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Chapter 1

 

“Two masked perps pulled into the bank parking lot and entered the bank lobby with automatic weapons. They made everyone sit on the floor and give up their money. It was well organized,” said Captain Gideon.

Zeke Traynor was seated at a conference table in the Texas Rangers offices in Houston. He crossed his legs and picked at a crease in his jeans. Then he looked up and read the faces of the men around him. 

Captain Hank Gideon and another Ranger, Jay Clinton, sat across from Zeke and his partner, Clive Greene. As usual, Greene’s face showed nothing. Although Gideon had on a traditional white Stetson hat, slacks, a dress shirt and string tie, his sleeves were rolled up as if he meant to get dirty in the mess that had gone down at the Shreveport National Bank. He was a tall man with a hardscrabble look, a frowning face and pocked and scarred skin. 

He’s used to digging in, Zeke thought. Tenacious. 

Zeke turned his eyes to the second Texas Ranger. Clinton was a short, stocky man with wide hands, a round face and a crew cut. His head was uncovered, although Zeke noticed that his hair still showed signs of indentation from his Stetson Alamo hat, now on the sideboard against the wall. Clinton also wore a dress shirt and slacks, cop shoes and a Rangers badge. Up to this point he had deferred to Gideon, but now he said, under his breath, “This is the fourth time this has happened. The fourth bank.”

“How many robbers?” asked Zeke.

“Two inside, but the automatic weapons are the damn equalizers,” said Clinton, red-faced and becoming more involved in the discussion. 

He’s angry about the robberies, thought Zeke. That’s odd. He seems to be taking this personally. 

“How much did they steal?” asked Zeke. 

Clive had contacted him and brought him into this investigation through The Agency. Working with the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives (ATF), The Agency had been hired to track down the automatic weapons. The bank robberies would remain the responsibility of the Texas Rangers and the FBI.

“They seem to have a pretty good feel for when the banks have cash on hand,” said Gideon, taking the thread of the conversation back from Clinton. He seemed to be more comfortable relaying the facts. “They tend to visit on Friday mornings, paydays, and they’re not greedy. They take what they find, large bills only, and get out fast.” He smiled. “Good thing, too. They could get more, a lot more, but the cost for them would be more time and more risk.”

“How long were they in the bank?” Zeke asked.

“From the security video, they’re in and out within three minutes, tops. One stop at each teller position.” This from Clinton, wrestling his way back into the conversation. Zeke sensed that there was conflict between the two Rangers. “You want to see the security video now?” Abrupt. Zeke could feel the man’s anxiety.

“Sure,” said Clive, also sensing the strain. “Calm down and carry on,” he murmured. True to his heritage, he was wearing a British Isles Walking Sweater in a chocolate brown, over tan corduroy slacks and matching tan traditional British brogue shoes. As usual, his appearance was immaculate. Zeke smiled to himself. “Keep Calm and Carry On” was a British propaganda poster from World War 2, and the allusion was not lost on Zeke.

Not having much interest in the office politics, Zeke reflected on the facts. From what he knew, he could make some good assumptions. There was probably a third man, a driver, waiting and watching outside the bank. If the dye packs didn’t ignite, it meant that the robbers were smart enough—or experienced enough—to be several cuts above the average bandit. No crazed druggie or smash and grab here, he thought. 

In his years as an operative with a branch of Military Intelligence, Zeke had learned quite a lot about human nature. Now, working as a contractor with The Agency, a private firm run by Clive Greene, he had more flexibility and pretty much free rein. It was Dan Wheeler, his ex-boss from Military Intelligence and current Special Agent in Charge of the ATF in Texas, who had drawn him into this assignment. Plus the opportunity to work with Clive Greene again.

Zeke remembered the phone call. He had been crewing on a Morgan 60 center cockpit with a tall, leggy blond captain, running it to Fort Lauderdale from its former home in Belize City, when Dan reached him. He’d answered the cell phone, immediately taken back in time by the rich, deep voice with the Texas twang. “Hey, Zeke, you busy, boy?” Two days later he had joined Dan and Clive for the briefing.

Zeke was average height, about five ten, but his slate blue eyes and keen memory set him apart. As an experienced asset, he was considered irreplaceable. He’d heard that buzz from time to time, but he didn’t really take it to heart. He thought it silly to get too serious about himself. 

Clinton picked up a tablet computer propped on the conference table and pushed a few buttons on the screen. Once the app had been activated, he set the pad back down and made sure it was visible to the men at the table. They were looking at a black and white video of the bank lobby and teller area.

“Here we go,” growled Clinton.

“That’s Shreveport National Bank, the south branch, where the last robbery occurred,” said Gideon, still wanting to control the briefing. Zeke saw him refer to the notes penciled on his legal pad. They watched as a middle-aged security guard stepped into the camera frame near the door, looking toward the teller positions. “That’s the guard, Robert Flores.”

One masked man, and then another stepped into the bank lobby and looked around. On the pad, Zeke saw them enter the bottom left section of the screen. Their rifles were visible, but pointed down along their legs. Their bearing was erect. One man carried an empty canvass bag. There were three customers being served and two in a queue for the teller windows.

The first words were spoken. “Three minutes,” the first man said out loud. He approached the guard, who had turned his head toward the men, and raised his weapon, pointing it at the guard’s head. Zeke watched as the guard saw the rifle coming up and immediately put his hands in the air. 

The guard asked, “What do you want me to do?” It all sounded tinny to Zeke, like a cheap microphone in a large open space.

The second man carefully circled behind his partner and stepped to the right side of the guard. His gun was raised now, also. With his left hand, he extracted the guard’s pistol from its holster and put it in the pocket of his pea coat. Both men were dressed identically, with tight, clear plastic face masks that distorted their countenance, and wool stocking caps over gauche dark wigs. They were both bearded, and wore gloves and navy pea coats that fell to cover their hips. Jeans and cowboy boots, not at all uncommon in this part of the country, covered their legs and feet. But one man, the man with the bag, was much taller and thicker than the other.

Like a bear, Zeke thought. 

The sound from the teller windows was louder, now, and faster as if they felt the tension and knew something was going on. 

One of the tellers, a young girl of perhaps twenty, looked at the men and the rifles and said in a high, fragile voice, “Oh, God, no!” 

Another teller, a short black girl screamed, “I have a baby, don’t shoot me!”

“Shut up,” the heavier man yelled toward the tellers. “Everybody shut up! Get on the ground! This is a robbery!” He pointed his rifle at the ceiling and pulled the trigger. A loud burst of six or seven shots, a rapid staccato, echoed around the bank lobby.

“Tell the tellers to stay calm and do not press the alarm,” he said to the security guard. His voice was gravelly and harsh. “Then lie down on the ground.” He glanced at his watch. To his partner, he said, “Two minutes and twenty-five seconds.”

The guard walked toward the teller area and said calmly, “He says we shouldn’t push the alarm button.” Then he laid down.

“The silent alarm button had already been pushed by the third teller as soon as she saw the confrontation with the guard,” Clinton said, a bit more neutrally.

Zeke watched the videotape without comment while the shorter robber stood in front of the teller windows with his rifle pointed, able to monitor and cover each of the tellers and bank patrons. The taller man vaulted into the teller work area and walked to each teller in turn. One by one he had them empty their cash drawers.

“They only took large bills, $50 and $100 denominations,” said Clinton in a bitter voice. 

The taller man made each teller quickly unstrap their bundles. 

Checking for dye packs, Zeke thought. 

And then they each dropped the loose cash into the canvas bag. 

“They’ve got to be terrified,” Zeke said to himself. He could hear the sobbing and whimpering from the hostages on the floor.

The taller man took about 30 seconds with each teller and when each was done loading the money, he had her exit the area and sit down on the floor in front of her teller window, within a clear line of sight of his partner. 

“Forty seconds,” said the small man as the last teller was assuming a seated position on the carpeting in front of her workspace. His voice sounded loud and metallic.

“Everyone stay down! You won’t be hurt if you stay down!” he screamed at the hostages. He was moving toward the front door. His partner carried the canvas bag from behind the teller work area through the open half-door, and headed for the outside door. Sirens could be faintly heard in the distance. Then the robbers disappeared from the screen.

“And that’s what we have,” said Gideon.





 

 


Chapter 2

 

“What about the other banks?” asked Clive.

“Same description,” said Gideon. 

Clinton looked up. “The tellers take bundles of their bigger bills and take the wrappers off, then put them in the robber’s bag themselves,” he said. 

“That way the robbers avoid the dye packs,” said Zeke. “And they know where the teller panic buttons are.”

“They seem to,” said Gideon.

“And they know that dye packs are usually kept in stacks of smaller bills, $10 or $20 notes,” said Clinton. He wrote something on his pad.

“The dye packs are activated by a radio transmission as the pack exits the bank, right?” Zeke confirmed.

“That’s right,” said Gideon. 

“So they average, what, $50,000 per robbery? Maybe $60,000?” said Zeke.

“About that,” said Clinton with a snarl. “We’ll get you the tapes from the security cameras at the other banks, too,” said Gideon. He looked at Clinton, who appeared to be distracted, making important notes on his pad. Gideon looked at Zeke. “Jay will get them to you,” he said. 

Jay Clinton looked up at Gideon for a minute, still as a snake. Then he stood, took his pad and left the room.

“What’s with him?” asked Clive.

“Who knows?” said Gideon. “He gets like that.” Gideon looked at his papers.

“The police station in Shreveport is about twelve minutes away from the bank,” continued Captain Gideon, “and I’m sure they knew it. Witnesses said they headed south on East Kings Highway, the opposite direction from the incoming cops. Said they were driving a silver pickup, a crew cab with four seats.”

“And there’s more. We didn’t put this together for quite a while,” Gideon continued. “These guys have been playing ‘four corners’ with us.”

“How so?” asked Clive. 

“Well, they’ve been working the same general areas, but jumping over the state lines for the robberies. This one was in Shreveport, but the last one was in Texarkana, on the Arkansas side, and the one before that was in Tyler, Texas. Before that, Hugo, Oklahoma. So the associated law enforcement didn’t really have any overlapping communications. We’re just now figuring out the rest of the puzzle.”

“Bank robbery is a Federal crime,” said Zeke. “Didn’t the FBI see the connection?”

“These robberies were reported to the FBI, but in reality, they just track the data. They don’t really investigate unless there’s evidence of repeat offenses by the same group. In this case, they hadn’t recognized the similarities yet.”

“So, same M.O. Two guys with rifles enter the bank, neutralize any opposition with overwhelming force, gather the money and are gone within three minutes?” asked Zeke.

“Pretty much it,” said Gideon. “Typical bank robbers aren’t this organized or competent. They usually act on impulse, and sort of try to figure it out as they go.”

“Any chance of an inside man?” asked Zeke. “Or woman?” He knew this was a common occurrence but would be unlikely with four different banks. 

“We’ve checked that angle,” said Gideon. “No connections so far. But it could be.”

“What do you know about the automatic weapons?” asked Clive.

“We have pretty good pictures from several of the banks’ security cameras. We were able to blow up some still shots from the videos. They’re carrying very dangerous weapons. Heckler & Koch G36 fully automatic rifles,” said Gideon.

Military grade, said Zeke to himself. Then, to the others, “That’s the weapon of choice for a number of special forces. And they’re used in about 45 countries, from Albania to Uruguay, including the United States and Great Britain.” 

“How do you know that?” asked Gideon.

“I have a pretty good memory,” said Zeke as he hid a smile. In fact, Zeke’s memory was nearly eidetic.

Gideon looked at him for a minute. Then he said, “Well, the special forces rifles are well documented and accounted for. We need to find the source of these, though, and we need to stop these guys before someone is killed.”

“No argument there,” said Clive. 

“I suggest that we split up. You guys see if you can track down the guns, and we’ll stay with the bank robberies,” Gideon said, looking at Clive.

“Right,” said Clive. “Let’s plan to bring each other up to date on our progress weekly, though, and in the event of any breakthroughs. Also, Dan Wheeler of the ATF is our client.”

“OK. How do you plan to go about finding the source of the guns?” asked the captain.

“I think we’ll start on the supply side,” said Zeke. 

Gideon’s phone made a chiming sound, and he looked down at it. “Excuse me for a moment,” he said and stepped out of the conference room, answering as he went, “Gideon here.” The door swung shut behind him.

Clive swiveled his chair toward Zeke. “What are you thinking?” he asked.

“Let’s start with the universe of guns. More specifically, H&K G36 rifles. What do we know?”

“With regard to the supply, I suppose the original source is in western Germany,” said Clive.

“Oberndorf,” said Zeke, preoccupied, thinking. “So how do they get into the hands of a couple bank robbers in Texarkana?”

“They’d have to cross the U.S. border somewhere,” said Clive. “Could come in as weapons for law enforcement at pretty much any level. SWAT or something, from local to FBI.”

“Right, but those guys keep a close watch on their weaponry, particularly automatic weapons. Dan Wheeler said that nothing like that had been reported to ATF as missing. Gideon confirmed it.” 

“So, they were smuggled in?” asked Clive.

“Probably,” said Zeke. “But to what end? Certainly not to rob a few branch banks.”

“No, if you took the risk of smuggling those guns in, you’d be planning something bigger,” said Clive. “Probably something terroristic. Perhaps like Paris.”

“Incidentally, about Jay Clinton,” said Zeke.

“Yes?” asked Clive.

“He’s angry because the Feds are stepping on his investigation.”

“How do you know?”

“He was almost hostile. He wouldn’t look you or me in the eye,” said Zeke. “He didn’t contribute much. And he bristled at being ordered to do something to help us, to give us those videos,” said Zeke.

“Yes.”

“Did you notice that he’s not wearing a wedding ring, but has a tan line there, fourth finger left hand?” asked Zeke.

Clive shook his head.

“Judging by the fact that the line is still visible, he’s likely going through a divorce, which is probably the stressor. Makes him feel impotent, particularly when his boss directed him to help us,” Zeke continued. 

“Hmm. Could be,” said Clive, thoughtfully. “But back to the smuggling of the automatic rifles…”

“I agree, it would most likely be for an act of terror,” said Zeke. “So where could they have originated?”

“I don’t see a terrorist group selling their best weapons to bank robbers.”

“No, not likely,” said Zeke. “But it’s possible that the banks were robbed to raise money to support a terrorist act.”

“Possible, but risky. If they were caught robbing the banks, the whole terrorism thing would probably have gone south,” said Clive.

“Right,” said Zeke. “But it could be someone involved in procuring the weapons to sell to the terrorists, who decided to run a game on their own. Maybe rob a few banks before they deliver the guns…”

“Possible, I suppose,” said Clive. 

“So, other than direct smuggling, which would be very risky, where could they get their hands on the H&K’s?”

“Really only a few places,” said Clive. “Law enforcement or the military, as we said. And in both cases, missing weapons would be accounted for and reported.”

“Where else?” asked Zeke. “Where can you hide guns like this?”

“Where?” asked Clive.

“Among a host of other guns, I’d think,” said Zeke.





 

 


Chapter 3

 

A few months earlier, Zeke had been in Atlanta, Georgia, wrapping up a counterfeiting operation with ties to Mexico. Then he moved to Florida for a while until he received the call from ATF Special Agent in Charge, Dan Wheeler, a friend and former Military Intelligence officer. Dan called Zeke to ask for a meeting, then arranged for a ticket to be held at the American Airlines counter in Tampa, transporting Zeke through their Charlotte hub to the Austin-Bergstrom International Airport in Austin. From there, a Crown Vic driven by a bored ATF agent with short, white hair and a bad attitude met him and took him to the Texas Rangers’ state headquarters in the Highland neighborhood of Austin. 

Dan had borrowed a small corner office and a conference room, which was presently set up with three agents working their phones and their laptop computers. Zeke entered the office and dropped into the spare chair.

Dan had started the conversation. “Zeke, partner, we’ve got a situation here. I have approval to hire you to help…as a contractor, of course.” 

“This has to do with the Harry Francisco situation, right?” Zeke was aware of the recent fiasco and how the press had portrayed it. It had begun as a simple takedown of a suspect who had violated the Federal gun laws, and ultimately evolved into a hostage situation, with a half dozen Houston school children held at gunpoint. 

Harry Francisco had been next door visiting his neighbor at the time of the raid on his house. He saw the approaching ATF agents getting into position and quickly exited the rear door, stole his neighbor’s car and drove to the nearby elementary school, two blocks away. There, he abandoned the car with its driver side door standing open in the street, and coolly entered the front door of the school by taking it from an exiting teacher.

Five minutes later, the place was surrounded. The ATF agents had seen him drive past them and had followed. The hostage situation went on for six hours, with the end result being that Harry committed suicide by cop. But only after three fourth graders were injured.

The press had portrayed the ATF agents as incompetent buffoons, allowing an armed suspect to escape and drive right past them, and had called for the Director’s resignation. The official investigations were ongoing fodder for the press and the politicians.

After that experience, the ATF leadership was anxious for deniability. And especially in Texas, no one at the ATF wanted to be perceived as infringing on a citizen’s Second Amendment rights. So, Zeke and The Agency were hired to provide a buffer between the ATF and the seller of automatic weapons.

 

* * *

 

There sure are a lot of tables, Zeke thought. He saw between four and five hundred of them, all lined up, end to end in maybe 15 rows of 15 tables each. They were all eight feet long and doubled to about five feet wide, those folding tables with the dark veneer surface and the tubular metal legs that locked in the “down” position, giving each table its 29-inch height. 

That’s why they had to have such a huge place. It was a convention center, or an arena or something. Zeke could see where seats had been removed to make room for the endless lines of tables. 

And every table was covered in guns. Zeke saw pistols, revolvers, semi-automatics, long guns and short guns. He saw snub nose and long-barreled handguns. He saw H&K’s and Glock’s and Smith & Wesson’s and Colt’s and Sig Sauer’s everywhere. They were just about piled up. Well, the handguns were mostly lying on the tops of flat, square boxes with the guns connected to each other by random cables that wrapped in and out of their trigger guards in a complex, snaking fashion.

Some were lying on their box top, a red cable wrapped around the package like a Christmas ribbon, with the weapon attached as the bow. There were wooden racks everywhere, designed to present rifles and shotguns. Most of them looked homemade. They were all full of weapons with zip ties through their trigger guards.

And there were signs all around, mostly advertising the sale of ammunition. A large white flag on one wall showed the silhouette of an AR15 M4 rifle under the tag line, “Come and Take It.” Not original, but it probably makes an impact on the clientele, he thought.

There were hundreds of people, too, milling around between the tables, looking at the guns. Men and women were walking in file like people at the buffet counter, starting, stopping, touching a gun, asking a question of the sellers. 

The Austin Gun Show was actually held north of Austin, in the suburb of Cedar Park, straight up Interstate 35, and then to the west. Zeke Traynor had been to gun shows before. This one was an average size. The shows in Dallas and Houston were much larger. 

For the past ten minutes, Zeke had been watching a fit man with a buzz cut. The man was dressed in jeans and cowboy boots and wore a camo shirt tucked into his pants. He was tall, maybe six foot three or four inches, and he was in good shape. His face was chiseled with geometric lines and flat planes on its surface, and he didn’t show much expression. He looked like a paramilitary cowboy, which was apparently how he pictured himself.

The man was engaged in a discussion with one of the gun sellers, a shortish, round man with a beard, who was standing behind his table of merchandise. The beard was scraggly and growing wild from his sideburns to his Adam’s apple. He wore a red t-shirt and jeans and had a Colt Anaconda in a leather holster on his right hip, like a gunslinger. He was older, maybe seventy, and had a face that looked like a baseball glove, lined and weathered and tan. The two men seemed to be discussing the advantages of what looked to Zeke like a two-tone Sig Sauer SP2022. The one they were looking at was the FDE model, FDE for Flat Dark Earth, a beige coloring on the barrel and much of the weapon. The back of the grip was black.

Zeke knew that particular gun was available for either a 9mm or a .40 caliber S&W cartridge. He preferred the 9mm version. It held fifteen rounds while the .40 caliber version held only twelve rounds of the Smith & Wesson cartridges, plus one in the chamber. But the choice was mostly personal preference. That’s a $700 weapon, Zeke thought.

Camo shirt handed the Sig Sauer back to the shorter man who turned away and replaced it in a glass case sitting on a table. He pulled on a ring of keys and extended a lanyard from his belt, selected one key and locked the case. 

The room, large and open, smelled like oil and gunpowder. People continued to mill around in an informal pattern, stopping and starting occasionally, and tolerating the slower pace of the people in front of them. There was a murmur of voices and activity, and occasionally the hard metallic snick of a gun cocking.

Zeke looked at a carousel of hunting rifles on the adjoining table. They were offset with a variety of hunting knives laid out across the white tablecloth.

The Camo guy stepped up to a nearby table displaying a couple of Heckler and Koch semiautomatic rifles. “Hello,” he said. The seller behind the table was a thick man in his 40’s with a small ponytail and a trimmed, gray beard. Like many sellers here, he wore a Glock pistol in a belt holster on his hip. His clothes had a European flavor to them, based on their cut and style, and he confirmed his nationality with a brisk, German “Guten Tag.”

“These look like they’re new,” Zeke overheard Camo guy say.

“Yes, sir,” said the man. He held out his right hand. “I’m Martin,” he said. “Martin Burton.” 

Camo guy shook the offered hand. “Jack Knowles,” he said. “Good to meet you. Are these the SL8 model?”

“Sure are. That’s what I’ve got.” He unlocked one of the rifles and handed it across the table. “It’s got a nice feel.”

“It does,” said Jack, as he balanced it. “Nice. I’ve wanted one of these. How much?”

The seller named a price. “If you buy it, I’ll throw in a couple of boxes of NATO rounds,” said Martin. “But you can get more from any of these guys,” Martin swept his arm around the room. “There’s a lot of ammunition available for sale here.”

“Sounds great.” Jack reached into his pocket, took out a large wad of cash and counted off the correct amount. He handed the rifle back to Martin. “Can you box it?” he asked.

“Sure.” He reached under the table and pulled out a hard plastic rifle case stenciled “H&K SL8”, and handed it to Jack. “This one’s already packaged. You’re legally allowed to buy this, right?”

“I sure am,” said Jack. He opened the case and looked inside, then closed it again.

Martin wrote a receipt and put it and the two boxes of rounds into a plastic bag and handed it across the table. Jack took the case by the handle, took the bag in his other hand, and headed for the exit door.

“Can he do that?” Zeke asked, pointing at Camo Jack’s back as he wound his way through the crowd. “Just buy a gun and take it with him?” 

“Sure he can,” said Martin. “I’m a private seller. I’m not a dealer and I don’t have a lot of inventory. Just buy and sell for myself. It’s all legal and above board here in Texas.”

“That’s good to know,” said Zeke, and he drifted away.

It had been a legal transaction, within the boundaries of Federal and Texas law. Private citizens can buy and sell weapons without doing a background check, Zeke knew, and without a waiting period. The practice had been discouraged in recent years, but the so-called “gun show loophole” was alive and well. But there was a limit to the volume one could buy. And automatic weapons were illegal.

Zeke Traynor was fit, and he wore his blonde hair a bit on the long side. Today he wore jeans and a plaid shirt, and a pair of Frye boots. In Texas, he seemed to fit in well, with a sort of a ranch-hand look. He could easily have been mistaken for a bull rider with his medium, muscular build. 

Truth was, Zeke had lived in a number of cities in a number of states. He was as much at home in Texas as he was in San Diego, and he’d spent a respectable amount of time in both places. Although, if you were to guess his origin, you might lean more toward San Diego, based on his current look. 

Zeke left the arena, about 60 feet behind Camo Jack. Jack was moving at a good pace, but not quickly enough to draw attention to himself. In the parking lot, he passed a security guard on a golf cart who was talking with a uniformed police officer. As he approached, Jack veered a bit to the right and walked down an aisle one-over from the officers. Zeke slowed, hung back and watched. It was noticeably hot outside, but there were people all around him, getting into cars, talking, walking.

Jack walked another forty feet and then turned to the right, between two cars. He crossed the next aisle, and stopped at a panel van. It was a light gray van with tinted windows and Texas plates. Jack opened the sliding side door and set the H&K rifle box in the van.





 

 


Chapter 4

 

Zeke found his vehicle in Parking Area B, where he’d left it, and drove back to his hotel room. He was occupying a room at a mid-priced, business traveller’s hotel that promised to make you smarter if you stayed there long enough. It was four minutes from the arena and looked lot like the Alamo. But around Austin, a lot of buildings looked like the Alamo.

He parked the car on the side of the building, near the pool, and returned to his room. He spent a few minutes writing up his account of that Saturday, making particular notes about Camo Jack and Martin, and then he picked up his cell phone and dialed it.

“Texas Rangers,” said the voice, probably a duty officer.

“Dan Wheeler, please,” said Zeke. Dan Wheeler was technically with the ATF, but was using office space at the Texas Rangers’ Headquarters in Austin. ATF Headquarters was located in Houston, on the North Loop Freeway, about 150 miles away. 

He heard clicking, and phone sounds, and then Dan’s voice, sort of weary. “Hello?” 

“It’s Zeke, Dan. What did you find?” 

“Hey, partner, I hope you’ve had more luck than I have,” said Dan. “We’re still working through the facial recognition software and the mug shots with the bank security videos, but we haven’t identified any of the suspects yet.”

“May have had some luck here,” said Zeke. “That’s why I’m calling. Let me bring you up to speed before I head back to the Gun Show.”

 

* * *

 

The three men had been busy. Since Zeke spotted them at the Austin Gun Show at it’s opening on Saturday morning, Camo Jack and his two friends had each purchased two rifles from Martin Burton, one at a time and each contained in a rifle box with ‘H&K SL8’ stenciled on it. The weapons in the cases were actually H&K G36’s, automatic assault rifles. Each man took his boxed rifle out to the panel van, opened the side door, and set the rifle box inside, under a blanket in the back seat. Then he returned to the Gun Show, went directly to the snack bar, ate and wandered, browsed, and waited about two hours before buying another rifle from Martin Burton.

Zeke walked out of the arena doors into the bright afternoon sunlight and stopped for a moment to put on his sunglasses. To his right, at the next set of doors, he saw Camo Jack with his back to Zeke, stubbing out a cigarette in an outdoor ashtray. Zeke turned left and walked to the corner of the building. 

The van came into view as he walked. It was just a few years old and appeared to be clean and well maintained. Zeke guessed it was a rental. 

He returned to his car and took a GPS tracking device from his glove compartment. It was a long-range tracking item, like those used by the military, and had been programmed to periodically report its location by cell service to a receiver located in the Texas Rangers headquarters in Austin. The device used a pre-paid SIM card and had a battery life of a couple of months with its present settings. It was slightly larger than a deck of cards.

This GPS tracker had a strong magnet on one side, and Zeke walked from his car to the panel van, careful to keep the van between himself and the entrance to the arena. In a single, quick movement, Zeke bent down and placed the tracker under the wheel well above the van’s rear passenger side tire. The device snapped against the metal with a solid, satisfactory sound and Zeke turned and backtracked to his car, again keeping the van between himself and the arena doors.

 

* * *

 

Zeke had accounted for the three men he was watching at the gun show. One was in the parking lot, putting a fully automatic H&K G36, just purchased from Martin Burton, into the panel van. Another had gone to the rest room. And Camo Jack was outside, smoking a cigarette. 

That’ll shorten his life by 10 years, Zeke thought with a wry smile. He waited another twenty minutes, until the three men got into the van and drove away. The GPS tracker will let us catch up with them, he thought.

Zeke paused a moment, then went back into the arena and approached Martin’s table for the second time that day. He looked at the H&K rifle on display. “I’m back. Nice weapon,” he said, pointing.

“Yes, it sure is,” said the man. He held out his right hand again. “I’m Martin,” he said with some accent. “Martin Burton.” They shook hands without warmth. “I’m packing up,” he added.

“I’ve always wanted one of these,” said Zeke, touching the impressive looking H&K SL8. The rifle had the look of a Special Forces assault rifle. It was matte black, with a floating barrel and a threatening looking polymer stock. 

“I’m glad to sell you one,” said Martin Burton. His accent put Zeke in mind of western Germany, and it had a distinct rural quality to it. Like a man one generation off the farm in agricultural Europe.

How much are you asking for one of these?” asked Zeke.

“Oh, not so much,” said Martin. He named a figure, which was quite a bit less than he had mentioned to Camo Jack, Zeke noted.

“The rifle and some ammo included?” asked Zeke.

“Sure, I can give you a couple of boxes of shells with that,” said Martin, unlocking the rifle from a security cable, checking the chamber and handing the empty weapon to Zeke.

Zeke held it and felt its heft. He lifted it in one hand and felt its balance. He slid his thumb through the hole in the stock and put his right index finger on the trigger. He sighted the gun upward, at a spot on the far wall.

“OK, I’ll take one,” said Zeke, reaching into his back pocket for his wallet. Do you take credit cards?”

“You almost have to, anymore, if you want to sell anything,” said Martin, picking up a clipboard with sales receipts attached. From under the table, Martin also took out an iPad with a credit card swipe reader attached and set it on the table. After he had completed the transaction, he handed Zeke a receipt with a duplicate credit card slip attached. Martin then reached for the open, empty rifle box on the table behind him.

“No, I’d like one of those in the boxes on the floor,” said Zeke, looking at the two rifle boxes at Martin’s feet. “They’re marked ‘H&K SL8’, and they’re already boxed up. I don’t want the display model.”

“Oh, no, I’m afraid these boxes are empty,” said Martin.

Zeke stepped around the table and lifted a box by the handle.

“Hey…” said Martin, “hey…”

“Sure feels like there’s something in here,” said Zeke. He set the box on the table, quickly snapped the two latches back and opened it. Inside was an H&K G36. He could tell immediately because the G36 has a heavier thumbhole stock and double stacked magazines, while the SL8 has a light pistol grip and a smaller magazine. This one was the fully automatic version. Zeke had handled enough H&K rifles to know.

Martin hesitated, uncertain of what to do in this crowded arena. Then he started to reach for the Glock pistol on the back of his hip.

Seeing the movement, Zeke dropped the rifle on it’s box and immediately turned into the man, facing him, stepping up close and hooking his arm high and pulling it into the crook of Zeke’s bent left elbow while stepping behind him, applying enough pressure on Martin’s elbow with his right hand to hear ligaments popping. Martin, now bent over, exhaled and grit his teeth together in pain. He fell to his knees and grunted as the pressure on his elbow increased.

“Just stay still,” said Zeke. “An elbow break is a horrible thing. You don’t want the rehab that goes with it.”

The man grunted again.

Moments later, he was surrounded by four undercover ATF agents dressed in windbreakers that read ‘Security’. Two of them handcuffed Martin and walked him out of the arena, while the other two took charge of the remaining G36’s.

 

* * *

 

“No, you don’t understand,” he said again. “I worked for the company, the manufacturer of the weapons. I’m not a terrorist.”

“No, we think you’re a bank robber, actually, partner,” said Dan Wheeler, head of the ATF in Texas. “Federal charges.” Zeke and Dan were interrogating Martin in the Texas Rangers Austin Headquarters.

“I’m not a terrorist,” Martin repeated. He was sitting in a metal chair that was attached to the floor of the small, concrete room. His hands were attached to the table with a pair of handcuffs fed through a metal ring welded to the surface of the table. 

“Are you an honest man, Martin?” asked Zeke.

Martin blinked. “Why, yes. Yes, I am.”

“Then I’m sure we can get to the bottom of this and work something out with the Attorney General,” said Zeke.

“It’s a Federal offense to have automatic weapons,” continued Dan, acting as the bad cop, “let alone to sell them. And, I’m sure with the guns we can easily connect you to a half dozen bank robberies in this area...all Federal offenses.”

“Look,” said Martin, sitting back and cowering, “look, I’m a gun seller. I worked for Heckler and Koch in Germany for years, and then, a few years ago, they sent me to the United States to oversee sales to the military. It was a promotion for me.”

“So, it was H&K’s fault that you sold the guns to criminals?” asked Dan. “Is that what you’re saying?”

“Well, it wasn’t my fault,” he continued. “Last year, the company lost a very large contract to sell G36’s to the German Government for their military. It was a very lucrative contract that we’d had for years and years.”

“Did someone else underbid them?” asked Zeke, curious.

“No, the German Minister of Defense reviewed the performance of the weapons and decided that they overheat, that they’re not accurate, and that they freeze up when being fired. They made a strong statement, saying that accuracy of the rifle dropped to 7% at 100 meters, when the temperature of the gun had risen by 30 degrees Celsius. And so the German military stopped the remaining orders in the pipeline. We believe the official was bribed by a competitor.” 

“Graft and corruption in the United States is often ‘business as usual’ in other countries,” said Zeke, adopting a more sympathetic tone. The good cop was emerging.

“Ja, er, yes, I know,” said Martin. “But in response to that, the company decided to downsize. Unfortunately, the first to go were some of the overseas sales representatives, including me. After seventeen years with the company, they let me go.”

“Not fair,” said Zeke. “They moved you here, and then they left you high and dry.”

“High and dry?” asked Martin.

“Alone and without resources,” said Zeke.

“Yes, to that.” Martin looked at him. “So, I had a number of automatic weapons that we’d used as demos in the past, you know, sales demonstrations, and when I ran out of money I decided to sell them.”

“At gun shows?” asked Dan.

“Yes, and within the law that allows gun sales with no background checks at gun shows.”

“But that’s from private collectors to private collectors,” said Dan.

“They said that they were collectors. I didn’t know what they were going to do with the rifles,” said Martin.

“You’re involved in selling guns that were used in the commission of felony offenses, not once but four times in four different states. This is Federal. You’re involved in selling automatic weapons. You’re involved in abusing the use of your Federal Gun License. You’ll be charged with conspiracy in the bank robberies, at the least,” said Dan.

“I had no part in the robberies,” said Martin, stoically. “I only sold those guys a few guns.”

“How many have you sold them?” asked Zeke.

Martin paused and looked at him.

“I think I would like a lawyer, now,” said Martin. 





 

 


Chapter 5

 

“Are you sure you’ll be alright, Roger?” asked Ann, his wife. He knew that she feared his seasickness would ruin the trip, a family cruise aboard the Venture of the Seas that had been planned for over six months. Winters were cold in DC, and an early spring break like this, even if it was just to the Bahamas, was a welcome respite.

“I just feel lousy, hon,” he said, “I’ll be OK. It could have been something that I ate, I guess. I don’t usually get seasick.”

“Do you think you can rest on the ship?” she asked. “Or will that make it worse?”

“No, I’ll be OK. We’re tied up in port, and there’s no rocking or anything. I probably need to sleep, and I’ll be fine,” said Roger.

Roger Taylor was in his mid-thirties, a good-looking man with light brown hair and an affable attitude. His gentle, amiable personality belied his keen intelligence. Roger had a tall frame and long arms. He was presently wearing a white bathrobe, sitting with his wife on their stateroom balcony. 

“Do you want us to stay aboard with you?” Ann asked. “Amy and I don’t mind.” Roger thought about their daughter for a moment.

“No, you girls go ashore,” he said, bravely. He actually felt pretty lousy. “I’ll try to sleep a for a bit, and when you get back, I’ll feel great.”

“OK, if you’re sure. I hate that you’ll miss Freeport,” she continued. Ann had a kind face, insightful blue eyes and a heart of gold. She was taller than average, and it was obvious that she worked hard to maintain her slim figure. They had met in college and had been married for fourteen years. 

I sure love her, he thought. And Amy. Amy, a twelve year old, was their only child. 

“Take lots of pictures for me. What excursion are you going on?” asked Roger, changing the subject. 

“Amy wants to swim with the dolphins, so we’re going over to UNEXSO and do that,” she said. It was clear to him that Ann was feeling guilty that Roger wouldn’t be going. “Guest Services says that it’s pretty much an all morning excursion, but it looks like a lot of fun.”

“Oh, good,” said Roger. “Have fun, take your sunblock, and don’t worry about me. I’ll be here, getting better.”

After his wife and daughter had made their way off the ship, Roger hung the “Snoozing” sign on the cabin door, and lay down on the bed in his robe to get some rest. 

He had just fallen asleep when there was a knock on the cabin door. Roger woke suddenly, annoyed that the cabin steward was ignoring the “Snoozing” sign. Then there was a second loud knock. Roger got up to answer the door. 

“Who’s there?” he asked through the door.

“Cabin Steward,” said the voice. It sounded high and melodic, with sort of a sing-song quality. It sounded maybe Indonesian. Many of the crew on this ship were from Indonesia.

Roger pulled his bathrobe tight and tied it before he opened the cabin door. “I was sleeping…” he started.

The man at the door pushed in with a small flashlight-looking device in his gloved hand. He quickly pointed it and shot Roger in the chest from about four feet.

“Hey, hey,” said Roger, stepping back and trying to turn away from the man. The cabin door closed with the man inside. The C2 model Taser had discharged two small barbed electrodes and, once attached to Roger’s bathrobe, shocked him with 25,000 volts of electrical energy. The pulsing charge resulted in an instant loss of neuromuscular control and any ability to perform coordinated actions. Roger pitched forward, landing on the bed, and then slid to the floor, stunned.

The intruder, who looked to be of Mediterranean lineage judging by his olive skin and thick brown hair, dropped the Taser, still attached to Roger and cycling electrical shocks, stepped by him carefully and took a pillow off the bed. He knelt to one knee, pulled Roger flat on the floor, put the pillow over Rogers face and pushed hard. He held the pillow tightly in place.

After a full five minutes were up, the man lifted Roger’s body up onto the bed, laid him flat and removed the two barbs from his bathrobe. He then covered Roger’s body with a blanket, took off his gloves and quietly exited the room, wiping the door handles as he left.

 

* * *

 

“Debarkation is ongoing and you can exit the ship from Deck One, aft,” the Cruise Director said over the sound system. “Plan to be back aboard the ship no later than 4:00 PM. We’ll be leaving Freeport at 4:30.”

It was 10:20 in the morning now, and the initial rush to exit the ship was over. A man dressed in shorts and a flowered shirt appeared on the upper deck. He was wearing open-toed leather sandals and a snap brim straw hat. He had a slight frame, wore his hair over his ears and sported a small moustache. The walk down to Deck One was quick, and then he was standing in a short line. He handed his plastic card to the steward, who inserted it into a machine, which showed his picture. 

“Thank you, Mr. Hansen,” said the steward. After the card was returned, he exited the ship, carrying a small duffle with him, a daypack that he’d slung over one shoulder.

There was a taxi stand near the base of the pier, with a dozen or so older, local vehicles parked at various angles around it. The surface was gravel and dirt, and the cars and vans had seen better days. The man glanced around, looking for one that might have working air conditioning. Again, he waited in line patiently, and at his turn, he slid into the back seat of the cab. No air conditioning, he noted.

“Where to, sir?” asked the cabbie. 

“I’ve heard good things about West End,” the man with the moustache said. “It’s supposed to be a nice place to spend a day.”

“Yes, sir,” said the cabbie, “out there by Dead Man’s Reef. It’s a great snorkeling spot, or you can just enjoy the Red Bar.”

“Let’s try that, then,” said the man. He looked to be about thirty, maybe slightly younger, and he had a thoughtful air about him, like that of an academic, perhaps.

The cabbie slid the car out of his parking space and into traffic. In a moment he was exiting the harbor on Queen’s Highway. 

“Say,” said the passenger, a while later, “let’s go on to the end of the island.”

“OK, sure,” said the cabbie. “You want to go to the Old Bahama Bay Resort? Good restaurant there. And free Wi-Fi.”

“A good restaurant. That sounds nice,” said the man.

Fifteen minutes later, the cab driver stopped in front of a yellow pastel building, surrounded by several other buildings of complimentary pastel colors. “Should I wait for you?” asked the cab driver.

“No, I’m not sure how long I’ll be,” the man said, as he handed the cabbie a $20 bill. 

“OK, and remember, boarding time for the ship is by 4:00,” said the cabbie, making change. “Here’s my card. Call me if you need a ride.”

“Thanks, I will,” said the man. He turned and walked into the hotel, through the lobby and out a side door that led to the boat docks. There were about thirty boats in slips around the docks, and most were fishing vessels. Parked in one of the boat slips was a forty-foot Hatteras GT60 with outriggers and a flying bridge. Its engines were running. The man wandered toward the boat casually, and once adjacent to it, he tossed his daypack aboard and stepped into the stern of the boat. The captain, checking his instruments on the flying bridge, felt the small motion of the boat and turned around.

“Ready, then?” he asked the man.

“Yep,” said the man.

“I’ll cast off, then, and you go below deck,” said the captain, as he made his way down an aluminum ladder.

“Did you get the money?” asked the man.

“Yep. Wire transfer, like you said,” said the captain. 

The man paused and asked, “How long?”

“It’s about sixty miles,” said the captain, “and we’ll run at a reasonable speed. No need to attract attention. I came over this morning and went through customs. We’re cleared to go. It’ll take us three hours or so to reach Palm Beach, then some more time to go up the coast.”

As the man went below deck, the captain went about the business of untying the stern line and the spring line, and then at the wheel he maneuvered the vessel smoothly from the slip and toward the mouth of the harbor. 

Once they were clear of the harbor, he pointed the Hatteras west toward Florida.





 

 


Chapter 6

 

The v-shaped hull of the Hatteras cut a smooth line in the sea. It was a sunny day, bright and clear, with a few fluffy white clouds on the horizon. Heading due west, the sun was almost directly overhead when they sighted Florida’s populated coast. As the land grew larger, the captain turned the boat north, and ran parallel to it for about five miles. He arrived at the Palm Beach Inlet and turned west again, circling Peanut Island and docking at Slip 14 of the Rivera Beach Marina, his permanent berth.

His passenger, now dressed in a Columbia fishing shirt and khaki shorts, Sperry Top Siders and sunglasses, but without the moustache and hat, climbed ashore and said to the captain in a loud voice, “I’ll check on that and be right back.” Then he walked through the gate to the parking area, unlocked a dark blue Ford Expedition and drove away.

 

* * *

 

At five minutes after 4:00 in the afternoon, the staff manning the embarkation gangplank realized that they were one passenger short. The computer quickly alerted them that Mr. Titus Hansen of cabin 6647 was not on board the ship. The stewards alerted security, who sent staff to drive around the harbor area in golf carts, looking for Mr. Hansen. At 4:15 PM security informed the captain and the first mate of the situation. Local police, stationed in the harbor area, helped with the search.

This wasn’t the first time that a passenger, or a family, was late returning to the ship. Often, passengers who booked shore excursions would show up back at the embarkation point late due to poor planning, heavy drinking or transportation issues. By 4:20 though, the ship’s officers had a decision to make.

“First a death on board, and now this,” said Captain Trillo, in command of the Venture of the Seas. He was on the Bridge, talking to his first mate. “Bad luck indeed.”

But, with 2,367 passengers and 1,644 crew aboard the cruise ship, the officers were committed to their schedule and their guests. They informed the local police and the customs agents of the missing passenger, provided what details they knew about Mr. Hansen, and at 4:30 PM the cruise ship cast off from Freeport Harbor on schedule, without Mr. Titus Hansen aboard. When he surfaced, he could meet the ship at its next destination port.





 

 


Chapter 7

 

“Initially, they were pretty sure that it was a heart attack,” said Clive. “But it was not.” He was walking along Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, DC, returning to The Agency offices after a quick lunch. Zeke Traynor was walking with him. Clive was wearing a dark blue suit with subtle black pin stripes under a London Fog wool-blended overcoat. His hair looked freshly cut. His brown shoes were shined to a high polish, and his regimental tie contrasted nicely with his crisp white shirt. As always, he was immaculate in his appearance.

“Why’s that?” asked Zeke, who was wearing a brown sports jacket with elbow patches over his dress shirt and slacks. His look was much more casual, and his tanned face looked out of place in D.C. in the early spring.

“I knew Roger,” said Clive. “He was fit and took care of himself.” Clive grabbed the outside door of the office building and held it open for Zeke. 

“And,” said Clive, “we need to consider the project that Roger had been working on. It seems like too much of a coincidence, you know?”

“Last name?” asked Zeke.

“Taylor,” said Clive, “Roger Taylor.”

“What was he working on?” asked Zeke after a moment. They were the only ones on the elevator.

“Well, it was an NSA type of thing… Essentially, Roger had developed some algorithms that tracked data usage and cell phone usage and connectivity patterns and links, which are being used to help identify possible terrorists and terrorist cells.”

“I can see where there could be a fairly unique ‘footprint’ associated with the communication patterns of terrorists,” said Zeke. “If you compile enough data and search it for those patterns, it seems like you should be able to isolate activity and persons that warrant further investigation. Maybe call it ‘data usage profiling’.”

“Yes, and Roger has been a leader in that effort since he came to the FBI from Silicon Valley five years ago. He was very highly recruited, you know.”

“You said that they found him dead in his cabin on a cruise ship?” asked Zeke.

“Yes, the Royal Caribbean ship, Venture of the Seas. He’d taken his family on a cruise for the holiday. The others went on a shore excursion, and they came back to find him dead in the bed.”

“How old was Roger?” asked Zeke.

“Only about thirty. He was a boy genius. Too young for a heart attack,” added Clive.

“History in his family?” asked Zeke.

“None at all,” said Clive. “But initial cause of death by the shipboard doctor was reported as a heart attack.”

“I assume they did an autopsy,” said Zeke.

“Yes, they did,” said Clive. “They found some possible signs of asphyxiation. It was conclusive enough, as far as cause of death at that point, and that’s when the FBI called me.”

“Are we investigating?” asked Zeke. “Is that why I’m here and not somewhere sunny?”

“The brethren at the FBI did ask us to take a look at this with fresh eyes,” said Clive. “If the death was instigated by a terrorist group, we may be able to start with the motive, and work backwards to narrow down the possible suspects. Roger wouldn’t have been an easy target. He was a tech guy, but he was pretty well trained. He could take care of himself.”

“He was strangled?” asked Zeke. “What does the autopsy say?”

“I’ll get you a copy, but essentially Roger was poisoned, then suffocated,” said Clive. “They found scombroid food poisoning in his system.”

Histamine, said Zeke to himself. “Most likely from spoiled fish.”

“Yes, they think it was made from spoiled salmon that was served with Roger’s breakfast of lox and bagels. Ordered from room service, you know. The onions and cream cheese likely hid the taste.”

“So the poison makes him sick, and then the killer suffocates him,” said Zeke, thinking. “I’ll need to get down to Miami the next time that ship is in port. We’ll want to interview the crew.”

“Definitely,” said Clive. “I have the schedule, and we’ll make the arrangements.” 

Zeke thought for a moment. “Can we get data about the groups Roger was researching?” he asked.

“I’ve asked for copies of all of his current investigations, going back a year. My impression is that there are several possibilities, and I propose that we work through them, one at a time, bash on and see what we can chase out of the brush,” said Clive.

“Sounds like something we should do,” said Zeke. 

 

* * *

 

“I was planning to visit you this week,” Zeke said. “Sort of a surprise visit. But things have heated up with the investigation. Well, investigations, plural.”

“Uh-huh,” said Tracy Johnson from the other end of the phone call. “You found a better offer,” she teased.

“No, it’s just bad timing. I’d much rather be with you. But I need to get back to DC for a meeting with the FBI tomorrow.”

“You’d pick the FBI over your main squeeze?” her voice smiled.

Tracy worked for the Atlanta Secret Service and had met Zeke a few months earlier when they were tracking a counterfeiter. They were enjoying a long-distance romance.

“Well, no, actually.”

“But…” asked Tracy. 

“But you know I’ll make it up to you.”

“I may not wait around forever,” Tracy said with a sigh. She hesitated. “But…”

“Yes?” said Zeke. She’s enjoying this, he thought.

“I guess you’re worth waiting for. I’ll give it another week or so.” 

 

* * *

 

“Then how do you explain this?” asked the young man. He was a tall, lanky man of eighteen or nineteen years with a head full of brown, tightly curled hair, which was loosely bound by a cloth rubber band and extended well past his shoulders. He wore a light linen shirt and brown painter’s pants, and his shoes were red Air Jordan’s with a Velcro clasp across the tongue. He was holding a magazine open to a page, folded back and showing the picture of refugees walking along the right side of a long, winding dirt road. There were mountains in the distance, and dirt and dust swirling low around the refugees’ knees and feet. The headline, superimposed on the picture, read “Out of Syria.”

“Yes, I know,” said a second man, a little bit older and with a soothing lightly accented voice. His name was Asad Hassan. “Things don’t always go exactly as we wish,” he continued. “It is better for us to focus on the larger mission, on the jihad, and expect that the exceptions will take care of themselves.” 

“But we have to do something,” said the younger man. “Look around. There are eight of us here. Eight who honor Allah and despise the ways of the west.”

The older man smiled to himself. A jihad, he thought, can mean a holy war, or it can mean the internal, personal struggle each of us goes through in our devotion to the spiritual discipline of Islam. The true jihad is a battle for self-control and betterment. The younger man seems to have a ways to go in his personal jihad, Asad thought. He said, “Trust Allah.”

The eight men were sitting cross-legged on the floor of the Mosque, with Qur’ans open before them. Several of them were reading quietly aloud to themselves in Arabic, seemingly engaged in a separate reality. All eight were chosen; all eight were strong supporters of the cause. Most had brothers or uncles or cousins or nephews in Syria or Jordan or Yemen. All supported the al-Nusra Front, the Sunni Islamist militia, against the Syrian government. And they were supporters of the Sunni extremists who were known as the Islamic State. 

“But what action do you suggest?” asked the lanky man. His beard was a tight set of random curls along his jaw line that shifted and realigned across the bottom of his face as he spoke. “What action?” he said again, louder to emphasize the point and assure the others had heard him.

“The plan is solid, Amed. We are set on a path, a direction. It is not up to you or me to change the path, but it is for us to embrace it, and follow it to its end, where we will find Allah.” He spoke in vague ethereal terms, working to maintain his role as the spiritual leader of the group.

“How long will it be before we begin our journey?” asked another, Ismael, the youngest of the group. “I, for one, am ready for my virgins.” He laughed mildly to himself.

The rest of the men grunted their agreement in muted tones. Some looked up at Asad. 

“It will not be much longer, my friends. We will have all the opportunity for glory that we could want,” said Asad. He paused and looked at his notes, written in Arabic. “Very well, that’s the last of the business we need to cover,” said Asad, anxious to end the discussion. “This meeting of the Arabic Student Group is adjourned.” 





 

 


Chapter 8

 

To Zeke, Clive’s office looked as if it were an English gentleman’s club, with wood paneled walls and built-in bookshelves stuffed with leather-bound volumes, and with a rolling wooden ladder to access the books located on the higher shelves. There was no desk in the room, but several wingback, overstuffed, brown leather chairs were scattered about, and each had a side table associated with it. Some of the chairs were arranged around a low coffee table in the center of the room, with a warm light antique lamp in the center of it. Overhead lights were muted, and the windows were covered by heavy curtains. Concealed spotlights highlighted framed drawings of hunters on horseback, with dogs and foxes on the plain.

Traditional, thought Zeke. For ambience. 

“Jolly good,” said Clive to no one in particular, as he pulled a chair toward the coffee table and sat comfortably in it. “Here are Roger’s active files. If the murder, the assassination was arranged by terrorists, it was likely one of these groups.”

There was a stack of blue file folders on the bottom corner of the coffee table, within Clive’s reach. The top one, the only file in view, had a stripe across the cover marked, “FBI. Top Secret.”

One wall was occupied by floor to ceiling built-in shelves with glass doors that contained a variety of British Gins and Single Malt Scotches, on display. The bottles didn’t appear to be opened. Most of the complimentary appointments in the room were also of leather and dark wood. There was a humidor on one table, surrounded with antique cigar clipping tools, metal lighters and two heavy, solid glass ashtrays. A display of tobacco pipes occupied another small table. Clive pulled the drapes back and let some sunlight into the room. 

In addition to Clive and Zeke, Sarah Ditton, an FBI Agent, was present. Sarah had brought the files over from FBI Headquarters, and would be staying until The Agency was done with them. Kimmy stood near the fourth chair. Kimmy was a small brunette who seldom sat still. Zeke watched her constant motion, shifting, changing her position or her posture. She had history as a Mossad operative, and had recently joined The Agency.

“What do we have?” asked Zeke, sitting in a leather chair across the coffee table from Clive.

Clive picked up the top folder and flipped it open. “Looks like this one is a suspected terrorist group in Ann Arbor, Michigan. Here are lists of phone numbers and phone transmissions, in and out, that were picked up by the computer.” He looked at Sarah. “So my understanding is that Roger’s software program was designed to isolate certain calling patterns based upon frequency, length of the call and the timing of the occurrences. Is that right, Sarah?”

“Well, that’s part of it. And we use stingrays- cell phone trackers- to compliment that. Combine that information with Internet usage, e-mail patterns, web site visits, Skype calls, messaging, social media sites, IP addresses and a host of other, complimentary data, and you can begin to see patterns of communication that lend themselves to possible terrorists or terrorist cells. The second part of the process is feet on the ground. Agents reviewing the information, watching the suspects, wire taps, the more traditional activities. Roger always said that his program was an identifier, a starting point, not a solution,” she said.

Sarah was a small, mousey looking woman with light brown hair pulled into a tight bun; she carried herself with a pronounced shoulder slouch. Her glasses, although a designer brand, were thick and gave her the overall appearance of a librarian, which she was, in a sense. She wore muted navy blue slacks that looked like part of a suit ensemble, and a white blouse that had a bow at the neck. She wore minimal jewelry, and no wedding ring, Zeke noticed. She spoke quietly, and in a fashion that made her listeners lean forward and pay attention.

“The patterns that the software looks for are what you might expect,” she continued. “Terrorist cells and spy cells have a lot in common. In addition to the secrecy they both covet, there are an unusual number of repetitive communication patterns. Person-to-person, over and over again. Think about the way spies only know their own handler. Typically, they’re not privy to information about other spies, for obvious reasons. It minimizes the damage if one spy is caught.”

“A terrorist cell would have different communication patterns, though, right?” said Zeke. “Maybe two or three extremists, or a very small group working together?”

“Yes, different patterns, but still recognizable. Remember, with the program the computer can search thousands of records each hour, and report the matches it finds,” said Sarah. “We’re casting a wide net.”

“How accurate is the software?” asked Zeke. “It seems like you wouldn’t want to exclude too much, or make the pattern associations too narrow.” 

“Honestly, probably one in fifteen matches turns out to be somehow associated with terrorists or extremists, but those odds are acceptable. And, the software learns from its mistakes,” said Sarah. 

“Runs on a Unix system?” asked Zeke. 

“Yes. Simple and speedy,” Sarah said, nodding.

“What else do you see in the files?” asked Zeke, turning to Clive, who was busy making notes on a yellow legal pad. His pen was an Onoto Magna plunger-filler, arguably the finest British pen ever made. Typical understated Clive, Zeke thought.

“Here’s a group located in and around Charlottesville, Virginia,” said Clive. “It looks as if this one has some pretty tight patterns.”

Over the next four hours, the three agents organized and reviewed the files and made notes to themselves about the contents. Names, numbers and notes about the patterns the computer had discovered filled most of the legal pad that Clive was working with. At the end of it, Clive noted that there were six open situations that the FBI was currently evaluating- the “Open Cases”- and there were another nine files that were being monitored, but the FBI had made a preliminary determination that there was no cause for alarm. 

Clive thanked Sarah Ditton, and she left for Quantico, taking the original files with her. Clive turned to Zeke.

“So, six possibles,” Clive said.

“Roger was pretty impressive,” said Zeke. “No wonder someone wanted him out of the way. We need to find out which group arranged for his murder.”

“Richardson, Texas. Charlottesville, Virginia. Nashville, Tennessee. Pullman, Washington. McKinney, Texas.” Clive read the list from his notepad. “And Ann Arbor, Michigan.”

“Most all college towns,” said Zeke. “Time to get to work.”

“Indeed,” said Clive.

“I’m heading to Little Rock, Arkansas, to meet with Dan and the FBI about the bank robberies and the guns,” Zeke said. “From there, I can hop over to Dallas and check out two possibles, Richardson and McKinney. They’re only about twenty miles apart.”





 

 


Chapter 9

 

“It’ll be a joint effort,” said Bill Crawford, the FBI Special Agent in Charge of the Little Rock FBI office. “FBI and ATF together.” 

“That sounds great, partner,” said Texas ATF Special Agent in Charge, Dan Wheeler, “but it never works out that way. Somehow, your cowboys always get the camera shots and the publicity, while our guys get shoved into the background and are assigned the clean-up detail when you leave. We get to muck out the stalls.”

“Unless something goes wrong,” said Zeke, under his breath. The one-stop flight from Washington, DC to Little Rock had been uneventful. Zeke had planned to attend the FBI’s meeting with Dan Wheeler, and then stop down in Dallas and follow up on two of Roger Taylor’s possible terror groups. The GPS path of Camo Jack and his friends had led from the gun show in Texas to northern Arkansas.

Crawford looked like an FBI throwback, a white-shirted, blue-tied man with close-cropped gray hair and highly polished black shoes. The tie matched his eyes, and he had rolled the cuffs on his dress shirt one roll up onto his forearms. Overall, he gave the impression of a J. Edgar Hoover-era agent.

The GPS device that Zeke had planted on the panel van was being tracked remotely from Texas Rangers Headquarters in Austin. Zeke checked occasionally, as it had led the ATF agents across Texas, through Texarkana, along Interstate 30, and then on to Little Rock. From there, the van turned northwest on Interstate 40 to Conway, at which point the vehicle turned north and headed toward Harrison, Arkansas on secondary roads. FBI personnel tracked the truck the entire way.

The 10-hour drive spanned almost 650 miles with a quick stop, probably for fuel and a bathroom, in Texarkana, Texas. The van approached Harrison, a notorious area of militia men and free men. Zeke had stopped in the FBI’s tracking and command room before the meeting started.

“No surprise,” said one of the agents tracking the GPS, a slightly overweight black man with graying hair and a pot belly. “Expected they may be from that part of the state.” But then, to the surprise of the agents assigned to the tracking team, the van drove through downtown Harrison and turned east. Zeke saw the surprise register on their faces, and he turned to the front wall, following their gaze to the tracking screen. They watched for several minutes.

“They’re heading east,” said the overweight man. “There’s nothing over there. Look, they stopped at the next town, a place called Zinc.”

 

* * *

 

One of the ATF agents monitoring the GPS device accessed the Internet. “Looks like Zinc is a rural town of about 100 people with no major industry,” he said. “And it’s home to an anti-government Christian patriot movement group, an independent group called the Arkansas Freemen.” He was reading from an encyclopedia webpage. 

Then he pulled up a roadmap of north central Arkansas, as well as a topographical map. Zeke hopped up and looked over their shoulders. Routes into and out of the small town were limited by the size and condition of the roads, and the mountainous terrain. One of the FBI men continued, “It says here that ‘citizens of Zinc are a private lot, interested in maintaining their independence. Zinc has, in the past, been a refuge for escaped prisoners and AWOL soldiers and criminals running from the law. It’s located within 20 miles of the Missouri border, which allowed fugitives to escape into the neighboring state when the local law got too close.’”

The second, younger agent said, “Wait,” and began typing on his laptop. Zeke saw the FBI seal and crest appear on the webpage, and a password was typed in. Coleman788, thought Zeke, watching the man’s fingers move across the keys. I’ll probably never need to know that. A moment later, a folder appeared on the screen. Agent Coleman double clicked on a file, and Zeke saw it open. The agent started reading, paraphrasing what he saw.

“Once, in the mid-1990s,” Coleman said, “after the Ruby Ridge and Waco siege disasters, we, the FBI, tried to arrest one of our Ten Most Wanted that we’d tracked to his nephew’s property in Zinc. We were met by a militia of armed paramilitary soldiers who patrolled the interior of their fenced compound constantly, day and night. Demands to surrender the man went unheeded, and it says that the FBI’s usual tactics were ineffective.

“At one point,” he said, continuing to read, “the FBI agents attempted to shut down the power to the compound, only to find that the entire property was attached to generators. Another attempt to broach the barrier involved stopping traffic to and from the compound, and starving out the group. But when questioned, town citizens advised the FBI that there was enough food in the compound to feed all of the militia members and their families for two years.” He looked up at Zeke. “Looks like the men in Zinc were well prepared for a siege.”

He paused, reading on.

“It says here that after five months the agents pulled back and maintained an observational team on the compound for another month or so. A lack of available funding closed down that operation, and the suspect was later apprehended in Harrison in a bar with a local girl.”

 

* * *

 

Bill Crawford stood at the white board in the large conference room. He was surrounded by a team of his FBI agents, along with ATF’s Dan Wheeler, Clive and Zeke.

“OK, so we’ll approach from the west. We’ll take Highway 7 north out of Harrison and then head east on Zinc Road just before Bergman. Bergman’s a small town between the two. The road’s in pretty good condition. That’ll have us approaching Zinc from the northwest,” said Crawford, pointing at a map tacked to a cork board.

“Where’s the compound?” asked Zeke.

“It’s actually northeast of the town a bit further, along a dirt road. There’s nothing around it but woods and wild hogs,” said Crawford. “Satellite images are good, but most of the structures are under stands of trees, and the satellites can’t get clear shots of the buildings or the numbers of men there.”

“And I’d bet they’re all dressed in olive green or camo, so they’ll blend and look alike,” said Zeke.

“Right. But they shouldn’t be expecting anything just now,” said Crawford. 

“How about drones with infrared cameras?” asked Zeke. “They should give us a feel for their numbers.”

“I agree,” said Clive. “No sense trying to storm the castle until we know the size of their defense.”

“After Waco and Ruby Ridge, I tend to agree with you. Or better yet, we need to get them to leave the compound, then take them quietly.” This from Crawford.

“That would be ideal,” said Clive. “But it’s unlikely that they would leave the compound with the automatic weapons. That’s probably the safest place to keep them.”

“The three men I’ve been tracking are paramilitary types,” said Zeke. “They’re probably an advance team set up to acquire the weapons and take them back to the Arkansas Freemen compound. They may also be the bank robbers.”

“Sure,” said Crawford. “We’re not absolutely sure who the leader is. But it could well be a fellow named Biggers. Robert Biggers. He’s been around this area for years, protesting taxes and promoting Second Amendment rights. At one point, he got himself an on-line degree in theology. Calls himself Reverend Biggers. We haven’t heard much from him lately, though.”

“How do we get the H&K’s?” asked Dan Wheeler, focusing the team on his part of the problem.

“Well, we either get them to bring the guns out,” said Crawford, “or we go in after them with force.”

“We’re thinking that these guys are involved in the bank robberies, too,” Zeke said to Crawford. “So I think ‘divide and conquer’ may be the best strategy. If we catch them leaving the compound and heading for another robbery, they’re sure to have some of the H&K’s with them. Right?”

“True,” said Crawford. “And we know from the security cameras that there are only three men at each robbery. Two in the bank and a driver. So we could stop them, arrest them on gun charges and turn them against the good Reverend.”

“Best case scenario, we could,” said Wheeler.

“Lets start with the drones at night and see if we can get infrared readings that will give us a headcount,” said Crawford. “I like that idea. Then we’ll know what we’re up against.”

“They’ll likely have women and children in the compound, won’t they?” asked Zeke.

“Almost certainly,” said Crawford. “Our guys assigned to keep an eye on these groups in northwest Arkansas and southern Missouri say that the various militia have a lot of common characteristics. Keeping family close is one of them.”

“What would be a typical size for a group like this?” asked Clive.

“Probably between thirty and fifty people,” said Crawford, after referencing an open file. “And about half would be women and children, typically.”

“OK, so let’s gather all the intel we can get,” said Crawford. “I’ll get my guys going on it. We’ll reconvene in a few days. Say this time, three days from now.” 

“That works,” said Zeke.

 

* * *

 

Zeke drove the 300 miles from Little Rock to the east Dallas suburbs in under four and a half hours. It was raining when he arrived in Rockwall and crossed the bridge over Lake Ray Hubbard. On the west side of the lake, he turned north on the turnpike and headed for Richardson. 

From there the ride was slow and soggy. It looked as if it had been raining for a while, with standing water at the curbs and intersections. Zeke knew that the Dallas soil, much of it Backland Prairie soil, was subject to runoff, and in heavy rain the reservoirs could be flooded with dirt and debris. The volume of standing water from the current deluge indicated that it had been raining for a while. Consequently, traffic was backed up. 

Richardson and McKinney, Texas, were both on Roger’s active investigations list. They were about twenty minutes apart by car, and Zeke had chosen these two locations as his first stop because of their proximity to each other, and to Little Rock. His plan was to use the information that had been tracked and isolated by Roger Taylor’s software system to track down the possible terrorists. 

According to the file, the ‘primary contact’ at the University of Texas- Dallas campus, located in Richardson, was a student named Amir Khan, who was in his fifth year as a graduate student and lived off campus in a nearby apartment. Amir was reportedly from Iraq and was enrolled in the International Studies program. Based on Roger’s research, he was from a wealthy Sunni Muslim family with a serious hatred of the current Syrian president. 

Roger had identified a pattern of cell phone communications between Amir and nine other students that fit the profile of the FBI algorithm. E-mail communications to and from Amir Khan also loosely matched a pattern associated with some terrorist groups, and the content of the e-mails appeared to be generally innocuous and random. Roger’s notes indicated that this most likely meant that an Arabic word-code was being used.

The FBI file had identified the nine students at the Richardson campus who were a part of the communications patterns that pointed to Amir Khan as a possible leader. Apparently he’s a check-in point for the other students, Zeke thought. The e-mail and text communication patterns were groupings, where on certain days at certain hours all nine in the group communicated with Amir within a small window of time. There were a number of other patterns identified by Roger Taylor’s algorithm, including the placement of Khan’s return texts and a series of international calls to Syria.

“Welcome to the Hilton Garden Inn,” said the desk clerk when Zeke stepped out of the rain and into the lobby. He was a tall, red haired boy, no more than twenty-three or -four at most, likely a student at the University of Texas, possibly with a work-study job at the hotel. He had pale skin and large hands with obvious callouses, and to Zeke he smelled faintly like a plug of chaw. His name badge read “Red Parker”. Zeke would have bet that he was wearing cowboy boots, but he couldn’t confirm it from his side of the lobby desk. 

“Thanks, Red. Do you play baseball?” asked Zeke. 

“Yes, sir,” said Red. “First base for the Comets, the UT team.”

“How’d you guys do last season?” asked Zeke.

“We won 29 games last season,” said Red Parker. He smiled. “Ended up in third place.”

“That’s sixty-three percent wins,” said Zeke. “Nice record.”

“How can I help you?” Red was still smiling at the memory of last season’s victories when he asked. Zeke showed his identification and Red checked him into the hotel. 

“Breakfast in the morning between 6:30 and 10, over there,” said Red, as he pointed. “Elevators are behind you, and the Wifi password is on your room key.”

“Great, thanks,” said Zeke. He paused and looked Red in the eyes. “You’re a student here, so you may know this. Where would I find the Arabic Student Group?” 

“At UT?” asked Red. “Go to the Administration Building on campus and ask about the Student Groups. Each one has a Faculty Coordinator, and they can tell you how to get in with the right person.” Red looked at his watch. “I think they close at 4:30 today, so you may want to call or visit them pretty soon.”





 

 


Chapter 10

 

“I’m looking for the Faculty Coordinator for the Arabic Student Group,” said Zeke into the phone. He waited.

“That would be Nanet McGuire,” said the bored female voice on the other end of the line. “I’ll give you her contact information, if you have a pencil.”

Zeke seldom used a pencil. When he did, it was usually to put the person he was interviewing on alert that his answers were being recorded. With his almost eidetic memory, Zeke retained most all of the information he received. It was simply a matter of thinking back to the situation and replaying it in his mind. And his memory for numbers was automatic.

“Ready,” said Zeke. 

She gave him a phone number and an office room number for Nanet McGuire. “That’s in this building,” she added, naming the building.

“Is she there now?” asked Zeke.

“I’m not sure, but office hours are until 4:30 today, so probably so,” she said, and she hung up.

Zeke dialed Nanet McGuire’s phone number. The call was answered by a harried female voice. “Hello, yes?”

“Ms. McGuire?”

“Yes, just a moment,” the voice answered. There was some talk between women on the other end of the line, and then, “I’m back. Sorry. It’s Mrs. McGuire, by the way.” 

“Mrs. McGuire, hello,” he said. “My name is Zeke Traynor, and I’d like to make an appointment to see you.”

Zeke explained a portion of his reason for visiting and set an appointment to meet Nanet McGuire thirty minutes later.

 

* * *

 

Zeke knocked on the office door and when Nanet McGuire answered his knock, he stepped in and scanned the room. It was about six foot by eight foot in size and crammed full with a wooden desk and bookshelves on every wall. The desk was covered with stacks of papers held down by obscure items that resulted from a career in academia, such as staplers, pencil cups, a calculator, a glasses case, a personal fan and a snuffed out candle. 

Zeke stepped to the guest chair facing the large desk. He moved a stack of papers from the seat of the chair onto the top of a bookshelf and, after Nanet McGuire sat, he sat.

Mrs. McGuire was of Middle Eastern descent, perhaps Egyptian. She had high cheekbones and a circular face, with brown almond shaped eyes. Her skin tone was tan. She spoke with a slight, undistinguished accent…maybe a pinch of British English, Zeke thought.

“Hello.” He reached across the desk by way of introduction and shook her hand. It was cool and dry. “I’m Zeke Traynor.”

“Hello,” she said. “Call me Nenet, like the Goddess of the Depth. Very mysterious, you know.” 

“They pronounced it ‘Nanet’ when I called.”

“Welcome to north Texas.” She smiled. “How can I help the FBI?”

“Well, I’m working with the FBI,” Zeke clarified. “Looking into some student organizations. I understand that you’re the Faculty Coordinator for the Arabic Student Group.”

“Yes,” said Nenet, “I am.”

“How did you get that assignment?” Zeke asked. “Are you originally from that part of the world?”

“I’m Egyptian,” she said. “I married an Irishman, an academician with an interest in archaeology,” she said. “Egyptian relics.”

“I see,” said Zeke. “Well, this is kind of routine. We’re looking at several schools to try and confirm a link to terrorist sympathizers.”

“And you’d start with the Middle Eastern students, of course,” she said with some annoyance rising in her voice. Her face flushed. “This isn’t the first time that your agency has profiled my students based on nationality and religion. It’s ridiculous.”

“If that’s what we were doing, I’d agree,” said Zeke, calmly, with a disarming smile. “But in this case, we may have evidence of a direct connection between some of your students and terrorist sympathizers. I’d like to explain.”

“This isn’t a witch hunt, is it?” she asked.

“No, specifically our information points to communications between a graduate student, Amir Khan and eight other students with patterns that appear to be suspicious. What can you tell me about Amir?”

“Oh, Amir. Yes, he has some strong views, and he’s not afraid to share them. But I don’t think he’s a terrorist. He does like to take advantage of his freedom of speech, though,” Nenet said. She shook her head and said, “But, no, I don’t think he would hurt anyone.”

“I know,” said Zeke, “and that’s part of why I’m talking with you. To get a proper perspective about the young man and his friends.”

“The Arabic Student Group is in colleges all over the country, including ours. The University of Texas here in Dallas is very welcoming toward students from Iran, Iraq, Syria, Egypt, Saudi Arabia and other places in that region of the world. And it has been for years. But I think you’ll find that there are many institutions of higher education that share the same position. Being from one of those countries does not make one a terrorist.” She emphasized the “not”. She was getting herself worked up again.

“No doubt,” said Zeke. “And you’d be surprised how many inquiries we make that amount to nothing at all. But, tell me about Mr. Khan, if you would.”

“Amir’s from Iraq,” she started. “He’s a graduate student in International Studies, and he’s working on his thesis, as well as taking classes. He lost some family in the war in Syria a few years back, and he has some strong feelings about the civil war.”

“Where can I find him?” asked Zeke.

“He should be on campus now. You can talk in the Student Union. Let me call him and see,” said Nenet.

 

* * *

 

The boy sitting across from Zeke was handsome in a brooding sort of way. He had a strong chin, but his body was narrowly built and he looked furtive to Zeke. His brown eyes were defiant and his attitude was aggressive. 

“Thanks,” said Zeke.

“For what?” asked Amir. 

“For meeting with me.” Zeke smiled, ignoring the boy’s attitude.

Amir was silent.

“So, how do you feel about the fighting in Iraq?” asked Zeke.

Amir’s eyes flashed. “That’s not why you’re here,” he said through clenched teeth. His voice had an Iraqi tone to it, Zeke noticed.

“Well, sort of,” said Zeke. “We’re looking at possible terrorist groups, and your name came up pretty quickly.”

“You’re profiling me because I’m from Iraq,” he said.

“That kind of talk may make the police back off,” said Zeke, “but it won’t work with the FBI. They’ve been watching you and your group for a while, now.”

Amir Khan thought about that for a moment.

“I’m not a terrorist,” he said. He looked around the room at the students sitting at worktables and those on the soft chairs. The Student Union was active, but Zeke noticed a number of people were leaving, most likely for dinner. 

“You’re completing your thesis?” asked Zeke.

“I am,” said Amir, responding to the neutral question.

“What can you tell me about these people?” asked Zeke, handing Amir a list of nine names, his and the eight others isolated by Roger Taylor’s algorithm. “Who are they?”

Amir looked at the list and shook his head. 

“Who are they?” asked Zeke.

“Not terrorists,” said Amir. “I have to go now.”

 

* * *

 

McKinney, Texas, was a suburban stop on the highway, twenty miles north of Richardson. As Zeke turned off Highway 75, he saw a community with obviously restrictive zoning and planned development. The visible grass was green and well tended, signs were small, trees and bushes were abundant and the retail improvements that lined the street appeared to be in good condition. University Drive, which connected Highway 75 with the college campus was a busy six-lane road. 

Roger Taylor’s list for Collin College in McKinney was smaller than that for the University of Texas–Dallas, but it was worth investigating. There were five names on the list, people who had been identified by FBI computers as possible terrorists, based upon their communications pattern, Internet usage and other key factors. Zeke had noticed immediately that one name was included on both colleges’ lists. That name was Amir Khan.

He parked in a visitor’s space on the Collin College campus and entered the brick and stone building marked, “Administration.” To his right there was a reception area, a long wooden counter separating the office workers from the students and visitors. A heavy black woman was standing at the copy machine as it cranked out indiscernible copies of what might have been a school newsletter. 

“Can I help?” she asked Zeke.

“Sure, thanks,” said Zeke. “I have an appointment with Campus Police…”

“Oh, OK,” she said. “Go down that hall to the end. He’s on your left. Here, take this visitors badge.”

Zeke reached the door marked “Campus Security.” It was cracked open, revealing a small room with a desk and chair, and a side table with communications equipment and a computer on top of it. The office was vacant.

“Can I help?” asked a voice from behind Zeke.

“Looking for Captain Ferrell,” said Zeke.

“You found him,” said Ferrell. “You Zeke Traynor?”

“I am,” said Zeke. He’d arranged an appointment earlier, on his drive north. “Nice campus.”

“Sure is,” said Ferrell. “And there’s not a lot of trouble here. What’s this about an FBI investigation.”

Zeke told him some of it. “So, I’m here to see if any of these names ring a bell with you.” He handed Ferrell a sheet of paper with the five names on it.

“Well, sure,” said Ferrell. “They sure do.”





 

 


Chapter 11

 

“Welcome back, men,” said Bill Crawford, Special Agent In Charge of the Little Rock FBI office. Crawford looked as if he hadn’t changed at all from the meeting three days earlier. He wore the same crisp white shirt, cuffs rolled to his forearms, and had his suit jacket hung over the back of a chair. He was standing at the conference table, assuming a role of authority over the meeting, greeting each man by name as he entered the room. The tie he wore was blue, but a slightly different shade than last time they were together, Zeke noticed. 

Dan Wheeler, Crawford’s counterpart from the ATF, looked slightly disheveled. His dark hair was somewhat askew and his manner was harried. He nodded at Crawford when he entered the room and then busied himself with finding a seat. 

“We have a good report,” said Crawford, after Zeke and Clive and the rest of the FBI team were seated. “The drone insertion was successful. We flew it in by night and used the infrared camera to count the Freemen in the compound.” Crawford had the annoying habit of recounting information that was common knowledge as if it were a new FBI reveal. “There were thirty-eight bodies, and it looks like eight of them are kids, based upon size only.”

“That includes the three bank robbers, I believe,” said Clive. He had flown in earlier that day for the meeting.

“The drone is silent?” asked Dan Wheeler.

“It is. All electric and very, very quiet. Up there in Zinc you wouldn’t hear it over the night sounds.”

“Has anyone entered the compound?” asked Zeke. “Or left it?”

“Yes,” Crawford responded, shifting gears. He looked at his notes. Zeke noticed that, like a number of bureaucrats who deal in information, Crawford held it back and doled it out in small portions designed to keep him in control. “Yes, we have feet on the ground up there. We observed several deliveries of what appeared to be frozen food in a refrigerated truck, and there was a car full of four men that left the compound and found their way into Harrison one night this week. They made one stop at a place called “Billy’s” and spent the evening there. Then they checked back into the compound about eleven-thirty that same night.”

“Not much happenin’,” said Dan Wheeler. His anxious countenance belied his sharp, organized mind. Zeke had dealt with Wheeler for years, and respected his insights and abilities.

“No,” said Clive. “Perhaps they’re lying low for a time. Is there a pattern between the robberies?” Clive directed this last question to Crawford.

“Not really,” said Crawford. “They all took place on Fridays, paydays, but they spanned a four-month period, December through March. In some cases, there was a week between robberies, and in others there was a month between them.”

“OK, nothing last Friday,” said Zeke.

“No,” said Crawford, and the other FBI agents at the table shook their heads in agreement.

“And the last robbery was three weeks ago,” said Zeke.

They continued to nod.

“Makes for pretty good odds that something is planned for this Friday,” he continued. “Or next Friday, latest, I’d guess.”

“They may have stopped, thinking that we’ll be putting this together pretty soon,” said one of the FBI agents, a large, fleshy man sitting at the table to Crawford’s left. Zeke had heard him called Rosie and he looked as if he’d played football in a former life.

“Possible,” said Zeke, “but I like the odds that they’ll be at it again either this Friday or next.”

“Keep coverage on the compound and be prepared to follow them and detain them if three men leave together anytime after Thursday dawn,” said Zeke. “It’ll take them some time to reach the next target, and they’ll want to stake it out early. You’ll want to detain them as soon as you can.”

“We can do that,” said Crawford.

“Don’t forget, armed and dangerous,” said Zeke. “Those are G36 fully automatic weapons in their possession.” 

 

* * *

 

“I’ve got the bag and the ammo,” said the first man, holding up three thirty-round magazines and gesturing to the other two. They were dressed in camouflage jackets that were designed for hunters, and they each wore the same black boots, ankle high and laced to the top. There were no insignias or ranks on their persons. “Let’s go.”

The other two men nodded and each of them set their rifle in the truck, one on the rear floor, and one in the front, under the glove compartment. The big man again took the back seat. They each casually threw a green blanket on top of the weapons and then climbed in after them.

The silver pickup rocked and then quickly stabilized on its good shocks. The driver started the truck and drove it to the main gate of the compound, stopping for the guard to let them out.

“You guys have a good time,” said the guard, unlocking and raising the gate bar. The truck entered an area completely surrounded by hurricane fence, eight feet high and topped with barbed wire. Once the gate bar had been lowered and re-locked, the fence gate in front of the pickup was opened. A second guard held the gate while the truck exited the compound and turned left into a densely wooded area. The road was made of gravel and dirt, and led to the property line six hundred yards away. It was curved with several switchbacks, to prevent a direct attack aimed at crashing the compound gates.

At the property line, the dirt and gravel road intersected Zinc Road, a two-lane paved road that led to Harrison, and on to the State road. 

“Ready for Hollister?” asked the driver.

“As good a time as any,” said the passenger. “Tomorrow’s Friday, payday, and we need to be paid,” he laughed.

“Do you think they’re figuring us out?” asked the man in the back seat, the big, cautious one.

“Maybe,” said the driver. “But they haven’t been able to stop us yet.”

“I know. These small town police aren’t really geared up for prevention. Most of what they do is react,” said the passenger. 

They turned left on Highway 7 and drove on through the town of Bergman and then through an area surrounded by hills and green fields, and an occasional stand of trees along a creek bed. Harrison was still about four miles away. 

“We heading over to Harrison, then north?” asked the bear-like man.

“Yep, that’ll put us on Route 7 to Route 65, and Hollister is right on 65, in Missouri. Easy in and out,” said the driver, confidently. “Very easy.”

Ahead the men saw an eighteen-wheeler partially pulled over on the side of the road. It was carrying a load of timber but had stopped, its wheels half on the shoulder and half in the right hand lane. A large tow-truck was maneuvering in the street, trying to get the proper alignment to connect to the eighteen-wheeler’s cab. He was rocking back and forth, forward and reverse, working on getting the right angle on the narrow road. The timber truck’s driver was standing in the middle of the road, signaling with a red flag for oncoming traffic to stop. The silver pickup, the only oncoming traffic at that point, slowed and stopped while the tow-truck aligned itself, still rocking back and forth across the road in short strokes.

The tow truck was a local one, judging from the sign on its side, and the driver was a man in his twenties, with a dirty brown baseball cap advertising some agricultural fertilizer above its bill. He looked local, like he lived nearby.

The timber truck driver, a blond man dressed in a flannel shirt and long jean-shorts, held up the hand with the red flag and, once he’d confirmed that the pickup truck was stopping, he looked back toward the tow-truck again, watching the action. The tow truck had almost cleared the left lane, with the cab sticking out in traffic. The tow-truck driver opened the door and jumped out. He went to the front of the eighteen-wheeler and started connecting.

The driver of the silver pickup blew his horn, a short blast, and pointed to the left lane with a questioning gesture to the driver standing in the street. “Can I go?” he mouthed.

The truck driver stepped over to the driver’s side of the pickup and signaled for the driver to lower the window. He took a step back and away for a moment and turned and looked further down the road. And then he nodded and stepped back to the window and said, “OK, go around,” and stepped aside to let the pickup through. As it passed he tossed a small canister into the open window of the pickup. 

The driver accelerated, and as he did, the full load of logs began to roll off the back of the eighteen-wheeler, hitting the road in front and alongside the pickup, bouncing and rolling and smashing into the passenger side of the pickup truck. The driver did his best to swerve and avoid the falling logs, but their momentum carried the pickup with them, pushing it across the width of the road and into the ditch on the far side. The pickup teetered and fell and came to a stop lying on its driver’s side.

“What the hell?” The driver had been wrestling with the pickup, trying to keep it upright. The cab of the pickup was filling with smoke. “Tear gas,” shouted the big man in the back seat. “Get out!”

The passenger was still buckled into his seat, but he was trying to reach the rifle that had fallen from the space on the floor in front of him and landed on the driver’s side door. The passenger in the back seat had better luck keeping track of his gun. His rifle fell toward him and gave him a sharp rap across his shins.

“Ow! Damn it,” he shouted. He reached out to find the weapon. The cab was full of smoke, and the men were choking.

“Put your weapons down,” said an official-sounding voice over a loudspeaker. All three men looked out the window and suddenly realized that they were trapped. Forty feet in front of them an armored SWAT truck appeared, clearly marked as “FBI” on the side. It had, apparently, been hidden behind a stand of nearby trees. There were two dozen men in full SWAT gear standing around the pickup, each with a rifle and a bulletproof vest. The five men closest to the pickup held bulletproof shields in front of themselves.

The driver glanced around, but the tow truck driver and the driver of the timber truck, the blond man with the bright blue eyes, had disappeared. 

“Throw your guns out now,” continued the voice. “You’re completely surrounded.”





 

 


Chapter 12

 

“The guns that the FBI found in the pickup should pave the way for a warrant to search the Arkansas Freemen’s compound,” said Zeke. “I’d think they can close down the entire operation, and Dan can end the hunt for the automatic weapons used in the robberies.”

“Seems right,” said Clive. They were sitting at a conference table in the West Little Rock FBI offices, waiting to meet with Bill Crawford and Dan Wheeler for the debriefing.

“Imagine if we had as many meetings as these guys do,” said Zeke. “I’m not sure how we’d get anything done.”

“Well, you tend to take a couple months off here and there,” said Clive. “Sort of shortens your workdays, on average.”

Zeke nodded and said nothing. Just then, Crawford and Wheeler arrived.

“This should work out fine,” said Crawford. “We’ve gotten a federal warrant to search the compound for automatic weapons. We’ve got three of the militia who are talking as fast as they can, giving up everything they know to cut a deal. They’re the bank robbers.”

“There may be more to this,” said Zeke. “Do we know the scope of Martin Burton’s sales of automatic weapons?”

“The scope…?” asked Crawford.

“I think it’s unlikely that these are the only weapons, or that he has no knowledge of any other sales. Not probable,” said Zeke. “Let’s circle back and ask Martin about that. I think he knows more than he let on.”

“Yes, we’ll do that,” said Crawford.

“Actually, our agreement was that we’d chase the guns, and you’d chase the bank robbers, remember?” asked Dan Wheeler. “Let’s stick with that. You guys have a “win” already. Let us do our job.”

 

* * *

 

The table contained a mixture of British dishes, including Bubble and Squeak Cakes and the makings for a Ploughman’s Lunch. “I decided we’d eat in,” said Clive, already serving himself on the china plates that the caterer had provided. “Grab some Bubble and Squeak.”

“Looks tasty,” said Zeke.

“What is it?” asked Kimmy.

“It’s a dish made up of potatoes and brussel sprouts, with a fried egg on top,” said Clive. “Very good.”

“So, Dallas was not what we expected,” said Zeke.

“So you mentioned,” said Clive. “But you did some good there.”

“Well, yes, but it won’t help with the automatic weapons.” Zeke was serving himself from the casserole dish.

They were in Austin, in an office in the Texas Rangers headquarters building, debriefing the Arkansas takedown of the militia robbers. It was a sunny day and the mood was light.

“The students weren’t terrorists,” Zeke continued. “They were selling drugs. Heroine, ecstasy, oxycodone, designer drugs and prescription drugs. But their communications patterns were very similar to a spy ring or a terror cell…one leader communicating with each person individually. And with short, concentrated communications, usually when a shipment arrived.”

“So they would each get a message to pick up their drugs for distribution?” asked Kimmy.

“Right, and the texts or phone calls were short and coded and occasional. Same as you’d expect from terrorists.”

“So how did you uncover that?” asked Clive. To himself, he said, “Mmm, this is delicious.”

“Turns out that the local police were working on a sting, getting ready to take down Amir Khan and his distributors. The good news is that our information, Roger’s list of names, helped them to make it a clean sweep. They picked up everyone at once.”

“Good news, but we’re still looking at Martin Burton about the automatic rifles,” said Clive.

“Yes, let’s visit him, again,” said Zeke.

 

* * *

 

Martin Burton was sullen. He was still sitting in an interrogation room in the Texas Rangers Austin Headquarters, cuffed to the metal table and wearing an orange jumpsuit marked TDOC, for Texas Department Of Corrections. He hadn’t been charged yet.

“I am just the middle man,” said Martin, for the fifth time in five minutes. “I only sell a few of the rifles, and only to collectors and private individuals. They keep them in their collections and display them. No one is hurt by this.”

“We’re waiting for your attorney to show up,” said Cliff Jordan, a large, black ATF officer. He was wearing a windbreaker with a yellow “ATF” stenciled across his back. “Then we’ll process you.”

Zeke sat next to Jordan, watching Martin’s bravado begin to crumble. He’s not a player, thought Zeke. He’ll fold quickly. 

 

* * *

 

The lawyer, it turned out, was out of his league. Tom Fredricks was in his third year out of law school and worked as an assistant to the litigators at Black, Haas and Lipton, a Houston law firm. The partners, he said, were in court today, and couldn’t break free to represent Burton at the interrogation. Zeke watched him enter the interrogation room and try to take control of the situation.

“I need to see my client alone,” said Fredricks. 

“No can do, counselor,” said Cliff Jordan. “He’s on suicide watch.”

Zeke smiled to himself at the ploy.

“Oh, well, ahh, there’s got to be a place where we can talk,” he said, looking around. Jordan sat and looked at him, with no intention of moving. 

“Don’t say anything more, Mr. Burton,” Fredricks said. That’s sort of lame, Zeke thought. It was clear that Fredricks was uncertain about the legality of the situation. 

A large man dressed in a blue jumpsuit and black combat boots stood by the door. With the wide bodies of the ATF agents, there wasn’t much extra space in the small interrogation room. Clive Greene and Dan Wheeler were outside, watching through the two-way mirror.

“But I’m innocent,” said Martin. “I didn’t sell any guns to terrorists!” The look on his face was that of a man spiraling into a situation that was out of control.

“Mr. Burton, I have to advise you to stop talking now,” said Fredricks.

Zeke shifted in his chair and looked at Burton. “Martin, you can help yourself here,” he said. “This whole thing can go away, with a little cooperation.” He paused and looked at Fredricks. “Now that your attorney is here, I suggest that we chat. He’s here to protect your rights,” Zeke continued.

Martin Burton looked questioningly at Fredricks. He clearly was unsure about the workings of the US legal system. Fredricks looked unsure, too.

“Or, we can move forward with the arrest and indictment. But, the anti-terrorist sentiment in this part of the country is pretty strong. You may find that the press will have a good time smearing your reputation, even before any trial. They’ll call you a gunrunner and anti-American. Basically, your life will be changed forever, even before you go to prison.”

Fredricks’ face looked pale.

“Mr. Fredricks will tell you that we can take you and process you, and you’ll be held in jail as a possible terrorist until the trial, in what, a year or so?” asked Zeke. “Six months, earliest, if your attorneys are ready by then.” Zeke looked at Fredricks, who looked embarrassed. “Right?”

“Well, technically…”

Martin Burton looked at his attorney. “Jail? What are you talking about? This is a misunderstanding, and we all know it!” 

Fredricks was looking down at his notepad.

“No, no, no,” continued Burton. “You’ve got to get me out of here. Now, today!”

Zeke looked at Martin Burton. “Then tell us what you know about the gun buyers,” he said simply.

“No,” said Fredricks, “not until we have an agreement with the prosecutor. In writing.” He was obviously grasping, not certain what his client was going to reveal. 

“No, I don’t want to stay here any longer,” said Burton. He looked at Zeke. “If I tell you what I know, will you release me?”

“Probably,” said Zeke, reassuring. “I don’t think it’s you we’re really after.”





 

 


Chapter 13

 

“Look,” Martin Burton said, “I know some people. And I know these guns. What I know is that I’ve sold a few guns to those men, the ones at the gun show.”

“A few?” Zeke asked. “How many?”

“Well, this was the last of them,” said Martin. “I was only getting rid of my samples, my stock from when I was selling these to the government. But I know some people,” he repeated. “They’re the ones you want.”

“What people?” asked Zeke.

“We have a deal, right?” asked Martin, looking at his attorney. 

Fredricks nodded, looking at the signed document in front of him. “It looks like it’s all in order,” said the attorney. “I think it’s the best you can hope for, Martin.” The prosecutor had joined them and, after some haggling, agreed to some leniency in light of Martin Burton’s cooperation. 

“So, what people?” asked Zeke, again.

“H&K automatic weapons, a lot of them, they’re being purchased by a group in Canada,” he said. “It’s called Petit Ferme. Well, Petit Ferme, Ltd. They’re based in Montreal.”

“The little farm?” asked Zeke.

“Yes, and they have purchased many guns from Heckler and Koch. Automatic weapons, the G36’s,” said Martin Burton. “They buy from the manufacturer in Germany. They buy from the manufacturer’s excess inventory.”

“How do you know this, the details?” asked Robert Ewing, the prosecutor.

“I was approached by the buyers from Petit Ferme, after I lost my job with H&K. I still know the people there, in Germany. So the buyers, they hired me to coordinate the purchases, to help set up the pipeline. Sort of a consultant,” said Martin.

“You helped them plan the acquisition and distribution of automatic weapons?” asked Zeke. “You have to know that the end users would likely be terrorists.”

“Well, no, I didn’t know that,” said Martin. “They didn’t have any customers yet, when I was involved. I just helped with the logistics.”

“So you’re the Fedex of automatic weapons,” said Zeke. “Nice.”

 

* * *

 

“So walk me through this again, Martin,” said Zeke. He was tired of sitting on the hard metal chair, across the table from Martin Burton and his attorney. Tom Fredricks was sitting next to his client, taking notes on a yellow legal pad. That’s what attorneys do when they’re uncertain, thought Zeke. They write everything down. He glanced at the video camera on a tripod in the corner of the room behind him. The red light was on, the camera recording.

“Again?” asked Martin Burton. He was dressed in the orange jumpsuit and shackled by his wrists to the table. He took a sip of water from a plastic bottle, dipping his head toward the table in order to reach his lips. He sighed. “OK.”

“But this time, reverse the order,” said Zeke.

“What?” asked Tom Fredricks, looking up from his pad. He was wearing an off-the-rack business suit in navy with a very light brown woven stripe pattern. Beneath it was a plaid shirt and a tie that looked like raw silk, but wasn’t. Dressed for the camera this morning, Zeke thought.

“Tell me about it backwards,” Zeke repeated. “Start with the destination, the crossing of the US border with the weapons, and work backward to the guns’ origins.”

“This is ridiculous,” started Fredricks. “My client has told you what he knows…”

“No, I don’t think he has, not everything,” said Zeke. Next to him at the table, Ewing, the DOJ prosecuting attorney representing the ATF, picked at an invisible piece of lint on his sleeve.

“He most certainly has.” Fredrick tried to sound outraged. “He’s done nothing but cooperate, all in accord with his leniency agreement.”

“We’re not done with this yet, Tom,” said the DOJ attorney, Ewing. He was an older man, perhaps in his late fifties, with wiry gray hair, cut to accent his aggressive features. He had a large, fleshy mouth and beady eyes that showed no expression. “Unless you want to adjourn, in which case we can tear up the agreement.”

Tom Fredricks tried to look exasperated. 

He needs to practice that look a bit more to be convincing, Zeke thought.

“Telling it backwards” was a counterintelligence tactic Zeke used for spotting lies. Relating events in chronological sequence easily allows for omissions, exaggeration, over emphasis and other deceit. Telling the story backwards forces the witness to reevaluate the story as he goes, which is much more difficult if you’re being dishonest. It also demands much more attention, which typically allows the questioner to watch posture, movement, and other signs of possible lies. 

“Go ahead, tell it backwards, then,” Fredricks said to Martin Burton, who seemed anxious, leaning forward on his forearms. They had been in the interrogation room for three hours, breaking only for attorney-client conferences and bathroom breaks. Martin had been answering questions the whole time.

“Ahh, all right,” he said with a slight German accent. “Backwards. Let’s see. I’ll start with the smuggling of the weapons, then, from the crossing of the U.S. Border?”

“Sure,” said Zeke. “We can pretty much guess how they get from there to the final destination. Or destinations.”

Martin sat back in his chair and breathed out, thinking. “OK, there’s a road in Canada that dead ends at the U.S. border. The road is all closed off, like a cul-de-sac, with no outlet to the south. It’s named Chemin Bradley, after the family that owned the farm it runs through. The only vehicles that usually travel that road are private vehicles, farm vehicles, and delivery vehicles on occasion. Mostly the local farm hands drive their pickup trucks to and from the work areas at the end of the road.” Martin paused, thinking about what to include in his description. 

“The compound at the south end of Chemin Bradley is a horse farm built around the cul-de-sac, and it includes a pole barn, two quonset huts that look as if they were surplus from the war,” Martin looked at Zeke, “a low barn, a farmhouse with an incongruous tennis court, and a second, smaller farmhouse close to the border. This was most likely built for farm hands or some of the Bradley’s adult children. This compound is surrounded by acres of crop land, and the Rock River is located to the west.” He paused.

“That’s where they cross?” asked Zeke. 

“Yes, sure,” said Martin. “At the end of that road is a fence gate, with a hand painted sign that reads, Chemin Ferme. Road closed. Beyond this single metal gate is the United States of America.”

“How did your group find it?” asked Robert Ewing. 

“After the old man Bradley’s death, most of the remaining Bradley clan dispersed to larger cities in Quebec. Although the farm and the buildings were still owned by the Bradley family, they were leased several years ago by a Canadian corporation.”

“What corporation?” asked Ewing, looking directly at Martin.

“The Petit Ferme, Ltd. I told you that.”

“Then what?” asked Zeke.

“They use a brown delivery truck, drive it to the end of the road and park it in one of the quonset huts until after dark,” said Martin. 

 

* * *

 

“I think you’ve got what you need here,” said Zeke. Dan Wheeler and Clive stood with him in the hallway outside Martin Burton’s interview room. 

“Seems like we do,” said Wheeler. “Appreciate your help with all of this.”

“Sure,” said Zeke. Then to Clive, “Roger Taylor is next. I’m going to take a couple days off, wrap things up here and head to Miami this weekend, when Venture of the Seas is back in port. I’ll talk with the witnesses there, the cruise ship staff.”





 

 


Chapter 14

 

In a nondescript warehouse in the western suburbs of Oberndorf am Neckar, Germany, one hundred seventy-seven kilometers west of Munich, a fork lift operator was loading pallets into a shipping container. The container was one-third full and the remaining boxes, arranged into several large squares 2.3 meters tall and 2.3 meters wide, were wrapped tightly in shipping plastic. Within the package, each individual box was equipped with a Radio Frequency Identification chip that reported its location, temperature, pressure and humidity along with other security data whenever it was electronically queried. The radio signals were programmed to report this cargo as metal materials and auto parts, and the point of origin as Stuttgart.

Once fully loaded, the container would be placed on a tractor-trailer that would drive southwest through Germany and France to the south coast of Spain, and then it would follow the E-15 along the coast to the Port of Valencia. After being off-loaded and kept in a secure area proximate to the container cranes, the container would be loaded onto a freighter and would spend 24 days at sea before arriving at MTR, the Port of Montreal. There, the container would again be offloaded and stored in a secure area.

A seemingly authorized Canadian tractor-trailer cab with its paperwork in order would roll into the secure area a day or two later and, with clearance from Port Security, it would attach the container and exit the facility heading south to connect onto Route 35. A short distance after that, the truck would continue southeast on Canadian Route 133. Still in Canada, at Iberville, the truck would exit the highway and wind through an industrial park on the east side of the roadway. The truck would stop at a large distribution warehouse there, enter a fenced area and back up to a dock-height bay door. It would be greeted by several men in blue overalls and a forklift.

Four hours later, a brown UPS-sized delivery truck would drive out of the front gate of the distribution warehouse, find the on ramp to Route 133 and continue south, then east, and then south toward the U.S. Border and US Interstate 89. As it approached the border, the truck would turn east on Chemin de Saint Armand, moving away from the Border Crossing at the Interstate, and toward much less populated areas of Quebec and upstate New York. 

Two miles later, the brown truck would turn south on an asphalt covered two-lane road in the small village of Saint Armand, a farming community of 1,250 people. The nondescript road taken was named Chemin Bradley or Bradley Path, after the family that built the road and settled at the end of it, immediately north of the US border. 

A large truck driving along the dead end road of Chemin Bradley would register as an unusual sight, if anyone had been watching. With no outlet to the south, only smaller vehicles travelled this route. But the brown delivery truck was a good disguise. At the south end of the two-lane road, after circling the cul-de-sac, the driver pulled the truck into one of the two quonset huts and turned off the ignition. Two farm hands, already in the hut, immediately closed the large metal sliding doors and turned on the overhead lights. Then they left the building. The driver jumped down from the cab and walked to a wooden table positioned against one wall. He poured himself some water from the waiting thermos, and then he napped on the nearby cot while waiting for darkness to fall. 

 

* * *

 

For Henri Turbon, this would be the seventh time he had illegally crossed the U.S. Border with a cargo of automatic weapons. Oh, he thought to himself, they think I don’t know what I’m carrying here. Mais oui, I do. On one of his first runs, over six months ago, he had pulled the truck to the side of the road under a bridge and climbed into the cargo area. Opening one of the boxes with a claw hammer, he wasn’t at all surprised to find a rifle, with an etched HK logo above the designation, “G36”. So here we have it. This is why they are paying me so much to make this run, he thought.

Fortunately, Henri Turbon was a resourceful man. He was small, quick and wiry, and he wore his hair long, in a ponytail that his girlfriend said she liked. He felt that it made him look younger, and sometimes sexy. At fifty-three years old, he had already spent six years in jail in Montreal for larceny and theft, and did not intend to return there. His philosophy, the philosophy that underlined his life choices, was that ‘one is responsible to watch out for oneself.’ He had closed up the wooden box and continued on his delivery, as planned.

This trip was to be his last before a well-earned vacation. After returning to Montreal, he planned to take his girlfriend on a trip, perhaps to Ottawa, or maybe Prince Edward Island with its red sand beaches. Somewhere in Canada, he thought. No need to cross the border again.

 

* * *

 

As soon as dusk had turned to night, Henri Turbon climbed back up into the delivery truck and started the engine. The two farm hands had returned after dusk, and without a word they opened the wide doors to the quonset hut so that he could exit the building. He had not turned on the headlights. One block south he paused at the gate with the Chemin Ferme sign on it, put the truck in park and jumped out. Someone had removed the chain, so he opened the well-oiled horse gate, jumped back into the truck and quietly drove across the border. Facile, he thought in French, it’s as easy as that.

Drones, satellite images, heat sensors, seismic sensors and sensitive listening devices were all rumored to be in play along the U.S.-Canadian Border. There were stories of high-speed drones taking 24 megapixel photographs from 30,000 feet in the air. Henri knew that MALE drones, medium altitude, long endurance drones, had a range of about 125 miles and were designed for military reconnaissance activity in war zones, but the rumor was that they worked well domestically, too. Satellites could be a problem, but not at night, of course. Henri had heard other drivers at the warehouse in Iberville talking about all of this, but he felt that their stories were probably exaggerated by half. 

From what Henri had learned, seismic sensors were unreliable and prone to false alarm, and listening devices weren’t much better. Even if those two detection devices worked, they could only set an alarm, and by the time the Border Patrol arrived, he would be long gone, well into the United States. 

I’ve made this run seven times, thought Henri, to seven different destinations. And never a problem. The trick is to go about your business quietly, and ferme la bouche. Keep your mouth shut.

Henri crossed the small field and in about 200 feet he bumped up onto a semi-paved access road, passed a barn and continued straight south onto Ballard Road, an asphalt-paved two-lane. From there, Henri continued southwest on secondary roads until he reached the Town of Swanton, and the first access ramp onto Interstate 89 south of the US Customs and Border Protection crossing into Canada.

Interstate 89 would take him south, he knew, to the New Hampshire state line, where he would turn and continue south along the Connecticut River and into Massachusetts, heading toward Hartford, Connecticut. The route would take about four and a half hours, carefully maintaining a moderate speed in the delivery truck. By then, dawn would be approaching and Henri planned to power through Hartford before the rush hour hit, then stop for an early breakfast at a small diner that he knew. Des Oeufs et bacon canadiens, he thought.





 

 


Chapter 15

 

The girl, Gabby, sat straight and quiet, without animation, as was the proper posture and respect in this situation. The men conferred in low voices, discussing various safe houses on the Turkish border, discarding some and nodding in approval at the mention of others. They knew that a key factor was the ownership, the sympathizers who bought and ran these hostels that housed future terrorists waiting to enter Syria. 

Gabby was elegant. She sat quietly, her dark hair and eyes complimenting her olive skin. Her round face was partially covered by a small, purple veil, which was held in place by several decorative silver chains that wrapped around her head. Silver medallions that looked like coins hung from the chains. She was dressed in a long, matching wrap. 

“We must be careful, now,” said Asad. He was the tallest man and was older than his youthful appearance would indicate. “There is little time left. We cannot risk being found out.”

“No, we can’t,” said another man, Sammy Patel. “I suggest that we stop our activity after these next two are relocated.” He was one of the youngest of their group, still in his teens, and he looked it. 

“Should we stop now?” asked another man, Fakhir, sitting with them in the living room of the duplex.

“We have the tickets already, and they’re ready to go. Let’s complete this work, and then we’ll stop and focus on the strike,” said the first man.

The Turkish border is a sieve, thought Gabby, with no real barrier to entry, no patrol or law in that desert place. It was too dangerous and unpredictable; and no one was who they seemed to be. This was outlaw territory, like the old west. And Kobane was the Fort Smith of the Syria-Turkish border. There was a cold and hostile peace, mostly based on self-serving motivations, and there was a constant awareness that imbalance might occur at any time and for any small, subtle reason. The border was a dangerous place.

In the mid-1800s, Fort Smith, Arkansas was on the eastern edge of the wilderness. The land west of the Oklahoma border acted as a magnet to outlaws, claim jumpers, escapees, AWOL soldiers, cattle rustlers and runaway slaves. There was little law there, and no one to enforce what little there was. 

Fast forward 150 years to a desert populated by Sunni Muslims, Basque people, Turkish criminals and others who preferred, even thrived on disorder and instability. Many of those staying in the border houses were waiting to be approved, to be accepted by the Islamic State (IS), waiting to be called to cross the border and join the rebels occupying the region and fighting against the Syrian government.

Some were idealists. You could see in their eyes the almost fanatical passion for the cause. Many of these were students from Europe, or even the United States, who idealized the fight and left their comfort to involve themselves. Some were seeking love, brides pledged to IS soldiers, crossing to start their life anew. One thing was certain, Gabby knew. The lives of every one of those who crossed that border for whatever reason would change forever.

But now, they were sitting around a low table in the living room of a duplex house rented by Asad. The house they referred to as “The Secret.” It served as a meeting place for the group, as well as a safe place to plan their activities. There were five people around the table: Gabby; the boy named Fakhir who was enrolled as a sophomore at the University; Asad, the tallest man who was a graduate student; Sammy Patel, a sophomore; and Muhammad, who was leaving for Europe, and then Turkey, and then Syria, the next morning. Muhammad’s two suitcases were standing against the far wall by the door to the apartment. His passport was lying on top of the larger suitcase.

 

* * *

 

Gabby, whose real name was A’isha, named after the prophet Muhammad’s third wife in whose arms he had died, had been born in Yemen. She had grown up in the fight. Her immediate family had moved to London years ago. Her father was a wealthy doctor, and she had been educated in a proper British style. They’d made the move to protect the family and avoid the strife as it neared their city. But Gabby still had relatives in Yemen and Syria, including cousins, uncles, second cousins, nieces and nephews, and also friends. 

So, when the opportunity arose, Gabby enrolled in a University in the United States and took up the study of Political and Social Thought, a rare offering. The specialized coursework gave her a perfect excuse to locate there and to become a part of the conduit moving sympathizers of all kinds across Turkey and into the fray. 

Her own beliefs were influenced by a Sunni Muslim named Amad Muhammad. When she moved to the United States, Amad had remained behind to actively help bring new followers into Syria. Amad personified the fight for Gabby, with his passionate and uncompromising beliefs in independence, his love of his country and his strong, handsome presence. He was truly a warrior, a symbol of the resistance.

This place, this duplex was usually occupied by a handful of the group members. Occasionally, they would hold a meeting and discuss events going on in Syria or Turkey or Iraq, but most of the time young people came and went and occasionally fell asleep on the couch or on one of the beds in the bedrooms.

 

* * *

 

Wheels down, Zeke thought, as the Boeing 767-400ER touched the surface of the runway, bounced once and settled into its deceleration pattern. Ten minutes later, he was walking through the concourse, his only luggage a carry-on roller bag. Although the trip to Miami seemed unlikely to turn up a solid lead, Zeke knew there was no substitute for face to face interviews. 

Zeke had worked with MICECP, the Military Intelligence Civilian Excepted Career Program, for five years, from its inception in 2008 through most of 2013. As was true with most government agencies, they ultimately expanded to control as much as possible. When MIC began requiring actions that Zeke didn’t agree with, he left their employ. 

That move, though, had worked out well for him. Clive Greene, who had been on loan to MICECP from the British Secret Service—MI-6 actually—had hung a shingle out in Washington, DC when his contract was up and had attracted a number of former FBI and CIA agents, as well as a number of MIC operatives, to work in his agency. The Agency had a very narrow scope, specializing in contracting with Federal Government agencies to perform services that were outside of the norm. Often, these services were undertaken with a level of deniability on the part of the employing government entity. Clive hired Zeke as a contractor occasionally, for some of the more complex and intricate assignments.

Zeke hailed a cab just outside the Miami Airport’s “Arrival” door.

“Where to?” asked the driver in a sing-song voice that had probably originated somewhere on the subcontinent of India. 

“The Port of Miami,” said Zeke. “Venture of the Seas,” he added.

“OK,” said the driver, and turned up the political talk radio he’d been listening to. They tuned in to the show in the middle of the host’s tirade against immigrants and immigration laws, along with his concern that the country was going to hell very quickly. The driver seemed to agree.

The nine-mile cab ride from the Miami International Airport to the Port of Miami took 20 minutes in what Zeke judged to be moderate traffic. They arrived at 11:20 AM. Zeke paid the cabbie and entered the cruise ship terminal building. The Venture of the Seas, a Voyager Class cruise ship, was in port and docked behind the terminal. The ship was just over 1,000 feet long and weighed about 137,000 pounds. Like most cruise ships of that class, it had a maximum speed of 22 knots. Long lines of cruise passengers were waiting to check in and board the ship early. In addition to English, Zeke heard conversations in a half-dozen different languages and dialects, which he mentally categorized geographically from South America to eastern Europe.

He found the Administration Offices on the second floor of the cruise terminal and made his way to the office of the Chief Purser, Carmela Wright. On a brief phone conversation before Zeke left Austin, Carmela had agreed to meet with him about the death of Roger Taylor twelve days earlier aboard the Venture of the Seas. She emphasized that the window of opportunity was brief, as the ship was scheduled to depart at 5:00 PM. She agreed that an 11:30 morning meeting would give Zeke enough time to inspect the room (which had not been used since Roger’s death) and interview the crew members who discovered the body. 

 

* * *

 

“Indonesia,” said the cabin steward. “I am from Jakarta, Indonesia. I’ve been working aboard this ship for about six months, and I have three more months to go on my contract.”

“Your name is Arif?” asked Zeke, looking at the steward’s nametag. 

“Yes, Arif Alatas,” he said. 

Standing next to him, Chief Purser, Carmela Wright, nodded. 

“I’m here to investigate the death last week,” said Zeke.

“Yes, I know,” said Arif. “I told the police everything I saw when we were here in port last weekend.”

“I’m sure you did,” said Zeke. “But let’s talk through it one more time. Has anything in the room been changed since the police took the body away?”

“No, I wanted to clean the room, but I was told to leave it as it was,” said Arif. He looked at Carmela, who nodded to Zeke.

Carmela had dark hair, pulled into a tight braid, and a round face. She wore black-rimmed round glasses and a white purser’s uniform with short sleeves that subtly complimented the cruise ship’s eastern Caribbean route. She appeared to be in her mid- thirties and, although she was accompanying Zeke, she seemed distracted. 

“Let’s start at the beginning,” said Zeke. “Just take me through what happened.”

“Well, I was scheduled to clean this room, and I knew the family had gone on a shore excursion in Freeport, so I was confused when there was a ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign on the door… Well, actually, our sign says, ‘Snoozin’. I figured they had left it there by mistake, you know. People often do that,” said Arif. He had an English accent and a pleasant lilt to his speech.

“OK, and…” said Zeke.

“Well, I waited and cleaned all of my other rooms first,” he said, “and then I came back here and knocked on the door. There was no response, so I opened the door and saw Mr. Taylor lying on the bed. I thought that he was sleeping, so I closed the door again.”

“Did you go in the room?” asked Zeke.

“No, I didn’t at that point,” said Arif. “I figured that he was possibly sick, or maybe he skipped the shore excursion and was catching up on his sleep. So I decided I’d come back later.”

“Did you?” asked Zeke.

“Well, yes, but it was after his family came back aboard and discovered that he was dead. There was much confusion and screaming and crying. I heard it and came running from the service area. I thought that someone had been hurt…you know, fallen down the stairs or tripped on the doorjamb. It happens frequently after an afternoon at Senior Frog’s.”

“Is Senior Frog’s the bar in Freeport near the docks?” asked Zeke, although he already knew the answer.

“Yes, the same. They are loose with the libations.”

“OK, so you heard the screams…”

“Yes, and I came to the door and looked in. It was the woman and the girl, and they were standing in the room, by the bed, and they were hugging each other and crying,” said Arif.

“Did you go into the room at that point?” asked Zeke.

“No, I asked what was wrong, and they both looked at me and said, ‘He’s dead!’ So I said, ‘I’ll get the doctor,’ and I went back to the station and called the medical team and they came right up here. The doctor and a nurse.”

“So, at that point the doctor and nurse, the wife and daughter and the dead man were all in the room?”

“Well, no,” said Arif. “When the doctor arrived, I took the wife and daughter to a sitting area by the elevators. They were very upset.”

“I can imagine,” said Zeke. “It sounds like you did well with the situation.”





 

 


Chapter 16

 

“Yes, I am the Chief of Security for the Venture,” said Robert Hartanto. “I was there, outside the room, when they took the body ashore.”

“Who took the body away?” asked Zeke. 

Carmela was standing near them as they spoke.

“The ship’s doctor and the paramedics from on shore, from Freeport,” said Robert. “They wheeled the body out in a narrow gurney, covered and through the freight doors, of course.”

“Did you talk with the doctor about cause of death?” asked Zeke.

“Yes, and I told him we would need to know if there was anything irregular going on.”

“And?” asked Zeke.

“The doctor said that it looked like the dead man, Mr. Taylor, had a heart attack. He also said that Taylor might have choked. What he actually said was, ‘Asphyxiation is a possibility,’ but it wasn’t conclusive. And with the position that the body was in, the doctor said that it was most likely a heart attack.”

“Were there petechiae? Red spots on the skin? Ruptured capillaries? “ asked Zeke. 

“I don’t know,” said Robert. “They took him off rather quickly, but I didn’t hear anything about that. Honestly, we were just trying to clear this area of the ship before we sailed. But, from what I could see, if there was something…petechiae on his skin, it was very light.” 

“Do you know if they did an autopsy?” asked Zeke.

“I don’t. We sailed that evening, and I haven’t heard anything more from the paramedics or the authorities,” said Robert. 

Carmela nodded at Zeke, sort of an underlining of Robert’s words.

“OK, let’s change the focus for a minute,” said Zeke. His MIECEP training in counterterrorism included the use of differing questioning patterns to bring new information to light. Some of the techniques had to do with putting the questioned party in a position where they wanted to help you, and some of the techniques had to do with testing the consistency of an interview by quickly changing the timing of the questioned party’s thoughts and answers. Jumping back and forth in time or asking the interviewee to relate events “out of order” was second nature to Zeke.

“All right,” said Robert. 

“What did you do after you settled Mr. Taylor’s wife and daughter?”

“I left them with one of our security officers and I went to the security office,” said Robert.

“Who else was there?” asked Zeke, in cadence.

“Two of my guys were there, and Carmela, Mrs. Wright was there, also.”

“Why was Mrs. Wright there?” asked Zeke.

“It was a different matter,” said Robert. “We had left a passenger in Freeport, and we had to be certain that we made the right notifications.”

“You left a passenger?” Zeke repeated.

“Yes, when we prepared to cast off, we realized that we were short one passenger. A Mr. Hansen, Titus Hansen. He had an outside room and was sailing alone.”

“Have you heard anything from him?” asked Zeke.

“No, I don’t think we have,” said Robert, and he looked at Carmela Wright. She shook her head. “With Mr. Taylor’s death, I guess Mr. Hansen went on the back burner.”

“What typically happens when a guest is left on shore?” asked Zeke, still maintaining a rhythm with the questions.

“Usually, we hear from the local authorities. They call and tell us that they’ve found our passenger, and we make arrangements to pick them up at the next port. They fly ahead. When it happens, it’s usually because someone drinks too much…”

“In this case?” asked Zeke.

“No, we never heard from anyone about Mr. Hansen.”

“I’d like to see Mr. Titus Hansen’s information,” said Zeke.

“I can arrange for that,” said Carmela. “We have copies of his passport and the forms he filled out prior to embarking. We also have his reservation information, method of payment, and whatever personal information he shared on his reservation, plus we retain the identification photos we took when he boarded the ship. We keep extensive records of our passengers and their preferences.”

“OK, please have that sent to me as soon as possible,” said Zeke. He gave them an e-mail address.

“Yes, of course,” said Carmela.

 

* * *

 

“I may have found something,” Zeke said to Clive. They were talking on a secure cell phone connection, Clive in his Washington, DC offices and Zeke in a room on the second floor of a boutique hotel on South Beach. Across Ocean Drive from the hotel, Zeke could see the wide sandy beach and further away, the deep blue ocean. The area was busy with tourists. There were three young girls, college aged, in thong bikini’s rollerblading north in a single-file line on the sidewalk on the far side of the street. Zeke admired them from his window for a moment.

“Zeke?” asked Clive. “Are you still there?”

“Sorry, local color,” he said. “Apparently, a guest on the Venture, the cruise ship that Roger Taylor died on, disappeared that same day. I had the cruise line send me the information on the disappearing guest. His name was Titus Hansen.”

“Is there a connection?” asked Clive.

“Seems like there must be,” said Zeke. “This guy was traveling alone and had an outside cabin. He charged no drinks, bought nothing, did no shore excursions, he just boarded the ship, and on the third day, he disappeared.”

“How did that happen?” asked Clive.

“They have a record of Titus Hansen debarking the ship in Freeport before noon that day. At 10:27 AM exactly. That was the last anyone from the ship saw of him. He was first noticed missing that afternoon around 4, when the ship was preparing to sail.”

“I imagine they track that pretty carefully,” said Clive.

“They do. They searched the port area, but when he wasn’t found, the ship’s crew made the decision to sail without him. That’s standard operating procedure when a passenger doesn’t make it back to the ship on time. They expected him to rejoin the cruise at the next port,” said Zeke. “It happens more than you’d think, according to the crew.”

“Did they have complete information on this Mr. Hansen?” asked Clive.

“I copied you on what they sent me. Sally has it,” said Zeke. She was Zeke’s primary research assistant within The Agency. “But I’m not sure that Mr. Hansen actually existed before the cruise started. We have passport information, and a security photo they take at embarkation and use throughout the ship, as well as at the debarkation points. We have his credit card data and his reservation data.”

“Did he leave anything? Any trace?” asked Clive.

“Nothing but a suitcase. His stateroom has been turned over several times since then, of course. There was nothing left in the cabin, no personal effects. The cabin steward said that he had little contact with Hanson, and that there was nothing left in the room after the cruise except a suitcase.”

“And once Roger’s death was discovered, I’m sure the attention shifted away from Mr. Hansen. What about the photo?” asked Clive.

“He has a large moustache, but other than that, he’s actually pretty ordinary looking. Brown hair and brown eyes, although it’s hard to tell. It doesn’t look like the flash worked when the cruise line took his security photo. It’s rather shadowy,” said Zeke. “According to the Chief Purser, it’s very rare to have a single passenger who doesn’t spend any money and doesn’t participate in shore excursions and such.”

“I imagine that most single passengers are there to meet someone, or to party and have a knees up,” said Clive.

“That’s right, most want to dance and party after a few drinks. So this is out of character and possibly related to Roger Turner’s death,” said Zeke. “I’m working on confirming some of that. But I’d suggest that we move forward with the assumption that these two items are related.”

“I agree,” said Clive.

Zeke paused. “The suitcase in Mr. Hansen’s room…”

“Yes?” asked Clive.

“We need to have it processed for prints and fibers and all. It’d be great if the Miami FBI agreed to help with that. Would you call them and have them pick it up from the cruise ship terminal’s ‘Lost and Found’? They’re holding it for us.”

“I will. Come on back to DC, then, and we’ll figure out what’s next,” said Clive. 

“I think I’ll stop in Charlottesville on my way back,” said Zeke. “To follow up on another of Roger’s suspects.”

“Right, good,” said Clive. “Let me know what you find.”





 

 


Chapter 17

 

“The Faculty Advisor for the Arabic Student Group at Virginia is a Mr. Fareed,” said Sally. “Faheem Fareed. He’s an International Studies professor and has been at the university for seven years. Originally from Turkey, the Ankara area. He taught at Hacettepe University before he moved to Charlottesville.”

“His name means ‘perceptive’ or ‘intelligent’,” said Zeke, thinking out loud. “And Hacettepe has an excellent academic performance record, so I guess he is.”

Sally was Zeke’s connection to The Agency’s resources. She was competent and intelligent, but often adopted Marilyn Monroe’s demure personality and wispy voice. She’s doing that now, Zeke thought.

“Here’s Fareed’s address,” said Sally, and she read off the address of an academic building on the UVA campus. “He keeps office hours there each afternoon. You’ve got an appointment with him tomorrow at 2:30 PM. Your flight into Richmond will put you there in plenty of time. I arranged a rental car to get you to the university. It’s just under an hour and a half by car.”

“Good, I’ll do that,” said Zeke. “Any messages? Does Eric know where I’ll be tomorrow?”

“No, and then yes.” Sally smiled into her phone. “But stay in touch.”

“Good plan,” said Zeke. “Goodbye, Marilyn,” he teased. It was Monday morning.

 

* * *

 

“So you’re calling this a layover?” asked Tracy. She was lying on the couch with her head in Zeke’s lap and a glass of Merlot on the coffee table within easy reach. 

“I am,” said Zeke. “It’s an extended connection. I’ll catch my flight to Richmond tomorrow.”

“What if you weren’t flying Delta?” she teased.

“I always fly Delta, now,” said Zeke. “More opportunity to layover in Atlanta…”

Zeke had met Tracy Johnson in midtown Atlanta on an earlier assignment involving a counterfeiter and a Mexican cartel. 

“What was it you called me when I visited you in Florida?” Tracy asked.

“I said you were ondine,” said Zeke.

“Sexy and a bit of trouble.” Tracy remembered the definition.

“Well, alternatively I was really thinking ‘Elegant and always up for fun,’” Zeke smiled. He was playing with her hair.

Tracy had thick, dark hair and an attractive face, which she tended to de-emphasize with makeup when she was working. Zeke noticed her makeup tonight was emphasizing her best features, her lips and neck and her deep, brown eyes. “What time do you fly out?” she asked.

“Scheduled for a 10:30 flight tomorrow morning,” he said. “You’ll be at work by then. It’ll get in to Richmond at noon.”

“I could call in sick,” said Tracy, lazily, enjoying the moment.

“You could,” said Zeke. She sat up and sipped some wine. Zeke leaned toward her and kissed her lightly. “Delicious,” he said.

“That one has a hint of a plum flavor, very subtle,” Tracy said.

Her hair was down in a loose ponytail, and she was wearing a red shell under a black long sleeved sweater and comfortable jeans. The jeans looked like they were a size too large for her slender build, and she had them tied at the waist with a canvas belt. Tracy was barefoot and Zeke noticed that her toenail color matched the shell she was wearing. 

“Kiss me again,” said Tracy, taking another sip. “I want you to get the full flavor of the wine.” 

Zeke leaned toward her again and brushed her lips with his. He paused and then kissed her more deeply. Tracy kissed him back.

“Mmm,” she said. “Are you getting the full effect?”

“I’m starting to,” Zeke said smiling. They were listening to Hope Sandoval singing, “Fade into You.”

“That is one of the sexiest songs of all time,” said Zeke.

“I know,” said Tracy. “I’m enjoying it.”

“Maybe we should enjoy it from the bedroom,” said Zeke.

“No, not yet,” said Tracy. “Kiss me again.”

He did, lightly for several seconds. She relaxed into him and he felt her excitement, her eagerness build. 

Feels so right, Zeke thought. Nice.

“OK, now,” said Tracy, and jumped up from the couch and started toward the bedroom, leaving her wine glass on the table.

“Now?” Zeke asked, still sitting on the couch.

Tracy stopped in the doorway, loosening her canvas belt. “Don’t make me start without you,” she said as she disappeared into the bedroom.





 

 


Chapter 18

 

The eggs and bacon were excellent, as always, and Henri lingered for a few moments, enjoying his coffee. The restaurant was actually more of a truck stop, and it was busy that time of the morning. Many drivers heading both north and south along the interstate stopped to breakfast at the Country Store, a restaurant with a reputation across the eastern United States. The facility also sold gasoline and diesel fuel, convenience store items, and had showers, sleeping areas and a private area for truckers only. And there was plenty of on-site parking for big rigs and smaller vehicles alike.

Back to it, he thought. How many more states to go? He remembered Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, skirting by the east side of Philadelphia—but not touching Pennsylvania—into Maryland and Virginia. Oh, and a very short trek through Delaware, he thought. Seven hours to go. Most of it on Interstate 95, at least until he got to DC, then he’d jump off at Falls Church and head west.

As he drove, the sun rose on his left, illuminating the crisp blue sky and lighting his way. Soon, drivers were turning off their headlights and Henri turned on some music and settled in for the long haul. 

 

* * *

 

The town was pretty small. Maybe 15,000 people, thought Henri. And very American, very Etats Unis. All in English. In Montreal, on the other hand, over one in four residents were of French descent, as was Henri. The French language was common, even prevalent on the streets of Montreal. He had read that 56% of the people in Montreal speak French at home. Montreal had always felt like home to Henri.

This town, however, Culpeper, Virginia, looked mostly rural. He had passed farms and stables on his way into town. He was about seventy miles west of Washington, DC, but the difference in the two places was astounding.

The delivery truck was on the last leg of it’s journey, having driven southwest along Interstate 66 and exited to take county roads the rest of the way in. The trip had been uneventful and quiet. Henri took the James Madison Highway, the bypass, coming into town from the northeast, then turning right on Green’s Corner Road. Less than one hundred yards up the road Henri turned left into a fenced area of warehouses. He stopped and backed the delivery truck up to a single story, metal warehouse with several enclosed, street-height loading bays.

A young fellow stepped out from the overhang and walked over to the driver’s side door. Henri opened the door, leaned out and said, “Allo.” 

The young man said, “Did you have any trouble?” His French was delivered with a slight Middle Eastern accent.

“Non,” said Henri. “All was smooth.”

“OK, come on inside,” the young man said and turned back to the warehouse. Henri followed. When they got to the entrance door the man stopped and said, “Apres vous,” and held the door open. Henri walked through and said, “Merci.”

Inside, the warehouse was fairly empty with a folding table and several chairs set up in one corner. There were two other men sitting at the table. They had dark skin, brown hair and brown beards. They wore blue jeans and flannel shirts, and one wore a cap with bills on it, like baseball players wear. Like Les Expos de Montreal wear, thought Henri. When they saw Henri the two men stood and walked toward the nearest overhead door.

The first man stepped to the overhead door and pulled a chain on a pulley that lifted the door. Behind the door was the rear of Henri’s truck. Henri stepped over and unlocked the rear doors with a key and opened them. Then he stepped aside while the three men carried the boxes, one at a time, from the back of the truck. When they were done, sixteen wooden boxes, each marked in German “Daimler-Benz- Front Bumper” along with bar codes and numbers, were stacked on the concrete floor in the middle of the warehouse.

The first man nodded at Henri, who said, “That takes care of our agreement. I’ll be leaving now.”

“Yes, of course,” said the first man. 

Henri closed and locked the rear doors of the truck and exited the warehouse by the same door he had used to enter. He unlocked the driver’s side door of the delivery truck, hopped up into the cab and began his long journey home. 

 

* * *

 

“You will take half of these boxes with you,” said the man with the baseball hat. His two companions around the table nodded.

“And you must go back to Charlottesville tonight.”





 

 


Chapter 19

 

“We will be ready soon, Ismael,” said Asad. “Be patient.”

“I know, but it is so hard to wait. What if our opportunity never comes? What if we are not able to take action?” asked Ismael.

The eight men were in Asad’s rented duplex, “The Secret,” less than a mile from the university campus. They had said their noon prayers at their masjid (mosque) a block away and had then walked back together carrying their backpacks. The mosque had been full of their Islamic brothers, all intent on their prayers. Now the eight were sitting in the living room, some on the old couch and some on the floor by the window. Asad sat on a straight back wooden kitchen chair, facing the room.

The drapes over the large sliding glass doors in the kitchen were embroidered with the Arabic character for the word Bismillah, which translates to “In the name of Allah,” the first word in the Qu’ran. The drapes were closed, and so the character was complete in gold and was contained within an attractive circular pattern. The floor was carpeted with a worn indoor-outdoor carpet, and the room was sparsely furnished with a sofa, a low table and some chairs. The men were filled with nervous energy, talking with each other and giddy with anticipation. They knew something important was nearing, but most didn’t know exactly what. They talked about it among themselves constantly. They stood and sat, prowled and perched, most of them moving frequently.

Asad went over his checklist mentally. We must first protect the group, he thought. It won’t be much longer, and we have come such a long way in the service of Allah. Surely this is our proper destiny, our righteous path. There had been the FBI threat, the investigators getting closer, the FBI asking questions of their classmates and others in the Arabic Student Group. Their friends had told them of the inquiries, and they had discovered the source of the investigation, the man Roger Taylor. And now he had been eliminated. That had slowed their investigation down.

And second on the list, Asad thought, is the underground railroad. This was their way of helping supporters of Allah to find their way to the fight. A university is a place full of fertile minds, minds looking for a cause, something to believe in, to give one’s life significance and purpose and to change the world. A university is a place of ideas and ideals, and many young minds are looking for a direction, a purpose that they can embrace.

Like the underground railroad that existed to move refugees from Syria to Germany, the cargo being transported was people who were looking for truth and a more meaningful life. And there had been many who heard the call and responded. The link, from here to Turkey, and then into Syria for the honor of Allah, was secure and the contacts along the way were strong and in place. He hoped that some of those he had sent to the front had made a difference. Asad was sure they had.

The men in the room were talking with each other in hushed, excited voices. Their opportunity was within sight, as close as it had ever been. Even Ismael was engaged in a discussion with a fellow Muslim warrior.

And third on his list, thought Asad, the coup de gras, the “death blow of mercy,” was shaping up nicely. The impact would be worldwide, attacks in Washington, DC and at the symbolic equine facility on the night of Lailat al Mi’raj, the night that the prophet Muhammad had ridden his steed, Buraq, to the farthest mosque where he led the other prophets in prayer. Muhammad himself had then ascended to heaven and received Allah’s instructions about the details of prayer. 

Such a blow on that holy day will be a shot heard around the world, Asad thought, smiling to himself. Only a few of the true believers knew the extent of the plan. He was feeding it to his companions a little bit at a time, as the time grew near. They were young and impulsive, and in their excitement they might jeopardize the attack. Better, he thought, to go slowly. 

A few of the believers had already gone north to prepare. The Eabqaria, in Arabic “the Genius,” was not among them. She had stayed behind at the university but would join them later at the proper time. Some of the faithful were in that small town now, at the warehouse with half of the automatic guns. In a few days, he, Asad, would join them. 

 

* * *

 

“Do you have the medicine?” asked Asad, speaking quietly into the smartphone. He was in the campus bookstore, looking at a display of backpacks and book bags, hanging from one wall. He spoke in quiet Arabic.

“I’m concerned that some of our faithful may not have the conviction that you and I share,” he continued. “I’m sure we’ll need to provide them with the captagon.”

Captagon pills had been first produced in Syria and smuggled out by Islamic State faithful dressed as refugees in the huge exodus. They were given freely to IS fighters and the rebels, who had been fighting the Syrian government, and now they were going to be given to the Syrian freedom fighters in the United States. It wasn’t long before Jari, a chemistry student at the university, began manufacturing the pills for the group.

Asad paused, listening.

“Very well, we will arrange to pick up the medicine and start our soldiers on it before the attack,” he said. “Thank you, Eabqaria. Salam.”





 

 


Chapter 20

 

“Professor Fareed, hello,” said Zeke. He was standing in the doorway of Fareed’s office, looking at a short, portly man with dark brown skin and shiny black hair, which had been chopped off in a random design. Fareed had a slick, black mustache and was wearing a Fez with a black tassel. Below his neck, he was entirely covered by a flowing cotton cloth that extended to within a couple of inches of his open toe leather sandals.

“Kayf Haaluk?” said Fareed. 

“Bi-khair,” said Zeke. I’m Fine. 

Zeke spoke Arabic, as well as English and Spanish, a combination he had chosen in school because it gave him communications skills that could be applied in most of the countries in the world. In fact, over 50% of the world’s countries used one of those as their primary language. And Arabic had been useful during Zeke’s counterintelligence days.

“Come in and sit,” said Fareed. Zeke looked around the room, but saw nowhere to sit. Instead, he took a chair from the hall outside of Fareed’s door and set it in the center of the small room, facing the desk. He closed the door. Fareed stepped behind the desk and sat in the red leather rolling chair situated there. The chair cushion sighed in protest as he lowered his considerable bulk.

“Professor Fareed, I’m following up on some FBI research. I understand that you’re the Faculty Advisor for the Arabic Student Group.”

“Yes, I am,” said Fareed. “I have been for several years.”

“The FBI has found some communications activity to and from some people within that organization that could be attributed to terrorists,” Zeke continued. “I’m here to look into that.”

“Yes,” said Fareed, stiffly. “Are you planning to cause trouble for these students?”

“I’m on a fact-finding visit,” said Zeke. “Are you an honest man, Professor?”

“Yes, of course,” said Fareed.

“Tell me, how many members does your organization have?”

“Well, you need to understand, we’re an open organization. We have members, but we also have many who come and go as it suits them. We welcome any student with origins in, or ties to, the Middle East. And our definition of that geography is fairly loose.”

“Do you have organized meetings?” asked Zeke.

“Occasionally, maybe quarterly. Mostly, we are here to help the new students assimilate into the university and to answer questions. We give them information and maps and we help them learn their way around,” said Fareed. “We also offer a ‘Big Brother/Little Brother’ mentor program, for those who wish to have a contact point to help them acclimate to the university. Many of these students are from very wealthy families, and we want to make their experiences here as good as possible.”

“Of course,” said Zeke. “So how many are on your attendance rolls?”

“There are actually nine Middle Eastern organizations on our campus,” he continued. “We all sponsor social and cultural activities. I would guess that there are three hundred students involved in those organizations. Plus those that come and go.”

“Any radical fringe types?” asked Zeke.

“No, no,” said Fareed. “We are all gentle, peace-loving people, as are Middle Easterners everywhere.” He thought a moment. “Sometimes some of the ‘Students for Peace and Justice in Palestine’ can get excited, but it is mostly rhetoric…adolescent noise. We watch closely, I assure you.”

“Do you have a list of the officers and the members of the Arabic Student Group?” asked Zeke.

“Yes, certainly,” said Fareed. “But remember, this is the core of the organization. Many others come and go. There are 21,000 students enrolled here at the university.” He handed Zeke a stapled list of names and phone numbers several pages thick. “I prepared this knowing that you were coming here. This is our membership roll.”

“Thank you,” said Zeke, taking the list. “I assume this is a public list.”

“It is. You must know this, though,” said Fareed, “the University of Virginia is one of the most tolerant colleges in the nation, particularly friendly toward Middle Eastern students, and it offers both an Arabic Student Group and a Middle Eastern Mentoring Program for undergraduate students. The Arabic Student Group has been active in helping new Middle Eastern students integrate in the school, providing social support and, through faculty advisors, organizing various group and solo activities. These are not terrorists.” Fareed was leaning forward in his chair with both elbows on his desk. 

While Fareed spoke, Zeke looked over the membership list that Professor Fareed had given him, mentally comparing the phone numbers and e-mail addresses on the list to those isolated by Roger Taylor’s software programs. There were several matches that he saw immediately.

“Can you think of anything that has happened recently that is unusual or troublesome?” asked Zeke. “As it pertains to Middle Eastern students or the Arabic Student Group?” Zeke was fairly certain that Fareed’s feet didn’t reach the floor behind the desk. He smiled to himself. 

“Just the missing girl,” said Fareed. “I actually thought you were coming to see me about that, until your secretary told me differently.”

“Pardon?” said Zeke. “Missing girl?”

“Yes, sir, indeed that is a mystery,” said Fareed.





 

 


Chapter 21

 

“The campus is on alert and the campus police conducted a room by room search of the on-campus buildings,” Fareed explained. “It is highly unusual that she disappeared. She was always reliable and dependable in meeting her commitments. She was known as a good student looking at a bright career in medicine.”

Fareed’s sing-song voice belied his age and weight. “She had told some of her closest friends that she intended to go to work for Doctors Without Borders, once she’d completed her degree.” 

The girl, a white American from the Washington, DC area had disappeared from campus four days before. She was a sophomore in a pre-med program and had left her last class of the day Friday at three o’clock in the afternoon and had not been seen or heard from since. 

“Her name was Catherine Cook. She was a tall blonde girl with blue eyes and a serious disposition. Very serious,” he said. 

How long had she been associated with the Arabic Student Group?” asked Zeke.

“She’s been involved in the group for some time, more than a year,” said Fareed. “She was a regular, she attended several functions that the ASG sponsored, including the mixer held last week, before she disappeared.”

“Did she live on campus?” asked Zeke.

“Yes, in McDermott Hall, a co-ed dorm,” Fareed continued. “She generally kept to herself though.”

“Her absence might not have been noticed,” continued Professor Fareed, “had her parents not contacted the school Monday morning to report the girl missing. After a hasty search of her apartment, the campus police interviewed her friends and found that no one had seen Catherine since Friday afternoon.

As Fareed explained, Zeke looked at the membership list and noted that Catherine Cook’s phone number matched one of Roger Taylor’s suspected terrorist connections. “Who’s heading up the investigation?” asked Zeke.

“That would be our campus police, with the help of the Charlottesville police, I’m sure,” said Fareed. “Captain Crusoe is the head of our campus police.”

“Where can I find him?” asked Zeke.

 

* * *

 

“How can I help you?” asked Captain Crusoe, a tall, thin man with very long arms and legs that gave him the look of a scarecrow. He was dressed like a cop, and he wore shiny black cop shoes. His attitude was both aloof and cautious at the same time. 

“I was checking on the progress in the search for the missing girl, Catherine Cook,” said Zeke, after he had introduced himself as an FBI consultant. 

“That’s no longer in our jurisdiction,” said Crusoe. His brown hair was cut boot camp short, and a pair of white Oakley reflective sunglasses hung from a cord around his neck. He’s being dismissive and protective, Zeke thought.

“Who’s investigating, then?” asked Zeke.

“Town Police, Charlottesville,” said Crusoe. “Once we finished the search yesterday, the case went to the townies. The girl’s not on campus.”

“Did you find anything of interest?” asked Zeke.

“Not really,” said Crusoe, standing from behind his desk and looking to the door. “If you don’t mind, I have a couple matters that need my attention, though. Sorry.” 

Zeke sat a couple of beats longer. “Who’s in charge in Charlottesville?” he asked.

“That would be Lieutenant Mann,” said the Captain. “Police headquarters is downtown, between Market Street and Main.”

 

* * *

 

Zeke stopped by his hotel room on his way to town. Like most things, he looked at a hotel room in terms of its functionality and usefulness. His selection criteria included interior hallways for limited and monitored access, a king bed (which usually provided a desk and chair arrangement or a sitting area in the room), a split system air conditioner for better temperature control, and a national franchise name for anonymity. Wifi and all-day coffee service in the lobby were also a must. 

This time, he’d settled on a mid-priced hotel located just south of the bypass and surrounded by a few decent restaurants. The hotel was convenient to the campus as well as the Charlottesville police headquarters. Once in his room, Zeke checked the Arabic Student Group membership list again, and compared it against the data he had copied from Roger Taylor’s Charlottesville files. Zeke confirmed the several matches, and noted the names and numbers.

Interestingly, Zeke thought, the girl, Catherine Cook, had been communicating with the suspected terrorist via cell phone, and her calls were within the grouping that Roger’s algorithm had identified as likely terror cell communications. She had also sent and received communications, mostly e-mails, from one of the IP addresses that Roger had tracked. Her phone records showed that up until the time of her disappearance Friday afternoon she had been in regular but infrequent contact with an Asad Hassan. Her phone communication with Asad had heated up for two hours, but then all communication had stopped.

Zeke dialed the number shown for Catherine Cook and was immediately transferred to voice mail. He hung up. Most likely, her phone has been turned off, thought Zeke. Or the battery died. 

It was approaching 5:15 when Zeke took his car to the police headquarters. 

“I’m looking for Lieutenant Mann,” he said to the Sergeant at the front desk. “Is he still here?”

“Sure is,” said the Sergeant, who’s name badge indicated that his last name was Bailey. “Who should I tell him is calling?”

“I’m an FBI consultant, and I’d like to chat with him about the Cook girl,” Zeke said.

“FBI, huh? Well, he’s pretty busy, but I’ll see if he’ll see you.” Bailey made the call, and a few minutes later, a very average looking man stepped into the lobby. He said, “Traynor?”

“Yep,” Zeke said.

“Are you here officially, with the FBI, I mean?” 

“Yes, joint FBI and ATF. I’m a consultant, and actually, we’re working on a different matter that may have intersected in some way with your situation,” said Zeke. “I just want to talk for a few minutes.”

“Follow me,” said Mann. He looked like a science teacher, sort of plum shaped and husky, with his hair and fingernails a bit too long. He wore tortoise shell glasses—the cheap looking kind—and his suit was definitely off the rack. His blue oxford shirt matched his eyes, and his jacket was missing. On his right hip he was carrying a Glock 17 Gen 4 semiautomatic pistol. Zeke recognized it as a 4th generation Glock by the rough texture on the body of the gun. 

“What different matter?” asked Mann over his shoulder as he walked. He walked with a weariness that belied his apparent age.

“Automatic weapons,” said Zeke, “being sold to terrorists.”

Mann stopped and turned around and looked at Zeke. “How does that tie to the girl who went missing? She’s not Muslim,” said Mann.

“She may have been close to the terrorist group,” said Zeke. “We’re not sure; we’re still looking into it.”

“Can I see your ID again, please?” said Mann when they reached his office. Zeke showed him and mentioned a couple of names from the Richmond FBI office. Mann dialed the number of the regional office from memory, and spoke with the Special Agent in Charge. He confirmed Zeke’s involvement.

“So how can we help?” Mann asked.

 

* * *

 

“4273,” said the female voice. Zeke could hear the smile behind the words. Sally had answered on the second ring, as he knew she would.

The number Zeke had dialed did not, in fact, end with 4273. Sally had intentionally reversed the last two digits. A random caller would likely think they had dialed wrong, and the second call to the number would always go unanswered. 

Sally, Zeke’s contact point for The Agency, was everything Marilyn Monroe. Her blonde hair was cut short and sassy like the diva’s, and she took great pains to dress and act like Marilyn. Her clothing was carefully picked to accentuate the look, and over time she had taken on Marilyn’s personality and many of her characteristics, most of which belied Sally’s very high I.Q. Her voice was sometimes wispy, and she loved to act ethereal, vague and sexy.

“Hello, Theresa,” said Zeke. It was Tuesday evening. Calls to the agency were screened closely, and Zeke used a simple word code to confirm his identity. He called Sally by a first name that started with the first letter of the current day. 

“Tell Eric that I’ve come across a situation that appears to be complimentary to our current efforts,” said Zeke. Eric was their code name for Clive when they were speaking on an open phone line. “Not sure how it ties in, Theresa, but there’s a definite connection.”

“Will do,” said Sally.

Zeke was standing outside the Charlottesville Police Headquarters enjoying the spring dusk. He watched as a pair of yellow cloudless sulphers fluttered by. 

“I’ll be staying here overnight to give me time to look around. In the meantime, get together everything you can about a pre-med student at UVA by the name of Catherine Cook, and send it on. There should be something in the local newspaper…she went missing last Friday, and the Charlottesville police are handling her disappearance. A Lieutenant Mann.”

“Check your e-mail in an hour, after you eat,” said Sally. “What else?”

“That’s it for now,” said Zeke with a smile. “Thanks, Theresa.”





 

 


Chapter 22

 

There are about two hundred thousand leaves on just one of these silver maple trees, Zeke mused. He was back on the University of Virginia campus in Charlottesville on Wednesday morning. Zeke had parked the rental car and was walking across campus to Catherine Cook’s dorm, the last place she had been seen before she disappeared five days earlier. There have to be forty-five trees within sight, he thought, looking around. That’s nine million leaves, plus or minus, he thought idly.

The majority of the buildings on the Charlottesville campus of UVA were brick with white trim, and, not surprising, they followed a traditional colonial design. It was an unseasonably warm winter, and students on foot and bike riders were everywhere. There were bicycles parked all along the brick sidewalks, most chained to bike racks standing near the decorative fencing.

McDermott Hall was an on-campus, brick and white two-story structure that looked less like a dorm and more like a 1980s apartment complex. Doubtless named for some long-forgotten alumni donor, the building had small windows and a large, grassy area in front that led to a small parking lot and an office. Zeke entered the office.

“Hello?” he called. There was no immediate answer.

From the direction of the open door to the room behind the office, Zeke heard some shuffling, and then a female voice said, “Just a sec.” Zeke waited.

A few moments later, a twenty-something girl wearing jeans, riding boots, and a knit sweater perhaps two sizes too large stepped through the open door and into the office. She looked at Zeke and frowned for a second. Then she set the files she was holding on the desk, leaned across and extended her hand. “I’m Dottie,” she said. “I’m the RA. The Resident Assistant.”

Dottie’s make-up was apparently applied heavily and hastily, and her black hair was arranged in a haphazard bun on top of her head. She had a slightly doughy face, and she wore black-rimmed glasses. There was a tattoo of a small, red heart on the side of her neck.

“Hi, Dottie,” said Zeke. “I think Lieutenant Mann called to tell you I would be stopping by?”

“Oh, yes, you’re here to see Catherine’s apartment, right?” she asked.

“Yes, her parents are concerned about her, since they haven’t heard from her for five days,” said Zeke.

“I know,” said Dottie. “She hasn’t been around here at all. I spoke to her mom a couple days ago about it, too. I promised to let them know if we see her, or if she comes back.”

“Good,” said Zeke. “I just came by to take a look at her room, and to talk with her friends. Who was she close with, Dottie?”

“Catherine? No one really,” said Dottie. “She was a senior, so she knew people, but she didn’t hang out with anyone in particular. Mostly studied.”

“Any roommate or close girl friend?” asked Zeke.

“Not really. I think she was a member of a couple of clubs…you know, student groups, maybe theater or something,” Dottie said. “But, she was pretty much a loner.”

“How do you know she was in clubs?” asked Zeke.

“Well, it was more of an impression. She went out in the evenings a lot, took her bike. There aren’t many classes that meet after dinner. That’s usually social time.” 

“How long did she live here?” asked Zeke.

“Oh, not long. She moved in just before the winter semester, after Christmas break.”

“Several months ago, then?” asked Zeke.

“About three months,” Dottie said, preoccupied with another thought. “You know, I figured that she was in a Theater Club or something like that because she always seemed to have part of a costume on when she left…or a bag with a costume in it. She’d wear long skirts, long sleeve shirts or sweaters, like that. I know it’s winter, but it seemed pretty extreme. It’s been a mild winter.”

“And she took her bike?” asked Zeke, to keep her talking.

“Almost everywhere,” said Dottie.

“Did she have a boyfriend?” asked Zeke.

“Haven’t seen one recently,” said Dottie. “That’s part of my responsibility as an RA, to keep an eye on the boy-girl things in the building. Never had any occasion to be concerned about Catherine. She was very conservative, in her dress, I mean.”

“Can we take a look at her room?” asked Zeke.

“Sure, let me grab the key and lock the office up,” said Dottie.

“OK, I’ll be outside. I have a quick call to make,” said Zeke.

 

* * *

 

“4273,” said Sally on the second ring of the phone.

“Hello, Wynona,” said Zeke. “Checking in.” He used the word code to confirm his identity.

“Hi, hold on a second,” said Sally. 

“OK, I’m back.” She added, “Eric says it would be good to see you at eleven-thirty tomorrow. You two can grab some lunch first.” 

“OK, good. Where?”

“He mentioned the Elephant and Castle, near the office,” said Sally. “Apparently, it’s a British pub…”

“No doubt it is,” said Zeke. 

“I Street and 19th Street northwest,” she continued, with a smile in her voice.

“Will do,” said Zeke. “Any change in the situation?”

“Nope, status is the same. Check back early and often,” said Sally, and she hung up.

“Thanks, Wynona,” said Zeke. One benefit of an eidetic memory, thought Zeke, is that I save a lot on notepaper. 

“Ready?” asked Dottie, stepping out of the office and locking the door behind her with a key. 

“Let’s go,” said Zeke.

 

* * *

 

By the looks of her room, Catherine Cook was a neat freak. There was nothing out of place, no clothing on the bed or the floor or the furniture. The bed was made with military precision. There wasn’t much on the small desk, but what there was was arranged and positioned neatly, and equidistant from the edges. The walls were painted a dark green with white trim, standard colors for these units, according to Dottie, and the furniture included the bed, a dresser, the desk and chair, a wingback reading chair with a cheap floor lamp positioned behind it, and a small table next to the chair. There was a single book on the table.

Dottie confirmed that the apartment came furnished, and that this was the landlord’s furniture. There was a small bathroom with a single sink and a shower attached to the bedroom, and there was a wall closet across from the foot of the bed. The room had one medium sized window.

Adjoining the room was a common area with a kitchenette and some furniture—sofas and a TV and chairs and small tables—that were apparently shared with other residents. Zeke asked Dottie about that.

“These three students share this common space,” she said, pointing at the three bedroom doors that emptied onto the space. “They each have a lock on their bedroom door for privacy, but they have full use of the common space and the kitchen.”

Zeke moved through the small apartment. There were no photographs in Catherine’s room, and no pictures on the walls. Her dresser held clothing, most of which consisted of long skirts in dark colors, and sweaters and long sleeved pullover shirts. Other drawers held underwear, nightclothes, socks and, surprisingly, two pair of shoes in a bottom drawer. Four textbooks were stacked neatly on top of the dresser.

“Is her bike still parked downstairs?” asked Zeke.

“It is,” said Dottie. “It’s a pink and blue fat tire model, girl’s bike. It’s been chained to the bike rack outside since she disappeared.”

There was little else in the room. “Not much here,” he said. Zeke opened the drawer of the small table. Inside there was a book and a pair of cotton gloves. He picked the book up and saw that it was a Qur’an. 





 

 


Chapter 23

 

The restaurant was British but with a casual look, outdoor metal tables and chairs lined up between the storefront and the sidewalk, with umbrellas all around and window boxes holding colorful flowers lining the top of the short divider fences. Each empty black metal table was solely adorned with a contrasting, bright red ketchup bottle.

Zeke entered the Elephant & Castle and asked the hostess to point him toward “the British chap.” She did.

Clive Greene was sitting in a booth, watching the front door and eating a dish Zeke recognized as poutine. 

“What do you have there?” he asked Clive.

“French fries, cheese curds and brown gravy,” said Clive. “And this plate has bacon, as well. Hello, Zeke.”

“Hello, Clive. Interesting,” said Zeke, looking at the food.

“It’s a British staple.” Clive paused for effect. He was dressed in a dark suit that looked as if it had been tailored on Savile Row. Zeke noticed that his cuff links and tiepin carried the regimental seal of the British Royal Highland Regiment, the Black Watch. 

“You know, poutine actually originated in Canada, not Britain,” said Zeke.

Clive looked at him but said nothing.

“It’s good to be back in Washington,” said Zeke, pulling out the chair and sitting across from Clive. The Elephant and Castle was located a half block north of Pennsylvania Avenue and two blocks from The Agency’s offices. “But, it’s colder here.” He was referring to the seasonally brisk winter weather in DC, as well as to his tendency to migrate south when he wasn’t working on a project.

“You find anything in Charlottesville?” asked Clive, taking a bite.

“Well, maybe,” said Zeke, “but nothing conclusive.” The waitress approached and Zeke ordered water with lemon and an order of fish and chips, the daily special.

“They’re outstanding here, old boy,” said Clive.

“I’d expect no less,” said Zeke.

“Use the vinegar on them,” Clive continued.

The far wall was lined in dark wood panels and bookshelves, and there was a large mirror on that wall, etched with the brand name “Guinness.” To its left were floor to ceiling windows looking out toward 19th Street. Their blinds were partially opened. 

“Catherine’s apartment was typical on-campus student housing, with three bedrooms per unit sharing a common sitting area and kitchen,” said Zeke. “The common area was neat and organized, with pictures and books and magazines on the tables. There was a large TV on one wall and a small table just off the kitchen, for meals. Her personal space was a bedroom and a bath, which can be locked off from the other space.”

“Sounds normal,” said Clive. He took another bite of poutine.

“What seemed odd,” said Zeke, “was that there were no pictures or personal effects in her room. Just some clothing and a few books and study materials. Nothing on the walls, nothing in the desk drawers, no address book or purse or personal items. There was no makeup in the bathroom, or in any of her drawers,” reported Zeke.

“Could she have taken it with her?” asked Clive.

“Possible, but in my experience, there’s some makeup women take with them and some they leave in the bathroom drawer or in the vanity behind the mirror.”

“How about in the bathtub?” asked Clive.

“Soap, shampoo, and a washcloth,” said Zeke.

“That doesn’t sound like the dorm room of a typical college girl, does it?” asked Clive, chewing on a French fry dipped in brown gravy.

“No,” said Zeke. “But the thing that puzzled me the most, I think, was the book I found in the drawer of the small table. It was a Qur’an, a Muslin bible.” 

“The Recitation,” said Clive to himself. “The proof of Muhammad’s prophethood.”

“The same,” said Zeke. 

“That book has caused many wars.” 

“Yes, the Sword Verses,” said Zeke. “This copy was underlined in a number of areas, places that have been trigger points between the Sunnis and the Shia Muslims for years.”

“It was an English copy?” asked Clive.

“Yes,” said Zeke. “In English. And notes in the margins, but mostly they sounded like angry rants. One or two words of emphasis, like ‘Allah Akbar’ or ‘God is Great’. It’s an Islamic battle cry that the terrorists used during 9/11, and most every terror strike since.”

“I know. So, what’s your analysis?” asked Clive, as he took the last mouthful of poutine.

“Well, we have no sign of kidnapping. Nothing in the room was damaged, no sign of a struggle. And there’s been no report of the girl being found, dead or alive. I checked with local law enforcement again. Nothing.”

“OK,” said Clive.

“Too early to tell, but we should talk with her parents,” said Zeke. 

“Right, let’s head there next,” said Clive, looking at his watch. “Finish eating. Sally tracked the parents down. They’re in Fairfax. We can be there in thirty minutes or so.”

 

* * *

 

“I’m Ronald Cook, and this is my wife, Constance,” said the man. 

“My pleasure, Mr. Cook,” said Zeke. ”I’m sorry for your trouble.” Zeke shook Mr. Cook’s hand. Clive made his introduction.

Ronald Cook said, “Good to meet you both. Call me Ronnie.” His voice was low and raspy.

They were standing inside the front door of the Cook’s large suburban home in Fairfax, Virginia, about twenty miles from Washington, DC. The home was decorated in an early American style, with blue and white wallpaper, maple wood furniture and primitive art on the walls. There was a vase of wilting flowers on a small table.

“We want to hear from you both, just what happened,” continued Clive. ”We’re actively investigating your daughter’s disappearance, but as background, we need every detail we can get.”

“Sure, Mr. Greene,” said Ronnie Cook. ”Anything we can do to help. Come on into the family room. We can talk there.” He turned and led them down a hallway into an open space off the kitchen with a couch and two overstuffed chairs, facing a fireplace with an inactive television mounted above it.

“OK, it was four days ago, now, when we noticed that neither girl answered their phone,” said Ronnie. ”They’re typically pretty independent, but Connie—Constance—,” she nodded to Clive and Zeke, “left messages for the girls, and they never responded.”

“Wait, you said ‘the girls’?” asked Zeke.

“Yes, both of our daughters are missing,” said Connie Cook. “I left them each a message on their cell phones.”

“That was Sunday?” asked Zeke.

“Yes, Andrea had started her new job at the hospital in Georgetown last month, and we were checking on her. We try to call the girls every other weekend.”

“Is it unusual that they don’t call you back?” asked Zeke.

“No, they’re busy with their own lives. But, I had some information that Andrea wanted; she’d asked me to find the address of one of her college friends for her, and I had. I told her on the message I left that I had found Jill’s address. So I expected that she’d call back pretty quickly.”

“What time did you leave the message on Sunday?” asked Zeke.

“About 2:30 in the afternoon. When I didn’t hear back from her by dinner time, I called Catherine to see if she knew where Andrea was. They were two years apart in age, and the two of them talked pretty frequently.”

“So you called Catherine around…?” asked Zeke.

“Around 5:30, I think,” said Constance Cook. ”Wait, I’ll look on my phone.” She took a smart phone from her pocket, pushed an icon and scrolled on it for a minute. ”Yes, I called Andrea with Jill’s address at 2:34 PM, and I called Catherine at 5:15 that same afternoon. Neither one answered, and I left messages for both.”

“And then?” asked Clive.

“We ate dinner here, and I mentioned to Ronnie over dinner that I hadn’t heard from the girls. He reassured me that they were probably out enjoying their Sunday—it was a beautiful day—and encouraged me to call them again after dinner. I did and left messages again.”

“And neither responded?” asked Zeke.

“Neither one,” she said. ”So we decided to check on them both Monday morning, just to be sure everything was OK. I called Andrea’s cell phone Monday, and when I got no answer, I called the hospital to be sure she was OK. She hadn’t shown up for work.”

“So you checked on Catherine?”

“I did. When she didn’t answer I called the University of Virginia, and they gave me her RA’s number. Resident Assistant, that is. They called them dorm mothers when I was in school. I called and spoke with her—her name was Dottie—and she said that she hadn’t seen Catherine over the weekend. She promised to check and call me back. When she called back about a half hour later, she said that Catherine wasn’t in her apartment, and that her roommates hadn’t seen her since Saturday. Apparently she didn’t sleep in the apartment Sunday night.”

“This isn’t like the girls,” said Ronny. ”I mean, they have their own lives, but they’re usually pretty responsible. They’ve been good girls all their lives, not rebellious or wild.”

“You called the police, then?” asked Zeke.

“Yes, Connie did, on Monday morning,” he said. 

“I called the DC police and talked with a Sergeant Smith, and then I called the UVA campus police, as well as the Charlottesville police. I spoke with a Sergeant Berkowitz in Virginia. Both told me that we can file a missing person’s report, but in most cases the person shows up within a couple of days. Sergeant Smith said that most missing persons have some issue, such as alcoholism or substance abuse, and that plays into their disappearance. They took the information, but I doubt that the police are being very proactive in their investigations, particularly since both girls are over 18. Well, Catherine is 22, and Andrea is 25. She had her 25th birthday in December,” said Connie, her face showing her concern as she recounted. ”But both policemen told me that they had no reports of homicides over the weekend that might match our daughters’ descriptions. No unidentified girls dead or injured.”

“Right. Do you know if the girls had any plans to get together last weekend?” asked Zeke.

“None that they mentioned to us,” said Connie.





 

 


Chapter 24

 

“They both disappeared on the same day,” continued Zeke. “And they both appear to have their cell phones turned off.”

“Right,” said Clive, after they left the Cook’s home. “Maybe not a nefarious disappearance after all.”

“Too early to tell, but a visit to Andrea’s apartment may answer some of the questions. You’ve got the key Mr. Cook gave us, so we can go at our leisure.” 

“Right, let’s head there next,” said Clive, looking at his watch. “It’s over by the hospital in Georgetown. We can be there by half three.” 

British for three thirty, thought Zeke.

 

* * *

 

On the drive to Andrea’s apartment, Zeke filled Clive in on his cruise ship interviews. “It was odd,” he said. “The security guy seemed to be most interested in clearing the cabin and getting the body off the Venture of the Seas. There wasn’t any follow up on their part, neither Security nor the Purser.”

“Hmm,” said Clive.

 “I spoke with the ship’s doctor, also, who told me that once the body had been declared dead and transferred to the paramedics, he was out of it. Just some paperwork to file and telephone interviews with the Freeport police and the Miami-Dade police.”

“OK,” said Clive. “Roger Taylor was killed aboard the ship while his family was on an excursion, and the ship’s staff just wanted to get the body off the boat and away from the cruise guests. And it wasn’t until later, at the autopsy, that they were able to determine that strangulation was the cause of death.” 

“Pretty much,” said Zeke, “although at first they thought it was an accident, a heart attack. There was some petechia but it wasn’t extremely visible. Mostly under the eyelids, according to the M.E.”

“Anything more from the interviews?”

“Not much. While I was there I spoke with the Purser, the Security guy, the Cabin Steward, the assistant Steward, the Room Service people and the doctor. There had been no deliveries to the room, and the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign was out, Snoozin’ they call it, which warned off the service people who would have gone in to clean the room,” said Zeke. “The killing was pretty well thought out.” 

“How do we solve this one?” asked Clive.

“I think we’ll need to come at it from the other end of the string,” said Zeke. “Start with the possible motives and the possible killers and work backward.”

 

* * *

 

Mature trees lined both sides of the street, as Zeke and Clive approached Andrea’s apartment. In fact, it was more of a townhouse, attached to its neighbors on both sides and constructed of brick, as many Georgetown residences are. The brick flowed down the walls and seemed to spill into the sidewalks and stairs and flowerbeds. There were short wrought iron fences along the stairways.

Up and down the narrow street, and apparently the surrounding streets, the brick was imposing, rising four stories on each side and hiding all but a sliver of the cold, blue sky. Thankfully, the roads were contrasting concrete but with the occasional brick crosswalk embedded therein. Each townhouse had a closed single garage, and many had a compact car parked in the driveway. Space appeared to be tight. 

Clive parked his Jaguar F-type R Coupe in the street in front of the girl’s apartment, and they stepped up the brick steps to the front door. He took a key from his pocket and unlocked the door. They stepped inside the foyer and closed the door behind them. It was silent inside the home. In a moment, Zeke could tell that there was no one else in the house.

“I’m told that most of these townhouses are owned by the doctors who work at the school,” said Clive. “They rent them to students or nursing staff, since George Washington Medical is an easy walk.”

The townhouse had high ceilings and a narrow wooden staircase along the right side wall that led up to the second story. There were two windows on the front of the structure and one on either side of the door. The room was decorated with an area rug, a small desk, sconce lighting attached to the walls, and a glass-topped table with a large vase filled with dying red and yellow flowers. 

“I’ll take the second and third floors,” said Zeke as he started up the stairs.

 

* * *

 

An hour and a half later, Zeke and Clive were sitting in the kitchen at a rough hewn, square wooden table that looked as if it had been built by the Shakers. They sat in uncushioned, straight backed chairs that complemented the decorating theme of the kitchen, which appeared to be “early pioneer.” The backsplash was made of polished copper, and there was an elbowed antique copper faucet extending from the wall over the gas stove, apparently designed to fill cooking pots with water without having to carry them to the sink.

“Not much,” said Clive. “It’s rather impersonal. I mean, the usual things are about, but there doesn’t seem to be much in the way of personal items. I didn’t find pictures or cards or an address book or things like that. No family photos on the walls or on the mantle. No letters in the drawers. I did find a small stack of invoices. Utilities, car payment, credit cards, just what you’d expect from a nurse renting a flat near work.”

“No signs of a struggle?” asked Zeke.

“None. How about upstairs?”

“All neat and tidy,” said Zeke. “Everything was put away, nothing left out on the countertops or the tables. There were some toiletries in the bathroom in a drawer under the sink, and the closet held dresses, shirts and uniforms. Shoes were in the closet, but no suitcases. There were some books in one of the dresser drawers, and the rest were filled with clothing. Underwear, socks, pajamas, like that.”

“Did you get to the third floor?” asked Clive.

“Yes, nothing there. It doesn’t look as if it’s been used at all recently. The doors were all closed, and the vents were shut, also.”

“I checked the lower level and the garage. Not much there either,” said Clive.

“No car?” asked Zeke.

“None, just a couple of storage boxes filled with textbooks in one corner.”

Zeke thought for a moment. “What was in the fridge?” he asked.

“I saw some orange juice, a half gallon of milk, butter and some leftovers in plastic containers,” said Clive. “Couldn’t determine what was in the containers. Maybe some sort of vegetarian dishes.”

“Let’s see,” said Zeke. He stood and went to the refrigerator. Inside, there were several plastic containers partially filled with food. He opened one, looked in and smelled it.

“It’s Kusa Mahshi,” he said. “Zucchini stuffed with ground beef, rice and nuts.” He opened a second container.

“Yalanji,” said Zeke. “Leaves stuffed with rice and vegetables…and the spice mix is unique. It’s Bharat. It contains heavy amounts of allspice, black pepper and cinnamon, as well as small amounts of nutmeg, cloves and cardamom. Very distinctive. Here, smell.” He held the open container out to Clive.

“Overpowering,” said Clive. “Cardamom?”

“Mysore cardamom, actually. The second most expensive spice behind Saffron. It has a distinctive and memorable smell,” said Zeke. He looked at the containers again. “These are both Syrian dishes.”

 

* * *

 

“That seems like a lot of coincidence all at once,” said Clive. He and Zeke were sitting around a tall pub table in the back of a Washington restaurant named The Alibi. There was a large Union Jack framed on the wall behind them. They had just come from the second girl, Andrea Cook’s, house in Georgetown. “Let’s think about this while it’s still fresh.”

The small restaurant was located about six blocks east of The Agency’s DC offices, closer to the U.S. Capitol and Union Station. The menu offered a variety of British fare, and the draught beer was served at room temperature. Clive had ordered a Cottage Pie and some Sausage Rolls, and was drinking a Guinness Extra Stout. Zeke had ordered a Vegan spinach salad and a black and tan.

“What we’ve got is strange at least,” said Zeke. “Two sisters, both seemingly on track with their lives—one with college and one with a new position as a nurse—who both disappear on the same day.”

“But stranger,” said Clive, “is that there is no sign of struggle or foul play. We don’t have what you’d normally expect in a situation like this if even one girl had gone missing.”

“Have you re-checked for bodies?” asked Zeke.

“Yes. Nothing in either jurisdiction as of ten minutes ago, according to Sally,” said Clive, looking at his phone.

“The common denominator appears to be a Middle Eastern connection of some sort,” said Zeke. “The younger girl with the Qur’an, and the older sister with left-over Yalanji in the fridge. That’s too much of a coincidence.”

The waitress, a young red-haired girl, dressed in costume with red shorts and a peasant blouse, set their food on the table.

“Can I get you anything else?” she asked.

“Just need some eating irons,” said Clive. The waitress nodded and brought two sets of silverware, wrapped in napkins. Zeke smiled at the phrase. 

“Here you go,” she said to Clive.

“OK,” said Clive. “There’s definitely a Middle Eastern connection that flows through all of this. Don’t forget about Catherine’s cell phone number showing up on Roger’s list of terrorist cells. I’ll circle back and chat with the parents again to see if they have any idea what that’s all about. You might want to see to the Arabic Student Group at the University. See how strong the connection is between them and Catherine.”

“I agree,” said Zeke. “I’ll head back down to Charlottesville tomorrow.”





 

 


Chapter 25

 

Charlottesville was ten degrees warmer than DC, and the Elm and Black Walnut trees were showing an early spring bloom. Zeke drove carefully through the quiet streets of the city, past the police department building again and west toward the Virginia campus. It was about four o’clock Friday afternoon, and the three-hour drive had been uneventful.

Roger Taylor’s file notes had specified that there were some differences in the communication patterns that he had isolated in this location. For one, the monitored communication links and patterns appeared to be more sophisticated and included Skype and International Long Distance calls in the mix. The primary IP address was a broadband transmission with a Nighthawk R7000 router, much faster and more sophisticated than typically used. And the encryption used in this IP location, a rental duplex located off campus near the University of Virginia, was also very sophisticated.

The FBI Stingray devices had uncovered frequent calls to Yemen, Syria, Iraq and Jordan originating from this location. By themselves, the calls were enough to raise suspicion and warrant a second look. 

A short while later, Zeke checked into an off-campus hotel, a few blocks north of the rental duplex. He planned to get a firsthand look at the house tonight and then develop a plan to get close to its occupants. 

Zeke changed to dark jeans and a navy blue wool turtleneck sweater. He wore black crepe soled shoes. He parked his car near the campus and strolled south along the empty streets. Being a weeknight, the area around the campus was quiet. An occasional car drove by.

Zeke had seen from the aerial photo that the house was a two-story, beige vinyl-sided duplex in an older neighborhood, part of a development with mature trees and foliage. It was located on a two-lane street with a dense wooded area behind it. There was a satellite dish on the roof, which looked a lot like a DirecTV antenna.

After dark, Zeke entered Forest Hills Park, a neighborhood park that ran parallel with the street the duplex faced. He walked along a jogging trail and approached the duplex from the rear through a dense stand of trees. This house, like many in the neighborhood, had a fenced back yard, in this case a six-foot wooden privacy fence that needed a coat of paint. Peeking between the warped boards, Zeke was able to see the back of the house. The sliding glass door that opened onto the small concrete pad in the rear of the house was blocked by what looked like gold drapery, and the two upstairs bedroom windows had drapes and shades pulled closed.

He waited for a moment, quietly, and then made some small sounds, small, but loud enough for a dog to hear. There was no response. Good, he thought.

Staying outside the fencing, Zeke circled the house. The side of the house that was unattached in this side-by-side duplex had one small window located in about the center of the wall. The roof was sloped with asphalt shingles. The house was quiet.

From the front corner of the structure, Zeke noticed that there was one car in the driveway. It was a red Honda Civic. He listened carefully for the sound of a cooling engine, but there was no noise. He stepped to the driveway and touched the hood and felt the cool. The car hadn’t been driven for a while. Zeke moved down the block, out of sight of the house, and crossed the street. He circled behind the duplexes on the south side of the street and found a dark area to wait, set back in the trees and away from the streetlights.

An hour and five minutes later, at eleven forty-three, the front door of the beige duplex opened and three men walked out. They were all dark haired, two with beards. They looked to be between eighteen and twenty-five, Zeke judged, and they wore loose fitting jeans and t-shirts, with nylon or denim jackets covering them. The first man out the door wore a black baseball cap, the second man no cap, and the third wore a crochet taqiyah, a knit cap.

The three men looked around quickly and then got into the Honda. The driver, the one with the baseball cap, started the car, backed it out of the driveway and drove down the street. Zeke noted the number on the Virginia license plate. 

After they left, Zeke used his silenced handgun to shoot the bulb from the streetlight nearest the house. Then he walked back to his car.

 

* * *

 

The next day, Zeke joined the Arabic Student Group in their scheduled, on-campus meeting. 

“Ahlen,” said the man who greeted him before the meeting started, “I am Asad.” 

“Marhabaan,” said Zeke. “My name is Ibrahim.” 

“Where are you from, Ibrahim?”

“I’ve transferred in to UVA from Texas,” Zeke said. “Professor Fareed suggested that I might join you for this meeting.” They were standing together in the front of a large room with a dozen or so students standing and talking in small groups of two or three. Asad had stood and introduced himself when Zeke entered. 

“Certainly,” said Asad. “We’ll be starting soon. This meeting is primarily for those students who would like some help with their curriculum or scheduling. We have a couple of grad students who are assisting in getting the right classes lined up for various majors.”

“I can see where that would be helpful,” said Zeke. “I’m actually a grad student, working on my Ph.D. in cultural studies. In the Department of English,” he added.

“Where are you from?” asked Asad. Just then, three younger students approached them.

“From Jordan,” said Zeke. He smiled easily. “Amman. My mother is from the states, but my father was born in Amman.” 

The three students who had approached Asad and Zeke waited respectfully to be recognized. “These are three of our members,” said Asad. “This is Hasif.” He pointed to a man with dark hair and a beard who looked older than a typical student. He was holding a Qur’an at his side. Hasif nodded to Zeke. “And this is Fakhir.” Asad held his hand out toward the second man, who was wearing the crochet taqiyah, the cap that Zeke had seen the night before. Both men had been in the group that left the duplex in the red Honda.

“And this is Gabby,” said Asad. He introduced a dark haired, dark-eyed girl.

“Marhabaan,” said Zeke to the three, with a slight bow. “My name is Ibrahim.”

“Asad, we should start the meeting,” said Hasif. 

“Yes, you’re right,” said Asad. To Zeke he said, “It’s good to meet you. We’re glad to help you any way we can.”

“Perhaps, if I stay around after the meeting, you’d introduce me to some of the members of this group?”

“It will be my pleasure,” said Asad. “Now, please, excuse me.” He stepped away to the front table.

“There will be a recruiting party tonight at eight,” said Hasif. “I hope you can make it.”

“Where will it be held?” asked Zeke.

“In a meeting room in the Student Union,” said Hasif. “This building, but across the hall.”

“You’re recruiting for the Arabic Student Group?” asked Zeke.

“We do this several times every semester,” said Hasif. “Our group is very inclusive, and we encourage anyone who might be interested to check it out.”

“Perhaps I will,” said Zeke. “I appreciate the invitation. Will everyone be there?”

“Yes, it’s a big event. All of us will be there.”

 





 

 


Chapter 26

 

Zeke planned to attend the recruiting party. But first, he thought, I have some work to do. 

At 7:35 PM, dressed in dark colors and with clear, light plastic latex gloves covering his hands, Zeke walked back to the park and followed the jogging path behind the duplex he had visited the night before. There was still some light as he eased himself along the side of the building and saw that the driveway was empty. No cars, and no sign of anyone nearby. They’re at the party, he thought. He returned to the rear of the duplex and quietly scaled the wooden privacy fence. 

Once in the small back yard of the duplex, Zeke tested the lock on the sliding glass door. It was of inferior quality, contractor’s grade, and there was no security bar in the empty track. So he forced it open and walked through the kitchen into the small living area of the home.

Zeke stood silently for two minutes, listening and sensing for another person. He walked to the thermostat and shut off the air conditioning. In a moment, the air was very still and he heard no other sounds, thus sensing that the house was empty. To be certain, though, he drew his Sig Sauer. It was the smaller 224 model for ease of concealment, and he proceeded to check each room for any sign of life. There was none.

Relaxing somewhat, Zeke holstered the weapon and began a search of the duplex. He was still wearing the gloves, which gave him the ability to conduct a fast search. What slowed him down was the mess.

The dining room table was covered with dirty dishes and pizza boxes, and there were wet teacups and half empty soda bottles leaving rings on the polished wood. Zeke moved these around, but found nothing of interest there. In the living room, the low coffee table was strewn with a variety of what looked like trash, papers and envelopes stacked randomly, maps of various locations in the United States, receipts and plane tickets. There were four U.S. Passports on the table. Possibly forgeries, he thought. The Islamic State has the technology to print US passports. He mentally noted the names and pertinent information on each one.

A cell phone was sitting on top of a stack of mail. The mail included some utility bills, advertisements, correspondence from UVA addressed to one of the students and an envelope with a return address in Lexington, Kentucky. The envelope was addressed to Asad Hassan, but at a different address, what looked like a Charlottesville apartment, and it appeared to contain some sort of glossy brochure. Zeke slid the brochure part way out of the envelope. A charity event in Kentucky. That’s odd, he thought.

Zeke was looking for evidence. Something that would point to the group’s affiliation with terrorists, or something in support of the suspected underground railroad, taking students into Syria to help with the IS fight. He found what he needed in the kitchen on the counter beneath several empty boxes of Ramen noodles and an empty box of macaroni and cheese. It was a set of two ticket stub receipts for plane tickets. Each was for a one-way trip between Washington, DC and Ankara, Turkey, dated the prior Saturday, seven days ago. They were in the names of Catherine and Andrea Cook. Zeke stepped into the dining area of the small duplex and saw the eight boxes of H&K automatic rifles on the floor against the wall. That’s enough to authorize a raid, he thought.

 

* * *

 

At nine fifteen, Zeke joined the ASG party. The Arabic Student Group recruiting party was actually a fairly tame affair. It was being held in a large meeting room of the Student Union building, and on the far wall, non-alcoholic beverages and snacks were laid out on tables covered in yellow plastic tablecloths. Students were gathered into small groups of three or four each and were talking quietly. On the near wall, a display showed color pictures and proffered brochures about the organization, with several group photos of students standing together and looking at the camera in front of various school buildings.

“Hello, Ibrahim,” called a voice from behind him. Zeke recognized Hasif’s voice and turned to meet the young man. Hasif was stepping away from two other young men, who were watching him depart. He walked to Zeke and gave a slight bow. Zeke bowed back.

“You were held up?” asked Hasif.

“Just running late,” said Zeke.

“I’m glad you’re here, Ibrahim,” said Hasif. “Let me introduce you to some of our members.”

Over the next hour, Zeke met and talked with a variety of young men and women who were members of the ASG. The underlying theme seemed to be that of empathy toward the Syrian rebels, and distrust for the Syrian government and President Bashar al-Assad. 

The students were generally idealistic and incensed at the unfairness of the situation in Syria, and the failure of the United States and other countries to take enough action to set things right.

“It’s not only al-Assad,” said the young man Fakhir. “It is also his British-born wife, Asthma al-Assad. They’re both out of touch with the reality of the civil war.” This discourse was a common theme at the party.

Zeke, however, was thinking about the duplex.

As soon as it was reasonable, Zeke extracted himself from the ASG gathering and made his excuses to head home. He’d called The Agency before arriving at the party and shared the information he uncovered in the duplex raid. He’d sent Sally a photo of the two ticket stub receipts he’d found, and of the gun cases, and she was arranging for a search warrant for the duplex. 

 

* * *

 

“I’m tired of waiting around here,” said Ismael. “We need to keep moving forward. We need to take action!”

To Asad it seemed that the boy was working himself into a frenzy. 

“I, for one, am ready to strike them. They can’t resist the might of Allah. They will be crushed.” Ismael walked around the inside of the duplex, pacing, ranting to the others. There were ten of the faithful there, besides Asad, and all were calm, some even trying to sleep in preparation for what was to come. 

Asad said, “Yes, Ismael. The strong arm of Allah will conquer. But we must stay with the plan, the time frame.”

“I say we strike now,” said the young man. “They cannot survive our strength.”

“Ismael,” said Asad, “show me your medicine. Your pills.”

Ismael stopped in front of Asad. “I cannot,” he said. “I took the medicine, and now I can see clearly. We will be victors! We cannot be defeated! We must move quickly!”

Asad shivered. Ismael had taken the captagon tablets and was feeling invincible. It was way too early. The planned strike was weeks away, but the boy had once again jumped the gun, and now his action was a threat to their security. It would be impossible to control him with the medicine in his system.

The captagon had been made by Jari, a member and a student of advanced chemistry at UVA. It was simple, a combination of two drugs, theophylline and amphetamine. The drug produced a feeling of pleasure and increased alertness in the men, and it reduced their need for sleep and for food. With it, they felt invincible.

Asad looked around at the others. Besides Ismael, the youngest of the group, he saw Amed, a tall, lanky young man, Jari the chemist, and several others. Asha’ath and Sa’ood were outside, keeping watch for anything that might alarm them. 

In the kitchen of the apartment, in the shadows preparing a small meal for the men sat the girl known to them as Gabby. In the next room, on the floor against the wall, was a neatly stacked pile of eight boxes, each containing a fully automatic Heckler & Koch G36 and the accompanying ammunition. 

Asad rose and stepped into the hallway of the apartment and glanced into one of the bedrooms. He saw the folding tables with the vests neatly placed on top of them. As an important recruiter for the cause and as spiritual leader, he knew that he would be gone well before the strike occurred. After the strike, he was planning to return to the university, to keep the railroad going, and to recruit others to fight. 

In the meantime, he would stay and help organize the strike. The vests needed to be activated, so that there would be no mistakes. No last minute failures. He would take the decision to detonate out of the hands of these young warriors. But no one must know that for now. 

All of the faithful in the apartment were prepared to sacrifice themselves for the cause. Asad knew that their chances of survival were almost nonexistent, but the reason for the strike, closely coordinated with their Syrian leaders, was to demoralize the Americans, to terrorize their hearts. Much like the damage that was done in the 9/11 attacks, a devastating attack on U.S. soil would be an important blow for the Islamic State. And this time, they were taking the strike to the enemy’s front door!

“Would you like some halal meat? It is chicken.” Gabby was standing next to Asad, and her words drew his attention back to her presence. She was holding a white plastic plate heaped with fragrant curry chicken over Moghrabieh, pearl couscous. It had been cooking for hours on the small stove, and the odor was thick in the apartment. Asad looked at Gabby. 

She was always around him, watching him carefully. She was an unusual woman. Asad was not unused to receiving the respect of the others. But this one is something special, he thought. And she feeds on the excitement, the violence, the energy. He took the plate. “Skukran,” he said. He would eat, and then he and the girl would go to his loft apartment for the night.

He thought through the upcoming events. Asad felt that their preparation was sufficient. Like the attacks in Paris last year, this would be the Sword of the Prophet. 





 

 


Chapter 27

 

“OK, lets talk through it again, and we’ll go in after midnight,” said John Connell, the FBI SWAT Team leader.

They had just arrived from DC and were preparing to execute their search warrant. Connell was a large man, over six foot five and close to 300 pounds. Mostly muscle, too, Zeke noted.

“Are they armed?” he asked Zeke.

“Possibly, but I removed the firing pins from the weapons I found,” said Zeke. “They had eight fully automatic weapons in there.”

“That may not have been everything,” said Connell to himself. “OK, we’ll go in on full alert.”

 

* * *

 

“FBI, get down on the floor!” men shouted over each other as the door of the duplex came crashing in. “FBI, get down!”

A window broke and a phosphorescent bomb exploded and lit up the room and then a dozen large men in bulletproof vests and helmets with clear plastic visors attached filed into the living room, waving their assault rifles. There was a crash from the kitchen as a second group of FBI agents entered the small apartment through the sliding glass door, yelling as they came. “FBI! Get down on the ground!”

Most of those in the duplex were sleeping, crashed on the couch or on the floor, or in one of the bedrooms. Sammy Patel, however, was sitting on the floor of the living room with his legs crossed, holding an H&K G36. He’d reassembled it in his personal best time, and he was feeling proud.

“Gun, gun!” shouted two FBI agents, one from each of the entry points, and Sammy was immediately shot center mass by both agents. He was dead before his head hit the floor.

 

* * *

 

“We’re still sorting it out,” said Jack Connell, “But it looks like we may have gotten the leader.”

“Did you secure the guns?” asked Zeke.

“We did. All eight, seven still in their boxes,” he said.

“Anything else?” asked Zeke. Kimmy had joined him from DC while the FBI agents were setting up the raid. She’d ridden down to Charlottesville with the FBI SWAT team.

“Some bomb paraphernalia and some pills,” said Connell. 

“How many bad guys did you take?” asked Zeke.

“We got four, including the kill,” said Connell. 

“There are more than that,” said Zeke. “I’d say ten or twelve. They probably have another apartment around here somewhere.”

“Yeah,” said Connell.

“Have your guys interrogated any of the prisoners?” asked Zeke.

“Field interrogations, sure,” said Jack Connell. “We try to get them to talk while they’re scared, off balance.”

“What are they saying?” asked Zeke.

“Saying that the dead guy was their leader. Said his name was Sammy Patel. They’re trying to blame him for all of this…the guns, the bombs, you know.”

“I do,” said Zeke.

 

* * *

 

Zeke had noted the address of the apartment on the Kentucky brochure he’d found in the duplex. There was no warrant for that location, and no reason to get one, but he and Kimmy decided to check on it anyway. They decided to pay it a visit the evening after the raid, while the group was still off balance.

The loft apartment was fairly typical, fairly standard for a college town, Zeke thought, as he parked the rented QX80 around the corner from the building. It was a three-story structure, a brick building—maybe a former mill—with a flat roof. The loft was one of a number of similar apartments contained in the building, which had probably been first built over a hundred years ago. There was a concrete paved parking area and wrought iron fencing with a security gate surrounding the yard. 

Some of them are probably in there, Zeke thought, or they will be later. 

Zeke circled the city and pulled into his hotel parking lot. 

Dusk was approaching, and Zeke ate a light, early dinner at a casual restaurant before he returned to the hotel and took a nap. He intended to be up early.

 

* * *

 

At ten-thirty Zeke awoke. He checked his smartphone and saw that Kimmy had sent him an innocuous text, “Looking forward to seeing you again,” it said. She’s ready, he thought. Good.

Zeke drove back toward the loft apartments, slowing for the stop sign at the intersection, but not stopping, taking a right turn as if he were in a hurry to get somewhere. Zeke saw no people, no lookouts on duty. The inhabitants were probably in for the night, he thought. He continued on to meet up with Kimmy.

When Zeke walked into the downtown Charlottesville bar, there was an active crowd watching a ball game and cheering for the Nationals, the Washington baseball team. National League East, thought Zeke, they’re playing the Phillies. He spotted Kimmy sitting in a booth toward the back of the place. She was dressed in black slacks and a black, long sleeve turtleneck sweater, with a bright red and white jacket to complete the outfit. Team colors, thought Zeke. Good, she’ll blend well. 

Kimmy’s hair was in a tight bun and she looked ready for action. He walked over and slid in across from her.

“All good?” she asked.

“Looks like it. I just checked the place,” said Zeke. “It’s quiet. They’re in for the night, I’d bet.” They had chosen the bar to meet, knowing that Muslims generally avoid alcohol and would be less likely to frequent a bar.

Kimmy smelled faintly of lilac, a sharp contrast with the bar’s overall smell of fried food and spilled beer. The server stopped by and took Zeke’s order for an iced coffee. She looked at him oddly, and then she noticed his eyes when he looked up, and she smiled to herself and walked away. 

“What’s the action?” Kimmy asked.

Zeke ran down a physical description of the loft for her, taken from the blueprints in the town’s Building and Planning Department’s records. They talked about the cars and the possibility of guards and the locked fence. “We’ll want to take them quickly,” said Kimmy. It was eleven fifteen.

“Any cameras?” asked Kimmy.

“None visible,” said Zeke.

“The lock on the back gate sounds doable,” Kimmy said. “And we’ll be able to get in once we’re inside the fence.”

“Right. There’s a good chance that we’ll find the other weapons in there. And possibly the equipment for bombings. Can’t be too careful,” said Zeke.

“I know,” said Kimmy. 

“We have a set of door keys from the loft building owner, thanks to the Charlottesville police, so unless we’re spotted early, I think we can contain the situation,” Zeke said. 

 

* * *

 

Kimmy, now without the red and white jacket, was almost invisible in the darkness. She silently approached the gate in the fence around the lofts.

The night smelled damp, Zeke noticed, like wet soil. He had dropped Kimmy down the street and parked the car, working his way back to this spot. Within six seconds of his arrival at the loft building he saw a small flash from a tight flashlight beam, invisible from the building. Kimmy was inside the fence. 

Zeke carried his black backpack to the gate, upright and moving slowly, and walked through the open gate. Most of the visible windows were covered, but Zeke wanted to take no chance of being seen. He found Kimmy standing at a corner of the parking area, against the building. She was pretty much invisible in the shadow. He took two pairs of night vision goggles from his backpack and handed one to Kimmy. They donned the equipment.

“Let’s go,” he signaled her.

They moved together in the dark hallways to the front door of the apartment. This entrance has minimum visibility from the living area, Zeke remembered from the plans. Each of them stood to one side of the front door. Kimmy quietly took a small can of graphite from her pocket and sprayed the lock mechanism and the exterior door hinges. Then she took the key from her pocket and unlocked the front door. The lock moved smoothly and silently. 

Inside, the large open room was bathed in darkness, the only light from a small clock on the floor near the far wall. On the floor, on blankets and mattresses, were the forms of two bodies, lying in the dark.

Zeke listened. Their breathing was regular and relaxed. 

Kimmy circled right, toward the kitchen island, while Zeke crossed the width of the room quietly and took a position near the outside wall, about twelve feet from the sleeping bodies. They angled their approach so as to be across from each other, but not directly so, to best avoid stray bullets. 

Suddenly the blanket closest to Zeke flew up, followed by the barrel of a handgun, rising to point in his general direction. A man was sitting up and squinting to see where Zeke was standing. Zeke was on the ground on his stomach before the barrel of the gun leveled out, and then he shot the man, three bullets to the heart area. The muzzle flare blinded him temporarily, but the goggles had served their purpose. When his vision returned a moment later, the man was lying on his back with three bloody holes in his chest. 

Kimmy had closed her eyes during the gunfire and was now advancing toward the second body lying on the makeshift beds. “Don’t move,” she called. “Let me see your hands, right now, or you’re dead.”

Two empty hands came out from under the covers and shot straight up in the air. A female voice from the bed, said, “Oh, thank God you came. He was going to kill me.”





 

 


Chapter 28

 

The girl’s name was Gabby, she said, and she was a member of the Arabic Student Group at UVA. Zeke had met her briefly at the ASG meeting. Mostly, she told Zeke and Kimmy between sobs while they waited for the FBI backup to arrive that she cooked and cleaned up for the group and helped them with their studies. She seemed distraught and anxious, and she cried constantly. Yes, she admitted to Kimmy, the men had raped her, more than once. She told them that the man, Asad, had made her sleep with him there, close by in the blankets. He had prayed to Allah for forgiveness before he had raped her, and then, afterwards, he’d knelt down onto the floor and prayed again. But the gun was always there, always near his hand. He had threatened her family, and she had been terrified.

Kimmy sat the girl on a chair near the front door of the house, away from the beds and the man’s body. Zeke checked the man and recognized the body as Asad. He then checked the beds for other weapons as he looked at the surrounding sleeping area. Zeke tasted the name as it rolled off his tongue. “Asad,” he said. “The Lion.”

Besides the clock and the handgun, a SR9 model Ruger, he found a curved dagger, some pills in a small plastic bag and a wallet. The photo ID in the wallet identified the man as Asad Hassan, and the photo matched the dead man on the floor. There were sixty-two dollars in the wallet. 

In seventeen minutes, a black van pulled up to the loft apartment and stopped in front of the entry gate. Zeke opened the gate from the inside and the van pulled into the parking area. The gate closed and four large men dressed in navy blue jumpsuits got out of the van. They moved with a practiced, economical motion. Two retrieved a gurney from the back of the van while the other two talked with Zeke quietly, away from the women. 

Asad Hassan, the girl told Kimmy, was the leader of the Arabic Student Group and was from a Syrian family that now lived in Turkey. He was the spiritual leader of the group, sort of. Yes, she had overheard them talking about some kind of an attack, but she was never given the details. The women in this culture were excluded from the business of the men.

After a couple hours, Zeke and Kimmy gave Gabby to the FBI SWAT team agents, who decided to take her with them to FBI Headquarters in Washington, DC, along with the weapons they’d found yesterday and the three terrorists they had arrested in the duplex. The terrorists were presently being held in separate cells in the Charlottesville jail. Then Kimmy filled Zeke in on her interview with the girl. 

Zeke and Kimmy made a brief stop at the hotel to pick up their things and check out, and drove directly to DC. They arrived Monday morning at 7:30. The FBI team in Charlottesville had radioed ahead and the full FBI anti-terrorist team was in action when they arrived. 

 

* * *

 

The FBI SWAT officers had driven Gabby back to their DC offices and were interviewing her about the activities of the UVA Arabic Student Group. Kimmy and Zeke were waiting in Clive’s office to talk with him about the operation.

“Do you think we stopped them?” asked Kimmy.

“We took five from Charlottesville, including two dead,” said Zeke, “if you include Asad, the one I shot. From Roger’s research, it looked like there were at most a dozen people involved, so yes, it appears that we’ve dismantled or at least seriously damaged the core of it.”

Clive entered his office and took a seat in one of the leather club chairs. “The FBI seems happy,” he said, “although some of the rough boys wanted to be with you at the second house, the loft. But, they seemed pleased to clean up the rest of the group at the duplex.” 

“They had their fun,” said Zeke. “Have they found out anything else from the girl, Gabby?”

“Apparently, she’s pretty hysterical,” said Clive. “She’s crying and seems out of control. Relieved, the doctor says, and traumatized. He’s going to give her a sedative.”

“I’ve been thinking,” said Zeke. “We may want to hold off on that.”

“Uh-oh,” said Clive.

“Well, at first I bought her story about the kidnapping and rape,” said Zeke. “But when I checked the bedding in the warehouse, I found a janbiya.”

“A what?” asked Kimmy.

“It’s a curved blade dagger. This one had a saifani hilt, rhinoceros horn, illegal and fairly expensive. It struck me as odd since they’re typically worn by wealthy men in Yemen. And school records show that Asad was from Syria, not Yemen.”

“But the girl?” said Kimmy.

“Her accent could be Yemeni, and she sounds somehow wealthier, a more proper dialect which would fit with this particular dagger,” said Zeke. “I bet that it’s hers.”

“Anything else to support that?” asked Kimmy.

“Well, yes. The whole time she was with us,” said Zeke, thinking through the last few hours, “she never asked us who we were.”

“And?” asked Kimmy.

“And it seems odd to me that she never asked for help. She was on campus, even at the ASG meeting. When I saw her, Asad was preoccupied, leading the meeting. She could easily have escaped.”

 

* * *

 

“Let’s interview the prisoners taken at the duplex,” Zeke suggested to Clive and Kimmy, “They’re separated, right? Let’s chat with them and see what they have to say.”

“Alright,” said Clive. “I’ll arrange it. They’ve been banged around some, but they should be able to talk with us.”

Clive was dressed in a silver suit with a light blue pinstripe, and an Oxford tie. He had taken off his jacket and was rolling his shirtsleeves over his forearms as they spoke.

“I’ll clear it. You two head over to the FBI detention area and start the interrogations.” 

 

* * *

 

“Where’s the girl?” Zeke asked the FBI SWAT team leader, Jack Connell. Connell was still dressed in full SWAT uniform, blue overalls, black boots and the dramatic black face paint that SWAT used for their nighttime operations. He towered over Zeke and outweighed him by about a hundred and forty pounds. 

Interesting, Zeke thought. He put on his face paint even though there was no FBI action last night.

“We’ve got two girls,” said Connell, putting his hand over the phone speaker he was holding and pointing toward the detention cells with his elbow. “One is the victim, and one was with the terrorists. We arrested her.” 

“The victim?” asked Zeke.

“She’s in with the nurse, second door on your right.” 

“May I borrow one of your men?” Zeke asked.

“Sure, take Browny,” said Connell and nodded toward a second large man standing nearby and dressed in identical SWAT team garb. “Browny, go with Zeke, OK?”

“Sure, Skipper,” said Browny. His name was Alex Brown, according to his stitched name plate, now exposed by its open Velcro cover. 

Jack Connell took his hand off the phone speaker, turned away and said into the phone, “I’m back.”

 

* * *

 

They approached the examination room. 

“Keep watch,” said Zeke. “There’s likely more action to come.” Browny took a watchful position outside the windowless door while Zeke crowded into the small room to see Gabby and the nurse. The door was partially blocked as Zeke pushed it open.

“How’s it going in here?” Zeke asked the nurse as he pushed the door open.

The nurse was a middle-aged woman who had obviously thickened in the hips and torso. She wore a white bra and beige scrub pants and crocks. She was lying on her back on the floor of the examination room, with a ballpoint pen sticking up out of her left eye. There was a clipboard on the floor next to her. There was no one else in the small room.

Zeke knelt and felt for a pulse, but there was none. He turned and pulled the door open again and said to Browny, “We’ve got a dead FBI agent in here.”

Browny reacted immediately. He spoke into his lapel mic, “We’ve got a DB and a runner in interrogation,” he said. “Close this place down!”





 

 


Chapter 29

 

Gabby, A’isha, opened the door and stepped into the women’s restroom of the interrogation wing of the FBI building. Her small frame pretty much swam in the nurse’s blouse, the hospital scrubs she’d taken from the dead woman. She stepped into a stall.

She was a warrior, she reminded herself. No time for fear. Right now, escape was necessary, and then a new plan of attack. Most all of the people she had seen in FBI headquarters were men, she remembered. A women’s bathroom is a psychological deterrent for most men, although she knew that they’d get around to looking there eventually. 

Gabby figured that she had precious seconds before the nurse’s body was found, and she needed to escape the building before an alarm sounded. Interrogation was on the third floor, she remembered. There was security in the garage entrance, the entrance that they had used to take her into the building, but it was hired security with an x-ray machine, determined to prevent someone from taking something bad into the building, but not so concerned with those leaving the premises. And she was leaving.

Gabby took off her scrubs top and with some safety pins that she’d taken from the exam room, she tightened the blouse to achieve a better fit, and then put it back on. She left the stall and used the mirror to pull her black hair back into a bun, clipping it with a hair clip taken from the dead nurse’s head. It changed her appearance some. All done, good, she thought. She cracked the bathroom door, waited a moment listening hard, and then she went out the door.

 

* * *

 

Zeke was moving quickly, leaving the dead nurse in the hands of the FBI. 

She came in through the garage, he thought, so she’s seen that entrance. It’d improve her odds of escape if she tries to exit that way. He found a stairwell and, as the alarm began to sound, he ran down the steps with good athletic balance.

At the lowest level, the underground garage, Zeke stopped and listened through the metal door. Then he opened it into the parking area. He recognized the two security guards standing by the x-ray machine at the nearby elevators. 

“Looking for the girl we arrived with,” Zeke said. 

The guards looked at each other and shrugged. One was a white man in his late 20’s, getting fat around the middle, Zeke thought, and the other was a tall black man, probably twenty-five and six foot four. The black man looked to be in decent shape, probably a college ball player a step or so too slow for the pros. 

“Brown hair, about five eight,” said Zeke. “Brown eyes, and she was probably alone, exiting the building. I’d bet that she was wearing nurse scrubs.”

“Oh, sure, the nurse. She left about three minutes ago,” said the white guard. “Walked out to the street, right through there.” He pointed to the garage exit.

 

* * *

 

Back at The Agency, Clive and Zeke took time to address Roger Taylor’s murder.

“Let’s start at the beginning,” said Zeke. “The assassin was very likely hired by one of the cells that Roger’s anti-terrorist group was closing in on.”

“Yes, it seems most logical,” said Clive. “So, we did some research and reached out to our FBI friends. Based upon what we know, there are five possibilities, five known assassins that may have been involved…or some combination of the five. We eliminated some by age and location, and we’re left with these.”

“Hansen isn’t Middle Eastern,” said Zeke. “But he could easily be a hired pro. Maybe loosely affiliated with one of the terrorist cells. They’re all associated with colleges, but Hansen is older. In his cruise ship picture he looks to be in his late twenties.”

“If we assume that the moustache and longer hair is a disguise, we’re still looking at a possible contract, a pro,” said Clive. 

“Knowing that Roger was first tased, then suffocated, we’ve got a fairly unique M.O.,” continued Zeke. “I’d think that Roger would be tough to get close to. His guard had to be up.”

Clive was sitting at the head of a long table made of dark wood with gold inlay. On the top of the table were the collective notes of several of Clive’s Agency operatives, outlining their research into each of the terrorist cells that Roger had identified. There were five large piles of legal-sized folders filled with photos, papers and computer printouts. In a matter of a few days they had identified most of the participants in the various organizations and constructed likely chains of command. The piles were arranged in order of their likelihood of being involved in Roger’s death, the most likely being, at present, closest to Clive. Zeke was seated at the table, two chairs down from Clive. No one else was in the room.

“I’m sure he was being watchful,” said Clive. Today he was wearing a muted green Glen Urquhart plaid vest over a crisp white shirt with arm bands holding up his sleeves, and with a pair of half-glasses that he put on and took off by force of habit as he spoke. “I’ve known Roger for quite a while, now,” he continued. “I was involved with him after he first joined the FBI. It was a fairly messy affair involving a group of computer hackers who were stealing information from mag strips on the back of credit cards and selling it to some eastern Europeans. The MasterCard and Visa people suggested to the FBI that they involve us in that investigation.”

“Right,” said Zeke. He was wearing a Tommy Bahama shirt with a matching brand sweater and jeans. He’d set his sunglasses on the table in front of him, and was leaning back in the chair, one foot against the side of the table, the other on the ground. Even sitting, Zeke had an aura of competence, of kinetic energy, waiting to be released. “Based on what we’ve found out so far, it looks like the UVA group has a pretty high probability of responsibility for Roger’s death.” 

“Possible motive?” asked Clive, taking the half-glasses off his nose.

“To stop the investigation, to disrupt the FBI efforts?” said Zeke.

“Right, possibly, but they have to know that the FBI will regroup and come at them again,” said Clive.

“Unless there’s a pending action that would occur before they regroup,” said Zeke, thinking aloud. “Possibly a planned strike, which might raise the stakes enough to merit a murder.”

The table, known as the “work table” was located in a secondary conference room in The Agency headquarters in Washington, D.C. It had been the scene of quite a number of strategy sessions between Clive and his operatives. 

“So, presently the FBI has accounted for four of these individuals, all currently in the United States, who have the skills, reputation and prowess to execute the action against Roger,” said Clive, glasses back on and looking at a computer generated report. “There were five, but one was eliminated because they were able to track him in California during the time of Roger’s murder.”

“Who are the four?” asked Zeke.

“Well, you know about Sergi Koprivach, allegedly from Bulgaria,” said Clive. “He’s been working the northeast coast, New York, New Jersey mostly.”

“Sergi’s over six and a half feet tall,” said Zeke, thoughtfully, looking at a photograph. “And his ears are larger that this guy’s, more prominent.”

“Agreed,” said Clive. “You can’t disguise ears.”

“Second is Pierre LaFont, a former French Foreign Legionnaire. Which basically means that he’s a thug,” said Clive. “The FBI tracked him to Chicago before he disappeared a few weeks ago. “

“Most of LaFont’s work has been in Europe, right?” asked Zeke. “Particularly France and Amsterdam?” 

“Yes, he’s typically stayed central to western Europe and the Middle East. The FBI was looking for him as a favor to Interpol. But there’s nothing that says he couldn’t have broadened his geography,” said Clive. “This would have been a highly specialized effort, and would make the killer’s reputation.”

“LaFont is about the right size,” continued Zeke. “And his features are somewhat similar. Let’s keep him on the short list.”

“OK, no worries,” said Clive. “Our third suspect is working out of Miami. You remember David Hoffman, I believe.”

“Never met him, but I’ve read his file,” said Zeke. “He’s supposed to have done some work for the Israelis here in the states, as I recall.”

“Yes, we suspect so,” said Clive. “He’s a body builder and a martial arts expert. Has some kind of black belt in something.” He paused and looked at Zeke. “But then, they all do, don’t they?”

“David’s a more remote possibility,” said Zeke. “He’s usually very specialized, and he’s probably not likely because the Jews and the Arabs don’t often work and play well together.”

“But the money?” asked Clive.

“It could be. He’s bulkier than this guy looks in the cruise ship photo, but it’s hard to tell…this is mostly a face shot,” said Zeke, looking at a blow-up of the killer’s photo. “The lighting is sort of weak, also.”

“Unfortunate, but that’s what we have,” said Clive.

“OK, who’s number four?” asked Zeke. “Ahmed Isaac?” 

“Bingo,” said Clive, looking at the folder he was holding. “His mother was American born, and so Ahmed doesn’t look Islamic. Rather he looks more Italian, with sort of olive colored skin and dark brown hair. In the states, he’s been going by the name Tony Rossi.”

“That’s a possibility,” said Zeke.

“Yes, but the FBI lost track of him a while ago,” said Clive. “They have an old address in Philadelphia, and they think it’s his family’s home. He’s a good candidate.”

“So David Hoffman works out of Miami, the city from which the cruise ship departed,” said Zeke. “And Ahmed—Tony—we don’t have a location for him.”

“Right,” said Clive. “Who do you like, Zeke?”

“I think we need to chat with each of them,” said Zeke. “I’ll bet that helps us narrow it down.”

“Right,” said Clive.

“See if your people can get a reading on LaFont’s whereabouts, and Ahmed’s. I’ll start with Hoffman.”





 

 


Chapter 30

 

David Hoffman had finished his workout and was driving back to the condo. His Miami Beach location was convenient, he thought, minutes from the airport, and with multiple routes and bridges in and out of the area. It was a bright, sunny day with no clouds in the sky and a temperature of 30 degrees Celsius. He wore a silver warm-up jacket and matching pants with a blue stripe down each leg. His adidas YEEZY Boost 350 sneakers had cost him $1,300 at a high-end Miami retail store, but he loved the way they fit.

David pulled his Mustang Shelby GT350 into the underground parking garage and slid it into his assigned parking space. As he exited the car, he saw the entrance gate closing. The condo was in a very secure building, which suited David’s needs very well.

He stepped through the garage entrance to the lobby, nodded to the security guard, Tim, his sometimes sparring partner, and then stepped to the elevator and pushed the “UP” button. Waiting for the elevator car to arrive, David looked back at Tim, who was sitting behind the nearby desk, and asked, “All good today?”

“Sure is,” said Tim. “I’m off in a couple hours. Then home to Mama.”

David knew that Tim was married to a Latino girl, and that she kept track of his schedule pretty closely. “Maybe we can work out together later this week,” said David. “I need some contact work.”

“Can do, man,” said Tim. “Maybe Thursday? Martina has classes Thursday after work.”

“Sounds good,” said David. The elevator bell rang and the doors opened. A tanned blonde man who looked to be in his mid-30’s stepped off. David stepped back to give him room, said “Pardon” and then stepped into the elevator car. He realized that he hadn’t seen the blonde man before. The guy was about five foot ten. Based on his balance and motion—well, the small part that David had seen—he seemed to be fit and coordinated. David thought, I’d better ask Tim about him. The elevator door closed. 

 

* * *

 

“Yeah, he just moved in,” said Tim, when David called down from the condo. David had carefully developed a relationship with the head Security Guard in his building, in order to get advanced warning in case trouble was looking for him. He considered Tim as his early warning system.

“Where does he live?” asked David.

“He’s on the seventh floor, number 710,” said Tim. “A couple floors above you.”

“Do you know much about him?” asked David.

“Just what Jenn told me,” answered Tim. Jenn was the Manager and Sales Agent for the condo building.

“Is he alone?” 

“No one living with him now,” said Tim. “Jenn said that he’s got a job in downtown Miami and he leased the Zimmerman’s condo for six months. His wife and kids are supposed to be moving here in a couple of months. I think he’s from Boulder or Colorado Springs.”

“Hmm,” said David. “Any idea what he does for a living? He looks like he works out.”

“I did give him the address of the gym, when he asked,” said Tim. “And, you know he’s got a key to the condo fitness room.”

 

* * *

 

“4273,” said Sally, briskly. 

“Hello, Franny,” said Zeke. “I’ve eliminated one.”

“Do tell,” said Sally.

“My neighbor, the Miami Hoffman. He’s clear. Hasn’t been out of the condo for more than a few hours, according to the security videos. They keep an electronic log of each tenant’s coming and going, using their key cards, and there’s a video camera in the lobby and on the elevator.”

“Were you able to check the video?” she asked.

“Yes, we coordinated with the local police and had a look at the videos for the dates of and around the cruise ship murder. The system actually stores the video in the cloud for 30 days, so we accessed it from the police station. The condo building owner gave us the access information, and we were able to get a visual on Hoffman in the building several times that morning. It wasn’t him.”

“Where to next?” asked Sally. “Are you heading this way?”

“Do we have a location for Ahmed Isaac yet?” asked Zeke.

“No, but we have his mother’s address in Philadelphia,” said Sally. “We might want to start there. Take a look at her bank account information, which I just sent to you.”

“Have they located the Frenchman yet?”

“No, not yet. So, Philly seems like the best next place,” said Sally.

“I’ll head to Philly, then” he said. “What else do we have on Isaac? Do we know where he is?” asked Zeke.

“We do have more info. I’ll e-mail you access to the electronic files,” she said. 

“OK,” said Zeke. “Thanks. I’m planning on DC after this.”

“Oh, good,” said Sally. “I was hoping…” she said in a wispy, little girl voice. Zeke thought the voice shouldn’t fit, because Sally had an IQ close to 160. But, somehow it worked.

“Couple or three days, I think, Franny. Thanks,” he said as the phone line went dead.





 

 


Chapter 31

 

It was ten after two, early Saturday morning when Zeke stopped and rubbed his eyes. The file on Ahmed Isaac was extensive and comprehensive, but it had ended when they lost track of him a year ago. Ahmed, or Tony Rossi as he liked to be called, was a half-Syrian and half-American. He spoke excellent English, as well as French and Arabic. According to the files, Ahmed was born in eastern Pennsylvania and had grown up in Philadelphia. After High School, he had spent several years with relatives in Syria, his father’s native country. 

Now twenty-eight years old, Ahmed was suspected of being responsible for the death of Jersey City Mayor Artis Preston, who had been stabbed in an elevator in Hoboken, across the Hudson River from Greenwich Village. The elevator was discharging its occupants in the 9th Street Light Rail Station building. The building was a ten-story complex, the first two of which were occupied by the transit people; the higher floors were residential apartments. It was later found that Mayor Preston had been visiting his mistress who lived in a sixth floor apartment over the terminal.

Who rents an apartment right next to the railroad track? thought Zeke. Noise, smell, view of the tracks, parking issues, hundreds of people coming and going at all hours…

According to the report, Ahmed had coolly walked past the Mayor as he lay on the floor, bleeding out, and hopped on the train to the Light Rail Park and Ride. From there, he picked up a car and disappeared, probably drove south on Interstate 95 to Philadelphia and was lost amongst the heavy commuter traffic. The cameras had caught him leaving the elevator and the terminal, gray hoodie up, but there was no recorded evidence of Ahmed actually killing the Mayor. He obviously had known where the cameras were located.

He was certainly bold, thought Zeke. Maybe fearless. Many are before they turn thirty, he mused. 

The file went on to say that when he returned to the States, Ahmed was educated at NYU and, based on his passport records, had spent several semesters studying abroad in the Middle East. Multiple visas from Iraq, Syria, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia had been stamped in his passport, and he seemed to move between countries with ease. 

According to the FBI records he had never been arrested, but he had been in the “general vicinity” when several significant events had taken place. He was on the FBI watch list, primarily based on his travel history and their “racial profiling.” The FBI records marked him as “proficient with weapons, particularly knives.”

Knives, thought Zeke. It takes a certain kind of person to slash and stab someone. The feel of the resistance as you force the knife through the muscle and fascia, the sudden stops as the blade hits bone, the drag on the blade as it slices across skin and muscle. Not for the faint of heart. In fact, you have to be both callous and experienced to do it right. The first time cutting someone is surprisingly gristly and sickening. For some, it’s always that way.

Zeke had known a man, an ex-Green Beret, who favored the knife. The soldier was very good and had been an instructor in blade combat for the Berets and the Army Rangers. When he had worked for Military Intelligence, Zeke trained for awhile under the Green Beret Gunny Sergeant, George Vurger. George was from Indianapolis and had grown up on a small cattle farm. He told Zeke that he’d learned to wield a blade at the slaughterhouse, where he’d worked as a teen fighting dead slabs of beef during the night shift. There was something dead in his eyes, Zeke thought, something missing. He’d told Zeke that it wasn’t long before he had been assigned to the kill floor of the slaughterhouse on a full-time basis. 

Zeke was knife-proficient with both the normal grip and the reverse grip, though he preferred the normal grip. His deployment was automatic and instantaneous. He had been taught to immediately step into a knife attack, to intimidate and show no fear. He had learned the slashing and stabbing techniques from the soldier, and had practiced for days to master the skills. He was knowledgeable. A knife fight should last for a minimum amount of time, as every extra second increased the risk of a cut or slash.

“Put him down quickly,” George had preached. “Go get him and put him down.” 

Zeke had learned well. But still, he preferred the martial arts, his Judo, as a first line of defense. 

The rest of the file was sketchy. There were records of Ahmed’s whereabouts from time to time, and an occasional transcript of a phone conversation, usually in Arabic. But nothing terribly incriminating, and nothing the District Attorney would consider to be evidence. So the FBI had been watching from afar.

Well, thought Zeke, this guy has the skill and the personality for it. He could have drugged and tased Roger Taylor and then asphyxiated him without thinking twice. But what’s the motivation? A random encounter? Not likely, particularly aboard a cruise ship. And what kind of killer takes cruises?

 

* * *

 

“4273,” said the voice, Sally, as she answered the phone. 

“Susan,” said Zeke, “how are you?” 

“I’m well,” said Sally. Her voice almost purred. “And you?”

“Can we dig up anything more on the next one, on Isaac?” Zeke asked. “This feels like it may be something, but I need a link. Maybe phone records or a bank account?”

“We’re still checking,” said Sally. “But we found an account with a single large deposit in a Charlottesville bank account that was opened ninety days ago. It was opened with his mother’s name and address. It showed up on her credit report.”

“How substantial a deposit?” asked Zeke.

“It was five figures, an even $90,000,” said Sally. 

That sounds about right for killing an FBI agent, thought Zeke.

“It’s the only deposit in that account. It was moved out via wire transfer to Grand Cayman the day it cleared. We’re checking for other accounts, also, and I’ll send what we find.” She paused. “And I’ll get back with you.”

“That will be nice,” said Zeke with a smile.

 

* * *

 

“I don’t know a Tony Rossi,” said the woman. “You’ve got the wrong house.”

Zeke was standing on the wooden porch of a suburban house in western Philadelphia. The woman, about five foot five and plump, looked like a Midwesterner. She was standing inside the screen door, holding it closed as she spoke with Zeke. 

“How about Ahmed Isaac. Do you know him, Mrs. Isaac?” 

The woman looked confused for a moment, and then she moved to close the door. “I’ll be back with a warrant and FBI agents to search this house,” said Zeke. “This afternoon.”

She paused. “Oh, you said Ahmed, didn’t you… Look, I haven’t seen him for a couple of years. He’s been different since he came back from Syria. He hasn’t wanted to come around. We barely hear from him.”

“This address was used on a bank account application three months ago. The account was opened in his name and yours. Was he living here then?” asked Zeke.

“No, like I said, a couple of years,” said Ahmed’s mother.

“And you have no idea where he may be living?” asked Zeke. “I need to chat with him.”

“No, none,” said the woman.

“Let him know that I stopped by,” said Zeke. “I mean, if he calls you.” He slid a business card between the door and the doorframe. It indicated he was with the FBI, a white lie.

“OK, but you’re not coming back to search my house again, right? Last time that happened, it took me a month to clean everything up. And there were some things missing, some valuable things.” She sneered at him, her voice rising toward shrill as she spoke, getting braver as he moved farther away.

“We’ll see,” said Zeke, and he smiled.

 

* * *

 

The two FBI agents sitting in the black Acura parked in the street across and down from Mrs. Isaac’s home turned on the surveillance equipment. Having worked on Roger Taylor’s project, they each had a personal interest in identifying Roger’s killer. Although they were technically software engineers, they had agreed enthusiastically when Zeke and Clive had requested their help. The whole FBI team was anxious to find Roger’s assassin.

Will McCathaty was a large Irishman with reddish blonde hair and pale skin. He looked more like a young truck driver than a software engineer, but he had graduated from MIT six years earlier with an advanced degree in computer science. “Let’s get this bloke,” said Will, as he flipped on a device set to monitor activity on the Isaac’s IP address and fiddled with a cell phone interceptor. The latter was basically a portable stingray device. Technically, both devices were borderline illegal, but the Patriot Act laws cut a wide berth for law enforcement in tracking and apprehending terrorists. 

“His mom’s hiding something,” said the second agent, Alice Chan, who had been monitoring the live recording from Zeke’s top shirt button, a small high-powered camera and microphone, and she was now activating a prearranged link to the phone and cable company, enabling monitoring of communications from those sources inside the house. Alice was of Japanese-American descent, and had attended Stanford. After working with Yahoo for several years, Roger Taylor had recruited her for the FBI team he’d created. 

“She knows something,” said Zeke quietly, stepping off the porch, and walking to a second vehicle, a Jeep Cherokee, parked at the curb. He was certain that Mrs. Isaac was watching him leave.

“Sure she does,” agreed Will, his voice deep and rich in Zeke’s small earpiece. “Let’s see what you shake free.”

Zeke got into the Jeep, started it, put it in gear and drove away. Nothing happened at the house.

“Hold on, I’ve got something…we’ve got the rat bastard!” said McCathaty, for Zeke’s benefit. “A cell call.” He noted the cell phone ID that was dialing, as well as the phone number dialed. Several tracking and recording processes were instantly and automatically initiated and the results were being fed to Quantico and DC via a cryptic satellite link. 

The call was answered, lasted five seconds, and no words were exchanged. 





 

 


Chapter 32

 

“It was a cell phone. They were able to track it to Richmond, Virginia,” said Clive. He and Zeke and Kimmy were sitting in his office around the low coffee table, looking at the technical printouts of the tracking and recording from Philadelphia. 

“Richmond is close to Charlottesville and the University of Virginia,” said Zeke. “It would have been easy for Ahmed to coordinate with the Arabic Student Group there.”

“Right,” said Clive. “The tracking was to a flat on the north side of the James River, downtown Richmond. It’s in an historic building, originally built for the tobacco trade, and converted to rental flats a few years ago. Our people think he’s been hiding out there, in plain sight, for several years. Research is ongoing.”

“The signal from ‘Mom’ was a non-signal, then,” said Kimmy. Kimmy had gone to work with Clive recently and seemed to be enjoying the diverse assignments. Kimmy’s ethereal side was a distinct contrast to her abilities and training. She was a short dark-haired girl who was constantly in motion. Her efficient motion contributed to an overall impression of competence and beauty. Today, she wore a pair of white twill slacks with a slight bellbottom, and a yellow silk cargo pocket shirt, sleeves rolled to the elbow and affixed there with buttoned straps. Her thick, black hair was pulled back into a bun held in a simple sterling silver holder, and she wore matching silver jewelry on her wrists and fingers.

“She dialed, and he knew that she was being questioned, that someone was looking for him,” said Kimmy.

“Will he run?” asked Clive.

“I’d say maybe, but not yet,” said Zeke. “He’s been hiding for several years, staying low. Now he feels that he has a place where he’s somewhat safe, so until he gets another signal that someone’s looking for him, he’ll probably be more concerned about blending in and staying out of sight until it blows over. Not likely to pack and go based on a single, random inquiry in another city, I’d guess.”

“Sounds right,” said Clive. “Oh, and I think you heard that our research team put Ahmed in Miami the day of the cruise.”

“I did hear that,” said Zeke.

“More recently, the FBI looked through the luggage that Tim Hansen left in his cabin on the cruise ship when he disappeared. One large suitcase but with no fingerprints on it. Inside, they found a small taser. It had been wiped, too, but they found one of his fingerprints, a partial, on the device. They’re pretty certain that he was Roger’s killer.” 

“It’s gotta be Ahmed. Guess I’ll visit with him before he gets another clue that we’ve found him,” said Zeke. “Can I take Kimmy along?”

“Can’t see why not,” said Clive. “Do you want me to alert the local authorities? Provide you some local backup?”

“No, I have some questions I’ll need to ask him privately, first. But you could ask them to stand by, to be ready to cleanup any mess.”

“All right, then,” said Clive. “And I have some supplies you may want to take with you.”

 

* * *

 

In the end, they drove the 100 miles south from DC to Richmond, primarily along Interstate 95. It was Monday, traffic was reasonable, and Kimmy checked the electronic maps as Zeke drove his rental car. The weather was cool but the sun was bright, sharing that clear light that gives everything a crisp, clean look, particularly in contrast with the bright blue sky. 

“I love this light,” said Zeke. 

Throughout the drive Kimmy hummed to herself, folded and unfolded her legs under her, stretched, and fiddled with the luggage bags in the back seat. She talked on her phone, dug for her glasses, and read reports. Zeke watched her rock back and forth in time to her personal, silent music and then he watched her move her seat into several unconventional positions, restless. 

They arrived in Richmond without incident and ate a light lunch. Then they headed for Ahmed’s flat. Since the initial connection of cell phones between the Philadelphia house and the Richmond flat, the FBI had been monitoring both the Richmond phone and the IP of Ahmed Isaac’s Internet connection using some of Roger Taylor’s software. Zeke and Kimmy arrived at the flat with a high level of confidence that Ahmad was inside. They drove around the building once, and Zeke noted the excellent linkages from this location…Interstate 95 north or south was an easy two blocks away, and the Downtown Expressway heading west to the bypass was right across the street. Eastbound Interstate 64 was less than two miles up I-95 north. They were all good escape routes. Ahmad distancing himself from the flat would be a simple matter.

They chose a downtown boutique hotel, the Berkeley, located within an easy walk of Ahmed’s loft apartments. They checked into two rooms, agreed to nap, and then meet again for dinner.

 

* * *

 

After dinner, at nine o’clock in the evening, Zeke and Kimmy returned to their rooms and changed for the evening. A few minutes later, Kimmy knocked on Zeke’s door. He opened it.

“Ready?” she asked as she bounced into the room.

“You bet,” said Zeke. He handed her the car keys. He was dressed in black jeans and wore crepe-soled shoes, also black. They left the hotel and Zeke walked toward Ahmed’s loft while Kimmy got the car from the parking garage and met him there. She parked on the street. 

Kimmy was always a bundle of energy It’s part of her personality, Zeke thought as he watched her. All that energy seems to make her glow, somehow. Despite her odd appearance and, at times odder habits, Kimmy was surprisingly competent.

They left the room, and Zeke felt the Glock 17 in a holster at the small of his back, fully loaded with a round in the chamber. It was a reliable weapon that was both light and comfortable, while deadly enough. The magazine was filled with 9mm hollow point rounds, designed for maximum impact at close range. Taking a gun to a knife fight, he thought to himself.

His backup weapon was an AK-47 Field Knife, which he kept sheathed and clipped to the bottom of his right side pocket opening, the blade and sheath in his pocket for easy access. He also wore a light Kevlar vest with three-quarter length sleeves under his loose, midnight blue v-neck sweater. According to the manufacturer, Kevlar, a plastic, was five times stronger than steel on an equal weight basis. It stops bullets and, more importantly tonight, Zeke thought, it stops knife blades. 

Kimmy was dressed in black, an unusual color for her, and was sitting in Zeke’s car on the opposite curb, lights out, engine silent. Her black hair was pulled back with a black band into a ponytail and she wore no jewelry. She was holding a polymer version of the Jerico 941 handgun. The Jerico was developed by IWI, Israeli Weapon Industries, and uses a 9mm load. Not surprisingly, Kimmy’s Jerico was also loaded with hollow-point bullets. Kimmy had served with the men and women of Kidon, the “Tip of the Spear,” while in Israel’s Mossad, and she was no stranger to a fight. 

They settled in to wait, something they were both good at.

 

* * *

 

Around eleven o’clock Monday evening, Zeke and Kimmy watched as Ahmed left his apartment building and strolled down South 12th Street toward East Canal. She followed him in the car and Zeke followed on foot. Ahmed had walked east on Canal and then a block or so before he’d turned and stepped into the Ibiza Underground. As the door opened, Zeke heard loud dance music escaping from inside the establishment. Traffic had been brisk at that time, and Zeke had gotten a good look at Ahmed. Unlike the picture on file with the FBI, Ahmed was now clean shaven and wore his hair cut short in what looked like a $200 haircut. He wore a light jacket over an orange cotton shirt, and jeans slightly torn at the knees. Distressed and stylish, thought Zeke. Ahmed’s shoes had stylish canvas tops and crepe soles.

Two hours later, Kimmy spotted Ahmed leaving the nightclub with a tall, athletic-looking blonde girl. She wore black tights, Michael Kors riding boots and a long green wool sweater under a black leather jacket. Her long blonde hair was pulled into a loose braid, and she was laughing at something Ahmed had said as she followed him out the door to the street. They continued to talk as they walked together toward his flat.

With Zeke on foot and Kimmy driving, they followed Ahmed and the girl back to the flat from a distance. It was obvious that the two were heading in that direction, and their leisurely pace allowed for easy surveillance. They were holding hands and talking as they walked. Then they entered the apartment building through the main door with Ahmed’s magnetic card key. Kimmy pulled to the curb and Zeke returned to the car.

“Might be a long wait,” said Zeke. “I think they’re in for a while.”

 

* * *

 

Sally had provided them an apartment number and an IP address, which Kimmy was presently monitoring on a small monitoring device. There had been no activity on the Internet or the cell phone for the past ninety minutes. Kimmy felt fairly sure that Ahmed was sleeping or otherwise distracted.

Zeke had closed his eyes and listened hard in the night. The downtown area of Richmond appeared to be making a comeback, with nightlife and restaurants and rental housing. He smelled the river and the exhaust from trucks on the nearby freeways; he heard the heavy sounds of diesel engines shifting gears as they passed by; and he felt the cool night air on his face. “If I’m right, we should be clear for action in a couple hours,” Zeke said to Kimmy.

“Works for me,” said Kimmy. She started the QX80 and pulled around the corner into a parking space shaded from the streetlights.





 

 


Chapter 33

 

Very early on Tuesday morning, Zeke stepped out of the vehicle and stretched in the darkness. 

With a light tune in his head—“Desperado” by The Eagles, the 1973 original—Zeke moved to the side of the building and into a doorway. It was well into the night, now, and the street was empty. The downtown bars had closed for business two and a half hours ago. The last of the drunks had left the area a while back. Zeke knew because he’d watched them from the shadows.

The apartment number that Sally had provided was unit 506, a rear unit looking out over the James River to the south. She also gave him the floor plan of the building, identifying the location of the condo unit. Zeke and Kimmy circled the building on foot. From the south ground level they were able to see that the only light in unit 506 was a nightlight, or perhaps a weak light in the bathroom with the door pulled mostly closed. It’s as good a time as any, thought Zeke.

He moved quietly to an exterior door of the apartment building that Ahmed occupied. Using a key secured from the local fire department, facilitated by Clive, Zeke opened the exit door and stepped into the building. Kimmy stepped in behind him.

They scaled the five floors of steps quietly. Their shoes were silent on the polished concrete floor as they stepped to the sides of the solid front door. Zeke put on the night vision goggles that Clive had provided, stuck the small amount of C-4 explosive to the door on top of the deadbolt, turned his head away and four seconds later the explosive flashed and the metal door blew open, into the apartment.

Zeke stepped through the living room quickly, tossed a flash-bang grenade into the bedroom and looked away. The result was both deafening and blinding in the contained space. Zeke followed the sound into the bedroom—nice view, he thought, looking out the window, then back to assess the situation. Ahmed sat on the edge of his bed, naked, stunned and blinded for a moment. The blonde girl was naked on the floor on the other side of the bed, holding her head between both forearms and screaming. When Zeke stepped toward Ahmed, he pulled a large knife from under the pillow and started waving it blindly in front of himself. It looked like a Bundeswehr Advanced Combat Knife, a black bladed weapon about twelve inches in length overall, and with a smooth, sharp single blade. Zeke recognized it as the knife of choice for the German military.

Zeke easily blocked the waving knife with his forearm and quickly stepped in close to Ahmed. Using a standing arm lock, he twisted the knife hand until Ahmed’s elbow threatened to torque and break, while Ahmed punched him repeatedly with his left hand, small, powerful jabs to Zeke’s right side and leg. Zeke applied maximum pressure and both men heard the sickening sound of cracking bone. Ahmed screamed. Zeke easily took the black knife from Ahmed’s limp fingers and stepped back away from the assassin and took off the night vision goggles.

Slowly regaining his vision and hearing, Ahmed cradled his right arm in his lap and Zeke could see him thinking, deriving a solution. Kimmy stepped into the room with her handgun raised, flipped on the overhead light, and moved along the foot of the bed to position herself near the girl. Zeke and Kimmy triangulated on Ahmed. Zeke blocked the bedroom door. 

Ahmed took a moment to look defeated, shoulders slumping, head down, and then he launched himself at Zeke, a bull rush, attacking waist high, looking to grapple on the ground and get hold of a weapon. He had few options. Zeke had anticipated the move and he gave Ahmed a short jab to the nose. Then, using tai sabaki, a body move, he stepped into the attack, blocked twisting to the left, which exposed Ahmed’s good arm and his left side, and executed a shin kick, an Ilyushin, to the back of the assassin’s thigh. Zeke’s kick hit the killer’s sciatic nerve squarely, as intended, and immediately Ahmed fell to the ground. That’s it, thought Zeke. He leaned down and, using a wrist lock to control him, cuffed Ahmed’s wrists and ankles with heavy plastic flex cuffs. Kimmy helped the blonde girl up from the floor to the bed, and as a precaution, cuffed her hands.

Retrieving the night vision goggles, Zeke stepped into the living area while Kimmy watched the prisoner closely. He dialed his phone quickly. 

“4273,” answered Sally. 

“Tammy,” said Zeke, “I wanted to let you know that we’re finished here. Send in the clean up crew.”

“OK, how much time do you need?” asked Sally.

“Give me twenty minutes,” Zeke said.

 

* * *

 

“How did you meet?” Zeke asked the girl, again. 

She was sitting on the floor of the living room of Ahmed’s flat, her arms secured behind her and her legs crossed as Zeke had instructed her. Zeke was sitting in a dining room chair, which had been turned backwards. Ahmed was lying on the floor under Zeke’s chair, pinned to the floor by the chair and still secured with flex cuffs. His face was pale, most likely from the pain in his severely broken elbow. Zeke held his Glock in his right hand, loosely covering the killer.

“At a club, at a dance club,” said the blonde. She had stopped screaming after she realized that Zeke and Kimmy weren’t there to kill or rape her, and she had finally, a few minutes later, calmed to the point that she could communicate. Kimmy had found a dress shirt in Ahmed’s closet and it was presently hanging from the girl’s shoulders, mostly covering her. From the look on her face, she was terrified. “We just met there,” she said, crying and repeating herself.

Zeke nodded to Kimmy and gestured with his head toward the bedroom. It was apparent that the girl was a new acquaintance, ignorant of the assassin’s work. They had been questioning her for several minutes, and had found out that she was a secretary at a downtown Richmond law firm. She had broken up with her boyfriend two weeks ago, and her Doctor father and Public Relations mother lived on a small horse farm located between Richmond and Charlottesville. Kimmy had examined the girl’s identification, which she found in a purse on the dining room table, and it appeared to check out. 

Kimmy smiled and stood, careful to avoid the area between Zeke and the girl. She walked behind Zeke. “Let’s go in here, she said to the sitting girl,” who shrugged and stood up awkwardly and followed Kimmy’s lead.

“Can you take these off?” she said, obviously referring to the flex cuffs.

“Not quite yet, but soon,” said Kimmy. They disappeared into the bedroom, and Zeke heard the door close.

“Ahmed,” said Zeke, “you’re in trouble, boy.”

Ahmed Isaac, his face pale and drawn, looked at Zeke with hatred in his eyes. Zeke could feel the physical impact of the emotion but chose to ignore it.

“Did you think you’d get away with killing an FBI agent?” Zeke continued. “That was about the dumbest move I can imagine. And then you stayed in the country. Wow.”

“I have nothing to say to you,” said Ahmed. His voice was higher than Zeke expected, a light, almost feminine sound. “Kess Ikhtak.”

“I don’t have a sister,” said Zeke, wryly. “But nice try.” 

Ahmed didn’t say anything.

“What you want to tell me,” said Zeke, looking down over the back of the chair, still smiling, “is who hired you to kill the guy on the cruise ship.”

“What cruise ship?” asked Ahmed. 

“Look, you’re finished anyhow, Ahmed. Not only were you taken down by a guy and a girl, and that’s embarrassing enough, but you lost a knife fight and suffered a broken elbow in the process. No one will be calling for your services anytime soon. You’ve embarrassed yourself.”

Ahmed was silent, glaring hard at Zeke.

“How about I break that other elbow,” said Zeke. “Elbows don’t heal well, you know. They usually end up fusing some bones together in there. Think about it. You won’t be able to feed yourself or wipe yourself or drive a car. You won’t be able to dress yourself or tie your shoes. You’ll be a laughingstock in the world of assassins, and you’ll be in jail. There’ll be no jihad for you, Ahmed.

“Or, maybe I should shoot you here, and get it over with. Save the US Government the expense of taking care of you until your execution,” said Zeke. “That’s what you’d do for me, right?”

“I’ll kill you,” said Ahmed, icily. “There’s no doubt about that, my friend.”

Zeke moved the chair from on top of the man, and reached down, grabbing his broken arm to turn him over. Once Ahmed was face down, Zeke sat on his back, low down his spine, and stabilized himself there. Then he grabbed Ahmed’s wrists and lifted them up high. Ahmed screamed from the renewed pain grinding in his broken elbow.

“So, Ahmed, who hired you?” asked Zeke.





 

 


Chapter 34

 

“4273,” said the female voice. Zeke could hear the smile behind the words. Sally had answered on the second ring, as he knew she would.

“Hello, Tess,” said Zeke. It was Tuesday afternoon, and the protocol called for a female name starting with the same letter as the day of the week.

“Hi, yourself,” said Sally. “I heard you’re returning to town tomorrow. Is this a business or a personal call?”

“Little bit of both I guess,” said Zeke.

“OK, business first. Eric suggested that you call him at your convenience. He wants to chat about the files you’ve isolated,” said Sally. ‘Eric’ was their code name for Clive Greene when talking on an unsecured phone line.

“Can do,” said Zeke. “Please tell him I’ll plan to meet him tomorrow, after I get in.” 

“OK,” said Sally. “Anything else?”

“Need a credit check on a couple of individuals. I’ll get you the names and social security numbers.” To Sally, a credit check meant a complete rundown of the suspect’s civil and criminal and family history, which, in fact, included a credit check, criminal background check and much more.

“OK, can do,” said Sally. “Get me the details. Where are you now?”

“Richmond,” he said. “Just wrapping things up here.”

“OK, good,” said Sally. “Where are you staying?”

“The Berkeley,” said Zeke, knowing that Sally already had access to that information. “Near downtown.”

“Got it,” confirmed Sally. “Thanks.”

 

* * *

 

“I’ve got a couple days off, and I thought I’d bring my sexy tattoo to see Washington,” said Tracy. She’d called Zeke while he was leaving the Richmond FBI headquarters. His interview with the Special Agent in Charge had been more of a formality than an interrogation. 

“The last time I was in Atlanta, I enjoyed dinner with a lovely, smart woman,” said Zeke. “Are you available tomorrow night for an encore in DC?”

“I’ll have to check on that,” said Tracy with a smile in her voice. “Just a moment.”

“OK, I’m back,” she continued. “Where would you like to eat?”

“Let’s try Rasika. Excellent Indian cuisine, and it’ll appeal to your occasional vegetarian preferences. It’s walking distance from The Agency offices…we can go there directly, when I finish my meeting with Clive.” 

“Haven’t been there yet,” said Tracy. Her voice sounded breathier. “That might be fun. OK, then I’m available.”

She’s flirting, Zeke thought. 

“Good, I think you’ll like the Thali,” said Zeke. “I’ve heard that it’s outstanding.”

“Thali?” she asked.

“It has flavors of sweet, salt, bitter, sour, astringent and spicy on one round plate. Indian customs say that each meal should include all six flavors,” said Zeke.

“Interesting. Let’s do it!” said Tracy. “I’ll find you at The Agency. I’ll come straight from the airport. I get in at two o’clock.”

“Do you have a place to stay?” asked Zeke, teasing.

“I’m counting on it,” Tracy said.





 

 


Chapter 35

 

“So it was the UVA group that hired Ahmed,” said Clive. He was mixing Boodles British Gin, ice, and a splash of tonic in a square Waterford crystal tumbler. Zeke sat in a comfortable club chair that shared the small table with Clive.

“It was,” said Zeke. He was working on a room temperature Guinness draught that Clive had magically taken from his bar disguised as a file cabinet. They were sitting in a corner of Clive’s elegant office, with a view of DC from the floor to ceiling windows. It was after two o’clock Wednesday afternoon, and traffic was horrible. Zeke sipped.

After they had captured the assassin and questioned him, Zeke and Kimmy turned Ahmed and the girl over to the Richmond FBI. With Clive’s help, the killer was detained, and the girl was questioned and released into her parents’ custody. She’d said that she wouldn’t be going out dancing again anytime soon. Neither will Ahmed, thought Zeke.

“So this brings the UVA Arabic Student Group under our scrutiny,” said Clive. 

“Their leadership hired Ahmed to kill Roger Taylor,” said Zeke. “Ahmed didn’t know their motivation, but he was on the cruise ship as Titus Hansen, and he escaped after the murder in Freeport. Just walked off the ship,” said Zeke.

“Did you collaborate the story?” asked Clive.

“Yes, Sally found the bank account with the UVA deposit. It was a wire transfer, actually. Funny, it was the account that he set up three months ago, using his mother’s name and address in Philadelphia. The bank account that lead us to her,” said Zeke. “It showed up on her actual credit report as a newly opened account.”

“Did he match the cruise ship photograph?” asked Clive.

“He did,” said Zeke. “Longer hair and a moustache, but he’s a match.”

“So, based on your previous experience with the crowd at Virginia, what do you think the motivation was?”

“I still think it was a delay strategy,” said Zeke, sipping his beer. “From what I can see, there’s something planned, something big, and the group needed more time for it to come together. And, I suppose, Roger Taylor was getting too close, too fast.”

“We’ll need to close them down,” said Clive. “And quickly.”

“Agreed. We should enlist the help of our FBI brethren for that, I think.” 

 

* * *

 

“That was outstanding,” said Tracy. She symbolically pushed away the plate that had held her Thali. It didn’t move very far.

Zeke grinned at her across the small table. “It’s certainly authentic,” he said. 

Tracy was wearing a short, dark blue dress that accentuated her long legs. Her stylish barn boots matched her leather handbag, and gave her an equestrian air.

She looked at Zeke with an arched eyebrow.

“It’s nice to see you again,” she said with a smile.

“Indeed,” said Zeke. “I feel the same way.” 

She was looking into his slate blue eyes from across the table, and he thought, She’s making a decision.

“Dessert?” he asked.

“Sure,” said Tracy. 

“You already know what you want, right?”

“Oh yeah,” she said. “The Guava Chili Kulfi. I saw it on the menu.”

“Ice cream from Bombay? Good choice” said Zeke. “Well, technically it’s Mambai now,” he said, looking around the room for their server.

Inside Rasika, like most Washington, DC restaurants, seating was fairly tight. The dining area had a textured bamboo floor of light wood, and seating was a long row of two-top tables, with a long booth seat built into the wall on one side and individual chairs on the other. There were some areas that could accommodate larger groups, further back toward the kitchen. There was a full bar and a large wine display on the left side of the restaurant as you entered.

Zeke ordered the Kulfi and a cup of Darjeeling Black tea for himself, then focused again on Tracy. 

“I don’t get to Atlanta to see you often enough,” he said. 

“I’ve noticed that,” said Tracy. 

The waiter brought the dessert and Zeke’s tea, gave a quick bow and backed away from the table.

“What kind of tea did you order?” Tracy asked.

“Organic Darjeeling Black tea,” he said. “It’s from West Bengal in India. It’s actually a Chinese tea plant that’s grown in India called Camellia Sinensis. It was taken to India in the mid-1800s by a doctor. This is the ‘first flush,’ the early season tea, and it’s supposed to be the best.”

“Hmm,” said Tracy, taking another bite of the Kulfi and nodding. “What else do you know about it?”

“Well,” he said, feigning seriousness, “this tea isn’t as oxidized as most black teas, so it has a more vibrant flavor. It actually tastes more like a wine than most other teas. Would you like to taste it?”

The restaurant was on the street level of a three story mixed-use building, with apartments on the top two floors. The building appeared to be about a hundred years old, although it was well maintained and in very good condition. 

They finished the meal and the server cleared their plates. 

“We started early,” said Zeke. 

“We did,” said Tracy. “Right from the office.”

“You look stunning tonight,” said Zeke with a smile. 

“Hmm. Flattery will get you everywhere, Mr. Traynor. Well, everywhere that’s worth going.”





 

 


Chapter 36

 

She shivered despite herself. Weather in this part of southern Turkey was fairly unpleasant, particularly at night. The unexpected rain washed dirt with it wherever it flowed and entered the buildings through loose doors and broken windows. As a result, dirt seemed to occupy every surface. And then the rain left as quickly as it had appeared. It provided little relief from the constant dryness that daily seemed to draw the moisture from her nose and mouth as she breathed. The temperature plunged thirty degrees at night, and it chilled Catherine’s bones. 

But Catherine Cook was committed. Together, the girls had come this far, suffering the increasingly difficult travel—first airplane, then train, then a bus that was most likely first put in service right after the Vietnam War. It had somehow survived these mountain roads with nicks and scratches, dents and missing parts, and despite all of that it managed to reach between Konya and Mursitpinar Bucagi on the border with the goats, chickens and silent old people intact.

Catherine had been staying in the old, concrete building for eight days now. She was waiting for word to come that she had been approved to transverse the Turkish-Syrian border into Kobane, and then on to join the rebels. Her sister, Andrea, had already gone ahead. Two days ago she had kissed Catherine on the cheek, and with a smile she said, “Don’t worry, little sister, they’ll send for you soon. Probably just a day or so.” Then she had gone with the man who had come to fetch her. Catherine had cried when Andrea left.

The building was wide, gray and squat, with a flat roof, and it was two stories in height. It had been marked by shelling, as had most of the nearby structures, and was essentially windowless on its south side. Catherine’s room was on the second floor, to the north.

There were perhaps 20 rooms in the building, and one bathroom on each floor, which was actually a hole in the floor and a water pump. The structure looked as if it had originally been a hospital or the Turkish equivalent of a convent, or perhaps a dormitory, but now it was a hostel, a jumping off place for would-be supporters of the Islamic State. As best Catherine could tell, there were eight other people in residence, two men and six women. A few seemed to know each other in small groups of two or three, but most kept to themselves and waited, as Catherine did. She had been warned not to trust anyone, to stand by and wait silently. It was a woman’s place to be patient and stoic, to be silent and to await her husband’s direction. Or, in Catherine’s case, her future husband.

And yet, the hours passed slowly. She busied herself by thinking of the cause, the purpose and the great need that she was here to help fulfill. It was transcendental. After all, it had started in the seventh century with Islam and hadn’t changed at all since then. The urgency was as real now as it must have been those many years ago.

Two brothers ran the hostel, along with their wives. They were in their 40’s, Catherine thought, although their faces looked to be 60 years or older, lined with deep creases and aged by the heat and wind. They each had permanently tanned faces from the sun and gnarled hands with dirty, broken nails. One, Abu, had lost three fingers of his left hand. That’s how Catherine could tell them apart. They were surly and abrupt, and treated their guests with disdain. But, it was a place to stay. 

Once approved, she would be escorted across the border to Kobane, just south of her present location, and then to Aleppo where she would be with Umar again. He would take her to the camp, and there they would be married.

We have come a long way, Catherine thought. The Arabic Student Group had helped them with the arrangements, the leader Asad, actually, and two of the others. They had organized it and timed it perfectly. With their help, Catherine and Andrea had made their way before they were missed. The trip to Washington Dulles airport from the UVA campus was an evening excursion in a student’s blue Kia. The girls took only what they needed, one small suitcase each. The Lufthansa flight from Washington, DC to Ankara left late Friday night and, after a stop in Munich, arrived mid-afternoon the next day. 

They were met at the airport by an ally, a woman dressed in dark green slacks and a matching headscarf. She wore a coverall topcoat as an admonition to modest dress. The woman, who said little and never shared her name with the girls, was in her thirties. She was gaunt and wore no jewelry. Once outside the airport she signaled a taxi, which took them all to the train station. 

During the ride, the woman leaned back over the front seat toward the girls seated in the back of the cab. “Here are your tickets to Konya,” she’d said. “You should have your passports ready, too.” At the train station, they waited in line and when their train was called, they boarded. Catherine remembered the train ride. It was dark and cold by the time the train left the station. But the train car was fairly modern and the train ran on a high speed rail. 

Once in Konya, in the south of Turkey, they boarded the bus for the final leg of their journey. Catherine remembered the hope and happiness she felt, knowing that she would soon be with Umar again. When they had first met in Virginia on his visit three months ago, she had immediately been taken with this tall, handsome, dark-haired man. Although he was ten years her senior, he treated Catherine with respect and courtesy, and it was evident that he was drawn to her. She remembered noticing the vast difference between this man, who had seen war and the realities of life, and the boys she had dated occasionally on campus. 

They had met at an ASG meeting where Umar was speaking to a group of students about the war in Syria. The ASG leader introduced him as a professor of sociology at Gaziantep University in Gaziantep, Turkey. When Umar took the podium, he succinctly outlined the causes of the current struggle in the Middle East and discussed both sides of the conflict, both the Sunni and the Shia points of view. Catherine listened attentively, amazed at his understanding of the issues and their history, and drawn in by his presence and his confidence. 

“There is no simple solution to all of this,” she remembered him saying. “The fires of this conflict are fifteen hundred years old and have been stoked in each century with the flames of oppression.” 

Later, after the lecture, she had gathered the nerve to approach Umar. 

“Yes, I saw you in the audience,” he’d said. “You are very intense. It is in your eyes.”

Catherine had always thought of herself as plain, a simple looking girl with simple tastes. But she had felt something different, something personal and important about this cause. She had been drawn to it, and to Umar.

“You must be in a relationship,” Umar continued, “a pretty woman like you. So, would it be presumptuous of me to ask to see you again?” He paused, looking into her eyes, and Catherine had suddenly felt her heart beating faster. 

“We could meet for coffee,” he said, “and discuss the cause.”

That was how it had started, followed by dinners and long nights of discussion. They talked until early dawn about the countries of the Middle East and their leaders, wars and conflicts. They talked about the warriors and the fighters and the martyrs. They talked in general terms about the use of social media in the fight, the bombings, the drones, the recruitment process. Catherine had never felt so alive, so involved in a cause as she did when she was with Umar. And then, she’d awoken one morning to realize that she was in love with him.

At first she had hinted about wanting to be involved in the conflict, wanting to help. “How fulfilling it would be,” she’d said, “to have a hand in helping. To actually do something, instead of just talking about it.” She was also thinking about her sister, Andrea, who was a nurse. 

When she’d heard that Catherine was dating someone, Andrea had visited the campus to meet him. The sisters had always been close and had always watched out for each other. The trip from DC to UVA was an easy ride, and Andrea had spent a weekend with her sister.

Initially, Andrea was suspicious and concerned that her sister was dating a older man of Middle Eastern descent. They had both grown up in Fairfax, and although they had classmates of many ethnicities, they had spent their formative years in a WASP household. But once Andrea met Umar, everything changed.

“I can see how much he loves you, sis,” said Andrea, after they’d met Umar for lunch. “He’s so proper and polite. And he really seems to care about you. He treats you very well.” Andrea had watched her sister go through a series of bad relationships with boys in her college, attaching her heart to one, then another, only to have it broken into tiny pieces. With Catherine, it was always “all or nothing.” And her selection of boyfriends was a mystery to Andrea, as Catherine chose one bad boy after another. Most of them had treated her like dirt, used her and cheated on her. “I like him,” Andrea said, meaning Umar.

Over the next two months, Andrea visited Catherine almost every week. She was living in a rented apartment in Georgetown and working at the hospital. The work was demanding but not really fulfilling for her. As a new nurse, she spent much of her time with bedpans and cranky patients who she woke up in the middle of the night to give medicine or draw blood. Her schedule was packed and the work unrewarding. More and more she looked forward to her visits to UVA.

During one visit, Catherine had approached her sister with an idea. In a rush she’d said, “Listen, I would really like to help in the conflict in Syria. And I know you would, too. You’re not happy at the hospital, with the bureaucracy and the doctors and the schedule and all. You’ve told me that. Imagine what we could do to help if there were no limitations on us, no restrictions.” 

“Oh, no, I could never do that, sis,” she’d said. But at that moment the seed was planted. 

Andrea began to picture herself as a healer, a nurse on the front, helping the fighters who were injured in the battles. Saving lives and healing soldiers. And her interest grew.





 

 


Chapter 37

 

“Allah be praised,” said the youngest man, Ismael. “We cannot be stopped. We will be as victorious as Muhammad was in Mecca.”

The four others sitting in the metal warehouse in Culpeper all nodded in agreement. They sat in folding chairs around a six-foot long table with their Qur’ans opened. They were preparing for midday prayers. The table was littered with food wrappers and brown bags, and there were three medium-sized paper cups on it, holding Coke products.

Earlier, they had been discussing the FBI raid in Charlottesville, and the loss of their brothers in this fight, this jihad. 

“Ismael, you must be careful. The raids in Charlottesville took five of us…we have to do what we can, but we must be careful,” said Jari. “It is not good to take the medicine so often. Save it for the fight.”

In fact, Ismael had been on a steady diet of captagon tablets over the past two days. He hadn’t slept, and he felt great, unbeatable. He felt fearless. 

“I say we go now, tonight,” he said. “I say we take the fight to the infidels!”

Asha’ath noticed that Ismael’s rhetoric was becoming wilder, and that the young man was quite restless, quite anxious. “Be calm, young Ismael,” he said. “We must do this according to the schedule. It’s an important and symbolic part of the attack.”

“I know,” said Ismael. “But I don’t think we need to wait until Tuesday. We should attack now, today, and scatter them all.”

Asha’ath sighed to himself. “It is only two more days,” he said to the group. “Think of the glory to come. We can wait. It will be worth it, my friend. Besides, we have much to do before we are ready.”

 

* * *

 

A’isha, Gabby, looked deep into the dimly lit warehouse and saw the folding tables with the explosives and the vests neatly placed on top of them. She saw the other five of the faithful, restless and anxious in the stark space. 

Ismael was, of course, pacing and talking. He and Jari would go west with Gabby to the second target. Amed and Asha’ath would leave to go east, soon, and make the first strike.

Pakeezah was there, too. She was a student originally from Iraq. Her name meant “pure.” 

As the coordinator of social media for the cause, Gabby knew that she would be gone well before the strike occurred. She had planned on returning to the university, to keep the railroad going and to bring others to fight. But with the recent FBI raid in Charlottesville, she would have to move to another location, perhaps to London or Turkey.

We are on our own now, she thought. The rest of the faithful were no longer coming. The FBI raid at the university had resulted in two deaths and the arrest of three more. Their small group of six was committed, now, to strike quickly, before one of those arrested was coerced by the authorities to reveal what they knew. But admittedly, she thought, they don’t know much.

 

* * *

 

“I’m still chewing on Roger Taylor’s assassination,” said Zeke. “There has to be a time sensitive event that is the underlying motive here. It’s about all that makes sense.”

“Why would you take that risk, killing an FBI agent, unless you had something much, much bigger to lose?” Clive asked. “And very soon, so the FBI wouldn’t have time to react properly. I think you’re spot on.”

It’s been a month since the cruise ship murder,” said Zeke, “and we’ve identified Roger Taylor’s killer and his connection with the terrorists at Virginia. Closing down that terror cell resulted in our closing down the ‘underground railroad’, as you call it. But I can’t help but think there’s more to this.”

“Hmm,” said Clive. They were in Clive’s office, near the FBI’s Washington, DC building. They had participated in questioning some of the suspects arrested in Charlottesville who were brought to DC for detention and interrogation. They agreed that there wasn’t much information to be had from these young terrorists.

“There’d be no urgency with the underground railroad,” said Zeke. “That’s an ongoing activity. Recruit, assess, and isolate the fanatics, move them across the pond to Turkey, and then join the IS in Syria. But no critical event there that I can see. So there’s something else planned. Maybe something like the French attack last year,” said Zeke.

“Je suis Charlie,” said Clive, shaking his head and frowning. “Like that, or the Paris attacks afterward.”

“The Arabic Student Group members that we interviewed didn’t admit to anything,” said Zeke, “but it seemed pretty unusual that they claimed Sammy Patel was their leader. I still have my doubts about that. Sammy was a junior in college, and was what, twenty years old?”

“Yes, twenty,” said Clive, glancing at his notes.

“And he hadn’t been back to the Middle East for several years. His family actually moved to Virginia, Petersburg, when he started school in Charlottesville. His father bought a Days Inn Hotel there, and his mother helps run it,” said Zeke. “It would be pretty hard to run an underground railroad if you never visited the terminal. Plus, Sammy conveniently died in the FBI in Charlottesville, so we can’t interview him.”

“There are a lot of loose ends,” said Clive. “There are always loose ends, but this puzzle doesn’t seem to fit together quite right.”

“I know,” said Zeke. “Now add to that the makeup of the group. Most everyone we arrested were undergraduate students at the University. Some were fringe players, I’m sure, and a few were leaning toward fanatic. But none of them had a serious police record or a history of problems with the law. None of them were on any watch lists either.”

“And add to that,” Zeke continued, “the fact that the duplex they were taken in is leased to an Akram Muhammad, not one of those arrested.”

“I’d assumed that one of the other boys used the name to lease the place,” said Clive.

“Let’s check into that. Have someone show the photos of the students we arrested to the landlord to see if there’s any recognition. They could have made up the name, Akram Muhammad.”

“Could be they’re covering for the man in charge,” said Clive. 

“I’m leaning that way, based on their reactions to our questions,” said Zeke. “I didn’t see the ferocity or fanaticism I’d expect in that group. You see more fanatics at a football game.”

“Like the Manchester Derby,” said Clive. “Quite so.”

“Assume there are others involved in this organization,” said Zeke, ignoring Clive’s remark. “What would take them away from the area, from the school? Perhaps a mission or a target of some sort?”

“What did you find in your interviews with the boys we arrested?”

“The responses were very consistent, too consistent. They each claimed that Sammy Patel was the leader.” Zeke extended his index finger as he summarized the points from his interviews with the UVA students. “Furthermore, they said that their responsibility was to recruit for the Islamic State’s cause, and in some cases facilitate transport to Syria. No one knew where the guns came from. The rest was a lot of ideology and blather. They were all still high on captagon.”

“Captagon? What’s that?” asked Clive.

“It’s a combination of amphetamines,” said Zeke. “The pills used to be produced in Syria, and some were smuggled out by IS faithful dressed as refugees in the huge refugee exodus. They were given to IS fighters and the rebels who had been fighting the Syrian government, and now they were going to be given to the Syrian freedom fighters in the European Union and the United States. The pills have the effect of stimulating the central nervous system, improving physical performance, increasing concentration and alertness, and giving one a feeling of incredible well being.”

“Interesting,” said Clive. “Then if taken by soldiers, that drug suppresses fear and gives them the illusion of power and invincibility. It’s the perfect drug for terrorists on a suicide mission.”

“Indeed,” said Zeke. “During World War II, the Japanese kamikaze pilots took methamphetamine. Not much difference.”

“It makes sense that an experienced operative would be leading the group,” said Clive. “Someone with more direct ties to Syria and the terrorists. Certainly someone with more commitment to the cause.”

“It could be that these students were never exposed to that part of the organization. That they were just busily participating in the recruiting and meetings and doing college stuff,” Zeke continued. “On the fringe, and playing at being idealistic terrorists.”

“I could see that,” said Clive.

“I’m surprised that the stories were so consistent. No one stepped up to take responsibility, or to overstate their involvement, as you’d expect,” said Zeke. “Ahmed Isaac, the assassin, told me that he’d been hired by a man named Asad. When I was questioning him, he referred to Asad as if he were a grown man, an adult. He called him a ‘seasoned veteran of the struggle’.”

“Do you think he was trying to throw you off, old man?” asked Clive.

“Always possible, but I don’t see where he would benefit from that,” said Zeke. “And he was in so much pain that I doubt he could think that fast.”

“So, let’s make some assumptions,” said Clive. “Some working theories.”

“OK,” said Zeke. “First, let’s assume that we haven’t wrapped up the entire terror cell. That there is another component of it, probably some of its leadership, that is still out there somewhere.”

“Right,” said Clive.

“And second, let’s assume that some of those members are planning something that has taken them away from the university area and has put them in another place. Which means that there’s probably a schedule, which is not such a good thing.”

“OK, then, where are they?” asked Clive.

 

* * *

 

“How are you fixed for gin?” asked Clive, looking through the cupboard in Zeke’s hotel room. Clive had taken a break to handle some administrative items and then they reconvened across the street in the Hotel Harrington. 

“Knew you were coming,” said Zeke. “The Boodles is in the armoire. Tonic, too.”

“Very good,” said Clive, as he began to build himself a drink. The hotel room was a mini-suite with a king sized bed separated by a half-wall from a sitting area with a couch and a chair. It was decorated in a Modern Inn design, with bright colors, abstract prints on the walls and oddly patterned carpeting on the floor. 

“The FBI forensics team is still working on the apartment,” Clive said as he worked. He filled the glass to half with ice, and then carefully poured the British Gin over the cubes. “This would be better with a single, large ice cube,” he said to Zeke. “Doesn’t dilute the gin as quickly.”

“For that to be true,” said Zeke wryly, “ the gin would need to stay in the glass a little bit longer than you allow.”

Clive smiled and ignored the comment. “I know they’re not done with the search, but I received a call just before I came over. They found something that might help us.”

“In the UVA terrorist’s apartment?” Zeke asked.

“Yes, they found a credit card statement, well, several, in the drawer of the end table by the couch. They were in Asad Hassan’s name and showed charges for petrol and fast food and such between Charlottesville and northern Virginia on several dates.”

“As far as DC?” Zeke asked.

“No, but fairly close by,” said Clive. “The statements also showed charges for a warehouse rental in a town named Culpeper in Virginia. Undoubtedly the town was named for that courtier who was fooling with Henry the Eight’s young wife, Catherine Howard in 1541. Caused them all to be beheaded, you know. Thomas Culpeper, I believe.”

“That was his name,” said Zeke. “But as I recall,” an ironic comment coming from Zeke, “it was Catherine Howard who was convicted of seducing Culpeper at Chenies Palace in Buckinghamshire, wasn’t it? The Tudors and all that?”

Clive ignored this also, as if Zeke had commented on the score of a cricket match. He took another sip of gin. The glass was perilously close to being empty. He stood to refill it.

Zeke smiled to himself. “So the town of Culpeper is about ninety minutes west of DC, and with good interstate and state road linkages. It’s not far from Richmond, either, but if Richmond is the target, why rent a warehouse an hour in the opposite direction? They could have pulled off a strike in Richmond from the duplex at the university.”

“And there aren’t many large cities near Culpeper, which sort of points to Washington as the target. Maybe something in the metro area,” said Clive.

“Right, or multiple sites,” said Zeke. “Do we have the address of the warehouse he rented?”





 

 


Chapter 38

 

Zeke, Clive and Kimmy were in Clive’s office, looking at an electronic map of northern Virginia, viewing the aerial option.

“We’ve identified the warehouse in Culpeper,” said Zeke. 

“Right,” said Clive. 

“Why would a college student rent a warehouse out in the country?” asked Kimmy.

“Why would a terrorist cell rent a warehouse in the country?” asked Zeke. “Staging area?”

“Possibly, but for what?” she asked.

“A direct terrorist attack, we’re afraid,” said Clive.

“Wow,” said Kimmy.

“Based on Culpeper’s location, it seems that they would be going east, toward DC,” said Clive. He sipped a cup of Twinings Prince of Wales tea in a Royal Albert cup and set it on the table in front of him. The china pattern looked like old country roses. “Probably connect on Interstate 66 at Gainesville, and travel across I-495 into the heart of Washington, or somewhere close to it. There’s plenty of traffic to hide in. I doubt that a tail would be able to stay with them.”

“It would have to be electronic surveillance, I agree,” said Zeke. He smelled the English tea’s earthy scent.

“I’m wondering, though,” Zeke continued “is the target actually in the metro area? You remember what that one terrorist, Fakhir, said in the interview. That this would strike a blow as hasn’t been felt since 9/11.”

“Yes,” said Clive, thinking. “I actually thought that he was aggrandizing his cause…”

“I’m sure that we can identify the target,” said Zeke. “We should have enough data from the interviews of the three we arrested. Let’s think about this.”

“Good,” said Clive. “OK, what do we know for certain? And what can we assume?”

“Well, that the attack is imminent. The terrorists are in their final stages of preparation and they had Roger Taylor killed to buy enough time to finish their jihad. Based on the evidence we found in the Charlottesville duplex and the interviews, it seems like a well organized effort, set to make a statement of some kind.”

“Agreed,” said Clive.

“And we know that the group had procured automatic weapons and vest bombs for the attack. No small task,” said Zeke. “It appears that they’re well funded and well organized.”

“Right,” said Clive, sipping his tea.

“Let’s look at motivation,” he continued. “From my time with the group, we know that there are at least ten people involved, probably more. So how do you keep their attention? This is a lot more than painting banners and attending marches.”

“Yes,” said Clive. “And to keep the attention of students takes a constant effort. More evidence of some kind of imminent action. They wouldn’t stay focused for very long.”

“Not the ones we interviewed,” agreed Zeke. “They were pretty much idealistic kids.”

“The one young man, Sa’ood Abbab, kept talking about Muhammad’s journey on his horse, Buraq. He was obviously high and it made no sense at the time, but let’s take another look at that interview,” said Zeke.

“OK, we’ll start with that one. Let me have the film set up for us,” said Clive.

 

* * *

 

The young man’s face was on the computer screen on the table in front of Zeke and Clive. He was obviously amped up on something. Zeke suspected it was captagon or some other amphetamine. He looked wide-eyed, restless, nervous and unstable. 

Sa’ood was sitting at a table in a small room. The camera was aimed at his face and there were gray concrete blocks in the wall behind him. Zeke recognized it as one of the interrogation rooms at the DC FBI Headquarters. There was a can of soda on the table and the interview was underway.

“So, Sa’ood Abbab,” said the interviewer, from off camera, “what does your group have planned? We know that you’re terrorists, planning an attack here in the United States.”

The interviewer used a formal and authoritative tone, a superior tone, which was intended to demand compliance from the 18-year-old boy. “Tell me,” he said.

“No, it is nothing like that,” said Sa’ood. “We are just students at the University…” He tensed his upper body as he stared at the interviewer, apparently maintaining eye contact. He didn’t blink much.

“Tell me about the duplex apartment where we found you.” The FBI interviewer was mixing his questions at this stage of the interview to keep Sa’ood off balance.

“My friend is dead, and you killed him,” said Sa’ood. “He had done nothing!”

“Let’s talk about you, Sa’ood,” said the interviewer. “Tell me about the duplex.”

Sa’ood took a sip of soda and moved the soda can directly in front of himself on the table. He said, “No, there is nothing. We were studying there, sleeping, that’s all.”

“So what’s all this about Muhammad’s horse?” asked the man.

“It is a story, a part of the religion. It is a story about Muhammad’s steed, Buraq, that took him to the furthest mosque. And then, that night, Muhammad spoke with Allah. They all know the story,” he said.

“But you are planning an attack here, aren’t you?”

“No, no. You must be mistaken. You cannot be right.”

“What about the weapons that we found? And the bombs in the bedroom?”

“We know nothing of that, damn it! There were no weapons. Someone has planted them there. Toss Feek! We did nothing wrong! Who would put those things in our house?” The boy spoke louder and was becoming agitated. 

Zeke interpreted for Clive. “Toss Feek is Arabic for ‘Screw you’.”

“Calm down,” said the interviewer from off camera, “I need you to stay calm.” A large man in an FBI windbreaker stepped into the frame, closer to Sa’ood, who glanced up at him, then back at the interviewer.

“We will fly like Muhammad on his winged steed,” said Sa’ood. “We will honor Allah.”

After that, the dialog became much more esoteric. 

 

* * *

 

After a few more minutes, Clive shut off the recording. “What do you think?” he asked.

Zeke looked at Clive, who nodded, indicating that Zeke should go first. Clive sipped his tea.

“You saw what I saw,” said Zeke. “The kid was lying.”

“You are looking at it with your counterintelligence eyes,” said Clive. 

“He lied from the start. First he held his upper body stiff, tense,” said Zeke. “He also maintained eye contact. Usually that’s an effort to look honest.”

“OK,” said Clive.

“And you saw him move the soda can directly between himself and the interrogator, right?” said Zeke. “That’s a classic response, trying to protect himself, symbolically hiding behind the can to keep his lie from being uncovered.”

“Right,” said Clive. “I saw that and thought the same thing.”

“Did you notice him shift to speaking in the second person, when he was accused of planning an attack?” said Zeke. “He went from ‘we’ to ‘you.’ That’s called ‘minimal self-referencing’ and it’s also a characteristic of liars’ conversations.”

“Anything more?” said Clive.

“When the weapons were mentioned, he got loud, angry and started swearing. He was trying to act as upset about the situation as the interviewer.”

“He was,” said Clive. 

“And he was lying,” said Zeke.

 

* * *

 

“But I think he may have given us the schedule,” said Zeke.

“How so?” asked Clive. They were back in Clive’s office, sitting in the leather club chairs.

“His reference to Muhammad’s ride to the farthest mosque? Remember how he babbled on about it?” asked Zeke.

“I do,” said Clive. 

“He was talking about Lailat al Mi’raj,” said Zeke. “It’s a Muslim holiday, celebrated worldwide.”

“Yes,” said Clive.

“This year, it’s celebrated on May 3rd, which is next Tuesday.”





 

 


Chapter 39

 

It was a bright and clear Sunday morning, like many others in the nation’s capitol. There were a few white clouds in the sky, but for the most part, the vivid blue showed through and illuminated the spring cherry blossoms lining the streets with a brilliant pink hue. Zeke was crossing the street, moving from his room at the Hotel Harrington to Clive’s office in The Agency, sipping from a paper cupful of Nicaraguan coffee that he’d bought in his hotel lobby. It was about ten in the morning.

Traffic in DC was the usual stop and go, with cabs, town cars and private vehicles lining Pennsylvania Avenue and the intersecting streets. There was a light breeze that felt cool on Zeke’s freshly shaven face. But still, Zeke was concerned.

Sally was already in the conference room in Clive’s offices when Zeke arrived. FBI Special Agent Howie Allen was also there with a small contingent of agents and FBI SWAT Team leader, Jack Connell. John Delany, the Deputy Director of the Secret Service was in attendance, as was the DC Deputy Chief of Police, Harold Fisher. Zeke took a seat at the conference table and set his coffee down.

Clive, at the head of the table, was talking quietly with one of his operatives, sitting beside him. Clive was a master recruiter, and over the years he had populated his business with ex-military intelligence and ex-FBI types. The Agency did difficult contract work, typically for government entities that wished to maintain a level of plausible deniability. Today was different. Today, they expected a storm was brewing.

“All right, let’s start,” said Clive, a moment later. He was wearing a gray suit with light blue accent threading and a starched white shirt that matched his erect bearing. His presence was palpable.

The men and women around the room quieted and gave their attention to Clive. They were accustomed to attending meetings, and they were efficient in their attendance. The mood was somber.

“We have good reason to believe that the attack or attacks that we’ve notified each of you about are planned to take place today or tomorrow. What we don’t know is where they might occur,” Clive said. “The information in front of each of you is a compilation of the most current data that we have, from whatever source, including your own agencies. We’ve acted as a sort of clearinghouse for it, assembling it and making sure that we all know everything there is to know.” He smiled a thin smile.

“Possible targets abound,” Clive continued. “We’d like to narrow this down, isolate the most likely targets. We have some ideas, but nothing concrete.”

“We have some very secure sites, the White House, Congress, the Smithsonian… All are on high alert,” said Howie Allen, the FBI team leader. “We’ve doubled the normal coverage. The entire area is being well patrolled, by us as well as Harold’s people.”

Harold Fisher, the DC cop, nodded.

“In Paris, the targets were mostly restaurants, and one theater,” said Zeke. 

“Very public places with large groups of people in attendance,” Clive continued.

“They started their attack at 9:20 PM, and continued until the RAID boys showed up at the theater and shut them down,” said Zeke. “That’s the French National Police’s ‘Research, Assistance, Intervention, Deterrence unit’, as most of you know.” He looked around the table to several nods.

“So a later strike isn’t out of the question,” said Clive. “But still we need to be prepared throughout the day. How about air power?”

“Choppers are at the ready; everything we have has been relocated just outside the beltway for the duration. Pilots are all available, in attendance and on standby,” said Rogers. 

“EMS and fire equipment?” asked Clive.

Harold Fisher responded. “Also at the ready. And the bomb squad.”

“OK, good,” said Allen. “Clive tells me that his people will be going at this from another direction. Can you expand on that, Clive?”

“Sure, glad to, Howie,” said Clive. “It certainly sounds as though you have the town tied up tightly. Our agency has been investigating a small group of individuals in Charlottesville who were acting very much like a terrorist cell. Roger Taylor’s programs actually generated the lead.” He paused.

“Last week, the FBI arrested three members of that group, and two others were killed in the raid. It was in an off-campus duplex that they were renting, near UVA, as well as a separate loft apartment,” Clive continued. “We have information that puts that group being responsible for the planned attack on DC. We think they’re hiding and preparing right now. Our plan is to get to them before they can act.” 

“What intel do you have?” asked John Delany, the Secret Service Deputy Director.

“We’ve been tracking some automatic weapons,” said Clive. “We have followed them to a location in northern Virginia, possibly a staging area. We’re working with the FBI and the ATF to close in on that facility.”

“We’re trying to stop them before they get going,” said Howie Allen, to show his involvement.

“And we’ve reviewed the interviews of the three we arrested last week,” continued Clive, nodding to Allen. “We have a direction.”

 

* * *

 

The three black vans raced toward the small town of Culpeper, Virginia; each van was carrying a team of FBI SWAT agents dressed in full gear. They had been dispatched to secure the terrorists and their weapons in a rented warehouse on the south side of town. The men were tense and silent during the ride, checking and double-checking their assault rifles and mentally preparing for the attack. 

“According to our information, this is a stand alone warehouse, metal construction, with dock height overhead doors and a small office area toward the front,” said the team leader, reading from a printed sheet. “The entire perimeter of the property is fenced with hurricane fencing, so we’ll need to cut the wire quickly and quietly.” It was one o’clock in the morning, and the teams were about an hour from the target location. 

“At the same time, we’ll want to take out the exterior lights so we’re not seen,” he continued. “Peterson, you and Saunders are first out to take out the lights,” he said to the two snipers. “Then you set up to protect the perimeter in case anyone escapes. Night vision.” They all knew the drill. They’d been practicing it for years.

“Aye, aye, skipper,” said Peterson, a blond man with a heavy beard. He was bored but ready for action.

“Team One will lead us all in,” he continued. “They’ll handle the breach and secure the entry point. Team Two will follow them into the building. We’re expecting less than ten bad guys, but there’s no accurate headcount. Watch out for the fourth man.”

The ‘fourth man’ was the answer to a training question. The instructors always asked new SWAT recruits, “If you’re fighting three men, which one is the most dangerous?”

“Aye, aye, skipper,” the men said in unison. 

The three vans sped down the dark country road.

 

* * *

 

“No bogies,” said the SWAT Team leader. He was reporting in from the Culpeper warehouse. “There are signs of them being here, but no firm confirmation at present.”

“What did you find?” asked FBI Special Agent Howie Allen over the speakerphone. Clive and Zeke were sitting in FBI Headquarters with him, monitoring the raid. 

“We’ve got rifle crates, some bomb paraphernalia and vests, and some food, sleeping cots, blankets, like that. No sign of how long they’ve been gone. Its pretty messy in there, like they aren’t planning on coming back,” said the SWAT guy.

“Any ID or personal items?” asked Zeke

“No, we found some empty food containers, rental car receipts for two vehicles, a couple of Muslim bibles and some mats.”

“Prayer mats,” said Zeke. “Not a good sign that they left those. We’re entering the endgame. What else?”

“One of our guys found a map of Dulles Airport, the short-term parking area and ticket counters were marked with a highlighter.”





 

 


Chapter 40

 

“They know that they can’t get through Security at Dulles,” said Zeke. “They’d be stopped before they get close to an airplane. And they’d never be able to get one to take off.”

“Right,” said Clive. They were back in Clive’s office, reviewing the evidence and possibilities.

“But maybe an airplane isn’t the target this time,” said Zeke. “It may be enough to cause the kind of trouble they did in Paris and have the world’s attention focus once again on their cause.”

“Possibly,” said Clive. “In Paris, the attacks were on restaurants and cafe’s, and one concert venue. They killed 130 people beside themselves, most of them in the concert. In that case, it didn’t seem that the goal was in sheer numbers as much as in their ability to intimidate and strike at will.”

Clive was sitting at the low table in his office, reviewing files while Zeke looked out the window, deep in thought. Clive was holding another cup of his Prince of Wales tea in a china cup on a matching saucer. The saucer looked very fragile.

“What if the objective is attention?” asked Zeke. “Attention and chaos.”

“It could be, old boy,” said Clive absently, still perusing the file.

“If so, they may not need to get through security at Dulles,” said Zeke, thinking as he spoke. “They can probably take out a hundred people or more at the ticket counters, at the right time of day. Curb park the car, walk in the street doors, approach the counters and stand in line for a moment, then start shooting or detonate a bomb.”

“How would they disguise the automatic rifles?” Clive asked.

“Could be a number of ways,” said Zeke. “Make them look like golf clubs, musical instruments, maybe skis or snowboards. The G36 rifle is less than 33 inches long, and less than a foot deep. That would fit in a modified golf bag. And don’t forget, it has a folding stock.”

“Hmm,” said Clive.

“Or perhaps a rectangular case of some sort,” Zeke continued, thinking out loud.

“And there’s no real security screening before they get to the TSA line,” said Clive. “They could do a lot of damage before they were brought down.”

“They don’t intend to escape,” added Zeke. “Which makes them even more dangerous.”

 

* * *

 

Twenty-six miles west of downtown Washington, seventeen miles outside of the beltway, past Tysons Corner and Reston, Virginia, is IDA, the Washington Dulles Airport. The airport sits on about 12,000 acres of land and handles over 1,200 flights a day, and 21.6 million passengers each year. Completed in 1962 in an area that was considered to be remote to Washington, Washington-Dulles has grown substantially over the past 54 years.

May 2nd was a crisp, cool spring day in Washington, and the two young men wore light jackets over their t-shirts and jeans. The jeans were distressed and worn low on their hips so that their underwear waistbands showed above their belt lines as they drove the final leg of their journey along Interstate 66 toward the airport. “Not far to go, now,” said Asha’ath, looking at his iPhone.

They planned to park the red Honda Civic in the short-term parking lot at the airport. From the trunk they would take two guitar cases, the rectangular kind made for electric guitars. With the guitar cases slung over their shoulders and empty roller bags for disguise, they would join the crowd walking toward the terminal access doors. The guitar cases were each about 40 inches long and 15 inches wide, plenty of room to hold the rifles. 

The two men planned to enter the terminal through the automatic sliding glass doors and locate the American Airlines counter. The terminal counter area would be busy, with long distance fliers and commuters lined up to check luggage, pick up tickets or make flight changes. They had practiced this. They would join the check-in line, looking like part of a grunge band traveling together, until they took out their weapons and started shooting. They had rehearsed these moves many times.

 

* * *

 

Hours earlier, the two men, Asha’ath and Amed, had left the warehouse in Culpeper and begun their journey toward Washington, DC. As they’d left the town limits each took a captagon pill. Then they turned on the CD player, listening to the words of the prophet Allah as recorded for them on audio CD’s. As the pills kicked in, they began to dream of the virgins waiting for them in heaven.

The ride through the Virginia countryside that spring day was visually pleasing, with wildflowers blooming along the country roads and green trees along the borders of open fields where squash and green beans were growing. The landscape was peaceful and the warm sun gave a glow that belied the underlying evil contained in the small red car. 

A half hour later, Asha’ath and Amed had turned off the CD player and were chanting to Allah. Together they were almost singing their daily prayers from memory. More captagon tablets had been ingested and had worked their way into the young men’s bloodstreams; they felt invincible. They were aware, omnipotent and indestructible, as they rode north toward their target.

 

* * *

 

While Clive called ahead, Zeke pointed his rental car at Dulles airport. As quickly as possible they drove the twenty-eight miles from Clive’s office. Airport management and security had been alerted to his arrival, and two security team members ushered Zeke through to the Airport Operations Manager’s office. The manager, a fiftyish executive dressed in a gray suit and a blue dress shirt with the top button unbuttoned under his red tie, waved his left arm at a chair in front of his desk. He was talking on his desk phone when Zeke walked in. It sounded like he was organizing and coordinating his staff.

“See how many men Frank can get over here asap,” he said into the phone. The small sign on his oak desk read, ‘Paul Cooke, Airport Operations Manager.’ “Yes, I’ll hold while you check,” he said. He shifted his right hand to cover the mouthpiece on the phone. “Frank is the Chief of Police in Reston,” he said to Zeke. “We’re talking to them and Tysons Corners and Vienna, to see how much manpower we can pull together.” Then into the phone he said, “OK, call me back.” He hung up.

“I’m Zeke Traynor,” said Zeke. “You’re expecting me.”

“Sure am. FBI guys called and said you’d be arriving. Can you give me any more insight into what we’re expecting?” asked Paul. He stood up and walked around the desk. Paul was a thick man with short hair cut close to his head in a military style. In front, above his forehead about an inch of the steel colored hair stood straight up along his hairline. His eyes were blue and clear and he had broad, handsome features. His eyebrows, the same steel color as his hair, were trimmed and neat.

“Our intel is that somewhere between two and five terrorists have been dispatched to attack the airport sometime today or tomorrow. The FBI took down the terrorist’s staging area early this morning, but they were already gone. From what we found, we’re looking at a possible suicide team with automatic weapons,” Zeke said.

“How are they planning to get through security with weapons?” asked Paul.

“I don’t think they are,” said Zeke. “I think they’re planning an attack near some of the ticket counters, by the street entrances to the terminal.”

“Oh, jeez,” said Paul. “Our security is mostly focused at the TSA checkpoints and on the tarmac. Other than the occasional wandering law enforcement officers, we don’t have much between the parking lot and the TSA checkpoints.”

“Right,” said Zeke, “but at certain times of day there are hundreds of people in line at the ticketing counters.”

“We’re coming up on prime time right now,” said Marty. “Between 3 and 5 in the afternoon.”

“The FBI has arranged for K-9 officers at every entrance to the terminal,” said Zeke. “They contacted the police for that. Your people should be working with them, coordinating that now.”

“OK, yes, they are. Good.”

“The last I heard, the FBI was bringing in some military K-9 units, too, with bomb and gun sniffing dogs to patrol the lobby area. I’d suggest that you man the entry doors to the terminal with undercover police. We have to get close to them before the shooting starts.”

“Yes, we do,” said Paul. “We also have our administrative and maintenance maneuvers. We’ll employ them, too.” 

“Alan,” he shouted out the open door. 

A moment later a young man in an airport security uniform poked his head into the office. It was a Lieutenant’s uniform, based on the insignia on his sleeve. He said, “Chief?”

Paul pointed at Zeke. “Zeke will go with you and help coordinate our protection. He works with the FBI. Zeke’s in counterintelligence, and he has information about how it will probably go down. Compare notes and see what else we can do for protection.”

“Aye, aye, skipper,” said Alan. “Come with me,” he said to Zeke. “We can use all the help we can get.”





 

 


Chapter 41

 

“We anticipate that the attack will take place outside of TSA’s security area,” said Zeke. “Possibly by the ticket counters.”

“It’s almost 4:00 in the afternoon, our busiest time for fliers,” said Alan, whose full name turned out to be Alan Paige. He told Zeke that he’d been with Dulles security for over ten years.

They were sitting around a conference table with seven men, each tapping on his laptop computer and half listening to the ongoing discussion. Local police and fire departments as well as the FBI and the Airport Security were represented in this area, dubbed the “Com Center.” The communications system for airport security was piped into a speaker that had been wired up in the room. 

“We don’t want another 9/11,” said Alan.

“Sure as hell don’t,” said an Irish-looking fire chief with white hair and red cheeks. “Not even close.”

“What’s the airport’s defense strategy for an attack like this?” asked Zeke. “It’s time to employ it, right now.”

Zeke told them what he knew.

 

* * *

 

The two terrorists exited Interstate 66 and were now heading north on Sully Road toward the Dulles Access Road. “About nine miles to go,” said Amed, who was an engineering student at UVA. Asha’ath said nothing in response; he continued to mumble prayers to Allah. The countryside flew past them but neither man noticed the bright spring colors, both intent on the last minutes of their lives and the meaning of their sacrifice. The guitar cases were in the trunk, and when they arrived at the airport, each would take a case and a small, empty roller bag from the trunk to pull behind them. They had all agreed it was a good plan.

 

* * *

 

“Crimson Alert,” said the mechanical voice over the speaker system. It reverberated throughout the airport on the priority frequency. Every communications device, every airport speaker, every telephone, every walkie-talkie carried the message. Every ongoing announcement was usurped in favor of the words, “Crimson Alert! This is not a drill!” The alert was repeated four times each minute.

With no hesitation, a number of airport employees began to walk briskly toward the rear of the terminal, leaving their respective work stations. Airport maintenance personnel abandoned their various repair projects. Airline mechanics and ground control staff gave up their positions and turned to take the quickest route to the maintenance yard. Air traffic control, meanwhile, moved into their Alert mode and waved off the approaching aircraft, rerouting them to Baltimore or Philadelphia or Richmond. International flights were rerouted to New York, either JFK or Laguardia. TSA closed down Passenger Screening and moved to their high-alert mode, assisted by the Reston Police.

“I need to meet my partner in Paul’s office,” said Zeke.

“He just arrived. They flew him in by chopper about ten minutes ago,” said Alan. 

“You OK with this?” Zeke asked, waving an arm around the Com Center.

“No worries, we’ve got this now,” said Alan. “Thanks for the intel.” 

 

* * *

 

The red Honda approached the exit for the Dulles Access Road. Traffic had slowed from its typical, harried pace to about thirty miles an hour. “Is this normal?” asked Amed out loud. “We still have a mile to go to reach the airport.”

“Perhaps there’s an accident ahead,” said Asha’ath. He drove on slowly.

The cars around the red Honda continued to slow as they approached the airport exit. Asha’ath had maneuvered the car into the right lane to take the airport exit. Now, he noticed, traffic was moving at less than ten miles an hour.

“What is this?” asked Amed, anxiously.

Asha’ath didn’t respond, but he craned his neck to see further ahead, looking for the flashing lights of an emergency vehicle. He didn’t see any lights. The traffic in front of the two young men slowed further and then, as they merged onto the Dulles Access Road, it stopped. No one was moving.

“Damn,” said Amed. “Damn, damn, damn.” He hit the dashboard with the side of his fist.

The noise from the overhead helicopters wasn’t unexpected this close to the airport, as the two men sat impatiently in their car. 

“We should get out and walk,” said Amed, frustrated. “We’re so close.”

“No, stay here,” said Asha’ath. “Stay with the plan. Take another captagon pill and give me one.”

 

* * *

 

“Do you have a visual of the weapons?” asked FBI SWAT Team leader, Jack Connell, speaking into his lapel radio. Three other team members were riding in the chopper with him. After dropping Clive at the airport, the two SWAT helicopters lifted off to find the killers. Zeke had told them that the two rental car receipts found in the duplex were for a red Honda and a blue Kia. They had the tag numbers now. Connell was speaking to one of his snipers, situated in the second chopper and looking through a scope.

“I’ve got the Honda,” the sniper said. “Confirmed the tag number. Two males in the front seats, the rear looks empty. No visual on the weapons.”

“Where are they?” asked Connell.

“Just west of the exit from Sully Road onto Dulles Access Road,” was the reply. “Stopped in traffic.”

“OK, we’ll be there in fifteen seconds,” said Connell. “Keep your visual and watch for weapons. We’ll take them on the road.” 

 

* * *

 

“We have hundreds of maintenance personnel that work at the airport at any point in time,” said Paul. “They’ve drilled this countless times. When they hear Crimson Alert, they drop what they’re doing and move immediately to the area south of the terminal, the parking area, here…” He pointed to a parking lot on the map on his office wall. “They all do.”

“We keep the police and security guys at their stations, the TSA guys stay put, but we shut down all incoming flights and re-employ the maintenance and administrative people.”

He turned back to Zeke and Clive. “They’ve each been assigned a specific vehicle. They exit the terminal on the southwest corner, and they get in their assigned vehicle and start it up. Then, in a prearranged sequence, the convoy of snowplows and maintenance vehicles and dump trucks and heavy machinery makes its way north, away from the terminal and toward the outer loop, here.” He pointed to another spot on the map. “They park the heavy equipment and totally block access to the terminal at the choke points, here, here, here, here, and here.” Paul Cooke was getting excited. His voice rose as he pointed out the prearranged traffic choke points to Zeke and Clive.

“Well done,” said Clive. “Very creative.”

“Once they’re in place, no vehicles can get close to the terminal. It’s designed to keep terrorists at least 900 feet from our front door.” 

“So that’s what happened?” confirmed Zeke. “Before they got to the airport parking, the traffic was stopped by a wall of snowplows?”

“It was. So there was no long line of travelers to shoot, no terminal to blow up, and the FBI was on them so quickly they didn’t get their guns out of the trunk. It was textbook,” said Paul. “They spotted the red Honda in the stopped traffic, and they took them down,” he continued. “Major thanks to you, Zeke. The red Honda Civic and its tag number were critical information.”





 

 


Chapter 42

 

Gabby watched as the two men fitted the vests over their shoulders and snapped the belts tightly around their waists. The explosives in the pockets of the vests had a bleach-like smell. They could be ignited by heat, friction or shock. Today, the men would be using heat from an electrical detonator.

The vests were photographer’s vests, with numerous pockets and zippers across the front and sleeves of the garment. These were filled with explosives, except for two side pockets that held spare batteries for the motor drives of the cameras they wore slung across their backs. Ismael and Jari were ready.

“In the name of Allah, the gracious, the merciful,” quoted Jari.

“I am not afraid to meet Him today,” said Ismael. “Finally, we will be honored!”

The three were sitting in the rented blue Kia, Gabby and Ismael in the front, and Jari in the back seat. They had driven for about eight hours and then stopped and put on the incendiary vests. Now they were approaching their target. 

Dual attacks were unexpected, even brilliant, thought Gabby. And to pull them off so close to the day of Lailat and Mi’raj was a sign that Allah was with them. They were protected.

Jari had made some more captagon tablets for them, and he and Ismael were presently feeling the effects. They hadn’t slept for two days, and yet they both felt alert, focused and invincible. They were ready for their part in this affair.

After she had escaped from the FBI in Washington, Gabby, still dressed as a nurse, had walked quickly to the Judiciary Square Metro Station a quarter mile east and boarded the Red Line. The train route ended in Derwood, Maryland, near Rockville. There, Gabby had left the station and in mid-morning had stolen a car from the commuter lot. She was certain the vehicle wouldn’t be missed until late that afternoon.

Interstate 270 took her south to 495, which skirted Washington and then led to I-95 and Charlottesville. Just before the I-270 entrance ramp, Gabby stopped at a Best Buy store and bought two disposable, prepaid cell phones. They were burner phones, untraceable. Once on the interstate, she dialed Jari’s cell number from memory.

“Allo,” she said when the phone was answered. “Be ready. I will meet you in about three hours at the mosque.”

 

* * *

 

In Charlottesville, Gabby parked the stolen car on a residential street a couple of blocks from the mosque and called Jari as she walked to meet him. He was ready and met her in the lot behind the mosque. He opened the trunk of his blue Kia to show Gabby a large brown duffle bag. 

“And here are the clothes you requested,” said Jari as he handed Gabby a small suitcase containing a blue dress, nylons, black three-inch heels, a sundress, a large floppy, wide brimmed hat and a yellow scarf. There was a smaller bag inside, which contained a necklace, a bracelet and matching earrings. Then Jari closed the trunk again carefully, so as not to disturb the explosives.

“It is all there, as we were instructed,” he said. Ismael had joined them at the trunk, and the three got into the car and started their drive west.

“Finally, we have arrived at this point,” said Ismael. “The point of action!”

“Yes,” said Gabby. “It is as it was planned. Although Asad has gone to his ultimate victory, we are still here to do what he had planned.” She smiled at her companions.

“We have drilled and drilled for this day,” said Ismael. “We have practiced and practiced. We will certainly be victorious.” They talked of victory and success non-stop during the long ride west.

 

* * *

 

“We’re approaching the outskirts of the city,” said Gabby. “Let’s stop at the next rest area and change our clothing.” 

“Yes, I saw the sign,” said Ismael. “It’s in Simpsonville.” 

They stopped and Gabby used the bathroom to change into the clothing in the plastic bag. She threw the nurse’s scrubs in the plastic bag into a trash container along with the hair clip that had been in her hair. When she emerged from the bathroom, she was dressed in a yellow sundress, a wide brimmed hat with flowers and feathers, and the nylons and black heels. The transformation was remarkable.

When she returned to the car, she watched the men don their photographer’s vests. Each was carrying a professional grade Canon SLR camera, and each had what looked like a press pass in a clear plastic sleeve hanging from a cord around his neck. 

They got back into the car and joined traffic on Interstate 64 West. A sign flashed by and Gabby noted that they were twenty-six miles from their destination.

 

* * *

 

Churchill Downs is alive with activity during Derby Week. As Ismael drove the sedan into the parking area, Gabby watched as dozens of fans, as well as some of the racing elite, made their way from the parking area toward the admission gates. It was Tuesday, May 3rd, Lailat al Mi’raj, and Gabby felt an excitement in the twilight of the day. The air smelled like a combination of fresh cut hay and wildflowers, and most all of the people at the entry gates were jocular as they waited in line for their security screening. Plastic cups printed with, “Churchill Downs” complimented the various costumes and bonnets common to the Kentucky Derby during race week.

Tonight’s event was a gathering of the wealthy to attend the “Fillies and Lilies” event, a charity for the aftercare of Thoroughbreds once they’ve retired. With tickets at $600 or more per person, the attendees were pretty much the elite of the derby goers. 

“We will make an impact here,” said Ismael. He looked at Gabby, and then over his shoulder at Jari, and he smiled at each of them.

Gabby was watching the crowd as it migrated toward the security gates. Women, many dressed in pink or orange, were walking with men in white tuxedos and colorful cummerbunds. She knew there was a popular country band playing tonight, and plenty of food and drink available inside. 

“Park there,” said Gabby. She pointed to an empty parking space in the General Admission parking area, several hundred feet away from the gate. The parking area was mostly full, especially the spots closest to the entry. Limousines and black Town Cars were lined up, dropping their passengers off in front of the entrance, then driving on to a holding area.

“This is opulence,” said Ismael. “This is American opulence.” Gabby smiled to herself. Ismael, whose father was a wealthy pediatrician in Baltimore, didn’t see the irony.

“Remember the plan,” said Jari. “We will enter through the security gates as photographers. We will mingle in the crowd and take photographs. We will penetrate the event, and then we will detonate. Stay together,” he added. The two men stepped out of the car and walked toward the entry gate.

Five minutes later, Gabby exited the blue car, took her small bag, and walked in the opposite direction, through the crowd of people arriving for the party and toward a small gray house across Bohannon Avenue. She blended with the crowd in her bright dress and flowered hat. Parked in the street in front of the house was the ride she had arranged on her cell phone as soon as the two young terrorists had left the car. Gabby paused a moment and looked back at Churchill Downs. Then she opened the car door, put her small suitcase on the back seat and slid in beside it.

“The airport, please,” she said. The Uber driver nodded, and they drove the two and a half miles to Louisville International Airport in silence.

 





 

 


Chapter 43

 

Inside the racetrack gate the crowd was milling, making their way toward the party in disorganized groups. Ismael and Jari, with their photographer badges showing and cameras in hand, were both nodded through security, and they followed the crowd into the event center. There were several chandeliers hanging from the high ceiling, spread out across the large, open room. A small sign next to the door read, “Maximum Attendance 500 people.” In two corners portable bars had been set up and the bartenders were serving lines of guests. Toward the center of the ballroom, a large table stood covered with a variety of finger foods, sandwiches and, at one end, a cake shaped like a racehorse. 

The crowd was growing, filling the ballroom space. Ismael and Jari made their way to the far corner of the large room. They began taking candid shots of the partygoers standing in small groups of two or three. Ismael was giddy with excitement. 

Truly, they will be totally surprised, thought Ismael. We will destroy these infidels on the very anniversary of Mohammad’s ride to the furthest Mosque. On the very night that his winged steed took him to visit Allah in heaven, we will launch our attack on this country’s biggest horse event. It is Allah’s will. He snapped some more candid photos and waited for the room to fill up.

 

* * *

 

“Remember the brochure we found in Asad’s loft when we took him down?” Zeke asked no one in particular. 

Clive was reviewing gathered evidence in search of the remaining terrorists, now missing, which was worrisome. 

“The Kentucky Derby First Timer’s Guide?”

Clive nodded, absently.

“So why would Asad be interested in the Derby?” Zeke asked. 

Clive looked up. “Derby. Horses. Allah and Lailat al Mi’raj. Do you think?”

“Plus missing terrorists, missing explosives, and close to a hundred thousand people in Louisville right now,” said Zeke. 

Clive looked at him.

“Multiple attacks by this group, all within a few hours of each other,” said Clive. 

“And spread geographically, across the eastern part of the country,” said Zeke. “That this is Derby Week gave them an easy second target.”

“It’s a lot like the Boodles event up in Chester,” said Clive. “Out at the Roodee.”

“Britain’s oldest race course,” said Zeke.

“Yes, and they’re also running now, this week, you know. It’s a two and a quarter mile horserace, a mile longer than your Derby.”

“I’ve heard that. So we have Dulles and we have Churchill Downs, both connected to Islam as symbols of our country’s opulence and arrogance,” said Zeke.

“Don’t forget, old boy, they consider this a holy war, a jihad,” said Clive. “It’s all about the symbolism and the shock factor. And making a statement.”

“Yes. We’d better contact Louisville, then,” said Zeke. “And then head out there to see what we can do to help.”

 

* * *

 

“You’re kidding, right?” said Captain Adams from his office in the 4th Street location of the Louisville Metro Police, a few blocks north of Churchill Downs. “We’re already spread thin, with the Derby and all. We don’t have the manpower for something like this,” he continued.

“Right,” said Clive, “we know. With your permission, we’re sending in several teams from the FBI’s antiterrorist division. Specialists in this sort of matter.”

“You’re sure they’re planning an attack here?” asked Adams.

“Fairly positive, Chief,” said Clive. “We found Derby information in the terrorists’ apartment, and we’re looking for several terrorists that we think are heading your way.

“Well, hell yes, send the FBI guys on,” said Captain Adams. “I’ll talk with the Mayor and my Lieutenants and we’ll be ready when they arrive.”

“Thought you’d feel that way,” said Clive. “As I would, too. They were wheels-up in about twenty minutes ago. Should touch down at your airport in less than an hour.”

“Roger that,” said Adams.

 

* * *

 

“They must be inside,” said Zeke. He and Clive had just arrived at the main gate entrance to Churchill Downs by helicopter, and they were trying to spot the terrorists as the chopper approached the ground. From about sixty feet in the air, the pilot aimed the ship at the grassy area next to the parking lots below them. With the exception of a few stragglers making their way into the event center, the area was quiet.

“I think there are two more of them, three at the most,” said Zeke. “Judging by what I saw at the UVA ASG.” He was accounting for the known terrorists, allowing for those who were involved in the Charlottesville and Dulles actions.

“This is the only event for this evening,” Clive commented. “It’s still early in Race Week.” 

“So they’re probably already in there,” said Zeke. “I feel like James Bond.” 

Anticipating the event, Zeke had dressed in a black single-breasted tuxedo with bright white shirt, black cummerbund and black bow tie. Zeke had rented his at a DC formalwear shop, while Clive took his tuxedo from a closet in his office.

“It’s a worst case scenario,” said Clive, “if they’re in the event center.” They both knew that bombs contained inside a concrete structure had an enormous potential for destruction. The walls acted to bounce the shock waves and shrapnel around like pinballs.

Their Bell 429 GlobalRanger twin-engine helicopter touched down in the parking area, away from the gate and the cars parked closer to it. 

“Good of the Fairfax Police to let us use their vehicle,” said Zeke, stepping down from the cabin and bending slightly to avoid the blades. The northern Virginia police force had purchased their first Bell 429 in 2011, and with a call from Clive, they’d made it available to him from its hanger at Dulles. 

“Fairfax P.D. was none too happy about the planned attack on Dulles airport,” said Clive, stepping down behind Zeke. “It seems like they took it personally.”

The quick 460-mile trip to Louisville International had taken two hours and forty minutes, and they had arrived at Churchill Downs about seven o’clock. “It’d take them eight hours to drive here from Charlottesville or DC,” said Zeke. “They can’t fly or take public transportation with guns or explosives, because the risk of getting caught is too high. So we’re probably here within thirty minutes of their arrival.” Zeke and Clive had spent their flight time coordinating with the Louisville police.

“We’ll go directly to the event,” Clive had told Captain Adams, the Louisville police chief. “The two of us will head inside and see if the terrorists have shown up yet. If not, we’ll wait for them. Better not to have a police presence… If we lose them in Louisville, they’ll be in the wind. But, have your men stand by for our call.” 

They turned and waved thanks to the pilot, a Fairfax Police Lieutenant, and the GlobalRanger lifted off the grass and moved toward the airport to wait for them. 

“That was ace,” said Clive to himself. “Now, the hard part.”

 

* * *

 

Inside the ballroom, the crowd was growing louder, as small groups were talking over themselves, trying to be heard over the first act of the evening’s entertainment. The band, Trampled by Turtles, was a country and bluegrass ensemble that was playing a song called, “Where is My Mind.” After that selection, they shifted to something instrumental and snappy by Lester Flatt and Earl Scruggs. 

The music belies the potential menace of the evening, thought Zeke. He looked around the room. Where are they? 

The ballroom was wide and deep and filled with large, life-size equine statues around the outside walls and sporadically between the small tables. Most of the statues of racehorses wore a garland of roses across their back, and a replica of their winning jockey in the saddle. The statues did an effective job of blocking Zeke’s view to much of the room.

“This is all sixes and sevens,” said Clive into the microphone in his cufflink. Zeke heard it in his earpiece and translated to himself, It’s all a mess.

Clive was wearing a tuxedo with shiny black shoes and a starched white shirt with small pointy collars beneath a gray five-buttoned vest. His tie was black and gray striped and wide, filling the entire gap left from his vest. He wore a black morning coat and matching wool gray herringbone slacks. Immaculate, as always, thought Zeke. He looks ready to meet the Queen.

From where he was standing near the entry, Zeke combed the room visually but saw no one who looked out of place. When he spotted a member of the waitstaff he systematically excluded them from his search. Too old, he thought, looking at one; too blond, he thought about another, an Irish looking man. They’ll be males and they’ll probably have beards and a dark skin tone, he thought. Middle Eastern looking.

There was a small group in the far corner of the room, posing for photographs and laughing each time the camera flashed. They were calling out to each other with voices made loud by wine and bourbon. Zeke stepped closer in that direction, but his view was blocked by a replica of Victor Espinoza riding California Chrome. That was 2014, Zeke thought. I should have bet on Chrome. He stepped around the statue.

He saw the two photographers facing a small group of people standing in front of one of the statues, smiling and toasting the camera. One of the photographers was leveling his camera at the group and causing an occasional flash, while the other was looking around the room.

Zeke immediately saw the potential danger of the situation. He radioed back to Clive, “I’ve got two men with cameras and wearing photographer’s vests on the east side of the ballroom. Curly dark hair, beards, dark skin, snapping pictures of the guests.” Zeke quickly stepped around a column and toward the group.

“I’ve got a visual,” said Clive. “We’re expecting at least two, but be alert for another.” Clive had removed his Webley Revolver from beneath his jacket and was holding it alongside his thigh as he stepped toward the festive group. Zeke saw that Clive was about thirty feet away and moving in a circular route that would bring him at the correct angle and closer to the two photographers.

Zeke, in the meantime, had lifted a half-full wine glass from a table as he passed, then stepped quickly past the partying group, looking toward the restroom located in the back of the ballroom. Seemingly intent on finding the facilities, he rubbed his nose while walking, and said a few quick words into his shirt cuff. “Head shots, up from the floor, avoid the bombs and guests,” he said. He figured the angle of their gunfire, starting at floor level, would give them the best opportunity to avoid accidental harm to civilians and to preempt the detonation of the bombs. “Remember the captagon,” he added.

Zeke had walked past the photo op area and continued along the route toward the bathrooms for a step or two. I’m pretty sure it’s them, he thought. And I’ve never seen two photographers standing together with only one of them taking pictures. When he glanced back and saw each man’s profile, he recognized them from the Arabic Student Group meeting in Charlottesville. The man who was not taking pictures saw Zeke look back and pause for a moment, and he tried to recall the context of what he was seeing. He was less than fifteen feet from Zeke. 

Closer is better for the angle, thought Zeke.

In the next moment, it looked to the partygoers as if the blond man had stumbled and fallen down. His glass flew out of his hand and he fell forward. Closer to the floor he tucked and rolled, using his right shoulder to continue the flow of his body weight through the intentional fall and ending on his back, flat and stable, with the Glock 17 pointed back and up, held in both hands. The motion had taken a second and in that time Ismael had yelled and begun to reach into his vest to find the detonator. Hearing him, Jari dropped his camera to the floor and turned toward Zeke, also reaching beneath his vest.

They’re reaching for detonators, Zeke thought. I’ve got one shot each.

The Glock fired two of its seventeen bullets in an instant. It sounded as if it were a double-tap shooting. 

The angle of the bullets was about thirty degrees, and they covered the ten feet between Zeke’s outstretched arms and the terrorist’s in less than a hundredth of a second. After passing through the men’s heads, the two bullets continued upward and into the drop ceiling of the facility. Then they ricocheted off the concrete ceiling, lost their energy and bounced around above the ceiling tiles. Gives the forensic guys something to do, thought Zeke.

The thirty-degree angle was enough to prevent collateral damage. The bullets passed over the heads of the partygoers behind the two men, and safely away from the crowds. 

Clive was in the middle of the fray in an instant. As the crowd drew back from the bodies in its initial reaction of self-preservation, avoidance and safety, Clive stepped in between the dead men and checked their vests. He signaled Zeke that the threat was over.

Still lying on his back, arms extended and holding his handgun, Zeke finally exhaled. He could sense the uncertainty of the partygoers, confusion about what they had just seen. He looked around the room and saw several security types starting to move toward the dead men and toward Zeke. From the crowd someone yelled, “Somebody shot the photographers!”

Zeke rolled onto his stomach, sat up and holstered his weapon in a non-threatening manner. He called, “Police, we’re the police,” several times to the crowd, which was still stunned and not moving much. 

Clive stepped away and dialed Captain Adams.

Zeke stood and noticed that several people in the crowd were spattered with blood and brain matter. The two Security guys approached, talking into their radios. They were unarmed.

“What’s going on here?” asked one of the security guys, a large black man with very long arms. 

“Terrorists,” said Zeke. “Be careful, their vests are bombs. The Louisville police and the FBI should be here in a minute.” 

And they were.





 

 


Chapter 44

 

The girl, Gabby, now dressed in a dark blue dress with a yellow scarf around her neck and black heels, walked with authority down the A Concourse of the Louisville airport. She had just cleared the TSA security screening and was smiling to herself, relaxed and comfortable. Her Lufthansa flight was scheduled to depart from gate A15 in an hour and a half. 

The change in her appearance was once again remarkable. Her brown hair was pulled up behind her head into a tight bun, and her makeup had been applied to accentuate her mouth and eyes, a significant contrast to the girl who had exited the Uber car near the ‘Departures’ door twenty minutes earlier. Using a restroom stall, Gabby had changed her appearance to resemble a Lufthansa flight attendant. Her ticket, secured at the airport ticket counter before her change of attire, was for a twelve-hour flight, connecting in New York, then to London, and from there connecting to a direct flight to Damascus. Although Damascus was, technically, in possession of the Syrian armed forces, Gabby would be met there by IS sympathizers and driven north along the M5 to Aleppo, near the Turkish border, an area controlled by opposition forces. 

She had opted for a flight through New York, not Washington, in light of the damage that the others would do at Dulles airport. Doubtless, she had thought, the airport will be shut down after the killings by Amed and Asha’ath. But during the drive to Louisville, it became apparent that something had gone wrong with their plans. There was no news activity, and nothing on the Internet, and now, nothing on the Louisville airport televisions. Just weather, sports and soft news about the upcoming Kentucky Derby.

After she had escaped the FBI in Washington, Gabby had headed south to Charlottesville and picked up Ismael and Jari. They took turns driving on the long trip from Charlottesville to Louisville, and she had checked her smartphone periodically, watching for any news of the DC bombings. When the scheduled time had passed, she called both of the men, Asha’ath and Amed, repeatedly from her burner phone. She received no answer. 

The next Lufthansa flight connects in New York, she thought. Or, I can wait until morning and take the red-eye flight. In the end, Gabby opted for the earlier flight, to get herself out of Louisville before the transportation links were shut down. A suicide bombing has a tendency to cause some level of overreaction, she thought to herself. Best to get out early.

 

* * *

 

“There was a woman with them,” said Captain Adams. “The security camera shows her parking the car in the lot, dropping off the two bombers and walking to a waiting ride, probably Uber or Lyft.” 

He was talking with Zeke and Clive. They stood outside the gala, looking over the parking area. It had become a sea of red and blue lights, yellow tape and blue uniforms. All the primary colors are present, Zeke thought.

“Just so,” said Clive. They were standing apart from the tactical unit, which was interviewing the guests from the gala party. A tall, rawboned uniformed officer stood with them, keeping tabs on their whereabouts until the unit commander had inspected the scene and was ready to chat with them. Zeke’s gun had been confiscated and was in the trunk of a Crown Vic sealed in a plastic evidence bag. His hands had been swabbed for GSR, gunshot residue. Clive’s handgun had conveniently disappeared.

“That was a bit of quick thinking,” Clive continued. “The forward stumble was brilliant.”

“We’re still missing the girl, though,” said Zeke. “She seems to be a key to this whole thing. She keeps turning up in all the wrong places.”

“Seems like it,” said Clive. “She’s not just an undergraduate student. That trick she pulled escaping the FBI in DC was a pro move.”

“She’s got to be involved with the leadership,” said Zeke. “Unusual for a Muslim group, but not unheard of in the United States and Europe.”

“Indeed,” said Clive. “We need to find her.”

 

* * *

 

Still waiting for the homicide commander in the parking area of Churchill Downs, Zeke and Clive were focused inward on the problem at hand. 

“She parked, dropped the bombers here, and then took a ride,” said Clive. “Where would she go?” 

Race week brought an estimated million and a half people to Louisville, and the cabs, as well as all other forms of transportation, were stretched to their limits. 

“Just a few possibilities, really,” said Zeke. “A private home. The airport or bus terminal. A hotel. But a private home or hotel would indicate that she plans to stay around here for a while, and I doubt that. Most likely, she’d want to get out of Louisville as quickly as possible to avoid any manhunts or police searches.” 

“Right, she could be trapping herself,” said Clive.

“So if she took an Uber to connect with transportation, it would be to the airport for a flight or a rental car, or the Civic Center for Greyhound,” said Zeke. “By the time we track down the ride she took, she’ll be gone. But if we can anticipate her destination…”

“…then we can be waiting for her when she arrives,” said Clive. “Right. If she flies, she’s stuck with the Point A to Point B route. If she drives, she has more flexibility.”

“Bigger picture,” said Zeke. “They tried to bomb Dulles, which was probably the “wings” of Muhammed’s winged steed. Then they went for the Kentucky Derby, the “steed” part, both around Lailat al Mi’raj, the day Muhammad rode his winged steed Baraq to the farthest Mosque in Jerusalem. I’d say they thought they were making their point. Maybe she’s heading home.”

“Which would be…” asked Clive.

“The dagger she had with the rhino horn handle was likely from Yemen,” said Zeke. “Probably something that’s been in her family for a while.” 

“And by now, she knows that neither the Washington attack, nor this one, were successful,” added Clive.

“But if they had been, they’d have made their point and she’d be ready to disappear.”

“So the airport is a high probability,” said Clive. “Either a car rental or a flight out of town.”

“Seems most likely,” said Zeke. “She was planning to escape while the authorities were sorting out the bombing.”

Just then, a middle-aged man in a blue uniform accompanied by three other police officers approached Zeke and Clive. The tall uniformed cop with them said, “Commander,” in a deferential way and nodded to the man. The unit commander was short, about five foot six. His blond hair was cropped close to his skull and his blue-gray eyes had a steely look. He moved quickly, leaning forward as he walked.

“You’re the shooter,” he said, looking at Zeke. 

“Guilty,” said Zeke.

“Nice job,” he said,” but you should have waited for us. I’m Commander Russell, Louisville PD. We checked with the FBI, and they told us your status. We’ll need a statement from both of you, and…”

“Commander,” Clive said, interrupting, “we have good reason to believe that there’s another terrorist still loose in the city. We need your help tracking her down.”

“What? Where?” asked Russell.

“Most likely the airport, either for a rental car or a flight out,” said Zeke. “Can we alert the good folks in security at Standiford Field?” Standiford was the original name of Louisville International Airport.

“Sure can,” said Commander Russell. “Who are we looking for?”

“At least one female terrorist, very resourceful and very clever. She’s killed an FBI nurse and escaped from the interrogation unit in the FBI building in DC.” Zeke paused. “I think that her goal right now is escape, but she’s definitely dangerous.”

“Do you have a description?”

Zeke told him what he knew about Gabby.





 

 


Chapter 45

 

“Your ticket, please,” asked the gate attendant. Gabby was at the gate boarding the flight to New York. She smiled at the attendant and handed her boarding pass to the woman. Noting Gabby’s outfit, the woman said, “You heading home?” Gabby smiled and nodded.

The boarding pass was scanned, the appropriate beeps sounded, and the woman handed the pass back to Gabby and turned her attention to the next passenger. Gabby pulled her carry-on into the enclosed jetway and stood in line. She was anxious.

What happened to Ismael and Jari? she wondered. There was no sign of trouble on the airport televisions or on Gabby’s smartphone. News reports mentioned a developing story, an attempted suicide bombing in Louisville that was broken up by the local police. She had expected that the bombing would create confusion and chaos in the entire city, and be all over the news. That hadn’t happened. And there was still nothing about the DC attack.

Gabby settled into her window seat, and then she saw it, a news article on her smartphone about an attempted bombing at Churchill Downs. At the Fillies and Lilies Gala this evening, a benefit to honor past Derby winners. According to the article, two suicide bombers had penetrated the security of the event posing as photographers, and had been positioning themselves to set off the explosives in their vests when they were neutralized—that’s actually the word that was used in the report—by law enforcement. 

“Excuse me, ma’am?”

Gabby looked up.

“Would you raise your seat back for takeoff, please?” said the flight attendant.

Gabby smiled and made the adjustment. 

How did they find out? she wondered. How could they have known about Ismael and Jari? Was there an informer in the group? But no, almost everyone was either dead or in custody. Maybe someone talked at the FBI headquarters and tipped them off to the bombing…

The passengers were still loading onto the plane, but it was filling up. We should be airborne right on time, Gabby thought. A large man with a wide girth walked down the aisle and set his bag in the empty seat next to Gabby. He reached into the open overhead compartment above Gabby’s head and started moving bags around, making room for his small carry-on. 

The man reached down to get his bag and accidentally knocked it off the seat, onto the floor of the plane. He looked at Gabby, deciding whether it would be appropriate for him to reach down to the floor so close to her leg.

Sensing his uncertainty Gabby smiled at him and grabbed the bag and held it out to him. It was fairly light, perhaps holding some books or papers, she noticed.

The man reached for the bag, but instead of taking it he took hold of Gabby’s right wrist and cuffed it with a handcuff. The other end of the handcuff was attached to his right wrist. He immediately yanked the girl out of her seat and across the aisle seat and laid down on top of her, while two other men, one in the seat in front of her and one in the seat behind, stood and immobilized her left hand. With a few quick movements, Gabby was secured and in the custody of the US Air Marshals. 

 

* * *

 

“It wasn’t too difficult,” Zeke explained. “We suggested that they look for female passengers flying to the Middle East, originating in Louisville. There were several, but only one who had purchased her ticket on a credit card with a billing address in Charlottesville. Her destination was Damascus.”

“The police were pretty quick about that,” said Clive. “They responded well, once the FBI talked with them and confirmed the action.”

“I want to talk with her,” said Zeke. “As soon as they get her back to DC.”

“What, with her attack of the FBI nurse, we may be lucky if she ever surfaces again,” said Clive. “Those boys and girls are very serious about that sort of business.”

 

* * *

 

Three days later, Zeke joined Clive for a cup of morning coffee. The DC coffee shop was busy, the line long. They chatted as they waited.

“It turns out that Gabby only suffered a broken clavicle on her trip from Louisville to Washington on the FBI Learjet,” said Clive. “The official report indicated that she’d slipped on the stairs while entering the plane and banged her shoulder on the cabin doorframe. Unfortunate accident.”

“Where is she now?” asked Zeke.

“Waiting for you, my friend. Waiting for you.”

 

* * *

 

Zeke sat across a metal table from A’isha and looked at her. “Hello, Gabby,” he said.

“I have nothing to say,” said the girl, shackled to the table and dressed in an orange prison jumpsuit that said, “FBI Prisoner” across the front and back. Her right arm was in a dark blue sling.

“You should just listen, then,” said Zeke. “You’re in a world of trouble. You’re not going to be able to help the cause any more. You’re heading to prison for two attempts at terrorism on US soil. They’ll put you away longer than the Boston bomber and the Oklahoma City bomber put together. You won’t be getting out of prison again. Americans don’t have much of a sense of humor when it comes to domestic terrorism.” He paused.

“And murder, the murder of the FBI nurse. You may need to be kept in solitary confinement for your own safety,” he continued. “I can’t do much about all of that, Gabby. Our job is to take IS warriors off the board. And we have.”

She looked at him, still silent.

“But, there is one thing. The underground railroad into Syria. We’re looking for two sisters that disappeared on that railroad last month. The Cook sisters. Ring any bells?”

She smiled a thin smile. “They are taking my place in the cause,” she said, suddenly. “They will become warriors like me. We helped them get to Kobane, and they are now where they should be, in Aleppo, with their Islam princes. You can’t touch them there.”

 

* * *

 

It was a cool night in the desert. The day had been hot, reaching 100 degrees Fahrenheit, but in the evening it fell to below 60. The rain had slowed this month, from raining every other day to maybe one day out of four. Catherine Cook had finished the last leg of her journey, from Mursitpinar Bucagito across the border to Kobane and then to Aleppo, to see her sister. When it finally happened, it was somewhat of a letdown. 

A man came to the hostel one evening without warning. He was a young man, about twenty. He was dark skinned and wore a cotton shirt and a partial turban on his head, and he said his name was Kabir. He was missing his left hand; in its place was a stump that grew out of his shirt. He was abrupt and impatient and self-important, as if he had many, many things to do and helping Catherine was the least of them. He asked for her by name and gave the hostel owners some money. Then he told Catherine to bring her backpack and follow him. She did.

Outside the hostel and holding her backpack by a strap, Catherine looked around. There was rubble in the dirt street, and directly across the street from the hostel’s front door was a large van painted yellow and red, with a closed rear cargo area. The sides were painted with DHL logos. The vehicle was larger than a van but smaller than a typical one-ton truck. 

“Get in,” the man, Kabir, said, walking ahead of her and around to the driver side door. Catherine pulled the passenger door open.

“No, get in the back,” the man yelled at her, giving her direct eye contact for the first time. His eyes were fierce.

“Sharmuta,” he said under his breath as he started the truck. She knew he was calling her a whore. Ashamed, but not sure why, she climbed into the rear cargo area of the van and laid down. Then she pulled the blue tarp up over herself and her bag. She heard the rear doors close. The truck moved away from the curb, backfired, and stalled. She heard the man curse, then the starter again, and in a moment the engine started its rough coughing, then caught and she felt motion.

With surprising simplicity, the van drove south over the dirt streets, crossed some railroad tracks, and then stopped, engine running, still roughly. Catherine heard a conversation between two men, the driver Kabir and another man, and then they both laughed and the van started up again. In less than a minute Catherine felt the van leaning in a round-about, and then it exited part of the way around, and continued on what felt like a semi-paved dirt road. She knew they were in Syria now.

They drove in the dark for two and a half hours, crossing the Euphrates River once. The rest of the trip was quiet, but for the occasional backfire from the truck, and the monotonous hum of the tires. Then the van stopped and the engine coughed twice and was silent. Catherine waited patiently until Kabir pulled the tarp from on top of her and said something in Arabic, quickly and indistinctly while walking away from her. His body language was dismissive.

“Where are we?” she asked, walking quickly behind him to catch up. Even this effort made her feel like a foolish young girl. He didn’t respond.

Catherine looked around and saw dusty, stone buildings on both sides of the dirt street. The buildings were attached and they had been built of block and rock covered in plaster or concrete. They looked ancient.

Kabir walked to a framed wooden doorway with a closed door that looked like a hundred year old barn door. It had been painted red at some point, but now the paint had peeled, and the door showed more wood than paint. Kabir knocked and then pushed the door open. He walked in and left the door open behind him. Catherine Cook followed him into the building, not certain whether to close the door behind her. 

Inside, the first room was warm and stuffy and the light was dim. She followed Kabir down a short hallway and found herself in an open room where several men were sitting in low, mismatched chairs, engaged in a lively conversation. Catherine’s eyes slowly adjusted to the limited light and she looked around the room. None of the men looked at her. Kabir had vanished through a door on the far wall.

Catherine stood still for a moment, not sure whether to follow Kabir or stay where she was. She looked at the men for direction. They ignored her. She turned around, looking back where she had come from.

“My dove,” she heard from behind her.

She turned back and saw Umar standing there, dressed in long robes of beige linen. His head was uncovered and his beard had grown substantially since she had last seen him. She felt a surge of excitement, of joy at seeing him again. Catherine ran to him.

“I’m here,” she said, suddenly breathless. “I’ve made it!” She hugged Umar and held on tight. He wrapped her in his arms and pulled her close. 

“We can be married,” she said, happily. “Now we can be married!”

“Yes, well, it’s not that simple,” said Umar.





 

 


Chapter 46

 

Andrea was in the same building, working in the primitive kitchen when Catherine arrived. The sisters embraced and Andrea whispered, “You’re here, finally you’re here,” as she hugged her little sister. Silent tears streamed from her eyes. There were three other women in the room, cooking food over the warming fire. They were middle-aged and dark skinned and two of them had young children at their feet. Andrea didn’t introduce them.

“Come with me,” Andrea said, and she walked into a small bedroom directly off of the kitchen. Inside were two single beds, cots actually, one on each side of the room. The room was empty. The doorway was covered with a hanging curtain. 

“We must talk quietly,” said Andrea. 

“Alright,” said Catherine, in a low whisper. “I’m just so happy to be here!”

“It’s not what I expected,” said Andrea, hurrying to get the words out, and looking toward the kitchen. “I’m practically a prisoner here.”

“What?” asked Catherine.

“The other women watch me constantly, and they won’t let me go anywhere. I can’t participate in the planning with the men, because they don’t trust me. They say that I’ll turn on them in battle, betray them.”

“What have you been doing since you got here?” asked Catherine.

“Nothing. Washing clothes, cleaning, and cooking, mostly. They make me wear this,” she said, crying harder now, and pointing at the black hijab that covered her head and neck. “As hot as it is in the daytime, I can’t take it off. They won’t let me.”

“What about your husband?” asked Catherine.

“That never happened,” said Andrea, choking back another sob. “Instead, I’ve been passed around from man to man. They pray to Allah before they have sex with me. They say it is to help the warriors, to help the cause.”

 

* * *

 

“It’s pretty clear that we’ll need to extract them,” said Clive. He was sitting in his office in Washington, DC, with Kimmy and Zeke in a strategy session. Zeke paced the room while Clive fixed another cup of Earl Gray tea. Kimmy and Sally sat in matching club chairs, Kimmy with an iPad in her lap. They had arranged themselves around the low table.

Zeke was contemplating the rescue. “They may be having second thoughts,” he said, more to himself than the others. 

“How do you mean?” asked Clive.

“Well, think about it. Syria isn’t where you want to be, no matter what your cause is. Syria is suffering from drone bombings and refugees and civil war and all the things that come with that. The economy is disrupted, people are leaving by the thousands, and the infrastructure is in shambles. The war and the bombing have been going on since 2011. Over four million refugees have fled from Syria already, and that’s from a country with about seventeen million people, nearly twenty-five percent.” 

“Right,” said Clive.

“So two idealistic young women who romanticized a cause were enamored enough to make their way into the country. What would they find there?” he asked.

“Not what they expected, I’d wager,” said Clive. “Once they got there, I’ll bet they thought it had all gone pear shaped.”

Gone pear shaped, thought Zeke, short for a disaster.

“No,” said Kimmy, “drone bombs, armed skirmishes, closed markets and businesses, a total disruption of ordinary life. Utilities and roads and communications are tenuous at best, and there’s no social life, no normalcy.”

“You’ve been through that in Israel, right?” Zeke asked her.

“I have,” she said, suddenly somber from the memories. 

“When the girls left, they were following a dream, a cause. They were probably envisioning themselves married to warriors fighting the fight for freedom,” Zeke continued. “I don’t think they expected what they found.”

“After talking with their friends and their parents, I don’t think they know what they signed up for,” said Clive. “It’s sure to have given them pause.”

“So then, the plan?” asked Zeke.

“Yes, now to the plan,” said Clive.

 

* * *

 

The University of Virginia campus was abloom with colorful flowers this late spring day as Zeke drove his rental car onto the campus. The sky was clear and cloudless. He parked and entered the administration building, to meet with Professor Fareed once again.

In a moment, the secretary ushered him into the office.

“Good day, Professor,” Zeke said, once he was seated in front of Fareed’s desk. 

The small man looked across his desk at Zeke. “Yes, good day.” He was polite, but bothered, even distracted.

“I need to ask you a few more questions,” said Zeke.

“Half of our Arabic Student Group have been killed or arrested,” started Fareed, “and your FBI has been here to ask me a lot of questions already. I’ll tell you what I told them. I had no knowledge of any bombs, of any guns, of any terrorism. I had no idea that those students were here for anything besides an education!” Fareed was getting louder, his words coming more quickly.

“Yes, we know, Professor,” said Zeke, quickly. “I’m here for another reason.”

Fareed stopped and took a deep breath. He waited.

“I need a ticket, to take the railroad out of here,” Zeke said.

 

* * *

 

“The information I got in my interview with A’isha,” said Zeke, “well, Gabby, leads me to believe that the terrorists were recruiting college kids and sending them to Syria via underground railroad to help with the war there.”

“Seems like it,” said Clive.

“Two of the terrorists that we have in custody, Fakhir and Sa’ood, confirmed it in their interrogations with the FBI, and named Aleppo as their base of operations in Syria. Now, we need to find the underground railroad tracks that lead to Aleppo.” 

According to Sa’ood, who appeared to be the weakest link in the UVA chain and was beginning to realize the seriousness of his position, students who volunteered were driven to Washington Dulles airport, typically on a Friday afternoon after classes, where they would fly through Munich to Ankara. A train would then take them to Konya, where they would board a bus for the last and longest part of their journey, a four-hundred twenty mile ride to Mursitpinar Bucagi, just across the border from Kobane. And then there was a wait on the Turkish side of the border, a wait in a hostel until one of the faithful from northern Syria came for them.

The intelligence had been pieced together, and the route had been confirmed as much as possible. And now, Zeke was setting out to replicate the last portion of the journey. 

“The first part of your excursion should be easy peasy,” said Clive, as they planned the approach. “It’ll be after the bus ride that things might get dicey. So we’ll fly you into Konya and get you a gun when you get there. I have friends in Turkey.” He said it as if it were a small matter.

“I think you may have friends everywhere,” said Zeke. 

“Pretty much,” Clive nodded. “Not Aleppo, though. Sorry. Aleppo is presently a stronghold of the Islamic State.

“I’ll be thinking that there may be some IS sympathizers on the bus ride,” said Zeke. The route through Turkey is southeast, toward the Syrian border, after all.”

“Pretty much a sure thing, I’d guess,” said Clive.

“So, we need to get one of our prisoners, one of the UVA terrorists, to arrange the meet,” said Zeke. “We have the phone numbers from their cell phones and we have the receipts for the tickets and travel arrangements, places to stay planned in advance.”

“Right, the papers we found at the duplex apartment in Charlottesville,” said Clive. He sipped his tea.

“The key will be the lodging in Turkey, across the border from Kobane,” said Zeke. “If they’re expecting me, I can go there directly from Ankara and await the contact from Syria. If they buy it, they’ll come to take me to Aleppo, to the IS camp.”

Professor Fareed had given Zeke the files of the students who were members of the Arabic Student Group. Clive’s agency had quickly scoured the files and extracted the useful information. The best information was students’ home addresses and passport numbers. The passport information, provided by the FBI, showed recent trips to Turkey, Syria, Iraq and Yemen via a number of interim stops. 

“The route they use takes them just north of Kobane, providing the best access to Syria and then Aleppo,” said Zeke. “I don’t think we have time for the entire trip, but if I can get close, north of Kobane, I can work my way in and wait for the contact.”

“Right,” said Clive. “Let them take you across the border and on to the camp.”

“Yes, and from there, I have several options.”

“And those are?”

“I can call in the cavalry. The US Aircraft Carrier Harry S. Truman is patrolling in the Aegean Sea, less than 700 miles west of Syria right now,” said Zeke. “Or, I can get the girls out, which might be a better play. After all, we will be in enemy territory.”

“Yes, and the Syrian border appears to be somewhat like a sieve,” said Clive. “Millions of refugees crossing into Turkey and Greece.”

“It’s still a crisis in the European Union,” said Zeke. “That may actually be the better play.”

“Alright, let me get Sally in here and we’ll set up the travel details for you.”





 

 


Chapter 47

 

“Clive, we just don’t know what to do,” said Ronald Cook in his raspy, strained voice. His wife Constance’s sobs in the background were clear over the telephone connection. “The girls called from somewhere in Syria,” he continued. “They said they wanted to come home.”

“What time did they call?” asked Clive.

“It was about seven at night,” Cook said.

“Seven at night,” related Clive.

“So two in the morning in Syria,” said Zeke from his seat in Clive’s office. They had been roughing out a plan of attack, a way to find the girls, when the call from Ronald Cook arrived.

“What was the number on your phone? The caller ID?” asked Clive.

Ronnie Cook read the number back to Clive.

“Likely it’s a cell. We think they may be in Aleppo,” Clive said. “But we’re not positive.”

Ronnie Cook continued the discussion with Clive. The girls, it seemed, wanted to be rescued from the Sunni rebels in Syria. It had been a short, panicked call in which the girls asked for help. But they had shared no details, no locations. They didn’t know quite where they were.

They spoke for a few minutes more, and then Clive said, “I can’t tell you all of it, but rest assured that we’re not sitting still waiting on this.”

 

* * *

 

“I thought we might have to do a bodge job,” said Clive after he’d hung up the phone, “but you’ve already sniffed them out, and I suspect you have a plan to extract them.”

Bodge job, thought Zeke. A quick and dirty fix.

“Well, I’ve been thinking about it,” said Zeke. He was standing, looking out the window at the busy DC streets.

“And?” asked Clive.

“Seems like the best way to get them out is to follow them in,” said Zeke.

“Quite so,” said Clive, and then, a touch sarcastically, “Well, give us a bell when you’re safe.”

“Don’t worry,” said Zeke. “You’ll be the first person I call.”

 

* * *

 

Catherine Cook was distraught. Her journey to this place had been long and difficult, and when she arrived, it was nothing like what she’d expected. Nothing like what Umar had told her it would be on their late nights together in Charlottesville. 

“I thought we could contribute, that we could help in a significant way,” Catherine told Andrea. “If not through fighting, then with social media to attract others, or by helping with supplies and support, or medical assistance. This, though, this is horrible.”

Catherine had always been different from her classmates, different from her family. She stayed to herself and had, over the years, become a very private person. Some would say she was quirky.

“It’s not your fault,” said Andrea. When Catherine had first told her sister of her plans to move to Syria, Andrea was shocked and surprised. She spent weekends in Charlottesville with her sister, initially trying to talk her out of the plan. It seemed like a split from reality to Andrea.

“Andrea, this is Umar.” Catherine had introduced them that simply several months ago, and immediately, Andrea saw the reason for the changes in Catherine. Umar was tall, well muscled and dark, with deep black eyes and black hair worn fashionably long. He had an easy smile and a rich, deep voice, accented slightly.

“Hello, Andrea,” he said, with a smile in his voice. He sounded almost amused.

“Hello,” said Andrea, and she thought to herself, He’s beautiful. Catherine was a tall, lanky girl, too thin, even a little bit boney still. Umar was not the type of man that she normally attracted.

“We’re getting married,” said Catherine in a rush. “We’re going to raise a family and support the fight. We’re going to live in Umar’s country with his family and help in any way we can.”

Andrea wasn’t sure what that meant. But it wasn’t the first time that Catherine had followed a man toward an ideology. In fact, Andrea remembered, when she dated, Catherine tended to embrace the personality of her mate and in a fairly short time she changed herself to reflect an image of his tastes, his beliefs and his perspectives, good or bad. She seemed eager to adopt his identity.

They had met with other Middle Eastern students on campus and in a short time, just a few weeks, Andrea hardly recognized her sister. The transformation to a submissive, deferring girl who obviously worshipped Umar was quickly completed. She began preparing Syrian foods and listening to Syrian music. She studied the Qu’ran daily and read the Sayings of the Prophet Muhammad. She stopped watching television, calling it frivolous and unimportant, and focused her efforts single-mindedly toward the cause, the war. Andrea watched the transition, afraid for her sister.

But it was on a weekend a few months ago that Andrea’s mind was changed. Umar’s brother, Usman, visited the campus and stayed with his brother for several weeks. They weren’t twins, but Usman looked and acted a lot like his older brother, and when in town, Andrea found herself spending more and more time with him. 

“Usman, how long can you stay here?” Andrea had asked the young man.

“I must leave in three weeks,” he said. “I must get back to Aleppo to help with the fight.”

Andrea liked the man. She found herself enjoying his company and even flirting with him occasionally. More and more when she was in Charlottesville, he was close by. It seemed as if they were becoming a pair.

 

* * *

 

“You’re going where?” asked Andrea. The emphasis was on the where.

“To Syria,” said Catherine. The girls were talking on the phone. It was a Tuesday night and Andrea had just completed her shift at the hospital. Catherine had called her with the announcement.

“To Syria?” said Andrea. “You don’t know anyone there.”

“I know Usman,” Catherine teased. “He’s back home now.”

“Why now?” asked Andrea.

“Umar’s going back,” she said. “He has asked me to go with him, to be his wife.”

“What about school?” Andrea said.

“It’s school. I really haven’t spent much time studying this semester, anyhow,” said Catherine easily. Her thoughts were obviously somewhere else.

“How will you live? You don’t speak Arabic.”

“I’ve been learning,” said Catherine. “We’ll be able to make it.”

“And the war? Mom and Dad will freak out.” Andrea was standing in her brownstone apartment, looking out the bay window at the Georgetown street. While she spoke, she thought about the traffic and the people and the politics and the costs.

“Come with me, ‘Rea,” said Catherine, using Andrea’s name from when she was young. At three years old, Catherine couldn’t pronounce “Andrea,” and had taken to calling her sister ‘Rea. The name had stuck.

“But I can’t,” said Andrea. “I just got this job at the hospital…”

“I’m going. And Usman is already there,” her sister teased again. “We can all live near each other and really make a difference in the world. You know that you can’t do that at the hospital, right? All the rules and protocols and insurance restrictions…”

In the end, it was the thought of Usman that had changed Andrea’s mind.

 

* * *

 

But now, Andrea realized, it had all been a mistake. 

“I should have trusted my instincts,” she said to Catherine in a low voice. They were in the kitchen, together, preparing a rice dish for the men who were sitting in the living area, the next room, huddled together and looking at a map.

“No, ‘Rea, it’s my fault,” whispered Catherine. “We’ve got to get out of here…”

“But how?” asked Andrea. I don’t even know where we are, really.”

“I think I can take a cell phone at night when the men are asleep. I can slip away with it for a few minutes and call Dad and Mom. Maybe they can help.”

“But what could they do?” asked Catherine.

“I don’t know,” said Andrea. “But there’s got to be a way.”





 

 


Chapter 48

 

It had been simple for Zeke to find the hostel. Sa’ood was the one who had coordinated the arrangements for the UVA group. He had been charged with buying the tickets and providing instructions to the departing students, bound for Syria. He was convinced by the FBI to call ahead to Kobane and Aleppo, to arrange the transport, lodging and border crossing for a single male who would be traveling alone.

Once the bus dropped him in Mursitpinar Bucagi, in Turkey, Zeke made his way to the hostel and checked into the room Sa’ood had reserved for him. Abu, one of the owners, grunted at Zeke and walked away while his brother, Najeeb, had taken Zeke’s money and showed him a small, dark room with one high, glassless window on the south side of the building. Besides the brothers, Zeke saw no one. The hostel was very quiet, and there were no vehicles in the parking area.

He asked about Turkish coffee in Arabic and Najeeb grudgingly indicated that he would have some made. The coffee house in the city had been bombed in a recent drone attack.

“They should come for me soon,” Zeke said, feigning more trepidation than conviction.

Najeeb half smiled. “They will,” he said.

“How does it work?” Zeke asked.

“Usually it is a van that stops by the hostel,” said Najeeb. “It comes in the late afternoon and will take you across the border into Kobane.”

“A van?”

“Yes, a yellow van. A delivery van. From DHL,” said Najeeb impatiently. “They are able to cross the border frequently.”

 

* * *

 

The DHL van, with its yellow paint and red lettering, arrived at 5:30 PM the next day. Zeke saw it through the open window in the lobby area, where he was waiting and watching. The driver parked in front of the hostel, blew his horn twice and then left the engine running while he jumped down and entered the building.

“Allo, Najeeb,” the driver said, in Arabic. “Where’s my cargo?”

“Right here, Kabir,” said Najeeb, pointing to Zeke. “It’s ready to go.”

Zeke hopped up from the chair and said, “As-salam alaykom.” Peace be with you.

The driver said, automatically, “Wa Alykom As-salaam.” The formal response, Peace be with you, as well.

Zeke stepped out of the shadows and the driver was taken aback. “Who is this?” he asked Najeeb. “What is this American doing here?”

Najeed shrugged. “He is as Islamic as we are,” he said. “He’s half American and half Yemeni. His father was from Yemen.” Najeed said this as if it explained everything. “You’ve taken all kinds of people across. He’s no different.”

Kabir held up his arm. “I don’t think he has paid the price we have paid in this war,” he said angrily. His hand was missing. His arm ended in a scarred stump.

Zeke looked at him and said nothing.

“Well, give him a chance. Do you want the money, or not?” asked Najeeb.

“Ok, Ok, sure,” said Kabir. The two men conferred in Arabic with their backs to Zeke, and then Kabir headed to the door, signaling to Zeke as an afterthought. “Come with me.” 

Zeke grabbed his small bag and followed the man outside.

 

* * *

 

The building was in disarray. It’s been bombed recently, Zeke thought. Possibly several times. The front door stood at an angle, one hinge attached and the others hanging loosely. It had been painted red long ago, and contrasted with the beige and gray colored walls of concrete and stone. There was rubble along the front of the building, apparently swept there from the street, which was clear.

“This way,” said Kabir, leading Zeke into the building. 

Inside, the structure was uneven, tilting to the left as if the foundation had been damaged, Zeke noticed immediately. They stepped into the living room, which was furnished with chairs and a table, almost military in its spartan decor. Light bulbs hung from open rafters by short extension cords. The cords were tied around the rafters. The inside walls were mostly made of brick and stone.

“Your room is in there,” said one man with the wrinkled skin of a nomad and wearing a black and yellow turban. He appeared to be the oldest. The others, based on their body language, appeared to defer to him. He pointed toward a door covered with a light patterned cloth. The others nodded. No one seemed to have anything else to say.

“Forgive me,” said Zeke. “Is there any food left? I haven’t eaten much today.”

The man with the turban frowned, and then he called out a command in rapid Arabic. 

Zeke understood him to be telling the women to prepare some food. Any woman within ear shot.

Zeke immediately heard noises in the kitchen, pans clanking and glasses chinking. Then he smelled bharat, a Syrian mix of spices. The fragrance filled the living room. A woman’s voice called out from the kitchen, “Alhusul ealaa huna.” Get in here, Zeke translated.

From one of the doorways closer to the kitchen, two young women stepped out from behind the curtain and, eyes cast down to the floor, stepped across the living room to the kitchen. Although their heads were covered, they were clearly westerners. Their skin that showed, their hands and wrists and the skin around their eyes, was pale and light colored. Zeke noticed that the hair on one girl’s wrists was blonde.

The girls filed through the living area and disappeared behind a curtain, into the kitchen.

When it happened, the action was surprisingly quick. Kabir re-entered the living room from behind a curtain, carrying a small cardboard box with his stump arm, rummaging through its contents with his good hand. Then he dropped the box to the floor and pointed the Makarov pistol at Zeke. It was a small, deadly gun, the Makarov PM, and Zeke recognized it as a side arm carried by the Russian military.

“Let me see what’s in your bag,” Kabir said.

Zeke set the bag on the floor and slid it toward Kabir. “What’s wrong?” he asked in Arabic. The bag slid to a stop between the two men, almost central to the small living area. 

Kabul stepped forward to retrieve it.

The tall man with the black and yellow turban, sitting on one side of the room near the wall, said, “Fool. You can’t shoot a gun in here. The bullets will bounce and you’ll kill us all…and yourself!”

“What’s wrong?” Zeke asked Kabir again.

“I think the trip here was worth more than you paid me,” said Kabir. The men in the room laughed quietly.

Kabir was rummaging through Zeke’s bag with his good hand, the pistol reversed and stuck under his bad arm. He found a billfold and held it up and said, “Ha!” He turned to the men along the walls and held out his prize for them to see.

Without a pause, Zeke took the two steps toward Kabir, surprising him. He slid the gun from under the man’s arm and, holding it in his left hand, he punched Kabir twice in the throat with short, straight jabs. Kabir dropped the wallet and the bag and fell to the ground, holding his neck and choking, trying to catch his breath. 

Zeke reversed the pistol and handed it to the man in the black and yellow turban. And then he turned to retrieved his bag. The man nodded at Zeke, and the gun disappeared beneath his robes. Moving Kabir to a more comfortable position, Zeke patted him down for weapons. He found none, and he unobtrusively slipped the man’s van keys from his pocket and dropped them into his bag.

“He is angry about his hand. He has been for years,” the man said. “Relax and have something to eat. He won’t bother you anymore.”

“Thank you,” said Zeke.

“We have a meeting to attend, but the women will feed you now.” The men, except for Kabir, who was still sitting on the floor, obviously feeling nauseous, exited the house.

 

* * *

 

Zeke slung his bag over his shoulder and went in search of the food. There were three women in the small kitchen area, and judging by the aromatic smell, they were preparing Syrian chicken, most likely with giant couscous. The oldest woman handed Zeke a plate of food and set a piece of pita bread on top of it. 

“Shukraan,” said Zeke. Thank you. The women made no eye contact with him.

He shrugged and sat at the wooden table where they had been working. The chicken was good. The distinct flavors of the cumin, cinnamon and garlic blend nicely, he thought to himself. He watched as the girls, the Cook sisters, cleaned up the prep table and began washing a large pot. Their movements were automatic, almost robotic, as they went about their chores, and they were silent.

Now to get them out of here, he thought.

“Ronald,” Zeke said aloud, vaguely, as if to himself. “Constance. Connie.”

He felt the palpable stiffening of both girls as they recognized their parents’ names. They continued their cleanup of the kitchen, but he sensed their sudden attentiveness. 

Zeke waited until the Syrian woman left the kitchen, and then he quickly finished his meal and scraped the scraps into a bucket that was on the floor near the kitchen sink. He set his plate in the sink, picked up the bucket and turned to the Cook girls. 

“Can you show me where to empty this?” he asked.

They nodded and stepped toward the door. The Syrian woman was returning to the kitchen, and she started to say something, but Zeke said, “Too late,” and sprayed her in the face with pepper spray. She shrieked and fell to the floor while holding her eyes and crying.

“Keep moving,” Zeke said to the girls. Behind the cloth in the living room, Zeke heard commotion. “Keep moving, I’ll show you where,” he repeated as they stepped out the red door and into the darkness. 





 

 


Chapter 49

 

The street was empty. 

“The bombs will start pretty soon,” said Andrea. The truck was still there, parked between two buildings in a narrow alley with just enough space to open one of the doors. Zeke climbed in and started it, and backed out far enough for the girls to open the passenger side door and climb in.

“How did you find us?” asked Andrea. “How did you know we were here?”

Catherine Cook was crying, now, with loud sobs of fear and relief. 

“Your phone call confirmed it,” said Zeke. “But we arrested the terrorists stateside who were coordinating the travel. They knew where you were being held.”

Zeke was driving the DHL van through the city streets as quickly as it would go. The extraction point was ninety minutes due west, just over the border in Reyhanli, Turkey. He hoped the truck would make the trip.

 

* * *

 

Hanson Brown, a young Royal Air Force lieutenant who had served two tours on gunships in Afghanistan, was charged with safely meeting and extracting Zeke and the Cook girls from a point outside of Reyhanli in the middle of the night. He had taken off from the RAF Akrotiri base on the south shore of Cyprus, and had flown east, low and quick, into Turkish airspace. He was presently protected by two Tornado GR4 fighters, one to his right and one at his six o’clock, behind and above him.

The Westland Lynx helicopter, a modified version of the model that RAF Lieutenant Brown was flying, had set the world speed record for helicopters years before, but now he was traveling at a more reasonable rate. He expected the trip to take no more than two hours. 

The vehicle, the Westland Lynx, was a military helicopter, this one painted in dark and light gray camouflage. This type chopper was routinely used in search and rescue, battlefield, anti-armor and anti-submarine warfare. Tonight’s mission was an extraction. 

By prearranged plan, Zeke, Andrea and Catherine were to wait for the RAF helicopter near a soccer stadium, north of the Turkish city. Traveling west from Aleppo on the 62 Syrian Highway, Zeke had driven the truck through the mountains to the M45 Syrian Highway, which became the D827 Turkish Highway at the border. They crossed the Turkish border at the Bab al-Hawa Border Crossing. Although this border crossing had been tightly guarded and even closed during the Syrian Civil War, it was momentarily opened for Zeke’s egress from Syria. The Turkish Brotherhood guards cheered as the worn yellow DHL van drove through the Cilvegozu gate, the “Gate of Winds.” The truck passed a 6th-century triumphal arch that had once been a part of the city wall. Now, six and a half miles northwest of the border crossing, in Turkey, the three waited in darkness just outside the empty stadium.

“Will they come for us?” asked Catherine.

“Yes,” said Zeke for what seemed like the hundredth time. He knew that the girls were stressed and out of their element, and he saw the strain of uncertainty on their faces. Catherine had become more chatty on the trip, and Andrea, conversely, had gone silent.

“Who’s picking us up?” asked Catherine, again.

“The Brits are sending someone for us,” said Zeke. 

“Why the Brits?”

“It’s a friend of a friend deal,” said Zeke. “It was the most expeditious way.”

 

* * *

 

The unique thwump-thwump sound of the helicopter blades grew louder. It was too dark to see it, but Zeke had a sense that the chopper was right above them, hovering and looking for a signal. Zeke flashed the small flashlight that he’d been holding for the last twenty minutes. Two long flashes. 

“Look at me, girls,” he said. “You’ll need your eyes.”

As they did, a quick, bright flash of the chopper’s floodlight confirmed the contact.

“Get ready to board when he lands,” Zeke shouted. “He’ll set it down long enough for us to climb aboard.”

“Where do we go?” asked Andrea. “How do we get on?”

“They’ll have a door open, and a couple strong young men to help you aboard,” said Zeke. “Just look for them. I’ll be right behind you.”

“I’m scared,” said Catherine, again.





 

 


Chapter 50

 

“Glad you’re good,” said Clive. “Seems like it got dicey there.”

“Yep,” said Zeke. “I appreciate the air support.”

They were standing in Clive’s office in Washington. Zeke stood at the window, looking across the street at the Department of Justice building. Clive busied himself with a paper file, laid open on his low office table. There was a steady rain falling outside and it had swollen traffic on the going-home side of Pennsylvania Avenue.

“The girls are back with their parents, whatever their condition,” Clive stated. 

“I’m not sure they’re the same girls who left, but yes,” Zeke agreed.

“Not much more you could have done, old man,” said Clive.

There was a momentary pause as each man grew pensive.

“How much luck was involved with you finding their location on the first try?” asked Clive.

“Not so much. Sa’ood, the student, told us that all of the recruits pass through Aleppo initially. The men, the leaders, want to see them, meet them and measure their commitment,” said Zeke. “But it was good timing.”

 

* * *

 

“It’s been quite a journey, this time,” said Clive. He was seated on a barstool in the Elephant & Castle pub during a busy happy hour. Zeke sat next to him. Between the assorted bottles on the shelves, they could see the entire room reflected in the mirror behind the bar. The bar was populated with an “after five” crowd of what looked like government workers, sharing a drink before their commute home. To Zeke, it seemed too formal. Everyone in the place was wearing a suit.

Zeke said, “It sort of was. Quite a journey.” He took a sip from the cold glass in front of him. “That’s good,” he said, of the Guinness Extra Stout.

“The stolen rifles, Roger’s murder on the cruise ship, on-campus terrorists, the Dulles thing, the Lailat al Mi’raj attacks. This one took on a life of its own.” Clive was nursing a Boodles Gin Martini in a lowball glass. He paused.

“We saved a lot of people,” Clive said. “And the FBI is closing down the other terror groups that Roger Taylor identified. It seems like his program was pretty well spot on accurate, in most cases.”

“Good thing,” said Zeke. “His program is what really led us through the progression.”

“Indeed,” said Clive, glancing in the mirror, checking the room automatically. 

“I’m available long-distance to help clean up the paperwork, but I’m heading south, back to the island,” said Zeke.

“For some well deserved down time,” said Clive. “Any plans?”

“Swim, sun, volleyball, judo, the usual,” said Zeke. “It’s almost summer. How about you?”

“Unfortunately, I believe that I’ll be stuck here for a while longer. I’ll need to coordinate with the FBI and help debrief the Dulles staff. And I have to spend some time with the feds, going through Roger Taylor’s lists. No rest for the weary,” said Clive.

“And perhaps there’s some recruiting planned, while you’re there at FBI headquarters,” said Zeke. 

“Perhaps,” said Clive. He took another small sip from his glass. 

Clive’s brown corduroy jacket had leather elbow patches and leather lapels, giving him an academic appearance. The round rimless glasses he wore complimented the look. 

Zeke finished his beer and stood. “I’ve got an appointment tomorrow,” he said. “I’ll be leaving in the morning.”

“A date, you mean,” said Clive. “That girl Tracy, the Secret Service agent who stopped by the office to meet with you. She seemed particularly happy when she arrived, humming and smiling around the offices. I figured it could be credited to you...”

“Good to know,” said Zeke. 

“Having a bit of the old ‘how’s your father’?” Clive teased.

Zeke ignored him. He put a couple of bills on the bar and walked out into the clear spring weather. The rain had stopped and he could smell the cherry blossoms as he stepped to the sidewalk and joined the harried pedestrians. Zeke smiled to himself.





 

 


Chapter 51

 

They were sitting on the front porch of the small Florida cottage, enjoying the warm morning breeze and salt air. Tracy and Zeke were sipping coffee with cream from heavy porcelain mugs, and breakfasting on wild blueberry Brie scones. The scones were from a nearby bakery Zeke had discovered after he’d moved in. And the blueberries are antioxidants, he thought, idly, high in anthocyanin. That’s good.

“The ocean makes all the difference,” said Tracy, dreamily. She bit the corner off a scone and sipped some coffee.

Tracy thought for a moment. “Is this a trade wind?” she asked.

Zeke smiled. “Nope.”

“I thought trade winds were the winds that pushed the sailing ships across the oceans, to islands like this one,” said Tracy.

“They were, but technically a trade wind blows from the northeast toward the equator. At least in the northern hemisphere.”

“Really? You know this?” Tracy smiled.

“Sure.” Zeke sipped his coffee. “The wind blows from the tropical high pressure belts further north to the low pressure zone at the equator. South of the equator it’s just the opposite, they blow from southeast to the west. And there are two sets of trade winds that circle the world.”

“But not on the west coast of Florida?” she asked.

“Nope. Mostly the trade winds are at sea,” said Zeke. “Not so much across the land. And generally further south.”

“Hmm,” said Tracy.

Tracy was wearing a light blue long-sleeved pinpoint oxford shirt with button down collars that she’d found hanging in Zeke’s closet. The sleeves were rolled up her forearms and the shirttails were protecting her modesty. She was curled on the white cushion in the rattan chair like a languid cat.

Zeke thought, She’s content. 

He said, “What would you like to do today?”

“I’m good. Are you kidding? Being away from the Atlanta traffic is vacation enough.”

“I know, it’s like you get an extra couple or three hours in your day,” he said. “Every day.”

“And low stress.”

“Exactly why I live here,” said Zeke. Truthfully, he didn’t know much different. He’d grown up in a marina in the Florida Keys, living much of his early life on a motorsailer named the West Wind. 

He thought for a moment. “How do you want to use all that extra time?” he asked.

Tracy smiled a spectacular smile. “I’m here to relax and enjoy…us,” she said. “It’s Memorial Day weekend. So, I’d say we should start with some more of that aggressive cuddling. And then we can wander down to the beach to rest up.”

“Actually,” said Zeke, “that sounds like an excellent way to spend a vacation. How long can you stay?”

“I’ll stay as long as I feel safe and loved,” she said.
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