them, our environment would be overrun with infectious diseases, rats and rotting corpses.  
 
    Look at them as the cleaning company of nature who keep everything neat.  
 
    As for their baldness, it’s not a hereditary problem that can be treated with over-the-counter hair loss solution lotions. There is, in fact, ingenuity behind it. Their bare necks and heads prevent bacteria and parasites from burrowing into their feathers when they feed on carcasses. This allows vultures to remain healthy while other animals would easily get infected. 
 
    Their digestive systems are well adapted to their dietary habits. Special acids in their stomach will dissolve life-threatening bacteria. Vultures are social animals and often sit, fly and feed together. 
 
    They have excellent sight and smell, which aid them in locating food–they can smell a dead animal miles away. 
 
    A group of vultures is referred to as a venue. When they circle the air, it’s known as a kettle; and when they sit down for a feast, it’s known as a wake. What you are seeing over to your left is a wake of vultures feeding.” 
 
    “All right Petris, is there some point to this biology lesson on carrion-eating birds other than totally creeping me out?” 
 
    “Yes Keren, there is a point to all of this. Just as vultures have to remain alert to survive, because of our recent experiences, you too must become much more aware of what is going on around you. Who is in your environment? What are the chances that they are possible adversaries?  
 
    You have seen things and people who would just as soon not have you in a position to identify them or testify about what you had observed. From this point forward, you must be paying attention to people and activities that are abnormal or questionable, leading to possible criminal actions against you.” 
 
    “You make it sound like some spy vs spy scene where the bad guys are going to hunt me down like in some B movie. 
 
    “Keren have you forgotten that less than twenty-four hours ago you participated in a firefight to ward off an assassination attempt on a foreign leader? Are you forgetting that you personally took a life?  
 
      
 
    These are seriously dangerous people, Keren. If they decide to seek you out because they believe you are a threat it will not be pretty and there is no reset button or do-over. These folks play for keeps.” 
 
    “OK Petris you have my undivided attention. Hell, you’re scaring the crap out of me. Is there something I can do besides hire a bodyguard to follow me around?” 
 
    “Keren, you need to develop what is called situational awareness. It’s hard to define what’s abnormal about a situation when one has no idea what normal would look like in the first place.  
 
    As an example, today–you see a family riding down the road toward you on bicycles. Even if they have backpacks and panniers, you probably wouldn’t give them a second thought.  Using situational awareness–You’ll watch them very closely to see if they have weapons, if they attempt to bring weapons to bear on you, and to ensure they continue on their way. 
 
    Today–You see a vehicle on the side of the road with the hood up. You might stop to see if they need help, depending on your situational awareness.  Using situational awareness–You might suspect the disabled vehicle is a trap and stay a comfortable distance from it, or you might approach it with armed caution.  
 
    It’s a matter of being observant as to what is normal and what seems odd or out of place.  
 
    It is an unfortunate truth that you will have to make changes, to face a new reality, and to adjust your situational awareness to fit the new reality if you intend to survive. 
 
    It is an easily learned skill, but it does take practice. Again, a few examples might be useful.  
 
    When you are driving, you should be constantly aware of your surroundings in busy areas, with unpredictable traffic, and scanning the road for likely hazards and traffic. Taxi drivers are doing this every day. 
 
    Pilots and air traffic controllers are stringent about their surroundings in everything from weather statistics, weight limits, fatigue, other traffic, timings and the added pressure of a large responsibility of passengers and staff 
 
    Police are faced with environments every day such as entering a house with a domestic violence dispute where they have to understand the emotional signs of body language, potential threats from people and nearby objects, risks and their own bearings 
 
    Mothers with young babies carry out situational awareness in identifying dangerous objects, heights or any potential risks to their young one. 
 
    Situational awareness is a method of identifying specific things that might lead to a change of status later, whether it be a high school student carrying a weapon to school, or a suspicious individual carrying a large package to a crowded sporting event.  
 
    In these regards, situational awareness is very important your survival. 
 
    One of the best tools you can master is something called the OODA loop. The idea centers — Observe, Orient, Decide, Act. 
 
    It takes the basic ways we think, decide, and operate in the world — ways that often get confused and jumbled in the face of conflict and confusion — and codifies and organizes them into a strategic, effective system that can allow you to thrive in the heat of battle. It is a learning system, a method for dealing with uncertainty, and a strategy for winning head-to-head contests and competitions. 
 
    Ambiguity and uncertainty surround us. Our inability to properly make sense of our changing reality is the bigger hindrance. When our circumstances change, we often fail to shift our perspective and instead continue to try to see the world as we feel it should be. 
 
    While our perspectives work and match up with reality most of the time, sometimes they don’t. Sometimes the universe pitches us a curve ball that we never saw coming and the mental models we have to work with aren’t really useful. Trying to understand a randomly changing universe with pre-existing mental models only results in confusion, ambiguity, and more uncertainty. There is a limitation in our ability to observe reality with precision. We must see what is, not what we expect.  
 
    By holding to our mental model that our usual life would always be around, we miss the fact that the landscape is rapidly shifting around us. 
 
    The first step in the OODA Loop is to observe. This is the step that allows us to overcome the tendency towards closed thinking. By observing and considering new information about our changing environment, our minds become an open system rather than a closed one, and we are able to gain the knowledge and understanding that’s crucial in forming new mental models. As an open system, we’re positioned to overcome confusion-inducing mental entropy. 
 
    Here are a couple things you can start doing now to improve your situational awareness; 
 
    Start keying in on where all the exits are whenever you enter a public building. If, heaven forbid, a person enters with guns blazing, you want to know where their possible entry and exit points are and you want to know where your closest exits are located. 
 
    Give the surrounding people the once over and be on the lookout for behavior that doesn’t seem “normal.” Normal will depend on the situation and environment having adequate mental models will be important in determining baseline behavior so just because someone is acting weird doesn’t necessarily mean they’re a threat. Just keep them on your radar. 
 
      
 
    We need to get into town and get you some things to replace what you lost when your bag was lost on the way home, and we should also stop in at Cox hospital and see how Ted is doing. If you are agreeable, we can continue the situational awareness drill while we are out in public.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Keren replied. “This is a lot to absorb and I learn better by doing than by listening. I’d like to see Ted too and I do need some need duds and toiletries. Are there any non-touristy stores in Branson or will we have to go up to Springfield to shop?” 
 
    “There’s an outlet mall called Tanger’s that had a number of stores. I know that there’s a Talbot’s and a Lane Bryant, an Old Navy and a place called Girlie Girls plus a bunch of shoe places. I think you should be able to find what you need there. After we finish there we can drive over to the hospital and see how Ted is getting along and I’ll treat you to dinner at the Saltgrass restaurant at the Landing.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun Petris. Be careful though. If you keep spoiling me like this, I might be tempted to just stay here,” Keren teased. 
 
    They piled into Petris’ Navigator and headed for Branson. Keren was surprised at the amount of traffic on ‘the strip’, which was what the locals referred to route 76 which was the main drag. Many of the tourist attractions and live entertainment venues were lined up along that route like so many dominoes.  
 
      
 
    It was bumper-to-bumper from where they exited northbound US 65 for the four-mile stretch to Tanger boulevard. Tour busses filled with senior vacationers, cars and pickup trucks, many towing camping trailers, motor homes all seeming to crawl along at between five and ten miles per hour while most of the occupants gawked and rubber-necked.  
 
    They passed a three-acre indoor automobile museum, the Dick Clark Bandstand theater, a ground-based sort of skydiving attraction, a place called Grand Country Theater and Resort and Pressley’s Country Jamboree.  
 
    Petris surprised Keren by telling her that there were more live entertainment theater seats in Branson than in Las Vegas and on Broadway combined. The whole scene reminded Keren of the old Wisconsin Dells tourist trap that her family had visited in the 1980s. 
 
    Tanger Outlet was as big or bigger than any of the outlet malls Keren had visited in the Chicago area. There were at least as many high-end and varied stores here as the big outlet mall in Gurnee, Illinois. 
 
    While walking through the mall Petris continued tutoring her on situational awareness. “What is different about the man walking toward us Keren? Do you see the bump on his right side? What do you think that might be?” 
 
    “I don’t know Petris. Maybe it’s a colostomy appliance?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe Keren, but he is a bit young for that type of surgery. Missouri is a Constitutional Carry state, so it is just as likely that he is carrying a firearm concealed under his shirt since the bump on his right side is at the five o’clock position and a colostomy appliance would be closer to the front. Without looking back, how many children were walking with the family that just passed us and how many were boys and how many were girls?” 
 
    Keren couldn’t answer that question without looking back. It demonstrated to her just how much detail of the world around her went unnoticed on a regular basis. Petris instructed her on how to assess a space she was in, where the exits were, what expedient escape routes might be in case of a fire or an active shooter incident.  
 
    He spoke to her about the theory of escaping from a riot scene without getting injured or trampled. He spent quite a bit of time explaining the Cooper Color Code in ascending order of awareness of danger: white, yellow, orange, and red. 
 
    Code White 
 
    You feel secure whether you are actually safe. 
 
    Awareness is switched off. 
 
    You are unaware of your environment, its inhabitants, and their rituals of attack. 
 
    All attackers look for victims in this state. 
 
      
 
    Code Yellow 
 
    You are cautious. You should spend most of the time in this state. 
 
    Awareness is switched on. 
 
    State of threat awareness and relaxed alertness. 
 
    You have a 360-degree peripheral awareness of such environmental danger spots as secluded doorways, entries, and alleys, as well as such psychological triggers as adrenal dump and attacker ruses. Be aware of people, vehicles, behind large objects, dark areas, etc. 
 
    Code Orange 
 
    You are in danger. You are aware of a potential threat. 
 
    State of threat evaluation. 
 
    Specific alert. A possible target has been identified. A particular situation that has drawn your attention and could present a major problem. Someone may be giving oral indicators such as direct threats or using suspicious language. Focus on the potential attacker. 
 
    Check to see if there is an avenue of escape, potential weapons available, and if others around you are friend or foe. 
 
    Decision is made to take action. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Code Red 
 
    You are in conflict. 
 
    State of threat avoidance. 
 
    Fight or flight. Flee, defend, or attack. You have evaluated the situation, and if there is a threat, you prepare to fight or run. 
 
    Never stand or fight if there is a possibility of fleeing. 
 
    Carry out decision to act made in Code Orange. You don’t have to think; no indecision on the course of action; you are prepared. 
 
    If use of physical self-defense techniques is necessary, use the level of force appropriate to the threat. E.g., don’t treat someone who pushes you because he is rude like someone who is trying to stab you with a knife. 
 
    The exercise continued throughout the shopping trip and during the trip to Cox medical center. It was interrupted only by the visit with Ted in his hospital room. Ted assured them that the doctors said that the wound was a fairly clean through-and-through wound that missed bone and major blood vessels and that while painful since there was damage to the gluteus muscle which was one of the largest muscles in the body, that he would most likely heal and be as good as new in between six and eight weeks. He was on a course of antibiotics and would probably be allowed to return home in a day or two. 
 
      
 
    After their visit with Ted, Petris drove to the Landing where they had a rather ordinary and uneventful dinner at Saltgrass.  
 
    The food was good if forgettable, and the conversation was light. When they returned to Totentanz Keren realized that she was physically wiped out from the stress of the past few days and begged off any further instruction. 
 
    “I’m really beat, Petris. All I want right now is a hot shower and a good night’s sleep. It’s going to be a busy day tomorrow flying back to Chicago and all. I hope you understand.” 
 
    “Of course, Keren. I have crammed a lot of knowledge into your head over the past couple of days and you have certainly earned a chance to relax before you go home tomorrow. I’ll see you in the morning, my dear. Sleep well.” 
 
    Keren dragged herself and her newly purchased bag and wardrobe up to her room, stripped off her clothes and stood under a steaming shower allowing the water beating down to wash away the tension. She slipped on one of her new night gowns and slid into the bed. Within minutes she was sound asleep and dead to the world. 
 
    Keren awoke bright and early the following morning. She changed into her traveling clothes, packed away her nightgown and the toiletries she had used and made up her bed. As she descended the stairs to the dining room, her nose picked up the aroma of something that made her mouth water.  
 
    Dropping her travel case next to what she had started to think of as her chair in the dining room, she walked through the kitchen door to see Petris at the stove. 
 
    “Something smells out of this world, Petris. What epicurean delight have you conjured up to spoil me this morning?” 
 
    “Just some shrimp and grits, Keren. Nothing special and nothing too heavy since you are traveling today. I hope that it meets with your approval. If not, we can always drive down to the Hollister fast-food joint for an egg biscuit,” Petris said with a mischievous tone to his voice. 
 
    “An egg biscuit my butt, Petris. Shrimp and grits will be just dandy, thank you very much.” 
 
    “Don’t talk to me about your butt, young lady. I’m not that kind of dirty old man,” Petris teased. “Here, carry your plate and utensils to the table while I carry mine. There is a fresh pot of coffee already on the table in an insulated carafe. I need to explain a few more things over breakfast before you leave today.” 
 
    “OK boss, I’ll meet you in the dining room.” 
 
    They both got themselves seated at the table and Keren poured a cup of coffee for both of them. She took hers with cream and one sugar, Petris drank his black. Once they were settled and had started to eat, Petris began; 
 
      
 
    “Keren, the deep state is trying to program the collective unconscious of the people to bring about the outcome they want. Repeat a lie often enough and it becomes the truth, or "Believe and you will receive...." 
 
    Its Mass Mind Control — Hypnosis --- Schools, Movies, Games, Television, News, Books, Advertising.  
 
    I realized a couple years ago, that people were being herded, in mass, by just a few. It was like watching a swarm of humanity, moving this way and that, at the will of the 'herders'. The deep state has put out the mantra, and it's been effective.  
 
    Society getting dumber by the day. It is not just your imagination; the stupidity of the masses is by design. The deep state is purposely trying to dumb-down the masses. A dumber society is more easily controlled. The end-goal of the deep state is not to have a free and intelligent society; the globalists would rather turn us into a sea of malleable drones that do as they’re told. 
 
      
 
    One thing the Cabal has always relied on was the complacency and disunity of the people who might otherwise oppose them, and the overwhelming magnitude of their material wealth.  
 
      
 
    But, Keren, there is hope. There are those who will oppose the Cabal. There are those who will continue to work to thwart the schemes of the deep state. As long as The Brotherhood exists and continues to live the oath they have taken, there is hope.  
 
    You need to remember that, continue to practice situational awareness and watch your back and you need to keep in touch.”  
 
      
 
    They had finished eating and Petris said that he would deal with the dishes after Keren left. He carried her suitcase out to the Porte-Cochere where Kerens rental car stood. 
 
      
 
    Petris looked Keren in the eyes and said; “If anything or anyone crosses your path that alarms you, if you become aware of anything that may involve deep state actions, know that you are not alone facing these things. Keep my number with you and call me. Day, afternoon, middle of the night, I would rather have you call me to say I think there’s something going on and this is what it is, rather than have you or one of your associates calls be to say ‘guess what just happened’.  
 
      
 
    Think of me as your newly found uncle who knows things and people, and can help you out of a jam. Now, drive carefully, have a good flight home and call me when you’re back in Chicago.” 
 
      
 
    Keren smiled and leaned over to give Petris a quick peck on the cheek. “Thanks for everything you old grump. It has been an unforgettable adventure and I appreciate all you have shared with me these past few days. Give Ted my love. I’ll call when I get home.” 
 
    She threw her new overnight bag with the things they had bought at the Tanger Outlet into the back seat of the rental car, started the engine, waved at Petris and started down the driveway toward the road and ultimately to route 65. 
 
    As Keren left Totentanz for the airport her head was crammed full of her conversations with Petris and what that meant to her, those she loved, her law practice and her native land. Finally, the one phrase that kept repeating in her consciousness was; 
 
    “Hope has two beautiful daughters; their names are Anger and Courage. Anger at the way things are, and Courage to see that they do not remain as they are.” 
St. Augustine of Hippo 
 
    It made sense to her troubled soul. It also distracted her from enjoying the beautiful Ozarks scenery. 
 
    As she turned onto route 65 north, she didn’t notice the SUV with MaryJane at the wheel tailing her from five car lengths behind. 
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