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			Now, I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds. 

						

			 Robert Oppenheimer, quoting from the Bhagavad-Gita, after the explosion of the first test atomic bomb

			

						

			What the scientists have in their briefcases is terrifying.

			

			Nikita Khrushchev





			If only I had known, I should have become a watchmaker.

			

			Albert Einstein (apocryphal)

		


    	
			I wish to dedicate this book to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and all those who serve it.

		


    
			Praise for the Jack Kenyon FBI Series

			

			"Fast paced and totally engaging from beginning to end."

			Brian Brennan, award winning and best-selling author

			

			

			Praise for Magnus the Magnificent

			

			"It takes real talent to write a murder mystery about real people set in a real medieval castle in France. Magnus the Magnificent is just that strange creature – a compelling read that weaves fact and fiction, royalty and commoner and a little sexual exploration and skulduggery together."

			Calgary Herald 

		


		
			Glossary of Acronyms

			

			DGSI. Direction Générale de la Sécurité Intérieure, France’s internal security agency.

			DHS. Department of Homeland Security. US federal agency in charge of protecting US soil from terrorist attack.

			GIGN. Groupe d'intervention de la Gendarmerie nationale. Elite tactical unit of the French National Gendarmerie, responsible for counter-terrorism. 

			HEU. Highly Enriched Uranium. Material containing 
90 percent or more of uranium 235. Used for making nuclear weapons.

			LEU. Low Enriched Uranium. Material containing approximately 3 percent uranium 235. Used for nuclear reactors and medical devices.

			LLNL. Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory. Research complex instigated by the US military and UC of Berkeley to design nuclear weapons. Located in Livermore, California, 
40 miles east of San Francisco.

			MI5. Military Intelligence 5. UK federal intelligence agency responsible for domestic counter- intelligence and security.

			NRC. Nuclear Regulatory Commission. US federal agency responsible to licensing the use of nuclear materials, as well 
as auditing their disposal.

			SNM. Special Nuclear Materials. Nuclear materials employed for non-weapon uses.

		

		
			
			

		

		
		

	


		
			Chapter 1

			San Francisco, California. 

			Monday, March 18

						

			Jack Kenyon glanced at his watch. It was 7:30 am, a few minutes after dawn on a damp spring day in San Francisco. A cold wind was blowing in off the Bay, sweeping a curtain of rain west across the city until it encountered Twin Peaks Park.

			The FBI agent was standing at the north end of the park near the Twin Peaks Reservoir, where a cab had dropped him off. The large, concrete-encased pool of fresh water was part of the San Francisco Fire Department’s emergency response system, built in reaction to the uncontrolled fires that had destroyed much of the city after the 1906 earthquake. It was enclosed by a high steel frost fence and a fringe of pine and fir trees. 

			Normally, the area was deserted at this time of day, but now the strobe of red and blue emergency lights and police radio chatter filled the air.

			Jack spotted the compact form of Marcy Locke, a detective with the SFPD. He had worked with her the previous year on a fraud case that involved embezzling funds from a federal superfund earmarked for restoring waste sites in the Bay area. Locke’s diligent work had resulted in the arrest and imprisonment of several CEOs involved with the excavation of a PCB factory in Oakland.

			Buttoning the collar of his wool coat, Jack advanced through the underbrush to where Locke was standing. “What we have got here, detective?”

			Marcy turned, a smile appearing on her face. “Jack! Hey, it’s great to see you!”

			“Likewise.” Jack shook some of the rain off his sleeves. “I just wish it was under better circumstances.”

			“Me too.” Marcy, a pretty woman with dark brown eyes, long brunette hair and sensuous lips, had been coming off an acrimonious divorce during the embezzlement case and had pursued Jack as a pleasurable diversion. Jack had been appreciative of the attention from someone as warm and intelligent as Marcy, but had made it clear at the time that he wasn’t interested in a relationship. They had remained on good terms, both personally and professionally. 

			Marcy turned and pointed further into the underbrush. “We got a doozy.” She advanced to where a uniformed officer was standing beside a waterproof tarp that had been spread over a bulky object below. “Lance, can you give Jack a look?”

			The officer pulled back the tarp and Jack gave an involuntary gasp. A man lay face-up in the underbrush, his arms splayed out awkwardly. He was clad in a dark wool suit, the front of which was stained dark with blood. In contrast to the mayhem of his upper body, his legs had been placed together at the ankles so that his brown Oxford shoes pointed neatly outwards. 

			But it was the means of death that captured Jack’s attention. A crude axe with a short wooden handle stuck out from his forehead at a high angle. He turned to Marcy. “Has he been touched?”

			“Just to pull his wallet.” Marcy produced a pair of latex gloves similar to the ones she was wearing and handed them to Jack. She then removed a plastic evidence bag from a pouch slung around her shoulder and handed it to the FBI agent. “Victim’s name is Dag Hammerson, of North Bethesda, Maryland.”

			“Tourist?”

			 “No, he’s an investigator for the NRC.” 

			Hunching forward to keep the wallet dry, Jack tilted the contents to capture the thin morning light. The pale face of a man in his early fifties stared out from a laminated ID card. The obverse side of the card was decorated with the great seal of the United States, a white circle enclosing a bald eagle clutching an olive branch in one talon and a sheaf of arrows in the other. United States Nuclear Regulatory Commission was printed around the eagle. 

			“He’s a federal agent.”

			Marcy nodded. “When we saw that, we contacted your office.”

			Normally, Jack began work at 9 am on Mondays, but he had been on reserve roster. Any crime against a federal agent fell under the jurisdiction of the FBI, and the obligatory notification from the SFPD had precipitated an early morning call to his home. 

			Jack glanced at the rest of the contents in the wallet, over $300 in cash as well as several credit cards. “Robbery doesn’t seem to be a motive.”

			“No, and you don’t normally mug someone with an axe.”

			A police photographer arrived and began to set up his equipment. Marcy and Jack stepped back several feet to give him room. “Who found him?” asked Jack.

			“Neighbour out walking his pooch.” Marcy pointed to a cruiser, in which a man in a raincoat sat in the back seat clutching a wire-haired terrier in his lap. “It took off into the brush and bird-dogged the corpse.”

			“Did he see any suspicious cars or pedestrians?”

			“Nope. Had his head up under an umbrella and was in a hurry to get out of the rain.” Marcy shook some of the water out of her hair. “Who could blame him?” 

			Jack turned to inspect his surroundings. The nearest homes were at least 50-yards away. A narrow, unlit lane ran through the copse of trees growing on the SFFD property. The killers could have approached the victim without fear of being seen. But what was the victim even doing in this remote area in the middle of the night?

			Marcy seemed to read his mind. “We’ll have to get confirmation from the coroner, but my take is that he was moved.” She pointed towards the corpse as camera lights flashed. “A scalp wound like that produces a lot of blood, but there’s very little on the ground below him.”

			“Yeah, I see what you mean.” Jack scratched his head. “What do you make of the axe?”

			“It’s got a weird look. I’m no Daniel Boone, but it definitely isn’t something you’d pick up at a hardware store. It looks really old, like an antique.”

			Jack nodded. “You know what I don’t get; why leave it in his head? Why not get rid of the murder weapon?”

			Marcy shrugged. “Ritual killing. We see ninja stars, samurai swords, you name it. Usually, though, it’s done as a warning between two Asian gangs; you cross me and this is what you get.” She nodded toward the corpse. “This guy definitely ain’t Asian.”

			“And they usually dump the corpse in the opposition turf.” Jack glanced around. “I mean, what’s the point of leaving him in the middle of nowhere?”

			“Maybe their plans were interrupted.” Marcy began to walk back toward the road. Jack followed. She climbed into the driver’s side of an unmarked sedan, indicating Jack to join her in the passenger seat. Once inside, she unbuttoned her coat, lifted a steel coffee mug from its cup holder, and offered it to Jack. He smiled at the intimate gesture. He took a sip, then handed it to back to her. 

			Marcy took a swig, then activated the lap-top computer mounted to the dash. “I’m lead on the SFPD case. We’ll file a formal co-investigation with the FBI. You going to take it?”

			Jack nodded. “How do you want to divvy this up?”

			Marcy began punching buttons on the computer keyboard. “We’re going to follow up next of kin, search his San Francisco residence, run a background criminal check and put together a victim profile. I’ll send you the crime scene pix as soon as they’re in and copy you on whatever else we find.” 

			“Great. What about the axe?”

			“Forensics will check it for prints. We got a weapons expert at Berkeley who deals with this kind of weird shit – we’ll see if he can give us some leads on the perps.”

			“What do you want us to do?”

			“Find out from the NRC what Dag Hammerson was working on. I got a gut feeling it’s going to be relevant.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 

						

			An SFPD cruiser dropped Jack off at the FBI office. The HQ was located in the Phillip Burton Federal Building, an immense office tower located near City Hall. After passing through security at the entrance, he took the elevator to the 13th floor.

			Jasmine Leroi called out to him as he passed her open office door. “Whoa, partner, you are soaking wet! What did you do, swim to work?”

			“Just dredging up our latest case, Jazz.” Jack took off his overcoat and gave it a shake. “You busy right now?”

			Jasmine glanced at her computer screen. “Nothing that can’t wait. Watcha got?”

			“Axe murder.”

			“No way!”

			“Yes, way. I have to download some stuff from the SFPD. Can you round up Marge and Sam and meet me in the situation room in about 15 minutes?”

			Jack entered his own office and fired up his computer. As promised, Marcy had forwarded the crime scene photos and some initial victim information. He printed off several photos and a crime scene map.

			By the time Jack reached the situation room, the other FBI agents were already in attendance. Special Agent in Charge Marge Gonelli was sitting at the head of the table, sipping from a cup of tea and munching on a ginger snap. She was in her late 50s, with curly hair peppered with grey. She was short and stout and resembled someone’s grandmother, except for the unlit cigar hanging from the corner of her mouth. “Jazz says you got a hot one.”

			“Next featured attraction at Madame Tussauds house of horrors.” Jack pinned several photos to a large cork board on one wall.

			Samantha Van Dusen, Assistant Special Agent in Charge, walked up to the board. She had been re-posted from San Diego to San Francisco in order to take some of the load off Marge after the latter had almost succumbed to lung cancer. In her mid-30s, she had the tall, slim build, blonde hair and the cultivated manner of her Dutch ancestors who had pioneered Manhattan in the 1600s. “My word, that’s appalling,” she pronounced. 

			Marge snorted in typical Bronx fashion. “Hey, I thought you was kidding about axe murder. Who’s the stiff with the bad haircut?”

			Jack pinned up a standard employment photo. “Dag Hammerson, Age 53. Single. Resident of Maryland. Also, investigator for the Nuclear Regulatory Commission.”

			“So, that’s why SFPD called us in,” said Marge. “Who’s handling it from their end?”

			“Marcy Locke.”

			“Good.” Marge put the unlit cigar back into her purse, a large, shapeless leather bag she carried at all times. “That gal is one smart cookie. Where’d it happen?”

			Jack posted the map printout. “The victim was found at the north end of Twin Peaks Park in some scrub near the reservoir.” 

			“What’s the motive - robbery?” asked Samantha.

			“With an axe?” Jasmine Leroi was in direct contrast in appearance and demeanour to Van Dusen. Small, slim, her face the color of creamy coffee, she had been raised by her single mother in gritty Oakland. “Girl, you see many junkies dressed like Paul Bunyan in your neighbourhood?”

			Jack did his best not to smirk. Samantha was a lawyer by training and had spent most of her years at the FBI as a legal specialist; she was still trying to find her feet on the operations side. “No, Sam, robbery wasn’t a motive. There was more than $300 in his wallet.”

			Marge advanced to the cork board to examine the map. “Why bump him off at the reservoir?”

			“Marcy thinks he was murdered somewhere else and then dumped.” Jack pointed to a photo of the ground beneath the victim. “There was very little blood at the scene.”

			Jasmine studied a close-up of the impact. “Weird looking axe.”

			Jack nodded. “Marcy sent it to a weapons specialist at Berkeley. She thinks its provenance might be an important clue.”

			Samantha tapped a manicured finger against her chin. “I take it Detective Locke also suspects Mr. Hammerson’s profession might be relevant.”

			“Yeah, that’s where we come in,” said Jack. “Marcy is doing the standard victim background check and next-of-kin. She wants us to handle the NRC side.”

			“What’s NRC do?” asked Jasmine.

			“They’re the federal body that oversees anything to do with radioactive stuff,” said Marge. “They make sure that nobody does nothing funny with it.”

			“If Mr. Hammerson was here on business, there’s something odd going on,” said Samantha. “The NRC has agreements with most states to handle oversight duties locally. Nuclear materials are under the jurisdiction of the California Energy Commission in Sacramento. Officially, there’s no reason for Mr. Hammerson to be pursuing an investigation in San Francisco.”

			“Who’s his boss?” asked Marge.

			“It will likely be a manager at NRC HQ in Maryland,” said Samantha. “I know someone in administration who can find out for us.”

			“One of your lawyer pals from Cornell?” asked Jasmine.

			Samantha blushed. “Sorority sister, actually.”

			Jasmine rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

			Samantha pulled out her cell and dialed a number. She turned on the speaker phone when it was answered. 

			“Assistant Secretary Anne Bloomberg.”

			“Yes, this is FBI agent Samantha Van Dusen calling.”

			“Bunny!”

			Samantha blushed an even deeper shade of red. “I’m here in San Francisco with SAC Marge Gonelli, Agent Jack Kenyon and Agent Jasmine Leroi. We’re calling for your assistance in the murder of an NRC investigator.”

			“Ohmygod! Who?”

			“Mr. Dag Hammerson. We need to contact his supervisor.”

			Anne began typing on her computer. “I have him listed under Amanda Young. Oh, Lord, she’s going to be just heart-broken!”

			Samantha’s face grew grim. “Annie, can you please patch us through?”

			Amanda Young did indeed begin crying when Samantha broke the news. The agents listened to her weep for several seconds, before Marge spoke up.

			“Amanda, this is Agent Marge Gonelli in San Francisco. I’m awful sorry to have to break the news, but we gotta do it ‘cause there’s someone bad out there who did this to Dag and we got to catch them. We can call back if you’re too broke up to talk right now, but it would really help us if you could bring us up to speed.”

			Amanda sniffed heavily, then blew her nose. “I’ll…I’m alright. It’s just such a shock!”

			“I know it is, dear. Can you tell me what Dag does for the NRC?”

			“He’s an inspector.”

			“So, he goes around inspecting nuclear stuff?”

			Amanda took a deep breath. “Our chief mandate is to supervise the use of special nuclear materials, or SNMs.”

			“Like, atom bombs?”

			“Nuclear weapons fall under the domain of the Department of Defense,” said Amanda. “We handle all the civilian uses.”

			“This is Agent Jasmine Leroi. Does civilian use include fuel for nuclear reactors?”

			“Yes, that’s a big part of it. But there are a score of uses for SNMs, from medicine to scientific research and everything in between. We have over 20,000 licensed users in the US.”

			“What does Dag do most often?” asked Marge.

			“He audits the records of licensed users to ensure that every gram of SNM is accounted for,” said Amanda. “But he also handles investigations into allegations of theft, fraud, and unauthorized attempts to gain access to SNMs.”

			“What is he doing in San Francisco?” asked Marge.

			Amanda ruffled some pages. “We had a tip from UCENT, one of our licensees in New Mexico that enriches uranium. Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory in California ordered 100 kg of low enriched uranium, or LEU. It was out-of-spec to their previous orders, and, as per regulations, UCENT passed it on to us. We assigned Dag to do the follow-up investigation.”

			“Doesn’t the California Energy Commission have authority in this case?” asked Samantha. “Why send Dag?”

			“The NRC leads when there’s a multi-jurisdiction incident,” said Amanda. “We’re kind of like the FBI when there’s a cross-state crime.” 

			“We’re going to need to see Dag’s case record,” said Marge. “Can you send it to us?”

			“I’m sorry - I don’t have universal access to ongoing investigations. I’ll have to obtain formal authority from the director to gain access to Dag’s files.”

			Marge spoke softly. “Time is of the essence, Amanda.”

			Amanda’s voice was firm. “Trust me, I’ll do everything I can to help you catch Dag’s murderer. I’m going to call our liaison officer at Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, Dr. Dev Patek, and arrange for you to interview him. You can start there while I get clearance on Dag’s files.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3  

						

			Mid-morning traffic was light as Jack and Jasmine drove east toward Livermore. They crossed San Francisco Bay using the San Meteo Bridge, then headed inland on Hwy 580, traversing a range of scrub-covered hills and descending into a broad valley of pastureland and suburban villages.

			Traffic dwindled between towns. Jack placed the car on cruise control then glanced over at his partner. “Hey, Jazz, what’s up?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“What’s going on with you and Sam? Has she been questioning your work?”

			Jasmine shrugged. “No.”

			Jack was silent for a moment. “Has she been prejudicing you in any way?”

			“No.”

			Jack was relieved. Jasmine had the double distinction of being an African-American and gay. “So…?”

			“Girl gets under my skin, that’s all.” Jasmine turned to Jack. “You know what really bugs me? They didn’t ask you to be ASAC.”

			“Even if they did, I would’ve turned them down.” Jack returned his attention to the road. “Who’d else would be crazy enough to be your partner?”

			“Huh. You got that right.” 

			Jack glanced over to see a trace of a smile in Jasmine’s face. “We still on for tonight?”

			“Yeah. Ryan’s back this afternoon from her flight to Mexico City, so she’ll be picking up the balloons and stuff.”

			Ryan, Jasmine’s partner, was a commercial pilot for an international courier service, and was often out of town. Her son Bobby turned five today, and she had promised to be back to help him celebrate with a dinner party. Jack was bringing a coleslaw salad made by his downstairs neighbour Bronson.  

			Most of all, Jack enjoyed the opportunity to play with Bobby. “I got him a baseball mitt for his birthday,” he said.

			Jasmine rolled her eyes. “Now that’s original.”

			Jack laughed. “Wait ‘til I get him a pony.”

			Livermore was a typical California inland town, with broad paved streets, white clap-board bungalows on large lots, and innumerable strip shopping malls. Jack followed his GPS to the east end of town, where the Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory was located. 

			The LLNL was one square mile in size, surrounded by a high fence and a 200-yard no-go zone. It had originally been built by UC Berkeley after World War II as part of the US government’s efforts to further develop nuclear weapons. It had since grown to encompass a wide range of military, research and civilian usage of nuclear materials.

			Jack entered at the west gate, stopping at a security kiosk. He had called Dr. Patek after their talk with Amanda Young, and the senior administrator had arranged passes for the agents. The security guard gave them a map and directions, and they entered.

			Both agents were immediately struck by the unique nature of the LLNL complex. Some of the buildings resembled typical campus structures built from red brick, while others were modern edifices clad in glass and steel. They drove for one-quarter mile down a broad, tree-lined avenue until they came to a modest, two-story office block.

			A security guard met Jack and Jasmine at the entrance and escorted them upstairs to the mezzanine level. They announced their presence to a receptionist, who contacted the chief administrator by phone.

			Dr. Dev Patek was a short man of slight build and dark skin. He wore thick glasses and his hair cut short. He greeted the FBI agents with a sad expression. “I was so sorry to hear about poor Mr. Hammerson. A tragedy, indeed.”

			“We assure you, the FBI won’t leave any stone unturned in our efforts to find those responsible,” said Jack. “Anything you can tell us will help our efforts tremendously.”

			“Yes, of course!” Dr. Patek’s mood improved perceptively. He placed a surprisingly large hand on Jack’s shoulder and spread the other toward Jasmine in an expression of welcome. “Please, come into my office, and we can talk further.”

			The contents of Dr. Patek’s office were a combination of administrative and research paraphernalia. Posters of elemental properties shared the walls with press photos of scientists, politicians and astronauts. Piles of budget folders jostled for space among computer printouts. 

			“You must forgive the mess, I wear so many hats.” Dr. Patek lifted stacks of paperwork off two office chairs. “Please, sit down.” He settled down in a chair behind his desk. “Tell me how I can help.”

			Jasmine leaned forward. “Dr. Patek, do you mind first telling us a little about yourself and your work?”

			Dr. Patek absently scratched his head for a second. “I personally hold a PhD in physics, graduating from the University of Berkeley in 1998. I came to LLNL as a post-doctorate in order to work on the medical applications of SNMs. Specifically, the uses of Molybdenum 99 for non-invasive, internal tests.”

			 “Can you explain that in layman’s terms?” asked Jack.

			“Gladly.” Dr. Patek stood and approached a color poster adjacent to his desk. “This is a schematic breakdown of the process of diagnostic nuclear medical imaging, which is the formal name of the technology that images blood flowing in the arteries.” He tapped a pointer against an image of a man dressed in hospital gown and lying on a gurney. “A dilute solution containing the nuclear element technetium 99 is injected into the patient, where it emits low levels of radiation that create high quality internal images.”

			“What diseases is it good for?” asked Jasmine.

			“It is especially useful to diagnose problems with heart muscles, as well as the spread of cancer in the bones.”

			“But doesn’t the radiation cause problems for the patient?” asked Jack.

			“The beauty of technetium 99 is that it has a very short half-life, only a few hours, before it decays to a harmless, inert substance. The total amount of radiation is less than that of an X-ray.”

			Dr. Patek once again turned to the poster, tapping his pointer onto an image of a squat building with a round dome. “But that is also its main drawback. In order to make technetium 99, you need molybdenum 99, which is created in highly-enriched uranium nuclear reactors. There are only five such HEU reactors in the world producing molybdenum 99, and they are getting well beyond their active-design life. It’s a matter of when, not if, these reactors eventually close.” 

			“So, you’re looking for an alternative source?” asked Jasmine.

			“Indeed. We have shown that molybdenum 99 can be made using low enriched uranium, like that we acquire from UCENT in New Mexico. Our procedure produces a lot less molybdenum 99 than the HEU reactors, but LEU has the advantage of being able to create many more small-scale reactors near to nuclear medical facilities.”

			Jasmine continued. “Dr. Patek, did Amanda Young explain to you why we’re here?”

			“Just that Mr. Hammerson was murdered while investigating a suspicious LEU order originating from LLNL. She couldn’t be more specific. Do you have a copy of the order?”

			Jasmine shook her head, no. “We’re waiting for Amanda to get clearance to access Mr. Hammerson’s detailed investigation files, so none of us have a lot to go on at this point. Did Mr. Hammerson discuss any of this with you?”

			“No, he called to set up an interview, but I’ve been away at a conference in Copenhagen. We were scheduled to meet later this week.”

			“Have you gone through your UCENT order forms at this end?” asked Jack.

			Dr. Patek opened a drawer in his desk and drew out a file filled with papers. “I ordered all documentation going back a year. Here, I’ll show you.” The scientist took the file over to a large table, where the two agents joined him as he spread the documents out. “You can see they’re all straight-forward. We list the amounts, the recipient and the research project.”

			Jack tapped one of the forms. “Is this number the amount?”

			Dr. Patek glanced over Jack’s shoulder. “Yes, it’s an order for 100 mg of LEU.”

			“Is that, like, around four ounces?” asked Jasmine.

			Dr. Patek nodded affirmative. “Approximately.”

			“We were told the order in question involved an amount of 100 kg of LEU,” said Jack. 

			Dr. Patek shook his head in astonishment. “We never order that much! We only need tiny fractions of LEU.’

			“Is 100 kg of LEU enough to make an atomic bomb?” asked Jasmine.

			Dr. Patek rubbed his chin in concentration. “In theory, yes. But in practice, no.”

			“I’m confused.”

			 “I’ll explain.” Dr. Patek advanced to a black board and picked up piece of chalk, drawing a round ball with orbit trails around it. “This is one atom of uranium 235, the element in a fission bomb.” He drew a small ball above the uranium 235 with an arrow pointing to the uranium. “This is a neutron. When it strikes the uranium 235, the latter splits into two other elements. The process, which is called nuclear fission, releases a tremendous amount of destructive energy.”

			“So, why can’t you use LEU to make a fission bomb?” asked Jack.

			“Most uranium ore is made of the uranium 238 isotope, which is useless as nuclear bomb material,” said Patek. “But the raw uranium ore contains a tiny amount of uranium 235, which has to be painstakingly separated. LEU contains 3 percent of uranium 235, which is sufficient for use in nuclear reactors and research.”

			“So, you need more concentration of uranium 235 for a bomb?” asked Jasmine.

			“A fission bomb contains 90 percent uranium 235. LEU would be useless without further concentration.”

			“I take it that’s a tough proposition,” said Jack.

			“You’d need thousands of centrifuges working for months. And, in the end, 100 kg of LEU might yield less than 3 kg of uranium 235, which is just at the theoretical threshold of fissile reaction.”

			“Could you make a dirty bomb with LEU?” asked Jack. “You know, blow it up with dynamite and scatter it widely over a city?”

			“Uranium 235 is not highly radioactive.” Dr. Patek tapped the drawing on the chalk board for emphasis. “The fission products, krypton and barium, are highly radioactive, but they don’t exist until you can get the uranium 235 to blow up.”

			Jack took out his cell phone and took pictures of both the poster and Dr. Patek’s chalk drawings. He extended his hand toward Dr. Patek. “Thanks, doctor. This helps a great deal.”

			The scientist shook Jack’s hand, as well as Jasmine’s. “I hope my physics lesson wasn’t too boring.”

			“We’ll be back in touch when we have more detailed information regarding the order,” said Jasmine. She pulled out a card from her suit jacket. “In the meantime, don’t hesitate to call if you come across any relevant information.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4 

						

			Jack and Jasmine made good time back to the city, running against the outgoing late-afternoon traffic. Marge and Samantha were still in the office when they arrived.

			“You wouldn’t believe the physics lesson we got,” said Jasmine. “My head is still spinning.”

			“Oy, I hated physics,” said Marge. “That’s what I like about the FBI; nobody asks you the theory of gravity when you shoot somebody.”

			Jack had downloaded his photos and printed off copies for the cork board. “You want the lesson or the synopsis?”

			“Let’s keep it simple, cookie,” said Marge.

			“OK. This stuff on the mystery order is called low enriched uranium, or LEU. It contains 3 percent of uranium 235, which is a fissile element, which means it splits in two and emits a big bang when it’s hit by a neutron.”

			Marge crossed her eyes. “Hey, professor, get to the point.”

			“LEU can’t be used to make an atomic bomb. For that, you need highly-enriched uranium, or HEU, which is 90 percent concentration.”

			Samantha tilted her head to one side as she studied the photos. “So, this means that whoever ordered the LEU wasn’t trying to make a bomb?”

			“Not unless they had access to like, a zillion centrifuges,” said Jasmine. “You can’t even use this LEU to make a dirty bomb.”

			 “Jazz is right.” Jack tapped the photo of Dr. Patek’s chalk drawing. “LEU isn’t highly radioactive. You need a nuclear reaction to create it.”

			“OK, so whoever tried to order this stuff wasn’t doing it for any obvious terrorist reasons,” said Marge. “What does that leave us?”

			“Not a lot,” said Jack. “We’re going to have to wait until Amanda can turn over Dag’s files before we have any leads.”

			 Marge stood up. “OK, gang. “Let’s call it a day and re-group tomorrow.”

			Jack had just enough time to race home and change into a pair of jeans and a T shirt before grabbing his present and running down the stairwell to the main porch. He owned the upper half of a Queen Anne home in Russian Hill, just west of Columbus Ave. His neighbour on the main floor was a former stage costume designer named Bronson. 

			Jack banged on Bronson’s front door. “Hey, you there?”

			A slim man with silver hair and dressed in an Oxford shirt and pressed trousers answered the door. “Just finished.” He held out a sealed plastic container containing the coleslaw. “Give the birthday boy a big hug from Uncle Bronny!”  

			“Will do.” Jack glanced at the sky. “Think it will rain tonight?”

			Bronson sniffed the air. “Nope. Offshore breeze. You should be good to take the Bobber.”

			Jack thanked Bronson and scurried to the back of their house. A one-car garage had been built into the ground floor. Jack opened the door and turned on the light, revealing two motorcycles.  The first was a 1969 Norton Commando, shrouded with a dust cover. Jack had spent six months pulling the bike apart and completely restoring it. 

			The second was a brand new Bonneville Bobber, a 1200cc cycle with bob-tail rear and a single floating saddle seat mounted only 27 inches off the pavement. Jack pulled on a leather jacket and placed the coleslaw and birthday present in the saddlebag. He donned a black-colored helmet with full chin protection and visor, then wheeled the bike out onto the street. 

			Rush hour traffic was still relatively heavy, but Jack drove between lanes, weaving around slow-moving buses, trucks and SUVs. Normally, he would expect honks and shouts from annoyed drivers while driving the Norton, but there was something about the throaty rumble and bad-boy looks of the Bobber that kept expressions of their wrath down to the occasional finger.

			Jack soon reached his destination. After their wedding, Jasmine had moved in to Ryan’s home located in Central Richmond. The neighbourhood, sitting north of Golden Gate Park, was filled with suburban homes built in a variety of styles. 

			Jack parked on the street in front of a Spanish style, two story home clad in coral adobe.  He knocked on the door and was greeted by a girl in a pink tutu. “Are you the clown?” she asked.

			“No, I’m the magician. Do you want to see a trick?”

			She nodded solemnly, and Jack reached forward and plucked a chocolate wrapped in candy foil out of her ear. “Here, sweets for the sweetie.”

			“I want an iPhone.” She took the candy and wandered into the party.

			Jack followed her, stopping to get a kiss on the cheek from Ryan. “How’s it going?”

			“It’s going crazy!” Ryan was tall and buxom, with the blonde hair and radiant smile of a California girl. Several children ran shrieking past her. “It’s a madhouse!”

			“I can see that.” Jack held up the coleslaw. “What should I do with this?”

			“Mom’s in the kitchen. She’ll find a bowl.” Ryan went chasing after a small boy carrying an antique flower vase.

			Doris, an older version of Ryan, was busy at the kitchen counter laying out a platter of cookies. Jack came up behind and gave her a kiss on the cheek as he stole a cookie. “You need some help?”

			Doris looked over her shoulder. “You bring your gun? The place is full of critters.”

			“Sorry, I didn’t.”

			“Then round a few up and take ‘em out back. We have a piñata set up under the lemon tree.”

			Jack whistled for Bobby, and the birthday boy led a procession out to the back yard. A papier-mâché kangaroo had been suspended from a branch. Several blindfolded children tried with little success to break it open; Jack finally gave it a tremendous whack with the stick and a waterfall of candy cascaded onto the lawn.

			After all the presents were opened, Jack grilled hotdogs while Ryan, Jasmine and Doris piled plates with food. Bobby’s guests sat on the lawn, eating watermelon and birthday cake until they fell into a stupor. Shortly thereafter, mothers arrived to pick up their broods, carrying away balloons and party favours. Ryan and Jasmine waved to them as they pulled away.

			The adults gathered in the kitchen. “I’m glad that happens only once a year,” said Doris, as she poured herself a healthy glass of chardonnay. “Thank God we didn’t have three kids.”

			Ryan kissed her mother on the forehead. “I might have liked a brother and sister.” She turned and gave Jack a hug. “Bobby loved your gift.”

			“I’m glad.” Jack grabbed a bottle of beer from the fridge and joined them at the table. “Why didn’t Carmen come tonight?”

			 Ryan and Doris glanced at each other. “I think you’d better ask Jazz about that.”

			Jack took another beer out of the fridge and went out the back door. Jasmine was sitting on the back steps, staring at the broken kangaroo that still hung from the tree. He sat down beside his partner and gave her a bottle. “Nice party.”

			Jasmine clinked the bottle against Jack’s. “Thanks.”

			“I was hoping your mom might be coming tonight. Man, I love her ribs.”

			Jasmine smiled ruefully. “We don’t’ see a lot of Carmen around here. She’s too busy.”

			“Really? With what?”

			Jasmine took a swig from her beer. “Her church quilting group.”

			“Oh.” Jack knew Carmen belonged to a strict Baptist order that frowned on homosexuality. “She that devout?”

			Jasmine shrugged. “Let’s say our marriage don’t go down big with the ladies who Bingo.”

			Jack understood the power of the cold shoulder. “I hope she comes around.”

			Jasmine stared out into the darkening yard. “Yeah. Me too.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Tuesday, March 19

						

			The morning dawned misty and cold. Jack arose well before dawn and drank a cup of hot coffee to chase away the cobwebs. He then donned a pair of warm-up pants, runners and a water-proof jacket and headed out the door.

			Running always cleared his mind. He headed east at a steady pace, the streets all but deserted. He crossed Columbus Ave and headed north on Stockton Street. He dodged around a commercial garbage truck that was busy unloading the contents of a restaurant dumpster into its rear compartment. When he reached Lombard Street, he turned east and headed for Coit Tower.

			As he ran, he thought about the night before. Ryan’s mother Doris had been very supportive of her marriage to Jasmine, delighted that there was someone in her daughter’s life who could both love her and help with Bobby’s care. It worried him that Jasmine’s mom Carmen didn’t feel the same way. He just couldn’t imagine rejecting your own child because of their sexuality.

			Jack pondered the circumstances of his own life. He grew up thinking he was an orphan, adopted by Cyrus and Daisy Kenyon and raised on a ranch in Montana. As a child, he fantasized about his real parents, wondering if they were rich or poor, loving or aloof, and the circumstances of their demise. 

			He was, in fact, born out of wedlock by Cyrus and Daisy’s daughter Lydia and secretly given to them at birth in order to protect his life. He only learned his true identity during an FBI investigation in the UK. His natural father, Raymond Legrand, had been married to Inga, the daughter of Rupert Ingoldsby, a ruthless industrialist who would have thought nothing of killing both of them had he known of the tryst. Lydia’s fears proved correct when Inga ruthlessly murdered her and almost succeeded in killing Jack, as well.

			By the time Jack reached the base of Coit Tower, he was fully warmed up. Peeling back the water proof jacket and tying it around his waist, he began to sprint up the curving road that led to the apex of the hill. His heart-rate quickly escalated as he raced up the incline, pumping his arms and legs in unison. He flashed past a man walking his Labrador, the dog barking in excitement and tugging at his leash. 

			Jack kept the pace up for 400-yards, until he reached the parking lot at the top. He did a few slow laps in the roundabout that circled the stature of Christopher Columbus, then turned and headed down the hill at a leisurely pace. He repeated the routine twice more, until his legs were burning with fatigue.

			The city was beginning to awake as Jack jogged back home. A bakery truck was stopped at the curb on Stockton Street, delivering bread to a deli. He cut through Washington Square, frightening a flock of pigeons into flight. Customers were coming out of a coffee shop on Union Street, steam wafting from their cups.

			When he reached home, he did some stretches on the front steps. There was little he could do to change Carmen’s mind, he realized. Perhaps, in time, she might relent. In the meantime, he would support Jasmine and help care for Bobby as best he could.

			San Francisco’s Office of the Medical Examiner was located south of the downtown core, in the neighborhood of Bayview – Hunters Point. The area had once been rife with run-down warehouses and decrepit docklands, but had since been gentrified by urbanites seeking relatively affordable housing near the downtown core. 

			Much of it had yet to be reclaimed, however. Jack and Jasmine drove south along 3rd Street through a landscape that few tourists ever ventured to see; block after block of brownfield lots, rusty warehouses and abandoned grain elevators. They crossed the drawbridge over Elias Creek and turned left onto Cargo Way, driving for several hundred yards towards the shore. 

			The Office of the Medical Examiner was almost brand-new; a modern, three story edifice clad in blue and silver metal. They parked on the street and entered through the main doors. 

			Detective Marcy Locke had contacted Jack earlier in the morning to let the FBI know that the ME office had completed the preliminary autopsy report and had scheduled a meeting at 2 pm. They arrived on time, only to learn that the assistant medical examiner in charge of the homicide had been held up. They were ushered into the examination room, where they met with Detective Locke.

			“Marcy, you know my partner Jasmine Leroi,” said Jack.

			Jasmine shook her hand. “Call me Jazz. Jack says a lot of great things about you.”

			Marcy smiled. “I’m flattered.” She waved a file she was holding toward a cluster of chairs between two stainless steel examination stations. “Why don’t we go through some background while we wait?”

			They sat down and Marcy began reading from the papers in the file. “Single, no kids, no known enemies, no criminal record. Guy’s pretty clean.”

			“Drug, alcohol or gambling addictions?” asked Jasmine.

			“Nothing on file for gambling. We’ll get a tox from Doc Romero.”

			“You talked to his boss Amanda Young in Maryland?” asked Jack.

			“Yeah. Her and her crew are pretty shook up. Says it’s the first homicide of an NRC agent.” 

			“Any word on when we can get his investigation records?” asked Jack.

			“Amanda says she should have them to you later today.”

			“Good,” said Jasmine. “All we’ve been able to check so far is the LLNL lab, and they weren’t even aware of the phony order for LEU. We’re sucking on fumes for leads.”

			A middle-aged woman in a white lab coat entered the room. She had dark, shoulder-length hair held clear of her face with a pair of silver clips. She warmly clasped Marcy’s shoulder in greeting, then shook hands with Jasmine and Jack. “I apologize for being tardy.” She held up a clipboard. “I have copies of the autopsy report that you can look at while we wheel out the victim.”

			Jack, Jasmine and Marcy perused the documents. “No drug residues except a cold remedy and minor alcohol levels consistent with the supper contents found in his stomach,” said Jack. 

			“Time of death just after midnight,” noted Jasmine.

			“Give or take an hour,” said Dr. Romero. “The timing and intensity of the rain that night widens the estimate.”

			“I see you note that the body was moved,” said Marcy. “That’s what I thought, too.”

			“Lack of blood under the corpse and the rigidity of the joints in their final positions would indicate the body had been moved from its original crime scene and deposited at the final location about three hours before it was found.”

			“So, they drove around town for two hours with a corpse in the back of their vehicle looking for a quiet spot to dump it?” asked Marcy.

			Dr. Romero tilted her head to one side, thinking. “In my experience, most victim transports take place quickly, as being caught with a corpse in transit can be entered at trial as prima facie evidence of a capital crime. My guess for the delay would be that it took a few hours to decide what to do with the remains.”

			“Meaning that the murder wasn’t planned?” said Jasmine.

			Dr. Romero squinted her eyes. “Now that you mention it, there’s one or two indications that have me leaning in that direction.” 

			A muscular technician with a tattoo of a falcon on his neck entered the room wheeling a gurney. He parked the metal stretcher adjacent to an examination station and locked the wheels. 

			Dr. Romero removed the white linen shroud. The victim was naked, the pale skin of his chest riven by a large incision that had been crudely re-stitched. “No abnormalities with internal organs or superficial wounds in front,” said Romero. “Abrasions on the wrists indicate captivity at some point when he was alive.” 

			Dr. Romero pointed to the forehead, where the scalp had been peeled back several inches to give a clear view of the skull. She drew attention to the wound. “As you can see, the axe cleaved the skull and pierced the prefrontal lobes of the brain. Death would have been almost instantaneous.”

			Dr. Romero picked up a scalpel from the examination station and pointed to the edge of the wound. “Two things; first, the victim was struck only once, and second, the axe appears to have been flung, not struck.”

			“Say what?” asked Jasmine.

			Dr. Romero stepped back several paces and raised her right arm in the air, her hand positioned as though holding the shaft of an axe. She made a forward motion, launching an imaginary weapon into the air toward the corpse. “The killer threw the axe.”

			“How can you tell?” asked Jack.

			“The nature of the cleavage. I made a cast of the axe blade before it was sent to your expert and compared it to the wound. The axe entered the skull at a high angle indicating that the murderer was either significantly taller than the victim, or that the axe was rotating in a fashion consistent with being thrown.”

			Dr. Romero continued. “There’s something else; the axe itself. I’m not that knowledgeable, but it’s clearly not something you would normally use in the commission of a murder.”

			“Do you think it has some ritual significance?” asked Jack.

			“I’ll leave that up to your expert,” said Dr. Romero. “If I had to speculate, I’d say it had more to do with improvisation. They didn’t initially decide to murder the victim, but when they did, they grabbed the first available weapon.”

			It was late afternoon by the time Jasmine and Jack got back to the FBI office. Samantha Van Dusen was waiting to greet them. “I just heard back from Annie in Maryland,” she said. “NRC is sending Dag’s documents to Jack as we speak.”

			“Good,” said Jack. “Jazz, you show Sam and Marge what the ME found, and I’ll make a copy of Dag’s reports.”

			By the time Jack entered the situation room, Jasmine had covered the highlights as Sam and Marge read through the autopsy report. 

			“It simply gets more and more abnormal,” said Sam. “It’s almost like an accidental homicide.”

			“Oh, it’s real, alright,” said Jasmine. “What’s hinky is the motive. Maybe some kind of a shakedown by Dag that went wrong?”

			“All indications are that Dag was on the up-and-up,” said Jack.  “If anything, it’s probably the reverse; they tried to bribe the wrong guy and it all went sideways.”

			“I like it,” said Marge. She looked at the pile of documents in Jack’s hand. “Any smokin’ gun in that pile?”

			“I haven’t had a chance to check. From what I can see, there are background documents, his case notes, a surveillance log and photos.” He divided the papers into several piles. “Let’s go through each in turn and compare notes.”

			Marge flipped through the background documents and lifted out an invoice. “Here’s the order from LLNL to UCENT.” She handed it to Jack. “I don’t have my cheaters - you check the fine print.”

			Jack read through the document. “Yeah, it says 100 kg, alright. That’s what tripped the booby wire.”

			“There’s a bunch of photos shot in front of a warehouse,” said Jasmine. “Folks coming and going. Licence plates.” 

			Jack picked up the surveillance log. “We can match them to a time and date, but I don’t see any analysis.”

			Marge tapped the invoice. “I say you and Jazz get out to New Mexico first thing tomorrow and interview them folks at UCENT. We got to follow Dag’s trail and see where it leads us.”

			Jasmine coughed. “Marge, I may have a bit of a conflict.”

			“What is it, Jazz?”

			Jasmine spoke in a low voice. “It’s Bobby.”

			“Your little sweetums? Is he alright?”

			“He’s running a fever. Ryan’s out of town. I could leave him with his Granma…”

			Samantha spoke up. “I’ll go.”

			Jasmine looked dubious. “You sure?”

			“I’d be happy to.” Sam smiled ruefully. “The only engagement I have tonight is with Netflix.”

			Jasmine turned to Jack. “You OK?”

			Jack placed his hand on Jasmine’s shoulder. “No problem. We’ll be back tomorrow. In the meantime, you go through Dag’s files and flag our next leads.”

			Jasmine smiled. “Will do, partner.”

			That evening, it began to rain heavily as Jack prepared to go out for dinner, so he opted to stay in and bake a pizza. He started from scratch, mixing a packet of yeast into hot water and brown sugar. He then took out a bag of fine flour that he had purchased at an Italian grocer and stirred in the foaming yeast, making a mound of firm dough.

			As the dough rose, he pulled out a bottle of beer from the fridge and turned on a jazz station out of Seattle. He then cut a mix of onions, olives, mushrooms and red pepper. For the sauce, he blended a jar of crushed Roma tomatoes with garlic and herbs de Provence. By the time he was done, the dough had risen. 

			The oven chimed to indicate it had warmed up. Taking the ball of dough in his flour-covered hands, Jack pounded it into a disk, then began to twirl it in the air. He had worked in the kitchen of an Italian restaurant during his sophomore year at college, and a man from Naples had shown him how to use centrifugal force to shape the dough into thin crust. Puffs of flour drifted through the kitchen as he spun the dough higher and higher, trying all the while not to drop it on the floor.

			When it was thin enough, Jack placed the crust on a tray greased with olive oil. After browning the crust for a few minutes, he covered the pan with the sauce and vegetables, topping it all with mozzarella cheese. After 15 minutes in the oven, he tipped it onto a bamboo cutting board and cut it into slices.

			Loading up his plate, Jack took his beer into the dining room and sat at the couch, the plate in his lap. As the rain pounded against the glass in his bay window, he pondered the circumstances surrounding the death of Dag Hammerson. He knew from experience that an axe was used in crimes of rage, often against family members. But what motive would someone have to throw it at the head of a virtual stranger? Dr. Romero had said it might have been a weapon chosen by expediency, but it still didn’t chime. He hoped that their trip to New Mexico would help make sense of it all.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6 

			Wednesday, March 20

						

			Jack took a taxi early the next morning to the San Francisco International Airport’s domestic terminal. The first rays of dawn were spilling through the long row of windows that ran beneath the roof of the modern concourse. With a shoulder bag slung over his shoulder, he made his way to the check-in counter for New Mexico Airlines.

			Samantha was waiting at the counter. She was dressed in a navy blue fitted jacket and skirt. Her hair was done up in a braid. She waved their boarding passes in the air as Jack approached. “Hurry up, lazybones. We’ve only got two minutes before they take off without us.”

			The agents scurried to their boarding gate where a steward quickly scanned their tickets and led them aboard. The aircraft was a small commuter jet, sitting two on each side of a single aisle. They stowed their luggage above their seats and settled in for takeoff. The jet taxied out to a runway and they were soon eastward bound for Albuquerque.

			Jack, at Samantha’s insistence, had taken the window seat. He happily gazed out, enjoying the view of the bay as it quickly passed beneath, then the Central Valley, and finally the majestic, snow-capped peaks of the Sierra Nevada, their tips streaked with gold with the first rays of the sun. 

			Jack tapped Samantha on the shoulder and pointed out the window. “You can see Yosemite.”

			Samantha, who was accepting a coffee from the flight attendant, kept her gaze averted. “I’m sure it’s lovely.”

			Jack turned back to look at Samantha. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of flying.”

			Samantha tore a pack of artificial sweetener open, poured it into her coffee then furiously stirred the fluid. “I am not afraid of flying. I just have a healthy respect for it.” 

			Jack leaned back in his chair. “Oh, kind of like I have a healthy respect for spiders. I get it.”

			“It’s not a phobia.”

			Jack crossed his arms across his chest and grinned. “No, then what it is?”

			Samantha reddened. She tilted her head down and spoke quietly. “My parents were killed in a plane crash when I was ten.”

			Jack felt like a complete fool. “I’m sorry…I didn’t mean to tease you about something so serious. I didn’t know anything about it.”

			“Oh no?” Samantha lifted her chin. “It was all over the news at the time. My father was the head of the largest railway in the Eastern Seaboard. The tabloid headlines called me Poor Little Orphan Sammy.”

			Jack cringed. “That must have been awful.” The mountain range, spread so majestically below, no longer beckoned. “I’m sorry I brought up such a painful memory.”

			“It’s all right. My therapist tells me it’s better to talk about it than ignore it. She says it helps to remind me of all the wonderful memories I cherish.”

			“I never thought about it that way. Even having spent a few years with them is very precious.”

			Samantha smiled slightly. “I had a pony when I was five. My father would sit me in the saddle and lead it around the back pen in our summer home on Nantucket. I would cling to the saddle horn and shriek with laughter.”

			“That is a beautiful memory. What was the name of the pony?”

			“Bumblebee. I named her that because she had a striped coat.”

			“I had a horse named Farty. I named him that because he stank.”

			Samantha laughed. “You didn’t!”

			“Swear on the Bible, worst smelling horse in Montana. He could knock a buzzard off a dead skunk.”

			“You grew up in Montana?”

			“My grandparents Cyrus and Daisy Kenyon had a ranch in the Rockies. They raised me.”

			“Your parents weren’t around?”

			Jack glanced out the window. The Sierras had given way to the vast dry plains of Nevada. “It’s a long story. Who raised you after your parents passed away?”

			“My Aunt Dottie. She had this immense brownstone in Boston. She was my mother’s sister, a spinster, who was very distant and proper. She held social teas for charities and sponsored opera.”

			“It all sounds very upper-crust.”

			“And very boring. I was actually relieved when Aunt Dottie finally sent me to boarding school.”

			“I’ll bet it was swank.”

			“Very. But it was the first time I was ever among girls my age. I was in heaven. Some of my best friends were from there.”

			“Like your sorority sister Annie at NRC?” 

			“No, I met Annie at Cornell, where I studied law.”

			“If you don’t mind my saying, I don’t see you as a lawyer.”

			“Law was a compromise. Aunt Dottie wanted me to take Art History and work on my Mrs.”

			Jack laughed. “Women still do that?”

			“They do in Aunt Dottie’s Brahmin circle. Marry a banker and produce an heir. I had other ambitions.”

			“How did you end up in the FBI?”

			“Long story. After I passed the bar, Aunt Dottie arranged for me to clerk at the offices of her cousin Rainier in Washington, DC. It was a big firm that handled government contracts.” 

			“Sounds like a great inside track to the big time.”

			“I hated it. It wasn’t a law firm, it was a bunch of wheeler-dealers hustling sweetheart deals for their clients. I told Aunt Dottie I wanted to quit.”

			“What did she say?”

			“She was rather at the end of her tether with me. I wouldn’t settle down and get married and now I was passing up a golden opportunity. She told me if I quit, she wouldn’t support me anymore. She’d toss me out on the street!”

			“I know this is none of my business, but didn’t you inherit anything from your folks?”

			“It’s tied up in a trust until I reach 35.” Samantha sipped her coffee. “I receive a small yearly amount, but not enough to live on. I needed a job. I decided to contact the FBI.” 

			“The bureau is always looking to diversify its workforce,” said Jack. “A young woman with a law degree like you is exactly what they’re after.”

			“I didn’t contact the FBI directly.” Samantha gently coughed into the palm of her hand. “I called Uncle Freddy at the DC office.”

			“Fred Kirkland?”

			“Yes, you know him?” Samantha grinned. “He’s not really my uncle, he’s my godfather. Daddy and Fred attended Yale. He’s been so very kind to me; he managed to find an opening at Quantico.”

			Jack nodded, but said nothing. The waiting list to attend the FBI training academy was several years long. But that meant nothing when the assistant deputy director is your godfather.

			Samantha leaned back in her chair. “After graduating from Quantico, there was an opening in San Diego for a legal specialist. I was there for three years until the opportunity to become assistant SAC in San Francisco opened up. The FBI is just so amazing!”

			“Yeah, amazing.” Jack thought about what Jasmine had said. He turned back to the window and gazed out at the endless desert below.

			They arrived in Albuquerque International Sunport by mid-morning. Jack rented a sedan and they headed east into the desert, following Hwy 40 through low lying hills and onto a high-altitude plain covered in sage and mesquite brush. Half an hour east of Albuquerque, they came to a discrete sign labelled UCENT Labs. Turning south, they followed a two-lane paved road for a mile until they came to a security gate. A sentry gathered their IDs and returned to his kiosk.

			Jack got out of the car to stretch. The air was cool and dry, and the clear blue sky seemed to go on forever. The lab was surrounded by a 12-foot electrified fence with razor wire on top. In the distance, a series of low warehouses and several construction cranes poked above the surrounding scrubland. He could hear a low hum in the background, like a swarm of mechanical bees.

			The sentry returned with their ID and handed them passes. “Drive straight ahead for 200-yards until you come to a white office building on the right,” he directed. “Dr. Ling will meet you there.”

			Jack thanked the security guard and drove through the gate and down the entrance road until they came to the office building. A second security guard met them in the parking lot and escorted them inside to the reception area.

			An Asian-American man of medium height with thinning hair stepped forward to greet them. “Hi, I’m Dr. Charles Ling.”

			 “This is Agent Samantha Van Dusen, and I’m Agent Jack Kenyon. Thanks for taking time to meet us.”

			“No trouble at all. We were all very sorry to hear about Dag.” Dr. Ling turned and pointed down a hall. “Perhaps you’d like to join me in my office? We can discuss everything more easily there.”

			The agents accompanied their host down a short corridor; Dr. Ling closed his office door after they entered. “Can I get you something to drink?”

			The dry desert air had left Jack’s throat parched. “Some water would be great.”

			Dr. Ling removed two bottles from a bar fridge. “I’m afraid I don’t have any glasses handy. Will these do?”

			“That will be fine,” said Samantha. She unscrewed the cap and took a swig in a manner that reminded Jack of a glamorous model in an old soda commercial.

			After Dr. Ling sat down behind his desk, Jack began the interview. “Dr. Ling, did you work with Mr. Hammerson?”

			“Yes, on several occasions.”

			Samantha interjected. “Isn’t this facility under state jurisdiction?”

			“We’re overseen by the New Mexico Department of the Environment, but Dag came here quite often to assist in annual audits. It made the process go more smoothly.”

			“What was Dag like?” asked Jack.

			Dr. Ling leaned forward. “Scrupulous. Honest. Untiring.  Radioactive material has tremendous value, but also tremendous hazards. Dag took his work very seriously.”

			“Would you mind terribly if you showed us your process?” asked Samantha. “Perhaps we’ll get a better idea of Dag’s duties.”

			Dr. Ling stood up. “I’d be delighted.” He drew several safety glasses from a credenza. “No need for hard hats, but you’ll have to wear these eye protectors.”

			They followed a hallway to the back of the office and entered into an adjacent warehouse. The building was the size of several football fields, and the roof soared three stories above.

			Jack recognized the hum he had heard at the sentry gate. It was emanating from a long row of tall metal cylinders that stretched in either direction. 

			Dr. Ling raised his voice to be heard over the noise. “These are centrifuges. They’re at the heart of our concentration process.” He pointed left and right. “This line of centrifuges is called a ‘cascade’. When we receive the uranium, it’s in the form of uranium hexafluoride gas. Do you know the difference between uranium 238 and its cousin, isotope uranium 235?”

			“The latter is the precious one because it sustains nuclear fission,” said Samantha.

			“That’s right. But when we receive the gas, less than one percent is uranium 235.” He placed his hands around the perimeter of one of the steel cylinders. “When we inject the gas into a spinning centrifuge, the far heavier uranium 238 flies to the outside. The gas in the center then pours out the bottom and enters the top of the next centrifuge.”

			Dr. Ling pointed down the long row. “Slowly, over dozens and even hundreds of passes, the uranium 235 concentration increases to 3 percent. We then solidify the gas and ship it to nuclear power plants, medical facilities and research labs.” 

			After Dr. Ling conducted the agents back to the relative quiet of his office, Jack took a copy of the LLNL material order from his pocket and handed it to Dr. Ling. “How did you notice that something was wrong with this?

			Dr. Ling examined the document. “It looked quite legitimate on the surface. We received it from LLNL through our secure electronic data interchange service. One of my assistants noted an irregularity, however.” He pointed to the amount requested. “One hundred kg. Normally an order is 100 gm, or less.” 

			“Why didn’t you just call LLNL to confirm?” asked Samantha.

			“Our protocol is to first report any discrepancy, no matter how minor, to the New Mexico Department of the Environment. Officials there turned it over to NRC, and they sent Dag to investigate.” He pointed to Jack. “He came to see me last week and sat in the very chair you’re sitting in now.”

			“Did he have any opinion about the order?” asked Jack. 

			“He said it looked like a routine mistake.”

			“Did you hear anything else from Mr. Hammerson after he left?” asked Samantha.

			“No, the next we heard, he had been killed.” Dr. Ling rubbed his face with his hands. “What a terrible tragedy.” He looked at Jack. “Was it robbery?”

			“We believe it has something to do with his investigation,” said Jack.

			Dr. Ling looked at Jack in astonishment. “I don’t understand. It’s a simple clerical error. To kill someone over it is simply absurd!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7 

						

			As Jack and Samantha drove back to Albuquerque, they reviewed their visit to UCENT. “It’s odd that both Dr. Ling and Dag didn’t think the mistake in the order was serious,” said Samantha.

			“I agree.” Jack slowed as a lizard scampered across the asphalt and disappeared into the tall grass growing in the ditch. “Whatever escalated the issue happened after Dag left UCENT.”

			“If I were him, I would have gone to LLNL next to track down the source of the error,” said Samantha.

			“Yeah, me too.” Jack tapped the document resting in his breast pocket. “Now that we have a copy of the original, I think we should pay a visit again to Lawrence Livermore National Lab and see what Doc Patek has to say.”

			It was late afternoon by the time they arrived at SFO and drove back to Livermore. Dr. Patek was in his office, his shirt sleeves rolled up as he worked through a budget draft. 

			Jack extended the document to the scientist. “Dr. Patek, we’re sorry to bother you again, but we now have a copy of the order and we’d like you to have a look at it.” 

			“Of course!” Dr. Patek too the order and examined it. “Yes, I see the 100 kg.” He read further. “That’s odd.”

			“What is?” asked Samantha.

			Dr. Patek turned the document around and pointed to a line at the bottom of the order. “This code on the order is for the National Atmospheric Release Advisory Center.  We call it NARAC, for short. It’s a sister research facility here at LLNL.”

			“What do they do?” asked Samantha. 

			“NARAC studies the potential movement of radioactive materials through the air. There are still many remnant molecules from above-ground testing decades ago, as well as inadvertent releases from reactors such as Chernobyl in the Ukraine and Fukushima in Japan. I can’t imagine what they’d need 100 kg of LEU for, however. From what I’ve seen, nothing like that has ever come up in their research proposals.”

			“Who is in charge of NARAC?” asked Jack.

			“Professor Letitia Parma.” Dr. Patek picked up his phone and dialed a number. “Letty? This is Dev. Fine, yes. I have two agents from the FBI in my office, following up on Dag Hammerson’s death. Yes, we are too. Tell me, do you have a moment? They want to ask you some questions. Fine. I’ll send them over.”

			Dr. Patek hung up. “She was just about to leave for the day, but she has agreed to see you. I’ll have a security guard escort you to her office.”

			They were taken by a security sedan to a long, low building clad in brushed aluminum.  A receptionist conducted them to the office of Dr. Parma on the second floor. The scientist was an Italian woman in her early 50s, with dark hair cut in a stylish manner that fell to her shoulders. She was wearing an expensive fitted suit of Milano wool under her lab coat. Several gold bracelets jingled on her wrist as she shook the agents’ hands. “I’m intrigued,” she said. “I’ve met many government officials, but this is the first time the FBI has taken any interest in my work.”

			“As Dr. Patek mentioned on the phone, we’re investigating the murder of Dag Hammerson,” said Jack.

			Dr. Parma cast her eyes down. “It’s all very senseless. Why would someone want to kill such a fine man?”

			“He was investigating an irregular order for LEU.” Jack handed her the material order. “Dr. Patek tells us that this order originated at NARAC.”

			“We do not order large quantities of LEU – it’s not part of our research mandate.” Dr. Parma studied the document for a moment. “Yes, it appears to be from us, but no one authorized this amount.”

			“When NARAC orders supplies, who handles it?” asked Jack.

			“That would be Mr. Vincent Cupone, our warehouse clerk.”

			 Samantha interrupted. “Did you say Vincent Cupone?”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			Samantha held up her hand shoulder height. “About five-foot tall, thick black eyebrows, talks out of the side of his mouth?”

			Dr. Parma paused for second before answering. “Yes, that is an accurate description.”

			“You put Vinnie Cupone in charge of ordering nuclear materials?”

			Jack cleared his throat. “Sam, is there something we should know about Vinnie?”

			Samantha held her hands in the air in disbelief. “He’s a made guy, Jack. San Diego bureau sent him to Folsom for racketeering ten years ago.”

			Dr. Parma coldly interrupted. “I am aware of Mr. Cupone’s background, miss.”

			“You are?”

			“He has paid his dues to society. He was recommended to me by an attorney in San Francisco who operates a charitable society that reintegrates reformed felons.”

			“Let me guess,” said Jack. “Rocco Molinari.”

			 “Yes,” said Dr. Parma. “He is a wonderful man.”

			“Heart of gold,” said Jack. “Is Vinnie still at work? We need to talk to him.”

			Dr. Parma glanced at the gold Italian watch on her wrist. “It is after 5 pm, so I doubt it.” She picked up her phone and dialed. It rang for half a minute before going to voice mail. She hung up. “It appears he has left for the day.”

			“Can you give us his home address?” asked Samantha.

			“That would be an invasion of privacy.” Dr. Parma crossed her arms over her chest and stared belligerently at the agent. “You will need a warrant.”

			Samantha took Jack by the arm and turned toward the door. “Let’s go. I got a hunch I know where to find him.”

			The Friends of Italia sports club was located north of Washington Square in San Francisco’s unofficial Little Italy. Bakeries crammed with cannoli and biscotti pastries sat beside bars serving Peroni beer. Men loitered at sidewalk tables drinking cappuccino and playing dominos. Old women with scarfs wrapped around their heads plucked zucchinis and tomatoes from grocery bins and filled their two-wheeled grocery carts.

			Jack parked in front of a two-story art deco building painted cream with garnet trim. American and Italian flags flew from poles fixed on the roof. They entered through the main door, and Jack followed Samantha to the gym at the rear of the building.

			 A boxing ring had been set up in the gym. Two men clad in protective head gear and gloves were sparring. Samantha nodded toward the man on the left. “That’s him.”

			The agents stood in a corner behind the ropes until the round ended. Vinnie stripped off his gloves as he came toward them, a look of curiosity on his face. 

			“Vincent Cupone?” asked Samantha.

			Vinnie plucked up his water bottle. “Hey, do I know you?”

			Samantha pulled out her badge. “Agent Van Dusen and Agent Kenyon.”

			 Vinnie looked at Jack. “You’re Jack Kenyon? Hey, Rocky told me all about you!” He stuck his hands in the air. “Don’t shoot! Ha-ha-ha!”

			Jack smiled. “We got a few questions.”

			“For a friend of Rocky’s, I got all the time in the world.” Vinnie rubbed the sweat off his face with a towel. “Fire away.”

			Jack drew out the copy of the LLNL material order and handed it to Vinnie. “You know anything about this?”

			“Yeah, it’s an order for LEU.”

			“For a hundred kg?” said Samantha.

			Vinnie stared at her, then glanced back at the order, squinting. “Holy shit! It shoulda been 100 mg!”

			“So, you’re saying there’s been a slight mistake?” said Jack.

			“Damn straight! Somebody’s been messing with this. I can prove it - I gotta scan of the original on my cell phone!” 

			Samantha looked dubiously at Vinnie, but his eyes went round with innocence. 

			“It’s true.” He handed the order form back to Jack. “Wait here and I’ll get my phone from the locker.” Before she could protest, he climbed under the top rope and scooted off in the direction of the men’s change room.

			Samantha turned to Jack. “Do you believe him?”

			Jack shrugged. “I…” He was interrupted by the sound of a Harley motorcycle kicking to life. “Shit!” He ran into the change room, half-dressed men scattering to the left and right. A back door was still ajar; he ran out into the back alley in time to see Vinnie, still dressed in gym kit, barreling onto an adjacent street.

			“Excuse me! Excuse me!” Samantha joined him at the back door, her hands cupped partially over her eyes. “Damn.”

			“Call Marcy and put out an APB.” Jack started down the alley. “Man, this is getting crazier by the minute.”

			Later that evening, Jack headed down to Luigi Chow’s Bar & Grill to meet Marge for dinner. The restaurant, run by an old college pal, was located on Columbus Ave amid trendy night clubs, clothing stores and marijuana dispensaries. The bar portion had a dozen booths running along one wall and a long mahogany bar opposite. When Jack arrived, several pro games were playing on flat screens mounted in the corners. 

			Marge and Luigi were finishing a game of backgammon at the bar. Marge rolled the dice on the board and hooted in triumph “Hoo-boy, rounds for the house!”

			Jack pulled up a stool and sat down beside Marge. “You lost the deed yet, Lou?”

			“One more game.” Luigi shook Jack’s hand. “Just the two of you tonight?”

			“That’s enough for a party!” Marge pointed toward a booth in a quiet corner. “Hey, sweets, how about setting us up back there with a couple of Big Rock drafts?”

			“Sure, Marge. I’ll bring over some menus, too.”

			“What’s Patty’s special tonight?” asked Marge.

			“Roast pork with crackling.”

			“Yum! No need for the menu, we’ll have that.”

			Jack gave a thumbs-up to Luigi and followed Marge to the booth. “I take it you have your full appetite back.”

			The previous year, Marge had almost succumbed to lung cancer, but had recovered when a lab in San Diego developed a miracle cure through the cutting edge science of gene editing. Her once cadaverous frame had filled out, and her face was flushed with health. “You gotta have one foot in the grave to refuse Patty’s roast pork,” she said. “How did your visit to New Mexico go?”

			Jack filled Marge in on the details he and Samantha had learned at UCENT and CARAC; how what appeared to be a typo on the order had instigated an NRC investigation that somehow led to Dag Hammerson’s death. “It all seemed like a goose hunt over a clerical error until we tried to grill the clerk who filled out the order, Vincent Cupone.”

			“Vinnie? Who’d be nuts enough to put that fox in charge of the hen house?”

			Jack paused when Luigi appeared with two frosty mugs of draft, placing them on felt mats before rushing off to attend other customers. 

			Jack resumed. “They did it as a favor to Rocky – he sponsors some kind of felon rehab program.”

			Marge shrugged. “Great way to keep in touch with old clientele, I guess. What happened when you braced him?”

			“He flew the coop. Marcy’s got an APB out, but we’re essentially back to square one.”

			Patty, Luigi’s wife, appeared from the kitchen with a serving tray. She was a surfer girl with a degree in marine biology from UCSD. “Hey, kids, how they hanging?” She placed down two large platters heaped with succulent roast pork, mashed potatoes smothered in gravy, and chunks of crispy roast crackling. 

			“Great, cookie,” said Marge. “How are the boys?”

			“Nate’s got an infected ear from the pool and Eddie’s coming down with a cold. It’s like having your own epidemic ward.”

			“Ah, the joys of motherhood, dear.” Marge tapped her cheek, and Patty leaned over to give her a kiss. “They’ll be grown up and gone to college before you can blink.”

			Jack picked up his knife and fork and dug in as Patty returned to the kitchen. “Speaking of motherhood, how do you think Jazz is adjusting to her new family?”

			Marge chewed on her meal for a moment before replying. “They got some ups and downs, just like everyone. Sometimes it takes a bit to get into the rhythm of a new life, especially when you got someone like your own mother running interference.”

			Jack shook his head in agreement. “I hope they manage to smooth things out. I really like Jazz’s mom.”

			“Me too.”

			They ate in silence until most of their plates had been cleaned. Jack leaned back and took a sip of his beer, silently burping in contentment. “Speaking of lifestyle changes, what’s it feel like to have someone shadowing you?”

			“You mean Sam? She’s alright. Paperwork’s a pain in the ass, so I don’t mind handing it off.” Marge took a cigar out of her purse and stared at it wistfully. “How’d she work out in the field?”

			“OK. She seems to rub Jasmine the wrong way, though.”

			“What’d she say?”

			“I don’t want to be too specific – let’s just say their differences are black and white.”

			“Ah.” 

			Jack continued. “I hear she’s got a fairy godfather in DC, too.”

			Marge leaned back in the booth. “Kiddo, you know I back Jazz one hundred percent, but there ain’t nothing I can do about politics.”

			 “Yeah, I know Marge. It just doesn’t seem fair, that’s all.”

			Marge picked up her draft. “Nothing in life is fair, cookie. I’m just glad I’m still here, with you and Jazz and everyone I love.” She extended her mug across the table. “And I’ll do everything I can to cover your back, too.”

			Jack clinked his glass against hers. “Thanks, Marge.”

			Several hours later, Jack was awakened by the sound of sirens. He padded out to the main room and stood in the bay, but couldn’t see any flashing lights. Raising the window, he detected the smell of smoke from wood and paint. Somewhere nearby, a house was on fire. 

			Jack shuddered as he once again thought about the conflagration that had engulfed the city after the great earthquake in 1906. It put him in mind of the Twin Peaks reservoir and Dag’s remains. He had been struck by Dr. Patek’s lament over the thought that the NRC investigator had been murdered over a clerical error. 

			Jack lowered the window and returned to bed. He knew in his bones there was something much larger going on; once he figured that out, the pieces to this puzzle would fall into place.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Thursday, March 21

						

			The following morning, Jasmine was waving from the door to the situation room when Jack arrived at the FBI office. “Hey, cowboy! I got something to show you.” 

			When Jack joined her, she pointed to several of the photos that had been pinned to the wall. “I correlated these pics to Dag’s surveillance log. They were taken three days before Dag was killed.”

			Jack studied the images. They had been taken from the vantage point of a parking lot in front of a suburban strip mall. The half dozen photos showed people entering and leaving a small storefront. A sign on the door said LLNL Depot. Of the handful of photos, two men had been captured twice; the first was an Asian man in his mid-30s, with short hair and wrap-around sunglasses. The second was an older man, European in appearance, with a strong-build, prominent eyebrows and large ears. “Did Dag ID anybody?”

			“Nothing in his notes.” She pointed to an image of a silver Mercedes sedan and a Land Rover Cruiser. “Marcy is running the plates to see who owns these cars.”

			Jack rubbed his chin as he stared at the photos. “Are Sam and Marge in yet?”

			“Nope.”

			“You got an address for this depot?”

			“Yeah, it’s in Livermore.”

			“What say we go out and pay them a visit?”

			Traffic exiting the downtown was light, and Jack and Jasmine arrived in Livermore 40 minutes later. Jack’s GPS directed them to a commercial zone located due north of LLNL. Low-rise buildings housing business services and warehouse facilities ran for several hundred yards along a four-lane service road. 

			LLNL Depot was located at the far end of a strip mall. Jack pulled into the parking lot and located the spot in which Dag had set up his surveillance. He backed into the stall and turned off the engine.

			Jasmine peered at the entrance to the store. There were no cars parked in front of the door, and no movement visible inside. “Place almost looks deserted.”

			“Yeah. Let’s go check it out.”

			The agents walked casually across the parking lot. As they neared, it became clear that not only was the store closed, but it had been that way for several days. Flyers and letters had piled up beneath the mail slot in the door. 

			Jasmine pressed her face against the front window pane and peered in. “Nobody inside.”

			Jack stepped back and scanned the store front. A plaque had been attached to the right of the door. In the event of an emergency, please contact Livermore Leasing Inc. A local number was included in the message. “Let’s see if we can find out what’s up.” Jack took out his cell phone and dialed the number.

			Twenty minutes later, a Toyota SUV entered the parking lot and stopped in front of the store. A man dressed in a grey business suit and light blue shirt got out of the car. He had a leather portfolio tucked under one arm and a large set of keys in his left hand. “Hi, sorry about the delay, but I wanted to pull the lease records before I came.” He stuck out a hand. “Name’s Troy Carter. I’m in charge of leasing this mall.”

			Jack shook his hand. “Agent Kenyon and Agent Leroi. We’re here following up a lead on the LLNL Depot and were surprised to see that it’s closed.”

			“You’re not the only one. This is the first I’ve heard they left.” Troy tried several keys before finding the one that fit the front door. “Let’s see what’s up.”

			The store was outfitted with a chest-high counter that ran along the back wall. The right side of the counter was hinged; Jack lifted it up. He checked behind the counter, but there were no papers, computer terminal or phone. 

			A steel door with a dead bolt was located directly behind the section of hinged counter. Jack tried the door handle; the door was locked. Jack nodded to Troy, who fiddled with several keys until the dead bolt gave way. 

			Jack opened his jacket and eased his Sig Sauer 9 mm from its holster. “Troy, can you please stand back for a second?”

			Troy gulped and crouched in front of the counter. 

			Jack nodded silently to Jasmine, who drew her weapon. He eased open the door and peered inside. He gave the all-clear to Jasmine and entered.

			The rear of the store was a large warehouse, empty except for several wooden pallets and a box of Styrofoam peanuts. Jasmine advanced to peer out of the window mounted into a roll-up garage door at the back of the warehouse.

			Jack holstered his gun and turned to Troy, who was peeking through the steel door. “Looks like they did a midnight move-out.”

			“Not exactly.” Troy pulled a contract from his portfolio. “Says here they paid for a year in advance. They’ve still got nine months to go.”

			“Who rented it?” asked Jasmine.

			Troy handed her the papers. “A rep from LLNL, apparently.”

			“Apparently?” asked Jack.

			“It was all done through our online leasing app.”

			“You mean, you don’t vet potential renters?”

			“Are you kidding me? Livermore has a 30 percent vacancy rate in commercial property. As long as the money clears, we’re good.”

			“Think we should have the crime scene techs dust for prints?” asked Jasmine.

			“Waste of time. Let’s head back and check in with Marge and Sam.”

			When they arrived back in the office, Samantha was sitting in the situation room working on her laptop. Marge was standing beside her, drinking a coffee. Marge glanced up as they entered. “Hey, where you been?”

			Jack pointed to the cork board. “We went out to Livermore to check out LLNL Depot. Looks like it was a front.”

			“They made it look like a legit address for the LEU drop,” said Jasmine. “When the scam fell through, they blew out of there.”

			“Huh.” Marge nudged Samantha. “Sam here ID’d one of Dag’s photos.”

			Samantha looked up from her laptop and pointed to the Asian man. “Ryo Gomo. One of the big Yakuza bosses in California. Wife is Japanese-American descent, so he got his permanent residency through her.”

			“What’s his racket?” asked Jasmine.

			 “Runs opium from Asian gangs into the US and pays them with weapons they buy at gun shows or steal from the US military. We’ve been trying to nail them, but it’s difficult to penetrate the Yakuza wall of silence.”

			“Do they have a legitimate cover?” asked Jack.

			“Yes. Gomo owns a martial arts dojo in Chinatown.”

			Jack glanced at Jasmine. “I’m thinking it might be worthwhile to go undercover and check it out.” 

			Samantha typed on her laptop for a moment, then wrote out an address on a stickie and gave it to Jack. “Be careful.”

			“Careful’s my middle name.”

			Over the last decade, the once-decrepit neighbourhood of Chinatown had undergone a transformation. The major avenues passing north and south through the 20-block district had been given extensive facelifts, and the bustling shops crammed with rusty woks and 100-year old eggs had morphed into modern grocery stores and jade emporiums.

			Once you stepped off the main thoroughfares, however, Chinatown reverted to traditional form. Red lights flashed over massage parlors, the clicking sound of mah-jong tiles emanated from social clubs, and the smell of garlic in peanut oil wafted from screened steel doors. 

			Jack had changed into a pair of traditional Kung Fu pants, a baggy set of black trousers held by a tie at the waist, and a pair of slip-on canvas shoes. He carried a cloth bag looped over one shoulder.  

			According to Samantha’s directions, Gomo’s dojo was located on a narrow side-street barely wide enough to drive a small car. Jack casually ambled past a Buddhist temple and a barber shop until he came to a door with a small sign written in kanji characters. Under the characters, Nagasaki Benevolent Sports Association had been written in English. The door was unlocked, and Jack entered.

			The dojo appeared to be located deep within the bowels of the block. Jack walked along a narrow, poorly-lit corridor. He held his cell phone to his ear, talking quietly. “I don’t know how long the signal is going to hold.”

			“You’re still loud and clear.” Jasmine was waiting on Clay Street, at the south end of the lane.

			Jack approached an archway that led to a large, well-lit room. “Starting video transmission now.” He touched the camera app on his phone, then held it up to his ear, the camera lens pointing outwards. 

			The dojo was a converted warehouse. Skylights two stories above were augmented by overhead fluorescent lights. The concrete floor had been re-covered with teak and the walls festooned with racks holding a wide variety of traditional martial arts weapons. 

			One wall supported a rough wooden board that had been painted with a bullseye. Three Asian men were absorbed in a competition that involved throwing axes. Jack sidled in their direction, turning his head so that the cell phone camera focused on the men. “See that?” asked Jack quietly.

			“Damn,” said Jasmine. “Can you get a clearer view of their faces?”

			A man stepped out of a side office. “No cell phones!” he shouted. The three men turned, astonished to see a Gaijin standing in their midst.

			Jack looked puzzled, slowly turning left and right, his phone still held to his ear. “Sorry?”

			The man advanced, his finger pointing at Jack’s head. “No cell phones. Turn off now!”

			Jack recognized Ryo Gomo from the surveillance photos that Dag had taken. He shrugged, made a show of turning off the phone and pitching it into his bag. “There, satisfied?”

			Gomo pointed to the door. “You go now.”

			Jack pointed to a rack holding half a dozen wooden sticks, each approximately 6-feet long. “Hey, I was just looking for a Bo master.” He glanced around disparagingly. “Looks like I came to the wrong place.”

			Gomo’s eyes narrowed as he absorbed the innuendo. “You study Bo?” 

			“Yes.”

			“Where is your dojo?”

			Jack had learned unarmed combat from Eddy Nagoya, a black-belt Karate champion at Quantico. “Out east.”

			“Ah!” He glanced at the three men. “Perhaps you be kind; show me how they do Bo ‘out east.’” The three men smirked as Gomo held out a hand, beckoning Jack to choose a weapon.

			Jack placed his bag down on the floor and advanced to the rack. The Bo sticks were all made of polished hardwood, stained by sweat where they had been handled during bouts. He picked out one at random, twirling it slowly in lower flower fashion with his right hand, checking the balance and heft. Satisfied, he stepped back to allow Gomo to choose a weapon.

			 Gomo took a Bo off the rack and began to rotate through a series of leg spins, back spins and flowers. He clearly had advanced experience, his feet moving in concert with his arms and shoulders as the Bo twirled around his torso.

			The two men advanced to a sparring ground, where the teak wood had been marked by a painted line into a square approximately 16-feet on a side. Gomo and Jack stood facing each other at a distance of 5-feet. They both bowed, then raised their sticks in formal fighting stance, gripping the Bo with hands spaced 2-feet apart.

			A round traditionally started with several practice moves in which first one man struck in an overhead-attack and countered in an under-attack against his opponent. Gomo began, and Jack parried, taking the blows on the sturdy wood weapon. Jack then attacked, aping Gomo’s moves. The two men spent a minute repeating the ritual, gradually increasing their speed and frequency.

			Jack stepped back and placed one end of the Bo on the teak floor, indicating that he was ready to spar. He had been assessing his opponent’s skill. Clearly, Gomo had spent countless hours honing his competence. He was a good six inches shorter than Jack, but that meant his centre of gravity was also lower, giving him superior turning and striking capabilities.

			Jack, on the other hand, had the benefit of a longer reach. In addition, his Bo master Eddie had taught him the biggest secret. “I respect the man who practices one move ten-thousand times, but it is also his greatest weakness.”

			The two men began to move laterally, feigning attacks to see how the other reacted. With a lighting move, Gomo thrust the end of his Bo at Jack’s eyes, then whipped the opposite end toward his knee. 

			Jack countered, the solid contact against his Bo shuddering through to his shoulders. He feinted high then attacked low, Gomo just managing to counter before being struck on the shin. He backed off, and Jack advanced again, taking advantage of his opponents retreat.

			A mistake. Gomo spun to the right as Jack advanced left, and the agent felt the solid thud of Gomo’s Bo against his back. He almost fell to his knees but was able to brace himself as Gomo swung his stick in a vicious back arc toward his face, blocking the attack with his Bo.

			Jack parried time and time again as Gomo pressed his attack. The three men cheered and hooted as their boss forced the agent to retreat. 

			Jack’s mind was whirling, trying to find the weakness of Gomo’s classic form. There. A slight hesitation between attack and parry that left his feet unguarded. Jack feinted a high attack then swung his Bo in a sizzling arc the caught the tip of the stick against Gomo’s ankle. 

			Gomo let out a shriek, dropping to the floor in pain. His men rushed forward, lifting him up. Gomo let out a litany of Japanese curses as they carried him back toward his office. 

			Jack picked up his bag and pulled out his cell phone as he beat a hasty retreat. “Jazz? You still there?”

			“What the hell was that?” she replied.

			Jack cleared the building and began running down the lane toward Jasmine’s car. “Just a friendly game of pick-up sticks.”

			“Hell, you got a crazy definition of friendly!”

			Jack contacted Marcy Locke when they returned to the office. “I’m sending you photos of some suspects we need to ID. Can you run a face check on California’s Department of Motor Vehicles?”

			“Will do,” said Marcy. “In the meantime, our weapons guy at Berkeley wants to meet. You good for 4 pm this afternoon?”

			“Four is good. Send me his office location and we’ll be there.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

						

			 

			Later that afternoon, Jack and Jasmine drove east across the Oakland Bay Bridge to the University of California, Berkeley. The campus bore little evidence of the recent riots between far-left and far-right groups; students lounged in the open courtyards or cycled leisurely along bike paths. 

			Jasmine parked the car near Dwinelle Hall, a multi-story building that housed the Department of History. They ascended to the second story and followed a hallway until they came to room 211, the office and research lab of Professor Hubert Gruber. 

			The academic was in his early fifties, with a monk’s fringe of grey hair, a pot-belly, and gravy stains on his vest. His office was a chaos of papers, weapons and research equipment. Gruber appeared to be examining a shrunken head with a magnifying glass when Jack and Jasmine entered his office. “Ah!” he said, plucking a pair of bifocals off the end of his bulbous nose. “You must be the FBI agents!” He stood and extended a hand.

			“Agents Leroi and Kenyon,” said Jasmine. She glanced around the room, her eyes falling upon a grisly-looking mace. “You have quite some collection.”  

			Gruber’s eyes twinkled. “It is something, isn’t it?” He grabbed a pike from a rack and poked it in Jack’s direction. “Saracen infantry weapon from the 13th century. Must have skewered its share of infidels!”

			Jack gently pushed the point to one side. “Professor, Detective Locke told us you had some information regarding the weapon in the Dag Hammerson murder.”

			“Yes! Most interesting!” Gruber placed the pike back on its rack, went to a file drawer and drew out the axe, wrapped in a plastic evidence bag. “Do you want me to explain now, or shall we wait for Ms. Locke?”

			“Here and accounted for,” said Marcy, as she entered the office. “My apologies for being late.”

			“Splendid!” Gruber removed the weapon from its evidence bag. “What we have here is a Viking throwing axe.” Holding the shaft in his right hand, he pointed out some details. “The head is made of iron; it’s been molded into a convex body that widens to a slanted blade edge.” He turned the head over. “See the etched dragon? This is typical of 11th century Danish design.”

			“How did the Vikings use this axe?” asked Marcy.

			“It’s an infantry weapon, used by foot soldiers against shielded enemies.” Gruber held the axe high, over his head. “It was thrown overhand, like fielder might throw a baseball. Typically, it would be thrown at close range, rotating once before burying in its target.”

			“Effective?” asked Jasmine.

			“Quite. It could easily penetrate leather armor and sever a limb or split a skull.”

			“What can you tell about the provenance,” said Jack. “Who makes these replicas?”

			Gruber’s mouth went round. “This isn’t a replica. It’s the real thing. Probably a thousand years old.”

			“Rare?” asked Marcy.

			“Oh, extremely.” Gruber hefted the weapon. “By the look of things, even the shaft is real. You don’t see a specimen of this quality outside of a museum.”

			“Has any museum reported one missing?” asked Jasmine.

			Gruber went to the computer terminal on his desk. “I checked with the museum commons database. Nothing like this is showing to be missing. It must be from a private collection.”

			“Who’d have one?” asked Marcy.

			“A very rich collector, I assure you,” said Gruber. 

			“You know anyone?” asked Jack.

			“Nobody comes immediately to mind.” Gruber cupped his chin in his hand. “I will tell you something that struck me as odd, though. I just can’t see it being used as a murder weapon; the Vikings threw them at the general direction of the enemy and hoped they got lucky. You’d have to practice a great deal to reliably bury it in someone’s cranium.”

			Jack recalled the men target-practicing in the dojo. “Would this Viking axe be similar to an Asian axe?”

			“You mean an ono?” Gruber fished around under a work table for a few seconds before reappearing with a similar-sized axe. He handed Jack both weapons to heft. “See the difference in the centre of gravity? Even if you knew how to throw the Asian axe with accuracy, you’d still need to practice for a long time with the Viking axe to get sufficiently expert to throw it with enough skill to kill someone. I’d say there isn’t one person in a million in the US who could do it.”

			“I guess that’s a dead end,” said Jack.

			“Not so.” Gruber stuck a finger in the air. “I didn’t say there wasn’t one person in the building who could do it.” He smiled at the bewildered expressions on his visitors’ faces. “Why don’t you talk to Professor Bee upstairs?”

			Professor Boudicca Caledonia’s office was located one floor above. The door was closed. Marcy knocked on the frosted window pane. They heard the scrape of a chair, then someone walking in high heels. The door opened and a woman appeared in profile. 

			Jack, who had been expecting an older academic, blinked in surprise. The professor was perhaps thirty years old, with a huge mane of flaming red hair flowing down her back. She stood at least 6-feet tall, with rosy cheeks and a voluptuous figure. Her sapphire blue eyes peered at them in a quizzical manner.

			“Professor Bee Caledonia?” asked Marcy.

			“Aye.” 

			“I’m Detective Locke with the SFPD and this is Agent Leroi and Agent Kenyon of the FBI. We’re here to discuss a murder investigation.”

			 Bee’s eyebrows rose in astonishment. “Och! Anybody I know?”

			The professor spoke with a distinct Scottish accent. It reminded Jack of one of the instructors at Quantico, Jock McTavish, who had haled from the Orkney Islands. 

			“The victim’s name is Dag Hammerson,” said Marcy.

			“I don’t know any Dag Hammerson. Is he faculty?”

			“No, he was an inspector with the Nuclear Regulatory Commission. We’re not here to see if you knew him, we’re here to ask you a few questions regarding the means of murder.”

			 Bee’s expression became even more astonished, but she stepped back and beckoned her visitors to enter. Compared to Professor Gruber, her office was almost sparse, with an uncluttered desk and few decorations, save for several historical maps of Europe and some framed photos posted on the walls. There was only one chair, behind her desk, so they remained standing.

			Jack noticed a PhD graduate diploma from Oxford University hung on the wall. “Professor, what is it you teach?”

			Bee strode over to one of the maps. “European history. Mainly medieval, but I have an interest right back to the Stone Age.”

			“It’s medieval we’re interested in,” said Marcy. “We are consulting with Professor Gruber in regards to the Hammerson case; he determined that the murder weapon turns out to be an 11th century Danish axe.” She removed the weapon from its evidence bag and handed it to Bee.

			Bee hefted it. “Aye, it’s old.” She then twirled it about with obvious familiarity. “And braw.”

			“Professor, are you proficient with this axe?” asked Marcy. 

			Bee stopped twirling the axe and looked intently at the detective. “What?”

			“Can you throw it accurately?” asked Jack.

			Bee winked at Jack. “Aye, so don’t try anything cheeky!”

			“Professor, where were you on the night of Sunday, March 17 between 11 pm and 4 am the following morning?” asked Marcy.

			Bee shrugged. “At home in bed.”

			“Do you have any witnesses?” asked Marcy.

			“My wee moggie, Mister Muggs.”

			Marcy looked at Jack. 

			“Her cat, I think.”

			“Ah.” Marcy continued. “That’s not a sufficient alibi.”

			Bee tapped the head of the blade in her hand. “Mind telling me what this is all about?”

			Jack explained. “Mr. Hammerson was found three days ago near Twin Peaks Park with that axe embedded in his forehead. The medical examiner subsequently determined that it had been thrown prior to impact. Professor Gruber noted that you are one of the few people capable of doing that.”

			“I didn’t murder anyone!”

			“How do you know how to throw an axe, anyway?” 

			“The San Francisco Medieval Society.” Bee pointed to one of the photos, which featured several people dressed in costumes from the Middle Ages. “We meet every few months for a wee bit o’ fun. Some of the lads like to joust and throw.”

			“Is this one of the axes they use?” asked Marcy.

			“Och, no. This is real. We’d never use something this valuable.”

			Jack had a thought. “Do you know anyone who might own an original like this?”

			“Aye. Baron Feargus Morgan.”

			“We’d like to confirm he still has his axe in possession,” said Jack. “Do you have a contact number for him?”

			“I can do better than that. I can take you to meet him. We’re getting together tonight to have a wee dram of whisky.”

			“You’re good friends?”

			“He’s my grandad.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 10 

						

			Lectures at Berkeley had ended for the day, so Jack and Jasmine drove Bee to San Francisco, with Marcy following in her car. Jack was in the passenger seat where he could turn and converse with Bee in the back. 

			“How long have you lived in the Bay area?” he asked. 

			“I was offered an associate professor-ship last spring, so I arrived just before September. I’ve been here a little over six months.”

			“I can imagine a doctorate from Oxford can pretty well choose wherever they want to go. Was the fact that your grandad lives here part of your reason to accept Berkeley?”

			“Aye.” They were on the San-Francisco Oakland Bridge, passing high above the Bay. Bee stared out the window with childlike fascination at the boats far below. “But it’s also a braw town. I love it here.”

			It was brisk and cool on the bridge and the car windows were closed. Jack could smell a scent that Bee was wearing. He wondered what it was.

			Bee held up a wrist toward him. “Lavender soap. I make it myself.”

			Jack stared back in astonishment. “What, can you read minds?”

			Bee laughed, a throaty, almost masculine sound. “No, your nose was twitching.”

			Jasmine glanced over at Jack. “Easy, cowboy.”

			Jack went slightly red. “What can I say? It’s nice smelling soap.”

			Jasmine rolled her eyes, but said nothing.

			Baron Feargus Morgan’s home was located at the south end of Stanyan Street, a major north-south road that skirted the eastern side of the Golden Gate Park and the University of California San Francisco. It was an upscale neighbourhood, favored by academics and venture capitalists.

			The home of Bee’s grandfather was situated on the eastern perimeter of Forest Knolls, a one-square mile remnant of a much larger forest that had been planted in the 19th century by a wealthy mining engineer. The home sat at the end of a cul-de-sac, the property abutting against the forest preserve. The scent of eucalyptus filled the air when they exited the car.

			Jack was expecting a mansion with turrets and a moat, but Baron Feargus Morgan’s residence turned out to be surprisingly modern. It was a late 20th century design popular with affluent residents of Marin County to the north; a series of shingle-clad rectangular stories tiered their way up a steep slope planted with evergreens. Large windows faced east toward the Bay. A tall wall surrounded a courtyard to the left of the main residence.

			They waited on the street for a few moments until Marcy pulled up. She beckoned for Jack to join her at the driver’s window. “You know where we are?” She pointed to the GPS map on her dashboard. “We’re 400-yards from the Twin Peaks Reservoir, as the crow flies.”

			“Yeah, I thought it was nearby. Can you get there through the Knolls?”

			“Not lugging a corpse with an axe in its head, you can’t. It’s only five minutes by road, though.”

			“How do you want to play this?” asked Jack.

			Marcy turned off the ignition and climbed out of her car. “We wait to be invited in first. If we see anything suspicious, we back right out and get a judge to issue a search warrant. I don’t want to have any evidence thrown out.”

			“Right.” Jack accompanied Marcy back to Bee and Jasmine, and the foursome strolled up a cobbled lane to the front door.

			The door, which appeared to be carved from a single immense slab of sequoia, had been recently forced. Shards of wood hung from the jamb near the lock. 

			“Looks like Morgan had unwanted guests,” said Marcy. She turned to Bee. “Did your grandfather mention a burglary to you?”

			Bee stared at the door, puzzled. “No, nothing.”

			Jack tried the handle. The door was locked. “Call back-up?”

			Marcy drew her weapon. “Bee, I want you to wait down on the sidewalk. Jack, you and Jazz stand on the left.” Marcy stepped to the right and pulled a cord hanging beside the door. 

			A gong sounded deep within the bowels of the house. A few moments later, a woman’s voice shouted from the other side. “Go away!”

			Bee called up from the sidewalk. “Mary? It’s Bee. I’m with the police.”

			“Oh, thank my stars.” The door was unlatched and flung open. A small, elderly woman in a maid’s apron rushed out. “Something bad has happened!”

			Bee ran up the stairs and squeezed the woman in comfort. “It’s alright. You’re safe. What’s wrong?”

			Mary grabbed Bee by the hand and guided her inside. “Have a look!”

			Jack, Marcy and Jasmine followed the two women into the house. The interior of Feargus Morgan’s house was in marked contrast to the exterior. The walls had been wainscoted in dark walnut. Heavy rugs covered pine-laid floors. The massive oak furniture would not have looked out of place in a castle amid the lochs. Oil portraits of ancestors festooned the walls. 

			They passed the dining room, where a table with lion claw feet could easily seat 16. The west wall of the living room was filled with a massive fireplace carved from grey Aberdeen granite. All this place needed, thought Jack, was a headless ghost clad in a kilt.

			Everything seemed to be in order. Jack was wondering what had disturbed the maid. He quickly found out as they entered the kitchen. The room was large, with granite counter tops lining three walls and a pantry and double fridge covering the fourth. A rectangular island in the middle of the room had two gas stove tops and two ovens installed.

			The room was in a shambles, however. Cans of tuna and bags of dried pasta had been spilt out of the pantry onto the floor. Knives, forks and other cutlery lay strewn about the room, their drawers ripped out of their mounts. A jar of pickles had been smashed against the wall, the sweet, vinegary smell permeating the room. 

			Bee stared in astonishment. “What happened?”

			Mary shook her head vigorously. “I don’t know. It was like this when I arrived a few minutes ago.”

			Bee gripped Mary’s hand. “Is Feargus alright?”

			“I don’t know.” Mary peered left and right. “I was too afraid to look.”

			 Jack made a quick hand motion to Jasmine and Marcy to spread out and search the premises. Jasmine pulled her gun and opened the door to the basement. Marcy drew hers and exited through a patio door into the courtyard outside.

			Jack motioned for Bee to comfort Mary then walked silently back down the hall to the stairway. Peering above, he could see no movement. He quietly ascended, glancing down the hallway. He turned left and inspected several bedrooms, then reversed down the hallway and checked out a study and a games room. All were deserted and seemingly untouched.

			Jasmine and Marcy were in the kitchen when Jack returned. “Nothing outside,” said Marcy. No sign of break-in through the back.”

			“Basement has a wine cellar and a gym,” said Jasmine. “All clean.”

			Jack holstered his gun. He turned and inspected the room. “What do you make of this?”

			Jasmine scratched her head. “No obvious signs of blood or struggle.”

			“Thieves?” offered Marcy.

			“Nothing looks touched upstairs,” said Jack. He glanced at Bee. “When did you last talk to your grandad?”

			“A week ago, when he invited me for drinks.”

			“Anything since? Emails or social media?”

			“No, nothing.”

			Jack looked at Marcy. “Should we file a report with SFPD?”

			“Over what, a messy kitchen?” Marcy turned to Bee. “If you or your father can identify stolen items, we will file a burglary report.”

			A thought suddenly struck Jack. “Bee, can you show us where your grandad keeps his collection?”

			Bee led them back to the dining room. A large door made of crossed elm boards fastened together with brass bolts stood to the right of the fireplace. Bee pushed the door open then ushered her guests into the room. The chamber was surprisingly large, perhaps 40-feet on a side and over 12-feet tall. Rows of glass-fronted exhibition cases ran in parallel across the room. 

			Bee picked her way down the central aisle, glancing from case to case. She stopped. “Ah, here we are; 11th century Scandinavia.” The front of the case was hinged like a door. She opened it up and peered at the contents. “It contains an entire set of Viking weaponry, including spear, mace, knives and swords.”

			Jack glanced into the case. The weapons appeared to be the same vintage as the murder weapon, several bearing the identical dragon etching. “No axe.”

			Bee scanned the cards that accompanied the weapons. She picked up one describing the axe. “It appears to be missing.”

			They exited the exhibit room and made their way back to the front door. As they were passing the living room, Jack stopped and glanced at the portraits. “Bee, do you happen to have a likeness of your granddad?”

			“Of course.” She turned to a painting hanging above the fireplace. “That’s him there.”

			The image of Feargus Morgan, sitting in a heavy oak chair and wearing an ermine cloak, had been painted with a shadow falling across his face, but the heavy eyebrows and large ears were unmistakable. It was the same man who Dag had taken a surveillance photo of at the LLNL Depot.

			Jasmine’s eyes shot up as she eyed the photo, but remained silent. She turned to Marcy and nodded to the detective to take note of the portrait.

			Jack handed a business card to Bee. “Thanks for your time and trouble. The next time you talk to your granddad, could you please contact us and let us know his whereabouts?”

			Bee smiled as she tapped the card against her lips. “Perhaps I’ll just call, anyway.”

			 “I’m sure he’d like that.” Jasmine subtly nudged Jack in the back. “In the meantime, we have work to do.”

			Once they were outside, Jack, Jasmine and Marcy stopped to confer on the sidewalk. “I think someone’s got a girl crush on you,” teased Marcy. She turned to Jasmine. “What’s with the portrait?”

			“It matches a photo of a man Dag took a picture of in front of the LLNL Depot three days before he was killed.”

			“Ah.” Marcy stuck her hands into her coat pockets. “So, we got the murder weapon missing from Morgan’s collection, and a positive ID of him from Dag’s surveillance.”

			Jack nodded over his shoulder at the house. “We may also have a potential murder sight within 400-yards of the victim’s final resting spot.”

			 “Think that’s enough for a search warrant?” asked Jasmine.

			Marcy thought for a moment. “I’ll talk to the DA’s office. At the very least, we need to get Gruber to corroborate that the axe matches Morgan’s collection. Searching the rest of the house to locate a hypothetical murder scene may be a stretch, though.”

			Jack glanced at his watch. It was approaching evening. “Let’s leave it for today. We can reconvene tomorrow and figure out where to go next with this gong show. That OK with you, Marcy?”

			“You got no arguments from me.” Marcy walked back to her car. “I’ll see you guys downtown at 8 am.”

			That evening, Jack invited Bronson up to his home for dinner. “Thanks for helping out the other day with the coleslaw. It was a big hit with the kids.”

			“My grandmother’s recipe,” said Bronson. “She always made it for our annual family picnic in Nantucket Island.”

			Jack had prepared a pasta dish for dinner. He had fried chopped shallots in olive oil then added cherry tomatoes and white wine, stirring the contents of the pan until the tomatoes blended into a chunky sauce. Adding a dash of Sambuca and a pinch of salt, he served it on angel-hair pasta topped with jumbo shrimp fried in butter and garlic.

			“Yum,” said Bronson as he grated Parmesan cheese on the pasta. “You would make some lucky woman an excellent husband.”

			Jack laughed. “Got any brides in mind?”

			Bronson placed a manicured finger on his chin. “One of my cousins has a daughter that would be right up your alley. Very horsey.”

			Jack spun some pasta around his fork and took a bite. “She live around here?”

			“Boston. Related to the Van Burens, you know.”

			Jack took a sip from his glass of wine. “You familiar with all those old families?”

			Bronson touched his linen napkin to his lips. “Well, I can’t say that my ancestors came over on the Mayflower, but they did catch the Juneflower!” He guffawed in a high trill.

			Jack rolled his eyes at the old joke. Bronson had spent a distinguished career creating costumes for opera, ballet and theatre all over North America and Europe, but he couldn’t help but think there might have been a few vaudeville gigs thrown in now and again. “Bronny, you ever hear of the Van Dusens?”

			Bronson regained his composure. “Of course. Wonderful family. What happened to Tommy and Violet Van Dusen was a terrible tragedy.”

			“You know any of them personally?”

			“Aunt Molly lived next door to Violet’s sister. Their girl went to live there after her parents died. Selena…?”

			“Samantha.” Jack poured more wine into Bronson’s glass. “She’s an assistant special agent in charge with the FBI. She just got transferred to our office.”

			Bronson tilted his head to one side. “Hm.”

			“What, hm?”

			“Aunt Molly says there was a rumor.” Bronson held up both hands and mimicked quote marks. “Samantha apparently had an episode. Went berserk and chased one of the help with a butcher knife. Spent several months at the funny farm.”

			Jack’s eyebrows rose. “Is that true?”

			Bronson picked up his glass. “Let’s just say, don’t turn your back on her in a cutlery shop.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11 

			Friday, March 22

						

			The next morning, as Jack walked into work, he stopped to order breakfast at a sandwich shop on Hyde Street. The owner, Orchid, was a tiny Vietnamese woman with a big smile, her front teeth capped in silver. She had a display case filled with meat, vegetables and toppings; the customer picked their favorites and she fried them on a grill and filled them into toasted French baguette buns.

			Jack picked out onions, mushrooms and ham. Orchid fried the ingredients for a few moments in butter, then poured an egg mixture onto the grill. The omelet popped and smoked until it firmed up; the cook then added the fillings, tucked the rolled concoction onto a cut baguette, then topped it all off with slivered carrots and fresh coriander before adding a squirt of spicy sauce.

			“Can you cut it into four?” asked Jack.

			Orchid placed the order on a wooden board and whacked it with an immense cleaver then wrapped it up for Jack to take away.

			As he continued down Hyde Street, Jack couldn’t help but think about what Bronson had said. He just couldn’t picture a demented Samantha chasing a man with a butcher knife. It simply didn’t suit her personality at all. On the other hand, Bronson wasn’t the type to casually spread such a gruesome rumor; he only spoke out of his concern for Jack’s well-being.

			Maybe, thought Jack, it was just that; a rumor. After all, if it were a legitimate assault that resulted in her incarceration in a psychiatric ward, it would have kept her from qualifying for the FBI, godfather or not. Until he had a clearer idea of the truth, he decided to keep the information to himself.

			When Jack reached the FBI office, Jasmine, Marge and Samantha were already in the situation room. He held up the takeaway bag. “I got a treat.”

			As Jack unrolled the sandwich and handed out quarters, Marge’s eyes lit up in delight. “Is that Orchid’s? Hoo-boy!”

			Samantha held her portion delicately with the tips of her fingers. “What is this?”

			“Vietnamese sub.” Jack took a bite. “They’re delicious.”

			“No, I mean, what’s in it?”

			Jasmine had already finished half her portion. “Bugs and toads,” she said. “You don’t want it girl, I’ll eat it.”

			 Marge finished her sandwich and wiped her lips. “Thanks, cookie. Should we wait for Marcy before we begin?”

			“She’s down at the DA’s office talking about getting a warrant,” said Jack. “In the meantime, we’ll fill you in on what Professor Gruber told us. He identified the weapon as an 11th century Viking axe. He also said there weren’t many folks who had sufficient skill to hit someone with it.”

			“Which leads us to development number two,” said Jack. He stood and pinned a visa photo to the cork board. “Meet Boudicca Caledonia,”

			“Boo..?” said Samantha.

			“Also known as Bee. She’s a professor of Medieval History at Berkeley.”

			“And she knows how to throw Viking axes,” added Jasmine.

			Marge looked from Jack to Jasmine. “Does she have an alibi for the night of the murder?”

			“Mr. Muggs, her moggie,” said Jack.

			Marge removed her cats-eye glasses and rubbed her eyes. “Is this going anywhere within a mile of planet Earth?”

			Jack held up a hand. “It gets better. We asked Bee if she knew anyone who might own a rare Viking axe like this, and she said, “Och, Aye. Feargus Morgan. He’s my Grandad.””

			“She’s Irish?” asked Samantha.

			Jack looked deflated. “That was my Scottish accent.”

			Marge twirled a finger in the air. “Get on with it, sweets.”

			“Anyway, she takes us to this big mansion near Twin Peaks Park. Morgan isn’t home, but the housekeeper lets us in and someone’s tossed the kitchen.”

			Marge held up a hand. “Whoa. You mean, like a burglary?”

			“The rest of the house was fine,” said Jasmine. “Just the kitchen was ransacked.”

			“What about the axe?”

			“Bee showed us his weapon collection and the axe was missing,” said Jasmine. “And, guess who Feargus Morgan turns out to be?” She walked up to the cork board and tapped the photo taken by Dag outside of the LLNL Depot. “This guy.”

			“To summarize, we got a person of interest who owns the murder weapon living within 400-yards of the spot where Dag’s body was found,” said Jack. 

			“You working on a search warrant?”

			Just then, Marcy walked in with a leather portfolio tucked under one arm. “Hi gang. The DA figures we can get a warrant to match the axe to the rest of Morgan’s collection. But searching the whole premises on a hunch is a no-go. We need something more substantial.”

			Marge stood up and walked over to the cork board. “OK. Jazz, you do a work-up on this Feargus Morgan guy and check out Bee what’s-her-name.” 

			Samantha held up her hand. “Do you mind if I do that? The Morgan name rings a bell.”

			“A little silver one, perhaps?” chided Jasmine.

			Samantha pointedly ignored the aside. “Something to do with uranium enrichment.”

			“OK, you got it,” said Marge. She pointed to Marcy’s leather portfolio. “Anything else?”

			Marcy took out some documents. “We got a DMV hit on one of the dojo guys.” She placed some papers on the table and spread them out.  “Choki Hamaguchi, age 23. He emigrated from Japan to the US ten years ago. No criminal record in the state of California.”

			Jack typed the home address listed on the driver’s licence into the GPS app on his cell phone. “He lives just south of downtown.”

			“I need to do more work on the warrant.” Marcy collected the documents together and handed them to Jasmine. “Why don’t you guys check out Hamaguchi?”

			Jack and Jasmine grabbed a car out of the government motor pool and drove south for two miles along Hwy 101. They came to a traffic jam and slowed to a halt. Jack placed the car in park, then glanced over at his partner. “Hey, Jazz, can I ask you a question?”

			Jasmine, who was checking emails on her app, glanced up. “Sure.”

			“The other day, when I asked if Sam insulted you, and you said no, I should have asked something else.”

			“What?”

			“Did she physically threaten you?”

			Jasmine looked at Jack as if his head were on backward. “If that bitch slapped me, she’d be dead.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “What’s wrong with you?”

			The traffic jam cleared, and Jack put the car into gear. “Nothing. Just looking out for my partner.”

			Jasmine rolled her eyes, but left the subject drop.

			The agents came to the cloverleaf at the intersection of Hwy 280. Taking an off-ramp, Jack drove through several blocks of run-down housing that had been permanently shaded by the spaghetti of overpasses.

			Hamaguchi’s home address was a two-story stucco box painted brown. A pine-board fence enclosed a weed-choked front yard. 

			“Nice fixer-upper,” said Jasmine.

			“Easy commute,” added Jack.

			The exited the car and approached the house. The wooden steps that led to the front door were half-rotten, and the front door had obviously been kicked off its hinges during a drug raid. Plastic had been taped over a broken window. The house appeared to be deserted.

			Jack knocked on the door and waited for a few moments. 

			“If you’re looking for Chuck, you’re wasting your time.”

			The agents turned to spot a woman in hair curlers wearing a house coat and pink fuzzy slippers. She was standing on the sidewalk, clutching a broom and a dust pan.

			Jack raised an eyebrow. “And you are…?”

			“Sadie.” She removed a cigarette from the side of her mouth. “Sadie Hawkins.” She pointed to an adjacent home in better repair. “I’m Chuck’s neighbour.”

			“Pleased to meet you, Ma’am,” said Jasmine. “We’re here to ask Mr. Hamaguchi a few questions.”

			“You SFPD?”

			Jack took out his badge. “FBI.”

			“Huh. Knew it had to be one or the other.”

			“Why do you say that?” asked Jasmine.

			“Don’t get me wrong. I like Chuck. He’s polite to women, you know? Not always acting like a macho jerk.”

			“I’m sure his mother is proud of him,” said Jack. “But I take it you have other concerns.”

			Sadie snorted. “You’d have concerns too, if you saw the crowd he hangs out with.”

			“What are they like?” asked Jack.

			“Tough looking Asian guys, always wearing black sunglasses and looking furtive, you know?” Sadie shuddered. “Creepy.”

			“Where is Chuck now?” asked Jasmine.

			“Took off late last night. I was watching Dawn of the Dead when I heard him revving up his motorbike. I peeked through the curtains. He had a big knapsack on his back. Roared outta here like he was being chased by zombies.”

			When they arrived back at the FBI office, Samantha was waiting for them in the situation room. “I did a quick check on Baron Feargus Morgan.” She touched a button on her laptop, and a presentation appeared on a flat screen on the wall. It showed a large mansion built of granite blocks on a windswept plain. “Morgan was born in the Orkneys just after World War Two. That’s the ancestral home.”

			Samantha clicked the advance button on her laptop and walked up to the presentation. A grainy color photo of a much younger Feargus appeared. He was standing arm-in-arm with a pretty blonde woman outside of a pub. “Graduated from Oxford with a PhD in Physics. That’s his wife, Ferin.”

			“Any kids?” asked Jasmine.

			Samantha glanced at a notepad. “One. A son.”

			“Bee’s dad.”

			Samantha kept reading from her pad. “Yes, Anghus. He and his wife Brigitta were killed in a car accident.”

			“What did Feargus do after he graduated?” asked Jack.

			“That’s where it gets interesting.” Samantha moved on to the next photo. “He was very well respected for his research into applied laser technologies. He got a job in GE’s lab working on SILEX, the acronym for a way of concentrating uranium 235 with lasers.”

			“I thought they used centrifuges to concentrate uranium,” said Jack.

			“They do at UCENT, but this is a totally different method. You tune high-powered lasers to ionize just the uranium 235, which then sticks to a charged plate.”

			“Ouch,” said Jasmine. “My head hurts.”

			Jack held up a finger. “This is beginning to sound familiar.”

			Samantha nodded. “Under Morgan’s work, SILEX became so advanced that it was touted as a much cheaper and easier way to enrich uranium.”

			“So they shut the research program down,” said Jack.

			“They did.” Samantha advanced to the next photo, showing a Senate hearing. “I remember because Uncle Vick, my mother’s brother, was on the investigating committee. “That’s him on the left with the glasses.”

			 “Your uncle is Senator Victor Van Harmon?” asked Jack.

			“Yes. I remember now because Uncle Vick was so impressed at how passionate Morgan was about his work.”

			“Why’d they shut it down?” asked Jasmine.

			“They were afraid that rogue nations would use SILEX to make nuclear weapons.” Samantha sighed. “So, they cut off research funds and dispersed the staff.”

			Jack absorbed the information for a moment. “What happened to Morgan after that?”

			Samantha flipped to a final page in her notepad. “Not much on public record. He could have taken another research position, but he turned to collecting medieval European artifacts.”

			“Seems like an odd choice for a physicist.”

			Samantha shrugged. “Uncle Vick said he came from an ancient line. The title ‘baron’ is so old no-one remembers where it originated.”

			“His family goes back to before the Norman Conquest in 1066?”

			“Uncle Vick said it probably goes back to Stonehenge.”

			 “He was kidding, right?” said Jasmine.

			Samantha thought back for a moment. “I don’t recall him smiling when he said it.” She turned off the projector. “You find Hamaguchi?

			“Neighbour said he bolted last night,” said Jack. “That trails gone cold.”

			“Asian families can be pretty tight,” said Samantha. “If this guy’s on the run, the first people he would turn to are kin.’

			“Good point.” Jack turned to Jasmine. “Anything in the stuff Marcy gave you about family?”

			Jasmine flipped through the papers. “Here’s something on his immigration.” She read for a moment. “He was sponsored by an older brother. Name of Sumimoto Hamaguchi.”

			“Any address?”

			“No, but he listed his occupation as a civilian clerk for the Naval Air Station North Island Storage Depot in San Diego.”

			“What’s that?” asked Jack.

			“It’s the weapon storehouse for the US Navy,” said Samantha. “It’s the largest single nuclear arsenal in the world.”

			That evening, Jack sat in his living room drinking a beer and watching a hockey game. The Calgary Flames were in a high-scoring match with the San Jose Sharks. He had played on the high school team as a winger and enjoyed a good blow-out when the goalies got hammered. Calgary finally won in overtime.

			After the game, Jack stripped down and took a shower. He had pondered dropping by Bronson’s home and questioning him further about Samantha’s breakdown, but he didn’t want to appear to be giving it any more credence than it deserved. The last thing he wanted to do was create discord in the office chasing after spurious gossip. 

			Jack shut off the shower and toweled himself dry. He and Jasmine were going to San Diego the next day to check out Hamaguchi’s older brother. If he got the chance, he’d have a casual chat with his old pal Ruben Vargas, an agent with over a dozen years’ experience in the local FBI office. Maybe he had some skinny on Sam. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Saturday, March 23

						

			Jack and Jasmine caught the dawn flight to San Diego. Ruben Vargas met them at the airport. He had the tan skin and round facial features of his Mexican ancestors. He gave Jack a big bear hug when they exited into the terminal.

			Jack returned the hug. “Hey, you didn’t have to give us the VIP treatment.” 

			Ruben beamed. “What, and not get the low-down in person? And I always look forward to spending time with your wonderful partner.”

			Jasmine gave Ruben a kiss on the cheek. “Flatterer.”

			Ruben gestured toward the exit door. “Your chariot awaits. You can explain what’s up while we drive to the base.”

			Naval Air Station North Island was located in the middle of San Diego Bay. Ruben took the leisure route along Harbor Drive, passing the USS Midway Museum and Seaport Village. 

			Jack, sitting shotgun, filled Ruben in on their investigation into the murder of Dag Hammerson. “We’re here to interview a man named Sumimoto Hamaguchi, the older brother of a suspect.”

			“You didn’t have to fly down just for one interview. I would have been happy to help.”

			“Yeah, I know, but we got a hunch it’s not just a routine Q&A.”

			“How so?”

			Jasmine spoke up. “Everybody involved in this seems to have some connection to nukes. Dag was a nuclear inspector, we’ve got nuclear physicists coming out of the woodwork, and one of the main suspects has a brother who works at a nuclear warehouse.”

			“You mean, like, nuclear weapons?”

			“Yeah,” said Jack. “The kind that go boom!”

			They crossed over the Coronado Bridge and into the village of Coronado. The neighbourhood was filled with well-kept bungalows and strip malls. They reached the Naval Station North Island entry gate on Third Street, where they presented their IDs to a sentry. The man checked their authorization on his computer screen then returned to their car and passed the badges back to Ruben. “Colonel Tubbman’s arranged an escort,” he said. “Just follow the Jeep.”

			They pulled in behind the military vehicle and followed it along a meandering route that led past warehouses, barracks and offices, before reaching a boulevard that took then in a wide arc around the north shore of the island. The Jeep finally stopped in front of a non-descript building with a sign adjacent to the front door, Special Weapons Office. The driver then led them into the building and up to the second floor. 

			The CO office was bustling with male and female officers and civilian clerks. A receptionist escorted them to a room overlooking the wide channel that separated the island from Point Loma. Colonel Bud Tubbman was a large black man with a wide grin and a strong handshake. “Welcome to the Special Weapons Office,” he announced, gesturing to a conference table adjacent to the window. “Why don’t you pull up a chair and tell me what this is all about?”

			After introductions had been complete and coffees poured, Jack explained their mission. “We’re investigating the murder of a federal employee, a Mr. Dag Hammerson with the Nuclear Regulatory Commission. We’re here to talk to a Mr. Sumimoto Hamaguchi.”

			“Sam?” Tubbman rubbed the short bristle of hairs on his head. “He wouldn’t hurt a fly!”

			“Mr. Hamaguchi isn’t under suspicion. He’s the older brother of one of our suspects, however, a man who’s gone into hiding. We’re here to find out if Sam might know his whereabouts.”

			“Oh, no problem, then.” Tubbman checked his computer. “He’s deployed at the tactical nuclear warehouse.” He reached over to a coat-rack and grabbed his cap. “Come on, I’ll walk you over there.”

			As they strolled across a patch of hot tarmac, Tubbman filled them in on the SWO. “We have over 10,000 ordnance here. It’s the largest repository in the navy. Warheads, tactical, specialty items – you name it. Our job is to keep ‘em ready for deployment.”

			They entered a long, low building capped with a curved steel roof. A tall, heavy-set man with a florid complexion and mop of pale blond hair was talking on the phone at the reception desk. He quickly hung up and saluted Colonel Tubbman.

			“Bubba, I’d like you to meet FBI agents Leroi, Vargas and Kenyon.”

			The NCO stuck out his hand. “Petty Officer Bernard Hess,” he announced in a Georgia drawl. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

			“They’re here to talk to Sam Hamaguchi,” explained Tubbman. “Something about a missing younger brother.”

			Hess raised an eyebrow. “Colonel, Sam ain’t been in here for some days now.”

			“No? Why not?”

			 “Y’all recall Tinker’s send-off in the mess?”

			Tubbman explained to his guests. “That was Chief Petty Officer Edward Coll. He retired last week.” He turned back to Hess. “What’s that got to do with Sam?”

			“I think he might be working off one hell of a hangover.” Hess coughed into his hand. “After you left, Sam snuck a few kegs of brew in to celebrate with his old pal.” 

			 “He what? Damn, Bubba, you know SWO is dry!”

			Hess visibly reddened. “Colonel, I know, but Sam’s a civvy. I don’t condone it, but I got no authority over what he does.”

			Jack interjected. “Colonel, I don’t want to interrupt, but perhaps Bubba could give us Sam’s address? We’d like to speak to him as soon as possible.”

			Colonel Tubbman glared at Bubba. “CPO Hess would be glad to comply.”

			After the agents were escorted off base, they drove down 4th Street in Coronado to H Ave. Hamaguchi lived in a small white bungalow with a blue cloth awning hanging over the front porch. The Stars & Stripes, mounted on a pole, fluttered in the breeze. They parked at the curb and got out of the car. Jack motioned to Jasmine to cover the back, while he and Ruben mounted the porch.

			Vargas knocked on the front door, then pointed to several editions of the San Diego Union Tribune tucked under the door mat. “Looks like nobody’s been around the last few days.”

			Jack strolled along the porch, peering through a window into the living room. “No sign of movement.”

			Jasmine appeared at the side of the home. “Back door’s been busted in.”

			They joined Jasmine at the rear of the house. An older-model Honda sedan was sitting in the carport. There was no sign of a motorcycle. The wooden back door appeared to have been hit with a sledge hammer hard enough to completely smash the wood around the dead bolt.

			“Should we call SDPD?” asked Ruben.

			Jack looked at Jasmine “Imminent danger?”

			“Hell, yeah.” The door was slightly ajar. Jasmine drew her Sig Sauer 9 mm and pushed the door slightly wider to step inside. “Mr. Hamaguchi? This is the FBI. We are entering your home to ensure your safety.”

			Jack and Ruben drew their guns and followed. The back door entered onto a landing with three steps leading up into an unoccupied kitchen. A cold cup of coffee and a stale sandwich sat on the Formica counter. Jack signalled to Jasmine to take the front living room; he and Ruben proceeded down a hall to the back. 

			The first bedroom was empty, with no sign of recent habitation. The door to the second bedroom was closed. Ruben cautiously eased it open.

			The smell hit them like a wave. Ruben staggered back, retching. “We got a bad one.”

			Jack pulled a handkerchief out of his jacket pocket and placed it over his nose, but it did little to cover the stench. Peering into the room, he could see the body of an Asian man on its back in a pool of congealed blood. Flies covered what remained of his face. He eased the door closed again. 

			Jasmine was coming down the hall, but stopped well short of the bedroom door. “Whoo! Is that our man?”

			“Was.” Jack indicated they retreat to the back yard. “Ruben, please call SDPD and start searching for family photos and addresses. Maybe there’s something here that will lead us to his brother. In the meantime, can Jazz and I borrow your car?”

			“Sure. Where are you going?” 

			“We need to see Colonel Tubbman.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

						

			As Jasmine drove, Jack called ahead to the SWO and was patched through to Colonel Tubbman. “Sir, there’s been a development.”

			“What’s happened?”

			“We found Mr. Hamaguchi in his residence. He’s been murdered.”

			“Damnation!”

			Jack continued. “Agent Vargas is calling in the SDPD to process the crime scene. In the meantime, Agent Leroi and I need to examine Mr. Hamaguchi’s work environment for evidence.”

			“We’ll need to call in NCIS,” said Tubbman.

			“Fine. Can you also notify gate security and give us clearance?”

			“Will do. I’ll have them bring you back to my office.”

			When Jack and Jasmine arrived at Tubbman’s office, the only occupant was Naval Criminal Investigative Service Agent Michi Cornwell. “Jack! Jazz! Good to see you again. Sorry it’s under such bad circumstances.”

			Jack stepped forward to shake the hand of the former FBI agent. A handsome, dark-haired man of mixed Asian and American heritage, Michi had resigned after 10 years in the service and contracted as a civilian agent with the NCIS. “You’re looking good. How are Sally and the kids?”

			“Jade just started this year at UCSD and Sammy’s just finishing high school and has a shot at a swimming scholarship.” Michi glanced behind them. “Colonel Tubbman said Ruben was with you.”

			“He’s back at the crime scene coordinating with the SDPD,” said Jack. “We came back here to inspect Mr. Hamaguchi’s work environment.”

			“Fine.” Michi pointed to Colonel Tubbman’s conference table.  “Can you fill me on background first?”

			Jack brought the NCIS agent up to speed on the Dag Hammerson murder investigation, then explained their presence in San Diego. “We came here to speak to Mr. Hamaguchi regarding the whereabouts of one of our chief suspects, Choki Hamaguchi, his younger brother. The last thing we expected was to find him dead.”

			The NCIS agent pulled out a notebook. “What caused his death?” 

			“It appeared to be a shotgun blast to his head. Half his face was obliterated.”

			Michi made a note. “Any idea about time of death?”

			“My guess? By the state of decomposition, anywhere up to a week.”

			“Colonel Tubbman told me that Sam had smuggled kegs of beer into a going-away party for CPO Coll last week. If that’s the case, his death could have happened shortly thereafter.”

			Jack nodded. “The medical examiner can probably pin down a better timeline, but that seems to be the case.”

			 Michi tapped his pen against his chin. “What do you expect to find here?”

			Jasmine held her hands wide. “We came down looking for leads to locate Choki, but now it’s anybody’s guess.”

			 Michi stood. “Let’s check out his workplace.”

			They met Colonel Tubbman on the main floor. Together, they headed for the warehouse. On the way over, the naval officer explained Hamaguchi’s duties. “We have a lot of ordnance that is essentially obsolete; either because we’ve developed newer, more effective weaponry, or the delivery vector – missiles, assault craft - has been retired. Sam’s duties were to periodically audit and inspect for deterioration.”

			They arrived at a single story building with a thick, curved concrete roof. The entrance was a massive set of double steel doors. Colonel Tubbman pressed a button on the side of the doors and stared up at an adjacent CCTV camera. “Colonel Tubbman with FBI Agents Leroi and Kenyon and NCIS Agent Cornwell.”

			A disembodied voice came through a speaker. “Colonel, place the biometric scanner near your eye.” 

			A bracket held a scanner similar to those used by check-out clerks at a grocery store. It was attached to the wall by a flexible metal cable. Tubbman raised the device to his eye, pressed a button, and the doors unlocked and slowly opened. They walked into the interior.

			The building was essentially a bunker with four-foot thick walls of reinforced concrete. They descended a wide, shallow incline until they came to identical steel doors, this time with a guardhouse to the right. A sentry peered through a bullet-proof window, visually confirming the Colonel’s identity before unlocking the doors.

			They entered into a rectangular office area that was perhaps 40-feet wide and 100-feet long, with thick steel pillars placed at regular intervals. Jack guessed they were at least 30-feet underground, and had no doubt that reinforced concrete composed the majority of the material between the cavern and the surface.

			A female NCO stepped forward and saluted Colonel Tubbman. “Petty Officer Miller, sir.”

			Colonel Tubbman saluted back. “Miller, I’d like to introduce FBI Agents Kenyon and Leroi. I believe you know NCIS Agent Cornwell. They need to inspect Sumimoto Hamaguchi’s work environment.”

			The PO nodded toward Michi before returning her attention to Tubbman. “Yes, sir. May I request why?”

			Michi spoke up. “Mary, Sam’s been murdered.”

			Mary gasped. “What?”

			Michi placed a steadying hand on her shoulder. “Someone attacked him in his home. We’re here to look for evidence that might help explain why.”

			Jasmine stepped forward. “Did you note anything unusual about Mr. Hamaguchi’s behaviour or actions last week?”

			Mary’s eyes were round with a mixture of shock and surprise. “No, I can’t think of anything odd. He was excited about the retirement party for Tinker - I mean, CPO Coll - but other than that, no.”

			“Did he mention anything about family?” asked Jack. 

			Mary’s face lit up. “Yes. He got a call and was talking in Japanese and when he hung up, he said his brother Chuck was coming to visit.”

			“Did he say when?

			“No, but I got the impression it was soon.”

			Michi interrupted. “Mary, can you show us Sam’s desk?”

			“Yes, it’s right over there.” She led them to a standard military issue metal desk painted green. A flat screen sat atop a writing blotter. There were no photos or personal objects on the surface, just a mug with pens, and a stapler.

			Michi sat in Hamaguchi’s chair. The filing drawers that ran down the right side of the desk were locked. “Mary, do you have a master?”

			“Yes.” She unhooked a chain of keys from her belt and unlocked the files. 

			Michi lifted a stack of files out and fanned them across the desk. “Can you explain what we’re looking at here?”

			Mary read the tab labels. “Each file contains the audit details for a separate device.” She picked two out of the pile “This one is for the W54 and this one is for the W48.”

			Michi glanced at Colonel Tubbman, who explained. “There was a development program during the 1950s to design small, tactical nuclear weapons. The W54 was a nuclear mortar round, and the W48 was a shell for a 155 mm cannon. The US eventually discontinued their development.”

			 Mary continued to rummage through the files. “That’s odd.” She doubled checked the file drawer, and the pile. “The MK54 file is missing.”

			“The what?” asked Michi.

			“MK54, or Special Atomic Demolition Munition.”

			Something twigged in Jack’s memory; a spy novel he had read as a teenager. “You mean, a suitcase bomb?”

			Colonel Tubbman nodded. “A nuclear device small enough to fit in a luggage bag. Their use was outlawed by international convention years ago.”

			“So, why do we still have them?” asked Jasmine.

			“Their use, not their possession,” said Tubbman. “Nobody ever issued a destruction order.”

			Michi spoke. “Where are the MK54s stored?”

			“Warehouse 14A.”

			The NCIS agent extended a hand toward Mary. “Can you take us there?”

			Mary led the company down a corridor that was large enough to accommodate a ten-ton truck. Periodically, they passed steel doors that had been set into the concrete walls, each marked with a door code and a biometric reader. 

			As they walked, Jack spoke to Tubbman. “Colonel, how powerful is the MK54?”

			“It’s about the equivalent of one thousand tons of TNT,” he explained. “That’s about one quarter of the strength of the Little Boy dropped over Hiroshima.”

			“I thought Little Boy was huge.”

			“It was so big that there was only room for one in a B-29 bomber,” said Tubbman. “But advances in nuclear technology allowed scientists at LLNL to shrink it down small enough that one man could carry it in a backpack.”

			They came to the end of the corridor, where a set of double steel doors had been installed in concrete. “We’re at the end of the warehouse,” said Tubbman. “These are emergency doors that lead up to the basement of the SWO.”

			A sentry post was situated adjacent to the double doors. The petty officer stood at attention and saluted the colonel. “Sir. Petty Officer Travis.”

			Tubbman saluted back and pointed to a nearby door marked 14A. “Travis, we’re here to inspect 14A. Please activate the access sequence.”

			“Sir.” Travis removed the biometric reader from its bracket and placed it near his eye. A green light went on. Mary stepped forward and repeated the process. A second green light blinked on. Travis then drew a stainless steel key from a belt chain and placed it in the door lock, rotating it counter-clockwise until the dead bolt receded. He then pushed against the door, swinging it inward.

			Mary stepped in first and activated the overhead fluorescent lights. A bank of metal cabinets ran along one wall. She proceeded to a small metal box with a keypad. She entered a code, and the sound of bolts sliding emanated from the cabinets. 

			Tubbman advanced to a cabinet locker labeled MK54-1. “This one.”

			Travis selected a key on his chain, unlocked the door, and stepped back.

			The colonel opened the door. Inside the locker was a metal cylinder, approximately 16-inches in diameter and 30-inches high. It was sitting in a reinforced nylon backpack. 

			Without thinking, Jack took half a step back.

			Tubbman smiled. “Don’t worry, it won’t blow up on you.” He tapped the top of the cylinder so that it rang like a cymbal. “Without a detonator, it’s as harmless as a soup kettle.”

			Jack warily stepped forward. No matter how harmless, the device still had a sinister aura. “How many of these are here in storage?”

			Tubbman pointed to three other lockers, labeled MK54-2, MK54-3, and MK54-4. “We have a total of four.”

			“Do you mind checking the rest?”

			Tubbman shrugged, then nodded to Travis. The latter unlocked the three doors. MK54-2 and MK54-3 were identical to MK54-1. 

			MK54-4, however, was a different matter. When Tubbman swung the door open, the locker was occupied by a beer keg.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

						

			Colonel Tubbman hustled Jack, Jasmine and Michi through the emergency double doors that led to the basement of the SWO, then up to the second floor. Instead of going to Tubbman’s office, however, he detoured them to an unmarked door. After punching in a security code on the door keypad, he led them in.

			The room was approximately 20-feet long and 10-feet wide. It had no windows; the walls were covered in Faraday mesh to prevent electromagnetic penetration or leakage. A computer server hummed in one corner. Four flat screens had been mounted on a desk that ran along one wall. There were half a dozen office chairs in the room.

			Tubbman shut and bolted the door from the inside. He then went to the computer server and punched in a second code on its control pad. The four screens lit up simultaneously with CCTV views of the SWO office and warehouses. “We installed this six months ago,” said the naval officer. “Department of Homeland Security gave us the funds. The cameras are hidden in smoke detectors.”

			Tubbman pulled up a chair in front of one of the consoles and activated a mouse and keypad. He scrolled through the images until he came to what he was looking for. He clicked on two, one showing a bunker hallway, and another one that was dark. “This is the hallway in front of 14A; you can see the sentry box and the entrance to the warehouse. The dark one on the right is 14A’s interior.”

			Tubbman launched a time log app and typed in the date and time for CPO Coll’s going-away party the prior Thursday. A view of a sentry appeared, marching off to the right away from the door. “CO Kramer,” said Tubbman. They watched as the sped-up version for several seconds until Kramer reappeared, advancing to his post. He returned the video to normal speed. 

			Jack peered over Tubbman’s shoulder. “He’s activating the door communication.”

			There was no audio; they watched Kramer speak briefly, then press a button to open the doors. Sam Hamaguchi appeared, wheeling a beer keg on a dolly. He spoke to Kramer, gesturing toward the office above, clearly inviting the sentry to honor CPO Coll with a drink. Reluctant at first, Travis glanced down the empty hallway while Sam filled a mug with frothy ale. Rubbing his lips, the sentry finally accepted the drink, downing it in one quick motion.

			Tubbman rubbed his face. “Kramer did two stints in the brig for drinking on duty. We only reinstated him after attending voluntary rehab.”

			Jack kept his attention focused on the image. The two men laughed, Sam motioning to refill his mug, Travis happily accepting. When the sentry raised his glass to his lips a second time, however, he spilled some of the beer on his tunic. He steadied himself with one hand on the wall, trying to keep his balance.

			“I’ve never seen anyone get drunk on one beer,” said Jasmine.

			“Maybe he has a hip flask,” said Jack.

			Michi stared intently as the sentry began to sway. “The beer is spiked.” He pulled out his cell phone and activated the video camera.

			As Michi filmed the sequence, Travis went to his knees, then began to topple forward, but Sam eased him back to a sitting position against the wall, beneath the biometric scanner. He then took the scanner and lifted Travis’s eyelid, placing it against his eye. A green light went on. He repeated the process on his own eye. Sam plucked a key from the sentry’s belt chain and unlocked the door. He then wheeled the beer keg into the room.

			The second camera frame activated as Sam turned on the lights. They watched as he entered a code into the keypad on the wall. He then advanced to the fourth locker, opening the door. He rolled the cylindrical suitcase bomb out of its enclosure and onto the warehouse floor. 

			What happened next was partially obscured by Sam’s back, but clear enough to surmise what happened. The beer keg had an outer sleeve that identified the brand; Sam rotated the outer-sleeve upwards until it slid off the metal container. He then hoisted the beer keg into the locker and slid the outer-sleeve over the bomb. He closed the locker, leveraged the bomb onto the dolly, then advanced toward the door.

			The hallway CCTV showed the 14A door slowly opening. Sam stuck his head out, peering at Travis and then down the hallway. Reassured, he wheeled the bomb out into the hallway, closing the door and replacing the key on the sentry’s keychain. He then unlocked the double door and disappeared up the ramp toward the SWO basement.

			Colonel Tubbman grabbed a wastepaper basket and threw up. 

			Michi unbolted the door and entered into the hallway. He pulled out his cell phone and hit an emergency DHS number. “NCIS Cornwell at Naval Station North SWO. We have an unauthorized removal of a nuclear weapon. Activate Operation RB.”  

			Jack appeared at his side. “RB?”

			“Runaway Bomb. DHS set it up. They’ll alert Border Patrol, Coast Guard and National Guard.” Michi activated his email app. “I’m sending them the video; I’ll need to get info on Hamaguchi.”

			 “We’ve got a background file from our investigation.” Jack pulled out his cell phone and dialed Samantha in San Francisco. “Sam? Jack. I need you to send our Hamaguchi background file to an NCIS agent.” Michi held up his phone so that Jack could read off the email address. “No, we couldn’t interview Hamaguchi. I’ll explain later. Is Marge there? I need to talk to her. Good. I’m signing off now.” Jack disconnected and dialed Marge’s number. 

			“What’s up, cookie?”

			“Marge, the shit has really hit the fan. Hamaguchi stole a nuclear bomb.”

			“Did you catch him?”

			“No. We found him murdered in his home. He stole it last Thursday, just before he was killed.”

			“And before Dag was murdered.” Marge paused to think for a moment. “Which means he had co-conspirators who double-crossed him.”

			“This is spiralling way out of control.” Jack looked up as Michi gave him a thumbs-up, indicating receipt of the Hamaguchi file. “DHS has activated Operation RB.”

			“Is the bomb armed?” asked Marge.

			“Colonel Tubbman says no – the detonators are kept separate.”

			“Have ‘em check they didn’t steal that as well,” said Marge. “In the meantime, I’ll call Freddy Kirkland in Washington and give him a heads-up. What are your plans?”

			“Jazz and I left Ruben at Hamaguchi’s house to deal with the SDPD,” said Jack. “We’re going to head back there and search the house.”

			“When do you think you’ll be back in SF?”

			“Not ‘til late.”

			“OK. We’ll schedule a meet here first thing tomorrow.”

			Jack and Jasmine left Michi at SWO and returned to Hamaguchi’s home. By the time they arrived, the block was swarming with SDPD prowlers and fire department emergency vehicles. 

			Ruben was on the front steps as technicians wheeled out a sealed body bag. He introduced a man in a brown suit standing beside him. “Jack, Jazz, this is Detective Marty Tillman with the SDPD. I’ve been briefing him on the case.”

			They shook hands, then Jack turned and pointed to the body being loaded into the back of an ambulance. “Marty, you might want to hold off transporting the remains anywhere. In fact, please have all crew leave the house and stand down.”

			Marty, a heavy-set man who was constantly hitching his suit pants up, suddenly looked worried. “Why, what’s up?”

			Jack spoke low. “Hamaguchi stole nuclear material from the Naval Station. DHS is on the way with special equipment.”

			Ruben blanched. “Shit, Jack. Could we have radiation poisoning?”

			“I understand there’s low risk if the bomb casing is intact, but if the exterior has been breached, then there could be a hazard.”

			Marty went to the front door. “Everybody out now! That’s an order!” Technicians and officers began pouring out the front door, confused and alarmed. Marty trotted back to the curb and held up a hand to the driver. “Clear out of the ambulance immediately.”

			As the EMTs were climbing out of the vehicle, three black vans with DHS stencilled on the side pulled up to the curb. The back doors opened and men in radiation suits clambered out. Each was holding a radiation detector. One man advanced to the ambulance and held the dosimeter to the corpse. “Clear,” he shouted.

			Two DHS agents headed for the backyard to check the car. Three other men disappeared into the interior of the home.

			A man in his thirties, dressed in a blue suit and wearing aviator shades, climbed out of the cab of a DHS van. His hair, jet black, was in stark contrast to his pale white skin. He approached the FBI agents and Detective Tillman. “Which one of you is Jack Kenyon?”

			“That’s me.”

			“DHS agent Dean Hearst.” He shook hands in turn as Jack introduced Jasmine, Marty and Ruben. “I have a copy of your Hamaguchi stuff, but we’ll need the whole case file.”

			“Have your director call SAC Gonelli in San Francisco, and she’ll clear it with HQ in DC.”

			“Great.” Dean pointed to his van. “In the meantime, can you step into my office and fill me in?”

			Jack, Jasmine, Ruben and Marty entered the van. It had been equipped with comfortable captain’s swivel chairs in leather upholstery. Must be nice to have an unlimited budget, thought Jack. 

			After settling in, Jack and Jasmine filled the DHS agent in on their investigation. “It was only by chance that we stumbled on the theft,” finished Jack. “If someone hadn’t killed Hamaguchi, it might have been weeks before anyone noticed a missing nuke.”

			Dean, sitting in the driver’s seat, removed his shades and tapped them absently on the wheel. “Yeah, it doesn’t make sense. Why bust the whole plan open by killing the inside man?”

			“There must have been some foul-up,” said Jasmine. “Maybe Dag found something and they had to shut it down pronto.”

			The DHS men in radiation suits exited the house and gathered in front of the porch, removing their helmets. The federal agents and SDPD detective got out of Dean’s van and approached. 

			“Anything, Stu?” asked Dean.

			“No, sir. Background levels consistent with the neighbourhood. The house is clear. No sign of the nuclear device.”

			“OK. Can you fetch the cell detector?” Dean turned to Marty and the FBI agents. “Let’s have a look, shall we?”

			Donning latex gloves, they fanned out into the house, opening drawers, rifling through closets and checking under sofa cushions. Jack was in the kitchen emptying the contents of the freezer when the DHS agent named Stu entered the room. A tall, thin man with a prominent Adam’s apple, he had doffed his radiation suit and was wearing a pair of blue technician’s overalls. He stood in the middle of the room and fiddled with a small electronic box.

			“What’s that?” asked Jack.

			“It detects the periodic ‘ping’ transmission that cell phones make. It makes them easy to find if they’ve been hidden.” Stu pointed the device toward the counter. It made a sudden buzz. “There’s a cell somewhere under there.”

			The two men emptied the pots and pans underneath the counter then pulled out the various detergent and cleaning cloths beneath the sink.

			Jack picked up a cardboard box containing a roll of garbage bags and gave it a shake. “I think it’s in here.” He pulled out the roll of bags to expose a smart phone. “Looks like a new one.”

			Stu took the phone and examined it just as Dean entered the kitchen. “Encrypted. Probably with a 128-bit key.”

			Dean took the phone and began typing on the password pad. He looked at Jack and winked as the phone tinkled a Bruno Mars tune. “Don’t tell anyone I did that.”

			The DHS agent began flipping through the outgoing and incoming logs. “Lots of numbers to San Francisco.” He pulled out his own phone and typed several into his search engine. He lifted his eyes from the screen and looked at Jack. “You know a company called FM Enterprises?”

			“Doesn’t ring a bell. We can check them out.”

			“Yeah, do that.” Dean activated the phone’s IM app and studied the messages for a moment. “Oh-oh.”

			“What?”

			Dean turned the screen so that Jack could read it.  Suitcase Boy Auction.
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			After they had finished searching the Hamaguchi house, Ruben drove Jack and Jasmine back to the San Diego airport. Rather than dropping them off then heading home to have dinner with his wife and two boys, Ruben joined them in a lounge for a pre-departure drink.

			Jack took a long pull on his bottle of beer. “Man, what a fucked-up day.”

			Ruben tilted his glass of draught in Jack’s direction. “Here’s to that.”

			Jasmine took a sip from her glass of white wine. “I can’t even think what we’re going to tell Marge tomorrow. It’s all just too weird.”

			“Let’s just hope we can get this cat back in the bag before the public finds out,” said Jack. “There’s gonna be riots in the streets.”

			The three sat nursing their drinks in silence for a moment, Jack pondering how to ask Ruben about Samantha.

			Ruben beat him to the punch. “Not to change the subject, but what do you think of ASAC van Dusen?”

			Jack shrugged. “She’s competent and intelligent, and working to take the load off Marge’s shoulders.”

			Ruben turned to Jasmine. “Jazz?”

			“I think she’s a stuck-up bitch.”

			Jack, who was in the midst of taking a swig, almost spit out his beer. “Hey, don’t pull any punches!”

			“Well, she is, and I ain’t gonna apologize for saying it.” Jasmine crossed her arms. “She’s a snooty little rich girl.”

			Jack turned to Ruben. “She was in San Diego for three years. What’s your take?”

			Ruben tapped his mug absently on his beer mat for a second. “She was sent out from Quantico after graduation. About as wet behind the ears as you can get. SAC Bob Cummings paired her up with Archie McNall.” Ruben looked at Jack. “You remember Archie?”

			“Sure do. Shame about what happened to him.” Jack took a sip of his beer. “I didn’t realize Sam was his partner.”

			“Yeah, well.” Ruben looked down.

			Jasmine reached over and touched Ruben’s arm. “What happened to Archie?”

			Ruben held Jasmine’s gaze. “We got a call from Vegas FBI warning that a bank robber by the name of Jessica Lutz was heading our way.”

			“Druggie buying her fix?”  

			“No. In fact, she had a hate-on for Pacific Shoals Bank after her mortgage loan went sideways. More of her way of getting it back. Her MO was to walk in late Friday when the tills were full and pull out a Colt .45. Anyway, there were only two branches in San Diego, so we assigned teams to stake them out in case she showed up.”

			“Where did Archie go?” asked Jasmine.

			“He and Sam were assigned to cover the one in a mall near UCSD,” said Ruben. “There were only two entrances, so they each took one.”

			Jack nodded. “I remember now.”

			Ruben continued. “Lutz strolled into Archie’s door just after 5 pm. He called Sam to say he had a sighting and to move in and cover him. Archie followed her to the bank entrance. When she reached into her handbag he pulled his piece and ordered her to put her hands up.”

			“She shot him right through her handbag,” said Jack.

			Ruben nodded. “Hit Archie in the hip. He went down. She started running toward him, pointing the handbag at his head. He heard the chamber click, but the gun jammed and didn’t fire. That’s the last thing he remembers before passing out.”

			“Where was his partner?” asked Jasmine.

			“There was a formal inquiry. Sam said she never got Archie’s call. She only knew something was wrong when she heard the gunfire. Archie was down and out when she got there. Essentially, it was a he-said, she-said. HQ in Washington intervened and backed Sam.”

			“What happened in the end?” asked Jack.

			“McNall took early retirement.”

			“And Sam?”

			“Nobody in San Diego wanted her as a partner. Washington booted her upstairs to ASAC in SF.” Ruben finished his beer and stood up. “I’d trust my life with you guys. Van Dusen only looks after number one.”

			It was almost midnight when Jack finally arrived at his home. He trudged up the stairs, wearily opening the door. Once inside, he peeled off his suit jacket, which faintly reeked of Sam’s remains, and tossed it into his dry-cleaning hamper. Taking a beer from the fridge, he sat in the living room with his feet up on an ottoman, but he couldn’t relax. He was filled with the adrenaline rush of the day, and as much as he needed to rest, knew that sleep was going to elude him.

			Jack returned to the bedroom and stripped off his suit trousers and dress shirt, donning instead a T-shirt and a pair of overalls. Returning to the front door, he descended the steps. The curtains on the main floor were drawn, but he could see the flicker of a TV screen as Bronson, an inveterate night owl, wiled away the hours watching old Hollywood movies.

			A light drizzle was falling. Jack walked around to the back of the house and unlocked the garage door. He turned on the overhead fluorescent lights, shielding his face until his eyes adjusted to the glare. 

			The Norton Commando stood adjacent to his work bench. He lifted the protective cover off. The machine was kitted out with twin chrome pipes sweeping high along the left side, a black gas tank with the iconic name painted in gold, and straight handle bars. Jack didn’t like to operate the vintage bike in the winter, as it was prone to rust from road salt. Last fall, he had removed the seat, side covers and battery and put it into storage. Now, it was time to prepare for spring.

			A fine coat of dust covered the bike. Jack lifted a microfiber cloth from the top of a pile he kept in a drawer in the work bench and wiped down the handlebars, tach and speed gauges. Working his way back, he dusted the gas tank, tail pipes and rear light. 

			As he methodically cleaned the bike, Jack slowly relaxed. He felt his worries retreat, and the simple activity take over his thoughts. Under his ministrations, the bike began to gleam in the cold light. 

			A noise made Jack look up. Bronson was standing at the garage door, a thermos and two mugs in his hands. “Mind if I join you?”

			Jack pointed to an ancient cane chair in the corner. “No, come in.”

			Bronson settled himself in, placing the thermos and two mugs on an upturned wooden crate adjacent to the chair. “Can’t sleep?”

			Jack shook his head. “Too buzzed from the day. Thought a little work on the bike might relax me.”

			Bronson poured a dark liquid into the two mugs. “Brought some cocoa down. Always helps me relax.” He handed a mug to Jack.

			“Thanks.” Jack took a sip, the cocoa hot and sweet. “That’s good.”

			“You got home late. Work take you out of town?”

			“San Diego.” Jack put the mug down on the work bench and picked up a can of lubricating oil. “One shitload of a day.”

			Bronson leaned back in the chair and took a sip of his cocoa. “Anything you can tell me about?”

			Jack knelt by the Norton and began to apply a light coat to the chain, holding a rag underneath to catch drips. “Sorry, I can’t discuss it.”

			Bronson shrugged. “No worries.” He paused for a minute before speaking. “You said Samantha used to work in San Diego. Did your trip have something to do with that?”

			Jack looked up from his work. “No, but I appreciate what you said the other night.”

			Bronson nodded. “I called a few friends back east. Just to chit-chat.”

			Jack sat back on his haunches. “By any chance, did the topic of the Van Dusens come up?”

			“It did.” Bronson arched his brows. “She’s got lots of powerful family connections, Jack. I recommend you exercise prudence.”

			Jack stood and wiped his wands with a clean rag. He smiled at his neighbour. “You know me, Bronny. Prudence is my middle name.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 16 

			Sunday, March 24

						

			Sunday was normally a day off for Jack and Jasmine, but today was different. They were scheduled to brief Marge and Samantha at the San Francisco FBI office about the death of Hamaguchi and the subsequent discovery of the suitcase bomb theft. As Jack approached the office, however, he called Jasmine on his cell phone. “Jazz, you at the office yet?”

			“No, just parking.”

			Jack was standing at a donut shop just around the corner from the federal building. “I’m just picking up some bear-claws at Ziggy’s. You want to meet me here for a sec?”

			Jasmine strolled in just as Jack was filling up a cardboard tray with coffees. “What’s up?”

			Jack handed her the box of donuts. “I just wanted to ask you not to mention any further what Ruben said last night.”

			“This got something to do with you asking me if that ho is physical?”

			Jack lowered his voice. “Partner stuff, OK?”

			Jasmine knew what Jack was about to say never went any further. “OK.”

			“Bronson heard a rumor that Sam went postal with a knife when she was a teenager. Spent time in the loony bin.”

			Jasmine’s eyebrows shot straight up. “Say what?”

			Jack kept his voice low. “I’ll try and find out more. In the meantime, lay off the wisecracks and keep your eyes open.”

			Marge and Samantha were waiting in the situation room when they arrived. After handing out the coffee and donuts, they got down to business. Jasmine outlined the trail of events from the previous day, then Jack summarized their findings. “Hamaguchi was obviously contracted to make the switch, but we don’t know by whom, or why.” 

			“How are the DHS leads from the Hamaguchi phone panning out?” asked Marge.

			Samantha spoke up. “A corporate search of FM Enterprises shows the chairman to be one Feargus Morgan.”

			“Our buddy keeps cropping up all over the place,” said Marge. “What’s his company do?”

			Samantha consulted her laptop. “They’re listed as a research firm. Laboratory address north of San Jose.”

			“I’ll talk to the DA and get a search warrant for both the lab and Morgan’s house.” Marge stood and joined Jack at the cork board, staring at the various players. “What’s your take so far?”

			Jack sighed. “Too many unknowns.” He tapped Hammerson’s picture. “My gut feeling is that Dag was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

			“Agreed.” Marge went back to her chair at the table. “So, gang, what’s the plot?”

			Jasmine pointed to the invoice for 100 kg of LEU. “Somebody is illegally trying to get their hands on uranium 235.”

			“And who’s that somebody?”

			“Feargus Morgan seems to be at the center of the action,” said Jack. “I vote for him.”

			“Fair enough. But what’s he want it for?”

			“It’s only good for one thing,” said Jasmine. “Blowing shit up.”

			Samantha spoke. “Technically, it can also be used for producing a huge amount of power from a very small source.”

			Jasmine crossed her eyes, but Marge stuck up a finger. “Good point. The first caper was to get LEU, which is used in nuclear reactors. The second caper was to steal HEU in the form of a bomb.” She turned to Jack. “Did they find any missing detonators?”

			Jack checked his IM app on his phone. “Dean at DHS says they did an audit and didn’t find any missing.”

			“Thank God for that. But why steal a bomb if you can’t blow it up?”

			“Is it difficult to build a detonator?” asked Samantha.

			“Tough for me, but maybe not him.” Marge pointed to Morgan’s picture. “I think we better move forward on the assumption that Baron Feargus knows how.”

			Jasmine made a note. “I’ll contact Dev Patek at LLNL and find out what equipment is needed.”

			Jack spoke. “I think what you said about power might have some juice.”

			Jasmine groaned. “Skip the puns, cowboy.”

			“No, really.” Jack stood up and pointed to a photo of a suitcase bomb that he had pinned on the cork board. “What if you needed a huge amount of power for something? What if you made this into a mini-nuclear plant?”

			 “Yeah, like you had a giant laser to blow up the moon,” said Jasmine. “I think SPECTRE tried that.”

			“Sam, didn’t you say Morgan was a laser physicist?” asked Jack.

			“Yes, that was his specialty.”

			Marge interrupted. “Let’s leave why Morgan wants the bomb aside for the moment. The question is, who actually has it?”

			Jasmine spoke. “Dean has NSA running a dark net search on the message on Hamaguchi’s phone, Suitcase Boy Auction.

			“Why?”

			“Little Boy was the name of the bomb dropped on Hiroshima,” said Jack. “Suitcase Boy is an obvious allusion.”

			“And auction?”

			“Maybe whoever has it intends to sell it to the highest bidder,” said Jasmine. “That’s why they’re doing a dark net search.”

			“Oy vey.” Marge stood up. “While we’re waiting on the DHS, let’s get our own butts in gear.  I’ll light a fire under the DA’s office to get those warrants. Meantime, Jack, you put together a team to raid the FM lab, and Jasmine, you handle Morgan’s residence.”

			 

			The search warrants were delivered later that afternoon. Jack and his team assembled in the FBI federal parking lot adjacent to two white, unmarked panel vans. The agents in the first van had been equipped with dosimeters and radiation suits. Agent Mark Akita had been placed in charge of the second van. 

			“Mark, we’ll go in first,” explained Jack. “If it’s all clear, we’ll all conduct the search.”

			Mark held up a photo of the bomb. “What, beside this, should we be looking for?”

			“Any evidence of uranium in any form. We still don’t know where Dag Hammerson was killed, so any evidence of foul play. Also, we need to know the current location of Feargus Morgan.” Jack glanced at his watch. “If there are no more questions, let’s roll.”

			The convoy headed south along Highway 101. The driver of the lead vehicle swung into the fast lane and turned on a bar of emergency lights embedded in the front grille, clearing a path for the racing vehicles. Within thirty minutes, they were in the northern outskirts of Palo Alto. Just past the turn off for the Dumbarton Bridge, they left the highway and followed a four-lane road into a light industrial park. 

			The park contained low-rise office buildings that were widely dispersed between parking lots and green spaces. The convoy passed software firms, chip manufacturers and an incongruous mega-church, until they approached a two-story building clad in textured grey concrete. 

			Jack had the driver stop 100-feet from the entrance to FM Enterprises. The agents clambered out, donned their suits and protective headgear behind the vehicle, then got back into the van and drove right up to the building.  

			Jack banged on the door. The security guard sitting at the front reception almost fell off her chair when what appeared to be four spacemen standing at the entrance. 

			“FBI,” called out Jack. “We have a warrant to search the premises. Please open the door now, or we’ll break it down.”

			The guard, a heavy-set woman dressed in grey slacks and a blue blouse, scrambled out of her chair and hustled to the front door, unlocking it from the inside. She peered at Jack’s visor. “I’ll need to see the warrant.”

			Jack handed it to her and brushed past, turning on his dosimeter. The building had been divided up into offices and lab rooms. He signaled for his team to split up and follow the two main corridors. As they penetrated into the interior, Jack could hear the guard urgently calling her superiors.

			The FBI agents moved methodically, testing each room for radiation contamination. A half hour after they had entered the building, they reconvened outside the main entrance. “Anybody find anything? No? OK, let’s get the rest in and toss this place.”

			A Jaguar sedan pulled up to the entrance as Jack was doffing his radiation suit. A tall, balding man clambered out of the driver’s seat. He spoke with a plummy British accent. “What on earth is going on?”

			Jack reached into his pocket and drew his badge. “FBI. We have a warrant to search the premises. And you are?”

			“Doctor Hugh Pennyguild, the managing director.”

			The security guard handed Pennyguild the warrant. He scanned it distastefully. For reasons of national security, DHS had ordered that the theft of the suitcase bomb be kept from public knowledge. The warrant had been couched in general wordage. He looked up from the document. “It mentions a homicide.”

			Jack nodded. “We’re investigating the death of an NRC agent.”

			Pennyguild’s eyes went round in amazement. “My word. I heard about that poor fellow. You don’t think we had anything…”

			Jack held up a hand. “We’re following up on a lead.” He pointed toward the lab.  “Dr. Pennyguild, could you come with me and explain what it is you do here?” Jack turned toward the building, the managing director reluctantly following.

			Inside, two agents were sitting behind the reception desk, copying data from the office server. Several others were in offices, examining filing cabinets. Jack walked back to what appeared to be the main laboratory. It was about 50-feet wide and 120-feet long, with one of the long walls completely occupied by a complex spaghetti of stainless steel tubes. 

			“Is that a laser ionizer?”

			Pennyguild’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “It is indeed.”

			“What does Feargus Morgan do here?”

			Pennyguild looked puzzled. “He’s our chairman.”

			“Does he serve in a research role?”

			“Only at a high level. Baron Feargus devises theorems that we test.”

			Jack turned toward the laser ioniser. “Are you using it to separate uranium 235?”

			Pennyguild coughed and stuck a finger under his shirt collar. “That would be illegal without an NRC permit.”

			 “We’re going to get scientists from LLNL in here to determine exactly what you’ve been doing. You might as well tell me now.”

			“We were merely exploring the potential to research the process.”

			“You’d need LEU for that. Was Baron Morgan trying to obtain some?”

			Pennyguild visibly reddened. “I haven’t any idea what you’re talking about.”

			“I doubt that.” Jack walked to the lab door and pointed down the hall, where he could see a door plaque with Pennyguild’s name on it. “We’ll be examining your files. If we find evidence that you’ve been conspiring to illegally acquire LEU, you’ll be looking at 20 years-to-life in a federal penitentiary.”

			The managing director began to visibly shake. “I, I…”

			“Of course, you could improve your own circumstances by cooperating with the FBI now.” Jack took out his cell phone and activated the recorder. “I am speaking with Dr. Hugh Pennyguild, managing director of FM Enterprises. I have some questions. Doctor, you have the right to legal counsel, and you have the right to not answer my questions. Do you understand?”

			“Yes.”

			“Was Feargus Morgan attempting to obtain LEU?”

			Pennyguild stared at the phone, nodding weakly. “Yes.” 

			“Did he succeed?”

			Pennyguild shook his head. “No.”

			“Where is he now?”

			Pennyguild sat wearily down on a bench. “In Europe.”

			“Where?”

			Pennyguild held his head in his hands. “He booked the company jet to Paris. He and Otto left a week ago, Saturday, March 16. He didn’t say where he was going.”

			“Who’s Otto?”

			“Otto Klee is FM Enterprise’s head of security.” 

			Jack turned off the recorder. “Contact your staff. Have them stay at home until we authorize their return. Tell them not to leave the jurisdiction. We will be contacting you at a later date with further questions.”

			Pennyguild nodded and headed for the exit, his head bowed.

			Jack left Akita to supervise the search, taking one of the vans back to San Francisco. He drove to Morgan’s residence, north of Twin Peaks Park. When he got there, Jasmine and her team were finalizing their search. 

			“Find anything at FM Enterprises?” asked Jasmine.

			“Morgan set up a laser ionizer to try and concentrate LEU. We’ll get the LLNL boys in to confirm it, but the managing director of the lab says he wasn’t able to get hold of any LEU. Find anything here?”

			Jasmine nodded grimly. “Follow me.”

			They walked through the house and exited into a back courtyard. It was decorated with a fountain and raked paths to resemble the garden of a Shinto shrine. High wood fences separated the space from the surrounding dense forest. 

			Jasmine walked up to a portion of the fence near where it joined the house. A metal hook had been mounted about 7-feet above the ground. A second similar hook against the house suggested that a hammock may have been slung there at some point in time. The wood in the fence had several jagged gouges to the left and right of the area below the hook. 

			“Forensics found evidence of blood in the soil beneath the hook,” said Jasmine.

			Jack had a close look at the gouges. “These look like they were done with an axe.”

			Jasmine stood beneath the hook and held up her arms. “They strung Dag up here.” She nodded left and right. “It took a little practice, but they finally got the range.”

			“Call Marge,” said Jack. “Morgan fled to France. We’ll need to put out an international arrest warrant.”

			“You going after him?”

			“Yeah. But first, I need to see someone.”

			Bee lived half a mile west of Berkeley campus. Following her directions, he parked in front of a modest bungalow on Delaware Street. The home was situated on a narrow lot with a large pine tree taking up the majority of the front lawn. A pedal bike with a basket on the handlebars was chained to the railing on the front porch. As Jack mounted the stairs, a ginger cat climbed down from a padded bench on the porch and approached the agent, rubbing itself against his leg. 

			“You must be Mister Muggs,” said Jack, scratching his ears.

			Mister Muggs meowed in the affirmative, rushing ahead to perch himself against the screen door. When Bee called from within to let himself in, the cat rushed inside, headed, no doubt, for the kitchen.

			The interior of the home was fronted by a living room filled with ancient stuffed furniture and a tattered rug. The curtains were a collection of flags and bed sheets. It had the typical look of a student rental.

			The smell of something seriously delicious hung in the air. Jack followed his nose into the kitchen, situated looking out over the backyard. Bee was at the stove, with Mister Muggs rubbing industriously against her legs.

			“Something smells great,” said Jack. “Mind if I try a taste?”

			“Suit yourself.” Bee lifted a dollop of the contents of a pan and held the spoon out for Jack.

			“Whoa! That’s fantastic – what is it?”

			“Cat food.” Bee burst into laughter at the look on Jack’s face. “Don’t worry, it’s only chopped chicken liver fried in butter. It’s Mister Mugg’s favourite.”

			“Mow,” said Mister Muggs in agreement.

			Bee transferred the contents of the pan into a bowl and placed it on the floor. Mister Muggs promptly planted his face inside.

			“There’s a cat with a healthy appetite,” said Jack.

			“I take it you didn’t drive all the way out here to watch him eat,” said Bee. “Has something come up with Feargus’s house?”

			“We think Dag Hammerson was killed in Morgan’s home.”

			Bee placed her hand over her mouth in surprise. “Och, no! Is Feargus all right?”

			“We presume so. He fled to France. Do you have any idea where he might be?”

			Bee stared out the window. “He’s probably hiding at his chateau.”

			Jack’s eyes lit up. “Where is his chateau?”

			“Just south of Blois, near the Loire.”

			“Have you ever been to this chateau?”

			“I spent my summers there.”

			Jack peered thoughtfully at Bee for a moment, trying to make up his mind. Finally, he spoke. “Are you willing to help us find your grandfather?”

			Bee responded without hesitation. “Yes.”

			Jack nodded, his judgement confirmed. “I’ll call you tomorrow.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Monday, March 25

						

			The following morning, Dean Hearst of the DHS had set up a meeting with the FBI at their HQ.  

			The weather was cool and overcast when Jack departed his home, but the rain held off. As Jack walked to work, idly swinging the furled umbrella in his hand, he wished he had had time to go for a run. The rush of adrenaline as he jogged along the Bay Trail always cleared his head and helped him think. Today, he only had muddled, competing impressions rattling around in his brain.

			 He thought about Dag Hammerson, his final moments stricken with terror as a gang of ruthless thugs flung an axe at his trussed body. It filled him with anger to think that someone could treat another person with such cruel intent. He silently vowed to bring them to justice.

			But, who? He had no doubt that one of Ryo Gomo’s henchmen was responsible, but what was Morgan’s involvement in the murder? The weapon was his, and it occurred at his home. Was he covering up the theft of the bomb by murdering Dag? Normally he had a clear idea of his suspects, but Morgan and his motives remained shrouded in mystery.

			Ruminating over Morgan made Jack think of Bee. He pictured her flowing hair, her beautiful eyes and smiling lips. He felt an inner warmth just contemplating her. How could someone as attractive and personable as Bee have an ogre for a grandfather? She said she spent summers with him; that meant her maternal grandmother must have thought he was respectable enough to care for an innocent child. Bee clearly adored Feargus, and she was genuinely concerned about his welfare. Even though Jack knew Morgan was intimately involved in heinous crimes, he simply could not rouse any personal animosity for the man.

			The rest of the team were in the conference room when Jack arrived. Dean looked as though he hadn’t slept in days. His cheeks were covered in dark stubble and black bags hung under his eyes. He drank from a large cup of take-out coffee as he talked. “NSA got back to me last night. They scanned the dark net for any reference to Suitcase Boy Auction and hit pay dirt. An online auction was held on Friday, March 15.”

			He nodded to Samantha, who activated a file on her laptop. A conversation thread appeared on the flat screen on the situation room wall. Each of the commentators had a different balloon color. Dean took out a laser pointer and pointed to the top balloon. “This comment in green is the auctioneer. We have reason to believe it’s Yakuza.”

			“They got the bomb?” asked Marge.

			“It appears they did at the time of this thread, which was 11 days ago,” said Dean. “They opened the bids at $10 million.” Dean moved the pointer to a red balloon. “The first bidder, for $10 million, is code-named Tower. NSA thinks it’s Omar al-Burj, the head of al-Syf.”

			“What’s al-Syf?” asked Marge. 

			“Splinter ISIL group. Mainly Syrians and Iraqis. The name means, ‘the sword.’ They’re keen on getting their hands on WMDs.”

			Dean moved his pointer down to a balloon in blue. “This counter-bid for $11 million by code-name Scot is Feargus Morgan.”

			“Anybody else bidding?” asked Jasmine.

			“Just those two.” Dean asked Samantha to scroll down to the bottom. “The bids ran up to al-Syf offering $20 million, then it stopped.”

			“So, they got the bomb?” asked Marge.

			“No. Can you advance to conversation thread two?” Samantha complied. “NSA found this dated a day later.”

			Jack read down through the comments. “They’re arguing about delivery of a parcel?” 

			Dean nodded. “Something happened. As close as NSA can make out, al-Syf paid for, but never received, Suitcase Boy. Yakuza said they delivered it.”

			Marge peered intently at the comments. “Yakuza is lying - Morgan has it.”

			“I agree,” said Dean. “If Morgan had hired the Yakuza in the first place to help steal it, then it wouldn’t be hard to figure out the whereabouts of the bomb. He kills Sam Hamaguchi, takes the bomb then hops on his private jet and high-tails it for parts unknown in France.”

			“I might have a lead on that,” said Jack. “His granddaughter Bee thinks she knows where he might be hiding.”

			“Where?” asked Marge.

			“In his chateau in France.”

			Marge pulled out her cell phone and began dialing. “I’ll let Rosemary at CIA know what’s up. She can get Paris up to speed.” She glanced up at Jack. “Pack your bags, kiddo. You’re on tonight’s flight.”

			Jack spent several hours making preparations. He then left the office and took out a sedan from the car pool. He headed east across the Oakland Bay Bridge to Berkeley. It was late afternoon by the time he arrived on campus. Classes were winding down for the day, and students were drifting toward the bars and pubs that proliferated west of the university.

			Bee was in her office, talking on the phone. She hung up when Jack entered. She had rummaged up some more furniture, and was able to offer the agent a seat.

			Jack sat down and loosened his tie. “Have you heard from your granddad?”

			“No. I just called Granny Anny in Scotland, but she hasn’t heard a word from Feargus in weeks.”

			“Are you still willing to go with us to France and help find him?”

			“Yes.”

			“I must tell you, the circumstantial evidence surrounding Feargus doesn’t look good. We’re alerting French authorities to use all their resources to apprehend him. That may include force.”

			Bee swallowed. “I understand. When do we leave?”

			“Tonight.” Jack held up his cell phone. “I contacted the Dean of History and let her know that the FBI needs your assistance in a matter of national security. You’re on leave from your teaching duties for the foreseeable future.”

			Bee nodded grimly. “I’ll do anything to help.”

			“There is one thing you can help me with right now,” said Jack. “What’s Feargus up to with all this nuclear stuff?”

			Bee stared out her window. “I don’t know.”

			“You must have some idea.”

			Bee turned to look at Jack. “Professor Chapman Lloyd might.”

			“Who?”

			“He’s an old friend of Fergus from Oxford. They used to be tight as thieves. Maybe he knows.”

			“Can you track him down and have him meet us at the American Embassy in Paris tomorrow at 7 pm?”

			“I can try. But there’s one catch to me going. I need someone to take care of Mister Muggs.”

			“Can you leave him in a kennel?”

			Bee looked dubious. “How long will we be gone?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe a week?”

			Bee shook her head. “Mister Muggs would go stir-crazy.”

			Jack thought for a moment. “I think I know someone who can take him.”

			“You do?”

			“Yes. Jack tapped instructions into his phone. “Here’s my address. Bring Mister Muggs at 6 pm, then we’ll go to Air France check-in. Pack light.”

			Jasmine met Jack at his home in Russian Hill. She was sitting on Jack’s bed as he packed his luggage. 

			Jack threw a handful of socks into a suitcase. “You talk to Dev Patek at LLNL about the difficulty of making a detonator?”

			Jasmine straightened the socks out to lie flat. “Yeah. He said it was easier than you might think. If you have the right equipment, it’s a piece of cake. I asked him to put together a potential list of manufacturers.”

			“Any leads on the whereabouts of Sam’s younger brother?”

			“Nada. Whatever bolt hole he got to, it’s good.”

			“What about Vinnie?”

			“DHS called Rocky and told him to round up his cousin, or else.”

			“Let me guess; Rocky said “or else what?””

			Jasmine laughed. “Pretty much. But he dropped by this afternoon to get the skinny from Marge.”

			Jack pulled some shirts out of the closet and laid them on the bed. “What’d she tell him?”

			Jasmine began to fold them into a neat pile. “She’d make it worth his while to help his cousin.”

			Jack nodded. “He’s not the only one who needs help. I could use a clue or two.”

			Jasmine rose and picked out some ties from Jack’s rack. “You sure about taking the granddaughter?”

			“She knows his hangouts.” Jack checked his toiletry kit for razors. “The sooner we find him, the better.”

			“You ask her what she thinks he’s up to?”

			“Yeah, she didn’t know.” Jack drew out the comfortable suit jacket he wore when traveling and put it on. “She’s calling in an old pal of his from Oxford.”

			 “You’re going to be surrounded by useless geniuses.”

			“Rosemary will be there,” said Jack

			Jasmine brushed some lint off Jack’s lapel and straightened the shoulders. “You be careful, cowboy.”

			“Will do, Jazz. Hold down the fort while I’m gone. I’ll bring Bobby back a real soccer ball.”

			Jasmine smiled. “You do that.”

			It was almost 6 pm. Jack walked Jasmine down to his front door. Bronson was sitting on the porch, a cashmere shawl wrapped around his shoulders and a corncob pipe clutched in his teeth. He stood up and gave Jasmine a kiss on the cheek. “How’s married life treating you?” he asked.

			“It has its up and downs.”

			“Celebrate the ups and forgive the downs,” said Bronson. “It kept my parents together for fifty years of bliss.”

			“Good advice,” said Jasmine.  “I’ll give it a try.’

			After Jasmine departed, Bronson patted the empty seat beside him on the bench.  “Where you headed?”

			Jack sat down beside Bronson. “I’m flying to Paris tonight.”

			“Anything you can tell me?”

			“Not about the case. I don’t even know how long I’ll be gone.”

			“No worries.” Bronson struck a match and puffed on the pipe until a warm glow emanated from the bowl. “I’ll take care of the plants and feed the Piranha. It likes live mice, right?”

			Jack laughed. “Yeah. And that damned squirrel that keeps eating my strawberries. Thanks, by the way, for taking care of Mister Muggs.”

			“Sure. Whose cat is it?”

			“Professor Bee Caledonia. She’s coming with me to Europe as part of the investigation.”

			“Not a problem. Can I ask you a question?”

			“Sure.”

			“What’s up with Jazz?”

			“Her mom Carmen. Not exactly super excited about her daughter coming out.”

			“Homophobic?”

			“Not so much her, but her church group.”

			 “River of Jordan Baptist?” 

			“You know them?”

			Bronson blew a cloud of tobacco smoke upward. “Let’s just say we’ll talk when you get back.”

			Jack put an arm around his neighbour’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “I don’t care what everybody else says, you’re a good man, Bronny.”

			A taxi pulled up to the curb. Bee, holding a pet-carrier, climbed out of the back seat.

			Bronson’s eyebrows rose in delight as he took in her red hair, voluptuous figure and statuesque height. He stood up, adjusting his shawl and stepped forward as Bee ascended the steps. “You must be the delightful Professor Caledonia.”

			“I am, indeed.”

			Bronson stuck his hand out. “Bronson Lamoure.”

			Bee shook his hand as she held up the pet carrier. “This is Mister Muggs.”

			Bronson bent over to peer into the side opening. “Ah, a ginger. A noble breed of feline if there ever was one.”

			Bee opened the door to let Mister Muggs out. “Just don’t leave any chicken liver out, or you’ll discover his alley-cat ancestors.”

			Jack picked up his suitcase. “Bronny, thanks once again. I don’t expect we’ll be more than a week, but I’ll keep you up to speed.”

			“Toodles.” Bronson opened the screen door to his home, and Mister Muggs raced inside in search of a food bowl.

			Jack nodded to the cab. “We’ll have to hustle.”

			Bee gestured with her hand. “Lead on, MacDuff.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Tuesday, March 26

						

			The Air France flight from San Francisco touched down at Charles de Gaulle airport late afternoon the following day. Jack and Bee were met by Louis LaPointe, the FBI’s attaché to the American Embassy in Paris. A tall, dark-skinned man from New Orleans, Louis sported a pair of running-back’s shoulders almost as wide as his smile. “Monsieur Jack Kenyon!” He clasped the agent’s hand and gave it a firm shake. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you” He spoke with the warmth and languid lilt of New Orleans. “Please give the lovely Miss Marge my finest regards – I heard she had a distressing time. I truly hope she is feeling well.”

			“She is, thanks.”

			Louis turned his attention to Bee. “And who is your enchanting companion?”

			“Professor Boudicca Caledonia,” said Jack. “She’s the granddaughter of Feargus Morgan. She’s agreed to help us track him down.”

			Louis kissed Bee on both cheeks. “Merci beaucoup pour votre aide!” 

			“Enchanté,” replied Bee. “Je voudrais aider, ne serait-ce que pour le protéger du mal.”

			Jack looked between the two. “Say what?”

			“I was simply saying that I don’t want to see any harm befall me granddad.”

			Louis hooked his arm through Bee’s and led them toward the VIP immigration booth. “Trust me, the FBI wants to ensure that no one is hurt.” He glanced over his shoulder at Jack. “We’ll have our hands full with the French though.”

			After they cleared passport control and customs, Jack, Bee and Louis boarded a black Cadillac limousine and hurtled down the A1 into the heart of Paris. Jack glanced out the window as they passed the sparkling white dome of Sacré Coeur. It had been several years since he had been to the capital of France, brought here by an incredible plan hatched by right wing extremists to initiate Armageddon and seize control of the US government. It brought back many memories for Jack.

			Bee who had been watching Jack’s distant expression, spoke up. “A penny for your thoughts.”

			“Me? I was just thinking of how beautiful the city looks.”

			“Liar. You were thinking of an old flame.”

			Louis laughed. “Watch it, man. She got the voodoo on you!” 

			Jack rubbed at the stubble on his chin. “Anywhere we can scrub up before the meeting?”

			“There’s a gym in the embassy basement.” Louis glanced at his watch. “We have time for y’all to freshen up.”

			The US Embassy was located near the Champs Elysees. Their car passed through the Place de la Concorde and came to a large building set well back from the street and protected by a row of heavy concrete bollards. The driver entered a driveway defended by a series of steel poles that rose from the pavement. He presented his documents to a sentry, and the poles lowered into the asphalt. Driving through, they advanced to a second steel gate, which rolled to one side to let them through.

			“I see security is tight,” said Jack.

			“Totally updated since 9/11,” said Louis. “You’d have a better chance of breaking into Fort Knox.”

			They were met at the front entrance by a woman dressed in a fashionable ensemble of dark blue wool and a silver-colored silk cravat. “A pleasure to meet you,” she said. “I am Patricia Giroud, the chargé d’affaires. The ambassador extends his apologies for not personally greeting you; he is in Brussels this week.” 

			Jack shook her hand and introduced Bee. “Louis tells me we have a few minutes before the meeting to freshen up.”

			Patricia extended a hand toward a young woman standing near the front door. “Of course. My assistant Melody will show you the way to the gymnasium.”

			They followed Melody down to the basement. The men’s locker room was large and comfortable, panelled in oak. Jack had a quick shower and a shave, then donned fresh clothes.

			He met Bee and Melody outside the entrance to the woman’s locker room, and the latter escorted them via elevator to the fourth floor. A conference room had been booked for their meeting. Louis was already there with a tall, well-built man in military dressing, and an older gentleman in a tweed suit.

			“Jack, Bee, I’d like to introduce y’all to some of our team.” Louis turned to the military man. “This here’s Captain Gaspard Hamed, with the GIGN.” 

			Gaspard gave them both a firm handshake. “It is an honor.” He nodded to Bee. “I hope we can safely secure your grandpere and the bomb as quickly as possible.”

			Louis turned to the older gentleman. “And this here is Professor Chapman Lloyd.” 

			Bee stepped forward and gave the academic a big hug and a kiss. “Hello, Chappy!”

			The professor returned her affection. “Hello, Beetle! I haven’t seen you since graduation! How are things in Berkeley?”

			“Great. Thanks for helping us look for grandad. He’s got himself into a wee jam.”

			 “I’ll say.” Chapman, who spoke with a broad midlands accent, pointed to Louis and Gaspard. “These fellas been filling me in. What’s Feargus want doing with a suitcase bomb?”

			A woman’s voice sounded from the doorway. “We’re hoping you can help us figure that out.” Rosemary Roth entered the room. The senior CIA agent for Europe had spent the last 20 years in Paris, London and Berlin, and spoke four languages fluently. She advanced to Jack and gave him a big hug. “Cowboy! Long time, no see.”

			Jack beamed. “Rosemary, it’s good to see you again.”

			The CIA chief turned to the French captain. “And how’s my sweetheart?” A good foot shorter than the military man, she gave him an affectionate squeeze around the waist as she looked at Bee. “Ooh, couldn’t you just run off with him to Bora Bora and have his babies?”

			Bee ran an approving look over the captain’s dark curly locks and lean body. “Och, aye!”

			Gaspard turned beet red, but couldn’t wiggle out of Rosemary’s grasp. “Perhaps we could attend to the matter at hand?”

			“Spoilsport.” Rosemary let go of Gaspard and dug a memory stick out of her purse. “We’re just waiting for Alphonse Gregoire.”

			“He the dude from DGSI?” asked Louis.

			“Say what?” asked Jack.

			“It stands for Direction Générale de la Sécurité Intérieure, DGSI,” explained Louis. “They’re France’s internal security agency.”

			Just then, a paunchy man in his fifties with large jowls and unblinking eyes entered the room. “My apologies, I wanted to gather together some background for this meeting.”

			“No worries, Al.” Rosemary made introductions around the room. “Now that we’re all here, let’s get down to business.” She plugged the stick into a laptop and stroked the keyboards. A passport photo appeared on a flat screen mounted on the wall. “This is our main suspect, Baron Feargus Morgan.” She tapped a key, and a new photo appeared, showing a muscular man in his 50s with short, blond hair. “This is Otto Klee, German national, the head of security for FM Enterprises and, for a want of a better word, Morgan’s henchman.” 

			A picture of the exterior of an airport terminal appeared on a flat screen mounted on a wall. Rosemary pointed to a Bombardier corporate jet. “This is the FM Enterprises jet at Le Bourget airport outside of Paris. It arrived on Sunday, March 17, 10 days ago. The company’s not on our watch list, so customs gave it a cursory check for drugs and let it through. Both Morgan and Klee were listed as passengers.”

			“Any video of them disembarking?” asked Jack.

			“No.” Rosemary pointed to a large building in the background. “FM rents a hangar. They towed the jet inside before deplaning.”

			“We checked the gate manifest,” said Gaspard. “A truck left the airport four hours later with a cargo of technical equipment. We have dosimeters installed at each entrance, and there was no indication of radiation.”

			Chapman stepped up to peer at the screen. He ran a hand through the shock of white, unkempt hair on his head. “A uranium bomb wouldn’t necessarily set it off, lad.” He turned to Jack. “You said it was an MK54 Feargus pinched?” 

			“Yes, a suitcase bomb. It’s no bigger than a small beer keg. But it’s got enough uranium 235 in it to equal one thousand tons of TNT.”

			“They record the plates on the truck?” asked Rosemary.

			Gaspard nodded. “It’s registered to FM Enterprises. The Gendarmerie have an APB out for its whereabouts.”

			“OK.” Rosemary turned to Gregoire. “Al, you want to bring us up to speed on the rest of the rabble?”

			The DGSI officer plugged a memory stick into a second USB port on the laptop and called up the contents. “After we received information from DHS regarding the NSA intercept of the auction, we dug through our Middle East files.” He advanced to a second, long-range photo of an outdoor café. “This was taken in Beirut three months ago.” He zeroed in on two men sitting at a table drinking coffee. “The man on the left with the black goatee is Omar al-Burj, leader of al-Syf, a splinter ISIL group. The man on the right with the prominent facial scar is Saddam Al-Kut, his intelligence officer. They normally travel with two security men, Ali Jamal and Mohamed al-Karbouli.” Two surveillance photos showed a short, heavy-set man and a taller, thin man standing outside an armored limousine. 

			“What do these guys believe in?” asked Jack.

			 “We have a video made by Omar,” said Rosemary. She activated a screen to reveal a man standing outside of a bombed-out mosque somewhere in the Middle East. He was wearing western clothing, jeans and leather jacket. He gestured toward the ruins. “This is what the Great Satan does to our noble land.”

			“He sounds American,” said Jack.

			“Born in Iraq but grew up in Houston,” said Rosemary. “His father is a petroleum engineer. They moved to the States when Omar was a kid. He grew up playing baseball and eating apple pie. Attended university and became a geologist.”

			“What happened?”

			“His cousin Saddam al-Kut happened. His family stayed in Iraq. The father was a high official in Saddam Hussein’s regime. He and several members of his extended family were killed after Saddam’s overthrow. The boy was put into a military detention camp where he became indoctrinated into ISIL’s philosophy. When he got out, he told Omar that the United States had a vendetta against their clan. He convinced Omar to join ISIL.”

			 Jack turned to Alphonse. “You said they’re a splinter group?”

			“ISIL is dedicated to restoring the caliphate, an ancient land governed by Muslims. It compromised Iraq and much of the Middle East.” Alphonse pointed to Omar. “Al-Syf’s goal is to commit an atrocity on US soil.”

			“What kind of atrocity?”

			Alphonse shrugged. “Something on the scale of 9/11, or bigger.”

			“Like a nuclear bomb,” said Rosemary. “Al, any word on their location?”

			“We believe that al-Burj and his retinue entered the port of Marseille yesterday.”

			“Nice of them to show up,” said Rosemary. “So, our task is to locate Morgan before this pack of goons does.”

			Jack spoke up. “We may have a lead on where he went. Bee thinks Morgan may be hiding at his chateau in the Loire.”

			Rosemary opened a GPS app and focused on the river. “Do you know the exact location?”

			“It’s about 10-km south of Blois,” said Bee.

			Rosemary located the town of Blois, then panned the map south along a rural highway. The road passed through a large forest domain then turned east through farmland. A large building appeared adjacent to an extensive ornate garden. “That it?”

			“Yes. The Chateau Bellevieu.”

			Gaspard leaned over Rosemary’s shoulder and tapped in a command. The topographic coordinates appeared in a pop-up screen. He entered an email and pressed send, transferring the image to his second-in-command. He glanced at his watch. “We can be there before nightfall.”

			Jack knew that the Loire was at least 200-km from Paris. “That’s some mighty fast driving.”

			Gaspard pulled out his cell phone. “Who said anything about driving?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

						

			Slightly less than an hour later, Jack was standing with Bee, Rosemary, Gaspard and Professor Lloyd on one side of an expanse of lawn adjacent to the embassy. The sound of traffic on the Champs Elysees was muted by mature elm trees shielding the lawn. 

			Jack moved Rosemary off to one side of the group. “Mind telling me who GIGN is?”

			“Sure. It’s an emergency response team run by the Gendarmerie.”

			“Like a police TAC team?”

			“Yeah, only these guys cover the whole country. The Gendarmerie are kind of like the Canadian Mounties in that they are a national police force that covers rural areas. The GIGN specialize in stuff like hostage taking, anti-terrorism and situations like this, wherever they occur.”

			They were interrupted by the sound of an approaching helicopter. An immense, military Puma chopper appeared above the trees, hovering for a second before slowly descending onto the lawn. Gaspard held up a warning hand until the blades slowly came to a halt. He then signalled for his group to advance.

			Jack was about to follow when Rosemary grabbed his sleeve. “I got a call from Genevieve a while back.”

			Jack stopped dead in his tracks. “Oh?”

			“Yeah, we touch bases now and again. I like to hear about Christian. They just celebrated his third birthday!” 

			“That’s great.” Jack took a deep breath. “Did she ask about me?”

			“Yeah. I told her you were fine.”

			“Anything else?”

			“She said to let her know if you head this way.”

			Jack glanced at the helicopter. The rest of the group were already inside, and Gaspard was urgently waving at Jack to join them.

			“I don’t know if I’ll have time…”

			“What’s your heart say?”

			“Yes. But we didn’t part on good terms. I think it’s best if I leave her and Christian alone.”

			Rosemary shrugged. “It’s your choice. Just don’t live long enough to regret it.” She gave Jack a hug. “Speaking of which, let the GIGN troops handle the rough stuff. I don’t want to be shipping any corpses full of lead back stateside.”

			Jack gave her a smile and dashed for the helicopter as the blades once more began to turn.

			The interior of the aircraft had been kitted out for military use, with a total of 16 jump seats and cargo netting behind the seating area. Gaspard was sitting in the cockpit with the pilot and co-pilot, issuing instructions. A corporal handed Jack a padded helmet and helped him strap into his seat. There were a dozen other GIGN personnel in the craft, dressed in black military fatigues with bullet-proof vests and leg armor. All were carrying Sig Sauer 9 mm pistols in shoulder holsters, as well as MP5 sub machineguns. 

			As the helicopter rose from the lawn, Bee stared at the troops with wide eyes. “What’re they expecting? World War Three?”

			Jack was interrupted by the corporal, who took a cord from the wall of the helicopter and plugged it into his helmet. “This is Gaspard to Jack.”

			“I hear you,” Jack glanced out the small window; Paris was quickly receding in the south. “What’s our ETA?”

			“Sixty minutes. Can you fill me in on the baron? Are we likely to encounter armed resistance from this Otto Klee?”

			“I don’t know much about Klee, but we haven’t uncovered arms or paramilitary training in Morgan’s organization. But al-Syf are bad news. If we bump into them, you can expect firepower.” 

			“Check. The Blois Gendarmerie detachment is setting up roadblocks around the chateau. I will inform them to be on the lookout for Middle East suspects.”

			Gaspard began to issue instructions to his troops. Jack unplugged his earphones and placed his helmet adjacent to Bee’s. He shouted over the noise of the aircraft’s twin turbines. “There may be armed terrorists chasing after Feargus. They have to be prepared in case we bump into them.”

			Bee nodded, assuaged. Jack leaned back in his seat, staring out at the rolling countryside rushing past below. It suddenly occurred to him that, somewhere down below, lay the ancestral home and estate of Genevieve Alsace.

			After an hour, they crossed over the Loire valley. As the helicopter flew over a large forest of mature elm, maple and chestnut trees, the corporal signaled to Jack to plug his headphones back in. Gaspard’ voice came through the earphones. “We are going to land to the north of the chateau, near a large barn. My men will split into two groups and enter the main building and secure it. You, the professor and Ms. Caledonia are to remain in the helicopter until we give the all-clear.”

			“Roger.” The aircraft cleared the last of the trees and Jack got a short glimpse of the chateau. It was a renaissance design, three stories tall and clad in creamy limestone. A mansard roof had been covered in grey slate; a series of gables punctuated the roof’s length. The grounds were decorated with ornamental gardens and fountains.

			Jack’s view was cut off as the helicopter plunged earthward, landing with a jar. The exit doors hydraulically opened and the men rushed out. Gaspard leapt from the cockpit and led one group of men around to the front of the chateau. 

			The second group charged up a short set of stairs and battered the rear door in. Through his earphones, Jack could hear the men shouting instructions as they advanced through the interior. After a few minutes, Gaspard came on the radio. “All clear. Lieutenant, can you escort our guests inside?”

			The co-pilot unbuckled his seatbelt and helped Bee, Jack and Professor Lloyd descend from the aircraft. He led the way to the rear entrance. Inside, troops were stationed at the ready, their arms loaded and cocked. Gaspard appeared, and guided them up through the chateau kitchen into main floor.

			The main floor was dominated by the great room, a massive hall over 100-feet in length, 20-feet wide and 30-feet tall. The walls had been decorated in portraits of nobles dating back several hundred years. The floor had been covered in Delft tiles; innumerable ceramics depicting a host of everyday vignettes in blue and white.

			“There’s Feargus,” said Bee.

			Gaspard spun, his MP5 sub machinegun at the ready.

			“No, on the wall, ya ninny,” said Bee. “He’s over there, by the fireplace.”

			Jack recognized a portrait, very similar to the one in the baron’s home in San Diego. He pointed to an oil of a young man dressed in a contemporary suit. “Who’s that beside him?” 

			Bee walked over and placed a hand gently against the frame. “Me Da’. He should not be here, since he wasn’t a baron yet, but grandad insisted.”

			The portrait of Anghus Morgan stared out into the room with an expression both curious and confidant. Jack guessed it must have been painted sometime after the birth of Bee, a few years before his untimely death.

			The corporal appeared at the entrance to the hall. “No one in residence, sir.”

			“Any sign of bloodshed or violence?”

			No, sir, but one room has been ransacked.” He led the group down a hall to the study. The room was as tall as the main hall, and the walls were covered with thousands of books bound in leather. A massive desk topped in walnut sat against the north wall. Its drawers had been pulled out and papers lay scattered across the floor. 

			Professor Lloyd bent over and gathered a handful, spreading them out across the desk. He took out a pair of wire-rimmed glasses and began scanning the contents.

			“Anything to do with uranium?” asked Jack.

			Professor Lloyd licked his right thumb and flipped through several pages. “Nothing of that sort. It’s mostly requisition orders. Lots of specs.” He bent down and picked up a bulging file that had been held together by a rubber band. He released the band and began examining the contents. “Good Lord.”

			“What?” 

			Professor Lloyd held up a spreadsheet. “These are cost estimations.” He peered at the fine-print. “This is for a project called Propulsion. Unless I’m misreading, this one project alone cost over 30 million Euros.”

			“Is your grandad that rich?”

			“No,” said Bee. “Unless…”

			They were interrupted by a radio message from the troops that had gone to inspect the outbuildings. Gaspard listened for a moment, before turning to the rest. “They’ve found something in the barn.”

			The interior of the outbuilding north of the chateau had been completely refitted to create a modern manufacturing plant. Metal lathes, presses and welding equipment were scattered around a room measuring 100-feet by 200-feet. To the rear, a garage door stood agape, the bottom of the rolling door bent outward as though the top of a large truck had caught against it as it exited. 

			“Looks like somebody left in a hurry,” said Jack.

			Bee walked over to a large box sitting in one corner of the room. “Ooh, this is braw.”

			Jack joined her. He peered inside through an observation window; a series of devices had been mounted on tracks. “What is it?”

			“It’s a laser 3D printer. See? Those are lasers that can move in three dimensions. They melt metal and stick it together to make whatever you want.”

			Professor Lloyd put down the stack of papers from Feargus’s study and began to rummage through a discard bin beside the printer. “Well, I’ll be.” He held up a disc with three convex sides, turning to Bee with his discovery. “It’s a Wankel piston.”

			Bee clapped her hands, a look of joy on her face. “Och, aye!”

			Jack looked from one to the other. “I’m confused.”

			Gaspard joined the group as Professor Lloyd spun the metal plate in a circular motion. “It’s the heart of a rotary engine,” explained the professor. “It was designed by a German engineer named Felix Wankel and used to power internal combustion cars.”

			Bee chimed in. “Feargus thought you could use it to make a nuclear engine.” 

			“We all thought he was daft,” said Professor Lloyd. “You’d have to construct it out of titanium alloy, which was impossible at the time.”

			“Unless you took a 3D printer and fitted it out with annealing lasers,” said Bee. “I reckon that’s what we got here.”

			Professor Lloyd hefted the disk, peering at the greyish-blue sheen of the metal. “The old bugger finally did it.”

			“Could you please explain?” asked Gaspard.

			“Feargus didn’t want the uranium to blow it up, he wanted it to power this engine,” said Professor Lloyd. 

			“But what would he want such a powerful engine for?” asked Jack. “Maybe a rocket ship?”

			Professor Lloyd shook his head. “No. Feargus figured that it was best suited for the production of electricity. One small engine could produce 500 megawatts, which is as much electrical energy as a huge power plant.”

			Jack nodded. “OK, he wants it for electricity.” A sudden thought occurred to him. “What concentration of uranium 235 does he need for fuel? Ninety percent, like a bomb, or three percent, like a nuclear power plant?” 

			“Somewhere in between, perhaps 20 percent.”

			Jack turned to the captain. “That explains why he started with LEU. He was going to try and upgrade it with lasers at his lab near San Francisco. When that plan fell through, he opted to try cutting HEU.”

			Gaspard’s cell phone rang. He listened to the caller for a moment, then hung up. “That was the captain of the Blois Gendarmerie. They were conducting inquiries at local stops along the highway leading south. A gas station manager reported filling a car loaded with Middle Eastern men this afternoon. He does not have a licence plate number, but he remembers it was a grey Mercedes sedan. We will put out an APB.”

			“Good.” Jack pointed to the bent garage door. “It looks like Feargus caught wind of al-Syf closing in. He loaded his engine and made a hasty getaway just in time.”

			“Where do we go from here?” asked Gaspard.

			“Feargus has two things left to do,” said Jack. “He needs to cut the weapons grade uranium 235, and he needs to hook his nuclear engine up to something.” He looked over at Professor Lloyd. “Any guesses on its use?”

			“It’s something that uses a lot of electrical power.” He pointed to the pile of papers. “Perhaps there’s a clue in there.”

			Jack turned to Gaspard. “Who handles civilian nuclear in France?”

			“The National Gendarmerie is in charge of protecting nuclear sites. I can contact the brigadier and find out about uranium dilution.”

			“Good. I’ll call Rosemary and have her freeze Feargus’ accounts. By the sound of things, whatever he’s up to, it ain’t cheap.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

						

			After the Gendarmerie had secured the chateau, the platoon flew back to its base in Villacoublay, south of Paris. Captain Hamed arranged for them to be driven back into the city. It was evening by the time Jack, Bee and Professor Lloyd arrived back in central Paris.

			The US Embassy had booked them into the Hotel Q, located on Rue de Rivoli across from the Tuileries Garden. The foyer of the luxury hotel was decorated with inlaid marble floors and immense, gilded ceramic vases. They each had suites located on the fifth floor, with expansive views of the city to the south. 

			Professor Lloyd opted to eat dinner in his room, the better to pour over the documents recovered from Morgan’s chateau. Jack and Bee decided to dine in the hotel restaurant. When they met outside Bee’s door, Jack was dressed in a business suit, but Bee had donned a cocktail dress of black silk and a matching set of emerald necklace and earrings that accentuated both her figure and her complexion. 

			“I’m impressed,” said Jack. “I told you to pack light.”

			“For a girl, packing light always includes an LBD, ninny.”

			The main dining room was decorated with crystal chandeliers and pastoral landscapes on the walls. Waiters dressed in black formal attire seated them at a linen-covered table adjacent to a window. The table itself was set with white Limoges plates, crystal stemware and silver cutlery. 

			Once they were seated, a waiter appeared with a silver tray containing two flutes. He placed them on the table. “Mademoiselle Caledonia, compliments of the maître d.” 

			Bee lifted hers and tilted it toward the head waiter. “Merci beaucoup.”

			Jack picked up the cocktail and peered into the glass. The top was effervescent wine, but the lower portion was a purple fluid. “What is it?”

			“Kir Royale. The bottom is crème de cassis liqueur, and the fizzy part is Champagne.”

			Jack took a sip. “Nice. Almost tastes like blackcurrants.”

			“That’s what crème de cassis is made from.”

			“It seems you’re well known here.”

			“My grandad always brought me here for my birthday when I was a teenager.”

			Jack looked at the menu. “What do you recommend?”

			Bee pointed to the top of her menu, where an ivory-colored card had been clipped. “Let’s go with the carte.” She beckoned the waiter over and spoke briefly in French. The man nodded and departed.

			“Do I get a clue?”

			“It’s a surprise.”

			Jack finished his Kir Royale and set the flute down on the table. “What were your mom and dad like?”

			“I didn’t really know them that well. I was only four when they passed.”

			“Do you mind if I asked what happened?”

			“It was a car crash. We were living in Oxford at the time, and Feargus was hosting a gathering of the clan at his estate near London. He holds it every year on December 21st to celebrate the winter solstice. It was uncommonly cold, however, and the roads were bad. As a precaution, they left me in the care of our nanny. They encountered an ice storm on the way and slid into an oncoming lorry. They were killed instantly.”

			“It must have been terrible for everyone in your family.”

			“Feargus took it worst. He blamed himself for their death.”

			“How so?”

			“Even when the weather turned sour, he insisted Anghus attend. Not a day goes by when he does not regret his stubbornness.”

			“He seems incredibly harsh on himself.” 

			“There is another consideration that weighs heavily on his heart. My father Anghus was his only child and male heir.”

			“Why does that matter?”

			“There have been male heirs to the Morgan line for a score of generations. Now, there is only me.”

			The waiter arrived carrying a porcelain tray filled with ice and topped with raw oysters. “They’re from Brittany,” explained Bee. “You put a dollop of red wine vinegar and chopped shallots in the shell, then slurp it down.”

			Jack did as instructed. “Oh, that’s delicious.”

			The sommelier appeared with a bottle of white Graves. He poured two glasses of amber liquid into wine glasses. “You will find this goes well with the huitres, monsieur.”

			Jack took a sip of the dry, flinty wine and nodded in appreciation. “The French always have the perfect wine to go with everything.”

			When they were finished, the busboy took away the empty platter and the waiter appeared with plates of meat covered in a white sauce. “Blanquette de veau,” explained Bee. “Veal with a creamy sauce.”

			It melted in Jack’s mouth. “I’m in heaven.”

			The sommelier reappeared with a bottle of burgundy and two fresh glasses. The red wine paired excellently with the meat dish and accompanying potatoes roasted in rosemary and butter, adding a spiciness to the repast.

			When they finished their main course, the chef emerged from the kitchen wheeling a dessert cart. She took out a hot knife and cut two slices from a mountain of caramel ice cream, garnishing the servings with marinated cherries, chopped nuts and cream.

			Jack’s eyes were almost crossed by the time he was finished. “I can’t eat another bite.” The waiter brought an aperitif to finish their meal. As Jack sipped on his liqueur, he tilted his chair back and admired Bee. “Thanks for ordering such a great meal.”

			“You are welcome.” Bee had a twinkle in her eye. “You look almost as tasty as the meal, Jack Kenyon.”

			Jack’s ears went pink. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” He chose to change the subject. “Bee, can I ask you something?”

			“Ask me anything.”

			“What do you think your grandad is trying to do?”

			Bee put down her liqueur glass. “It’s hard to say.”

			“I mean, we know he’s built a nuclear engine, but for what?”

			“I’m hoping that Professor Lloyd can figure that out.” She yawned in extravagant fashion. “Dear me. I’m tuckered.”

			“It’s been a long day.” Jack signaled for the bill. “Let’s call it a night and get some rest.”

			Jack escorted Bee back to her room then retreated to his own suite. He was beginning to feel the effects of jet lag, but first, he wanted to call Marge. He opened the balcony French doors and stood outside in the fresh spring air as he dialed his cell phone. 

			It was just after lunch in San Francisco. “Hey, cookie, you catch Morgan yet?”

			“He slipped out ahead of us.” Jack filled her in on the day’s events and the discovery of the secret lab. “Bee’s pal, Professor Lloyd, thinks Morgan built a nuclear engine that can generate enough electricity to power a city.”

			“So that’s why he wanted the uranium.”

			“Apparently, but nobody seems to know what he wants all that juice for.”

			“Maybe you wasn’t so crazy thinking he’s going to blow up the moon.”

			“Whatever it is, we’ve got to move fast; the DSGI have evidence that al-Syf are on the trail. Anything on our gang of reprobates back home?”

			“Rocky is trying to get hold of Vinnie to bring him in. I’m not holding my breath, though. LAPD thinks that Hamaguchi is in town; they got a hit on his plate when he drove through an interchange with security CCTV near LAX.”

			“Let’s hope they can reel him in.” Jack yawned. “I’m going to hit the hay and see what tomorrow brings.”

			“OK. Give my best to Rosemary and call me if you hear anything more.”

			Just as Jack hung up, he heard someone knocking at his door. He peeked through the spyhole; Chapman Lloyd was standing in the hall with a pile of papers in his hand. Opening the door, he let the professor in. “Hi, Doc. Find something?”

			Lloyd held the papers aloft. “Are you familiar with the Large Hadron Collider?”

			“Isn’t that some big scientific experiment delving into the secrets of the universe?”

			“It is, indeed. It’s an immense structure that collides atomic particles near the speed of light in order to break them down.”

			Jack nodded to the papers. “And you think Morgan is involved in that?”

			“Not directly.” Lloyd tapped the top paper. “Part of the collider is made up of toroids, which are a type of magnet construction that guide the path of charged particles.”

			“And?”

			“Feargus bought one!”

			“Why?”

			Lloyd scratched his head. “I don’t know.”

			“Can we find out?”

			“Perhaps.” He pointed to a name on the top of the paper; TM Engineering. “They are situated just outside Geneva. They make toroids for the collider. According to these papers, Feargus agreed to pay almost 20 million Euros to have them build one of his own design.”

			Jack took the paper from Professor Lloyd and scanned it with his cell phone, forwarding the image. “I’ll get Rosemary to check them out.”

			“Should we inform Captain Gaspard?”

			Jack dialed a number. “I’m going to do that right now. Can you go and tell Bee to pack her bags?  We’re heading to Switzerland first thing tomorrow.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Wednesday, March 27

						

			Jack arose the following morning before dawn. He opened the doors to his patio and stepped outside. The city was still asleep, the clear air above the silent streets sparkling with stars. To his left, he could make out the façade of Notre Dame, its twin towers jutting above the Seine.

			Jack had never been in Paris before until a case brought him here. A group of right wing extremists had stolen the Crown of Thorns from the treasury in Notre Dame in an audacious plan to instigate the Armageddon by literally engineering the Second Coming by cloning a child from blood found on the crown.

			Jack recalled how he had almost lost his heart to Genevieve Alsace, the magistrate in charge of investigating the theft. Her beautiful face and long blonde hair had captivated him from the beginning. He thought of her and her adopted son often. Christian would be playing with his dog Spike and squealing in delight as his mother guided his pony around the paddocks. Did she really want Jack back in her life? He knew he would make a good father for Christian. But Jack’s world and Genevieve’s were a million miles apart. He sighed, and re-entered his room. 

			Precisely at 7 am, a military personnel transport vehicle arrived at the entrance to the Hotel Q to pick up Jack, Bee and Professor Lloyd. The corporal drove them southwest, back to the military airbase at Villacoublay. 

			Gaspard Hamed was there to meet them. He was dressed in a dark blue business suit, with a cream silk tie emblazoned with tiny red crosses. He shook hands with everyone and bade them toward a double set of doors. 

			An executive jet awaited them outside, on the tarmac. They ascended a portable staircase and entered. The interior of the plane had been tastefully decorated in soft green and ecru pastels. It was equipped with eight executive chairs, four on each side of the craft.

			 “Buckle in and we’ll get underway in a few minutes,” said Gaspard. “I need to talk to the pilot.”

			Gaspard shortly returned, and the plane taxied to the runway and took off. Jack had a glimpse of Paris to the north before the view was obscured by low clouds. Once they reached cruising altitude, a hostess appeared from the back alley with a tray of coffee and croissants.

			“I’m starving,” said Bee to the hostess as she helped herself to the breakfast. “Ooh, you’ve even got Brie!”

			Jack was equally grateful for the food. His metabolism was still on the west coast of North America, and it felt like supper time. He took a bite of croissant and washed it down with rich black coffee. “How long is the flight to Geneva?” he asked.

			“Just under one hour,” said Gaspard. He turned to Professor Lloyd. “Perhaps you can explain what we’re after?”

			“A toroid is a device that directs charged particles. Essentially, it’s a big metal donut wrapped with copper wires. It generates a fixed magnetic field. They’re used in the Large Hadron Collider for particle experiments.” 

			“And Feargus had a special one made?”

			“That’s right.”

			Gaspard thought for a moment. “How is it special?”

			“We don’t know,” said Jack. “We’re hoping the folks at TM Engineering can tell us.”

			Thirty minutes later, the jet made a bank to the right as it passed over Lac Leman. To the south, Jack could make out the snowy peaks of the Swiss Alps. They descended through a cloud layer, and when they emerged, he could see the city of Geneva at the southwest shore of the lake.

			The plane landed, then taxied to an executive terminal at the end of the tarmac. A ground crew pushed a portable staircase to the jet hatch. The hostess handed out umbrellas as each passenger descended into a light drizzle.

			A slim man in a black rain coat was standing at the base of the staircase. He shook hands with Gaspard and beckoned everyone to head for the terminal. Once inside, he introduced himself as Markus Taggert, an officer with the Swiss Federal Intelligence Service. He appeared in his early thirties, with thin brown hair parted at the side and a pencil mustache. “Welcome to Switzerland,” he said. “I am here to escort you to TM Engineering, but first, I would greatly appreciate some further information. Ms. Roth gave me only the barest details.”

			Jack explained the background of the case, starting with the death of Dag Hammerson and the subsequent discovery of the theft of the suitcase bomb. “We’re here to apprehend Feargus Morgan, who we believe is in possession of the nuclear device.”

			“Ms. Roth told me the bomb does not have a detonator. What does Mr. Morgan intend to do with it?”

			Jack handed the document from TM Engineering to Markus. “No idea. But Feargus spent a lot of money to have TM Engineering build a toroid. We’re hoping they can tell us something.”

			Markus had a white minivan waiting outside the terminal. A driver took them on a short drive through the Geneva suburb of Meyrin. They came to an innocuous industrial suburb at the edge of town. “The Large Hadron Collider is directly below us, some 50-metres underground,” he explained. “It is a series of tunnels that loop for over 27-km between here and France.”

			They stopped in the parking lot of a low office building with oxidized metal cladding on the exterior. Cheap venetian blinds adorning the windows. A large warehouse as attached to the back, with two immense garage doors. The bottom of one of the doors had been ripped ajar from its railing, and hung at a rakish angle.

			They entered the reception area, where they were met by a balding man in a white lab coat. He introduced himself as Gustav Klim, chief engineer for TM Engineering. “I’m afraid you’ve caught us at a bad time,” he explained. “Burglars broke into the warehouse last night.”

			“Was anyone harmed?” asked Markus. 

			“Fortunately, no.”

			“Is anything missing?” asked Jack.

			“As far as we can tell, nothing was touched. Our chief financial officer isn’t here yet, so we haven’t been able to check the company vault.”

			  Markus nodded. “In the meantime, we can discuss the reason for our visit.” He handed the document to Gustav. “Perhaps you can explain this?”

			The engineer read through the details. “Yes, it’s the order from Feargus Morgan. He took delivery of it yesterday.”

			“What time?” asked Jack.

			“Mid-morning. He arrived in a white truck with several men.”

			“Do you have CCTV of the loading area?” asked Markus.

			“We do. Our security officer is reviewing it just now for evidence of the break-in last night.”

			“Can you also scan back to the time Feargus arrived?” asked Jack. “Any information on the truck will help us find him.”

			“Of course.” 

			“In the meantime, would you be so kind as to show us your manufacturing plant?” asked Professor Lloyd. “I would be extremely delighted to learn more about your toroids.”

			The engineer led them through a hallway to the entrance of the warehouse attached to the back of the office building. He stopped before a heavy metal door. “This is a sealed environment to prevent dust damage,” he explained. “I will ask you all to don protective clothing.”

			The guests put on overalls and booties made of microfiber, as well as hair caps. Gustav then led them through an airlock into the manufacturing floor.

			The plant was equipped with an array of metal presses, welding devices and laser cutters. Technicians clambered over scaffolds, assembling and inspecting immense contraptions of steel and copper. “Most of our work is for the Large Hadron Collider, but we do occasionally get custom orders,” said Gustav. He held up the document. “As you can see, however, our products are not inexpensive.”

			“Is there anything unusual about Morgan’s order?” asked Lloyd.

			“Yes.” Gustav pointed to one of the toroids being assembled. “This is a replacement unit for the Large Hadron Collider. You will notice the copper coils are about 1-cm in diameter.” He walked over to a large spool that was almost completely empty. “You see here? This is the copper specified by Baron Morgan.”

			Lloyd peered at it. “It’s almost twice as thick!”

			Gustav nodded. “The Large Hadron Collider uses approximately 200 MW when operational. That’s why we use 1-cm copper coil.” He pointed to the spool. “This can handle well over twice that power.” 

			Gustav walked over to a computer terminal. “There’s also another unusual aspect.” He called up a three-dimensional rendering showing two toroids welded together to form a cross. “As you can see, Baron Morgan’s device is actually an intersection where charged particles can collide.”

			 “What on earth would he use a toroid like that for?”

			Lloyd peered over his shoulder “To make black holes.”

			“That’s impossible!” said Gaspard.

			“Not according to Einstein.” Lloyd stared at the rendering. “There was speculation that the Large Hadron Collider might, in essence, be a black hole producer.”  

			They were interrupted when a woman in her forties appeared. “Herr Klim! They just told me!”

			Gustav turned. “Ah. This is Anna Hart. She is our chief financial officer. Have you checked the vault?”

			“No, not yet.”

			Markus spoke up. “Would you be so kind, Frau Hart, as to allow us to accompany you?”

			A puzzled Anna cast a dubious glance at Gustav, but the latter gestured toward the airlock. “I think we would be happy to accommodate the FIS in this matter,” he replied.

			Back in the main floor of the office, Gustav guided them to a fortified concrete room fronted by a thick steel door. “We use a variety of precious metals in our work,” he explained. “When we realized we had been burgled, this was our first thought.” He pointed to the unmarred surface of the door. “As you can see, however, it appears that no attempt was made to breach it.”

			Anna placed her eye in front of the biometric scanner, which blinked from red to green. She then punched in a complex code on the keypad, and finally used a large key to unlock the door. Spinning a flywheel, the deadlocks retracted inside. With Gustav’s aid, she swung the metal door open.

			The interior of the vault was approximately 15-feet on each side. A series of metal cabinets lined the left side of the wall. “They appear untampered,” said Anna.

			“Please open cabinet three,” said Gustav.

			Anna complied. Inside, there lay a stack of gold ingots. Instead of the usual shape, however, they were flat and rectangular, about the size of a paperback book. Markus advanced and picked one up for examination. “These ingots are most unusual.”

			Gustav nodded. “Note the markings.”

			Markus studied the round seal that had been stamped into each ingot. It showed two medieval knights mounted on a single horse. “Knights Templar?”

			“Yes.”

			“Where did you get these?”

			“That’s what Baron Morgan used to pay us.” Gustav pointed to the horde. “You’re looking at almost 20 million Euros in pure gold.”
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			Gustav escorted everyone out of the vault, and Anna relocked the door. As they stepped away, Lloyd stumbled. Bee grabbed him by the arm before he fell. “Och, Chappy, are you not well?”

			Lloyd steadied himself. “The old ticker’s a bit weak, love. Just a bit of dizziness. I’ve got some pills in my bag in the van.”

			“I’ll take you right there.” Bee guided Lloyd slowly off in the direction of the parking lot.

			Gustav led Gaspard, Markus and Jack to an office on the second floor. A woman in her forties was sitting at a desk in front of a flat screen, scanning through CCTV images. “Allow me to introduce Marie Vespaccio,” he said. “She’s our security officer.”

			Marie looked up from the screen as Gustav explained what the visitors wanted. “I’ll track down Baron Morgan as soon as I gather the video image of the break-in,” she said. “I want to have it ready when the Cantonal Police of Geneva arrive.”

			Jack stepped back from her desk, nodding for Markus and Gaspard to join him. Once they were out of earshot, he spoke to the FIS agent in a low voice. “We froze Morgan’s banking accounts. Where the hell would he get all that gold?”

			“Are you familiar with the Knights Templar?”

			“A little. Weren’t they a monastic order of fighting men?”

			“Yes. They were formed early in the 12th century to protect pilgrims travelling to Jerusalem. They set up hostels and safe houses throughout Europe and Middle East. They also acted as bankers, issuing letters of credit that could be cashed in other cities.”

			“So they grew rich?”

			“Each member swore a vow of poverty, but the order itself owned land, and castles, even the island of Cyprus. Some say it was the first multinational corporation.”

			“What happened to them?”

			“They became too powerful. King Philip IV of France was heavily in debt to the order, and he seized upon rumors of scandal in the order to bring them down. He pressured Pope Clement to try them for heresy. The Grand Master and other leaders were burned at the stake, and the order was disbanded in 1312.”

			“What’s all this got to do with the Baron’s gold?” asked Gaspard.

			“Pope Clement ordered their assets seized, and many princes and rulers complied, confiscating buildings, vineyards and farms. But the Templars had assets entrusted to banks. The pope’s edict was not a legal order, and they had no onus to comply.”

			“So, the Swiss banks have been holding this gold ever since?”

			“Back in the 14th century, the Templars dealt with Italian banks run by the rich families in Florence and Venice. Before the order was disbanded, the Grand Master of the Templars set up a trust and deposited several tonnes of bullion.” Markus pointed a finger toward the lower floor. “What you saw in the vault is part of that horde, transferred to Switzerland several centuries ago.”

			“How did Morgan get his hands on it?” asked Jack.

			“Baron Morgan is registered as the legal guardian of the trust. When Ms. Roth informed the FIS of his involvement in the nuclear theft, we made some inquiries with our contacts in the banking sector. Yesterday, he visited the bank where the bullion was deposited and withdrew approximately 50 million Euros in gold.”

			“You mean, he still has over 30 million on him?”

			“It would seem so.”

			They were interrupted by the sound of approaching sirens. They descended to the reception area. A heavy-set man with blond hair and pale blue eyes entered the office, accompanied by two uniformed officers. He introduced himself as Detective Josef Braun. “I understand you’ve had a break-in?”

			“Burglars tried to force entry sometime last night,” said Gustav. “As far as we can ascertain, however, they didn’t appear to steal anything.”

			Braun pointed outside. “I saw the damage on the garage door. Is that where they tried to get in?”

			“Yes. My security officer is gathering the video evidence from our CCTV. In the meantime, would you like to have a look at the door?”

			The men went outside to the loading area. A forklift sat to one side of the door. From the damage, it appeared as though someone had inserted the forks under the door and attempted to pry it up, but the door had jammed when it was only a few feet off the ground.

			“Is that your forklift?” asked Braun.

			“No. There is a dealership down the road for this brand. It appears to have been stolen from there.”

			Detective Braun grunted as he knelt down and peered through the opening. “Could they crawl through here and get into your warehouse?”

			“No. There’s a second door inside. Come, and I’ll show you.”

			Gustav led them back into the building and through the corridor to the warehouse, once again distributing protective overalls. Inside the warehouse was a second, undamaged door. “Essentially, the loading bay is a large, dustproof airlock,” explained Gustav. He pressed a button, and the garage door lifted up. The bay was designed with a three-foot drop from the warehouse floor to the bay floor to facilitate loading. “As you can see, even if the burglars had been able to force the outer door completely open, they would not have been able to get the forklift up here to force the inner door.”

			“What is it you manufacture?” asked Braun.

			“Toroids for the Large Hadron Collider.”

			“Is there an illegal market for them?”

			“None.”

			Braun rubbed his chin in puzzlement. “Then why try to break in?”

			“Perhaps I can help explain,” said Jack. “We’re here pursuing one of TM’s clients, a Baron Feargus Morgan. We’re not the only ones chasing him. There are criminal gang members and terrorists, as well.”

			Braun’s eyebrows rose. “Good Lord!”

			Gustav nodded toward the office. “Marie should have the video by now. Shall we see if we can learn more?”

			Back in the office, Marie played back the evidence. A fixed camera showed the outer door within its field of vision. The time stamp indicated 3 am. A forklift approached from the left, jamming the tines under the base of the door. The door rose several feet before buckling and jamming. The driver got down from the vehicle and was joined by a second man. They both crawled through the opening and disappeared for several seconds, before reappearing. 

			“Stop the image for a second,” asked Jack. He leaned forward. “Can you expand it?”

			Marie manipulated a control and the image grew larger. The light was dim, but Jack could make out the face of the intruder. “That’s Omar al-Burj. He’s the leader of al-Syf, an ISIS splinter group.”

			“What’s he doing here?” asked Markus.

			“Chasing after the bomb. He must have found the same evidence we did at the Baron’s chateau and headed here.”

			Braun pulled out his cell phone. “I’ll post an APB to the other cantons.”

			 “The Gendarmerie are searching for several Middle Eastern men driving a grey Mercedes sedan,” said Gaspard. “We don’t know if it is al-Syf’s, but it may help.”

			Braun texted the information. As he was doing so, Jack instructed Marie to scroll the video images to Morgan’s arrival. “Detective, we may have a second APB for you,” he said.

			The same CCTV angle showed a white truck backing up to the outer door. It was mid-morning, and the sun was shining. The driver and passenger doors to the cab opened, and two men climbed out. 

			“The heavyset man on the passenger side is Baron Morgan,” said Jack. “The driver appears to be his security officer, Otto Klee.”

			The two men waited as the outer door rolled up. Otto then climbed back into the cab and backed the truck in. The outer door rolled down, obscuring their view.

			“Can you reverse the tape?” asked Braun.

			Marie complied. The detective took note of the truck’s details. “Ten tonne Volvo with Czech plates. What’s that say on the side? Euro Delivery?”

			“It’s a magnetic sign – they probably pulled it off as soon as they cleared out,” said Jack. “And the last time we saw this truck, it had French plates.” He pointed to the damage on the roof of the top of the container where it had creased the garage door at Morgan’s chateau. “They haven’t had a chance to repair that ding. Have your officers keep an eye out for it.”

			“Any idea which way they’re heading?”

			“No,” said Jack.

			Braun glanced at his wrist watch. “They have a 24-hour head-start. They could be almost anywhere on the continent by now.”
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			Leaving the scene of the crime to the Geneva police, Markus drove his guests back to the airport. “I am sorry that we could not apprehend the baron. We will put out a nationwide search for the truck.”

			“We’ll contact Interpol,” said Gaspard. They may have gone south to Italy, or east into the former Soviet Union, or north to Holland.”

			“He’s got his nuclear engine and toroid,” said Jack. “All that’s left is diluting the bomb-grade uranium.”

			“My contacts have sent me a list of facilities in Europe that dilute HEU to LEU for civilian use,” said Gaspard. “We’ll start analysis.”

			“Can you send Rosemary a copy of the list?” said Jack. “She may have relevant intel.” 

			“Good idea.” Gaspard tapped the keyboard on his cell phone. “We can compare notes.”

			When they reached the terminal, Bee helped Lloyd to the jet, holding him firmly by the elbow.

			“Don’t fuss!” said Lloyd. “I’m all right now.”

			“You’re heading directly to bed when we get back to the hotel. The last thing we need is you to keel over!” Bee fussed over the professor until he was firmly belted in to his seat.

			Once the plane took off and reached cruising altitude, Jack switched seats with Bee and spoke to Lloyd across the aisle. “Professor, I’m a little worried. Are you well enough to answer a few questions?”

			“Fah. I’m alright. My doctor says it’s just high blood pressure that makes me dizzy. Sometimes I forget to take my medication. Fire away.”

			“Don’t black holes swallow up matter?”

			“They have such tremendous gravitational force that nothing can escape them.”

			“Wouldn’t a black hole swallow the earth?”

			“A big one would. The ones I’m talking about are so tiny that they would take billions of years to do it. But that doesn’t mean they’re not useful.”

			“How so?”

			“Because, no matter how tiny they are, they can still create a hole in space-time. And if you know what you’re doing, you can then send something through that hole.”

			“You mean, like a person?”

			“No, a person would perish. But you might be able to send something like a sound wave through.”

			“Why would Feargus want to do that?”

			“Well, it would prove aspects of Einstein’s theorems.”

			“No, I mean practical reasons.”

			Lloyd thought for a moment. “Nobody knows, because nobody’s ever peered through one.”

			They arrived at the military airport outside of Paris by late morning. Gaspard arranged for a sedan to take Jack, Bee and Lloyd back to the city. “We’re going to have to wait until someone spots that truck,” said Gaspard. “In the meantime, we’ll see if we can work up a lead with the decommissioning sites.”

			When they reached central Paris, Jack instructed the driver to drop him off at the US Embassy. “I’m going to touch bases with Rosemary before I head back to the hotel.”

			“Great,” said Bee. “I’m going to get Chappy settled in, then we can find a place for lunch.”

			Rosemary was already working on the list of nuclear decommissioning sites when Jack arrived in her office. “Hey, cowboy, what did you find out in Geneva?”

			“Morgan built some crazy device. Nobody can figure out what it does. He’s on the lam somewhere in Europe. Where are these facilities that dilute HEU to LEU?”

			“There’s Oak Ridge in Tennessee, Lynchburg in Virginia and a couple places in Siberia.”

			“Kind of off the beaten track. Anything in France?”

			“There’s a fuel reprocessing site in La Hague in northwestern France.”

			“Bingo.”

			“Nope. They focus on plutonium. Our boy needs uranium processing.”

			“Damn. We’re busted.” 

			“Not quite. The UK Ministry of Defence has a site in Berkshire where they dismantle old Trident missiles.”

			“Berkshire’s just outside London.”

			“Yeah.” Rosemary typed several commands into her computer. “It’s not generally known, but they also dilute some HEU there for the UK civilian nuclear program.”

			“OK. I’d say that’s our best bet. Can you pull any intel on staff, layout?”

			“I got my boys working on that right now.”

			Jack was rising to leave when Rosemary waved him to sit down. “Speaking of intel, NSA got chatter. Our pals from al-Syf are in town.”

			“Shit.”

			“And they have assets in Paris. Safe houses, weapons, vehicles. Keep your eyes peeled.”

			“Wish I had my Sig.”

			“Talk to Gaspard. In the meantime, take this.” She slid a cell phone across the desk.

			“What’s this?”

			“Light grenade. Press the button on the side and when it beeps, you got three seconds to throw it and cover your eyes. It will blind anyone for at least ten minutes.”

			 Jack put it in his pocket. “Thanks, Rosemary.”

			“Take care, cowboy. I’ll give you a shout when I learn more.”

			Bee was waiting in the embassy foyer when Jack descended from Rosemary’s office. “How’s Chappy?”

			“Taking a nap.” Bee put her arm through Jack’s. “Feel like a little culture with your lunch?”

			“What have you got in mind?”

			“There’s a darling little cafeteria in the Musée de l’Orangerie in the Tuileries Gardens.  “We can have a croissant sandwich and check out Monet.”

			“Sounds like a great plan.”

			They traversed the north end of Place de la Concorde and crossed over Rue de Rivoli to a pedestrianized road that ran along the west side of the Tuileries Gardens. As they walked, they passed a knot of protestors. Some were carrying signs with cartoons of Uncle Sam, and others were waving angry fists in the general direction of the US Embassy. A man in a caftan was shouting in Arabic through a megaphone. Several gendarmes stood nearby, obviously bored.

			To their right, a large stone needle stood in the middle of the Place de la Concorde. “What’s the big spike?” asked Jack.

			“That’s the Luxor Obelisk. It’s over 3000 years old, and weighs almost 300 tonnes. It was erected by King Ramses in front of the Luxor temple.”

			“So, why’s it here?”

			“The Pasha of Ottoman Egypt gave it to King Louis-Philippe as a present in the 1830s.”

			Jack enjoyed strolling with Bee. He could smell her lavender soap, and he relished the look on her face as she regaled him with trivia. “You were born to be an historian.”

			Bee smiled and placed a hand on Jack’s forearm. “And you were born to be a charmer.”

			They came to a large octagon basin and turned south. The walked toward a long, low building sheathed in glass windows. “Let me guess, they used to keep orange trees in there?”

			“They did indeed,” said Bee. “It was built in the 1850s to keep the royal orange trees from dying in the winter. They were planted in large containers and wheeled inside every fall.”

			They entered through a door flanked by four large columns. Although the exterior architecture of the building hailed from the 19th century, the interior was very modern, with stark concrete wall partitions. Overhead skylights allowed in natural light.

			“Come on, let’s go see the Nymphéas,” said Bee.

			“What’s that?”

			“The water lilies - it’s Claude Monet’s final masterpiece.” 

			They entered the center of the building, which had been designed as two large oval rooms in the shape of the infinity symbol. Four large murals occupied each of the rooms, the total stretching longer than a football field.

			Jack stood entranced. The landscape was an impression of Monet’s garden in Giverny, west of Paris. Patches of blue and purple water were interspersed with splashes of yellow and green lilies, the shadows of trees undulating in the softly rippling water.

			“Monet painted these almost one hundred years ago, shortly before his death,” said Bee. “They renovated this entire building just so they could display them.”

			They stood for several minutes admiring the paintings, until Jack’s stomach began to rumble. “Do you mind if we get something to eat?” he asked. “We can come back again after.”

			“A man who marches on his stomach,” said Bee. “Come on, we’ll cut through the Guillaume gallery.”

			The Paul Guillaume gallery housed a collection of modern masters, including works by Renoir, Picasso, Cezanne and Matisse. Jack’s art gallery in London had featured many minor works of the masters, but these were all museum quality pieces. He paused in front of a Picasso cubist portrait to admire the color and composition.

			He was suddenly alarmed to hear Bee, who had walked ahead of him, shout. “Get your hands off me!” Jack turned to see two Middle Eastern men in dark suits, one of who had grabbed Bee by the wrist. They were hustling her toward an emergency exit.

			The man was broad-shouldered, but a good foot shorter than Bee. She twisted her arm and checked the man with her hip, sending him sprawling with a well-executed judo flip. She pulled a fire extinguisher off the wall and thumped the prone man heavily on the ankle, eliciting howls of pain. 

			The second man, who has tall and slim, pulled a pistol out of his jacket. 

			“Watch out!” shouted Jack. 

			The man spun and fired a high warning shot in Jack’s direction. Jack ducked behind a partition and pulled out the flash grenade. He pushed the button until it beeped, then slid the device down the smooth concrete floor. “Cover your eyes!”

			Bee lifted the extinguisher to her face, but the man with the gun stared in fascination as the cell phone slid toward him. When the flash grenade went off, he grabbed his face in pain, staggering blindly. 

			Crouching, Jack raced up and grabbed Bee’s hand, pulling her back along the gallery. A guard came rushing up, a walkie-talkie to his face. “Call the gendarmes!” warned Jack. They joined the other patrons who were streaming toward the front exit. 
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			When they were safely outside, Jack called ahead to the US Embassy, and they were escorted to Rosemary’s office as soon as they arrived. 

			The CIA agent was already reviewing CCTV images as they entered. “There’s a permanent protest against US aid to Israel that runs in the park across the Concorde,” she explained. “Palestinians, Hamas; the gendarmes keep them at a safe distance. We keep a camera on them, just in case.”

			Jack came around Rosemary’s desk and studied the images. “This is when you left the embassy,” she explained. As they strolled along the pedestrianized lane past the protestors, two men, one short and wide, the other tall and slim, exited the crowd. “They must have been there on surveillance of the embassy.”

			“But why try and grab Bee?”

			“Leverage over Morgan. Give us the bomb or your granddaughter gets it.”

			Gaspard Hamed entered Rosemary’s office. “The men escaped through the emergency exit. The Hotel Q isn’t safe. We’ll take Ms. Caledonia and Professor Lloyd to a secure location.” 

			“Did you get any footage of the perps from the museum CCTV?” asked Rosemary.

			“Our men are working on that now.”

			Rosemary tapped her computer. “They were in the Middle East protest crowd outside. I’m sending you their hi-def images. I can also transmit a larger image of the crowd. You can use face recognition software to ID their accomplices.”

			“Thank you, Rosemary. Please send it to the Prefecture of Police. They are in command of the search.  I am going there now to meet with Alphonse Gregoire.”

			“Mind if I come along?” asked Jack.

			“Of course.”

			Jack and Gaspard drove in an armored police van across the Seine to the Ile de la Cité. They entered the courtyard of the Prefecture of Police headquarters through a heavily guarded gate. The driver parked the van in the central courtyard and they entered a side door and advanced down a hallway painted in institutional green. A sign on a door said Opérations Spéciales. Gaspard knocked, then opened the door and entered.

			The room was equipped with several banks of computers. Gaspard introduced Jack to Helene Menard, a young woman with a long blonde ponytail. She was dressed in navy blue fatigues with the tear-drop shaped emblem of the Police Nationale sewn to her left shoulder. She shook Jack’s hand. “I’m just running the face recognition software on our suspects now.”

			Alphonse Gregoire entered the room. His face appeared even longer and sadder. He settled into a chair beside Helene. “Let’s have a look, then.”

			Helene called up the photos sent by Rosemary. Alphonse leaned forward and studied them carefully. “They’re definitely al-Syf. The short man is Ali Jamal, and the tall one is Mohamed al-Karbouli. They’re Omar al-Burj’s security guards.”

			“Rosemary thinks they were hiding in the protest crowd, running surveillance on the entrance to the embassy.”

			Alphonse nodded. “Low tech, but effective.” 

			Helene spoke. “I am running face recognition on the rest.”

			“Any luck?”

			“Nothing, yet.”

			Alphonse rubbed his rheumy eyes. “Mind if I have a look?”

			Helene called up an image of the protest crowd. Alphonse used the mouse to scroll through the crowd, slowly examining each face. “Ah. This one.” He expanded the image to reveal a man with a round, olive face. “Ali Yousef. He was identified by the DGSI as a person-of-interest after the terrorist attacks in 2015. He was never implicated in any violence, but there was circumstantial evidence that he acted as a courier to move arms from Belgium to Paris.”

			Gaspard stepped forward to peer at the image. “Do you have an address?”

			“Yes.” Alphonse picked up his cell phone and dialed a number. “I’ll have Central Data send you his file.”

			Jack accompanied Gaspard and a heavily armed detail to the suburb of St. Denis, north of Paris. The neighbourhood was filled with subsidized housing that had been built by the government to shelter the waves of immigrants who had come from former French colonies in Africa after World War Two. The streets were lined with drab, four and five-story cement apartment blocks interspersed with the occasional tobacco shop, halal meat market and cell phone distributor. Many of the shops were permanently closed, the metal shutters across their display windows daubed with graffiti.

			The driver of the armored personnel carrier pulled into a parking lot adjacent to the Paris Flea Market, an immense emporium of antiques and collectibles. An armored carrier in the district was such a common sight that passing shoppers barely glanced at it.

			“Omar’s residence is two blocks from here,” said Gaspard. He pulled out a schematic so that the men seated inside could see. “His flat is on the second floor. There is a front entrance off the street, and a second exit into a garden at the back.” He pointed to three men. “Gaston, Pierre and Raymond will enter the front and announce their presence. The rest of us will wait out the back.”

			The men, dressed in body armor, helmets and protective gloves, all nodded. Gaspard passed Jack a bullet-proof vest. “Just in case,” he said.

			Jack strapped the protection around his torso. “You wouldn’t happen to have an extra Sig, would you?”

			Gaspard pulled his own automatic out of its holster. “One question – why does Rosemary call you cowboy?”

			“I grew up on a ranch herding cattle. It’s her way of teasing me.”

			“I heard otherwise.”

			Jack’s eyes went round and innocent. “Don’t believe every rumor you hear.”

			Gaspard handed the weapon to the FBI agent. “Just don’t start a shoot-out.”

			“I never start a shoot-out.” Jack checked the clip to see that it was fully loaded. “I end them.”

			Gaspard grinned ruefully. “All right. Just don’t lose it.”

			The armored personnel pulled into a bus round-about a block away from Omar’s home and the men exited. It was late afternoon, and the few people on the street gave them a wide berth. They split into two groups on the corner, Gaston and his men advanced along the road, while Gaspard took Jack and the rest down a pedestrian lane that was lined with small vegetable gardens.

			The men advanced quietly before stopping behind a pottery shed. Gaspard pointed to a four-story apartment building clad in grey brick. They could hear a commotion as Gaston began shouting “Police, open up!” and pounding on the front door.

			For several seconds, nothing happened. Then the rear garden door flew open and several men rushed into the garden. Gaspard sprang forward and grabbed the first one, Mohamed al-Bakouri. Two other officers tackled Ali. A third man with a prominent beard wearing a red training jacket exited the door, but instead of running toward the police, he abruptly turned and adroitly leapt over the iron picket fence that bordered the garden and fled down the road.

			Gaston, Pierre and Raymond exited the building, but their heavy body armor prevented them from scaling the fence. “Damn,” said Gaspard. “That was Saddam al-Kut, al-Syf’s intelligence officer.”

			Jack, less encumbered than the others, vaulted over the fence. “Call for back-up,” he shouted as he sprinted down the road. “I’ll keep him in sight.”

			Jack was in good shape, but his prey had the advantage of a 50-yard head-start. Realizing he had little chance of catching him wearing his bullet-proof vest, he briefly stopped to shrug it off. By the time he resumed running, al-Kut had disappeared around a corner.

			When Jack rounded the corner, he came face to face with a large banner, Marché Les Puces. He pulled out his cell phone and called Gaspard. “He fled into the flea market.”

			“Merde. Stay near the front entrance. I’ll try and get some men out back.”

			Jack peered warily into the market. A score of stalls had been set up beneath a large, open warehouse covered with a tin roof. Vendors were hawking furniture, clothing, porcelain and artwork in a chaotic jumble of noise. 

			There. A flash of red. Jack pushed past several shoppers and sprinted toward his target, knocking over a display of sunglasses.

			The noise made al-Kut turn. He pushed over a rack of dresses, blocking the narrow lane.

			Jack clambered over the rack, losing precious ground. He peered down one aisle, then another, searching in vain for al-Kut.

			A sudden crash of metal caught his attention. Turning down a dark and deserted aisle, he came to a dead-end where a sheet of tin had been ripped off its corroded support, making a hole in the wall. Pushing the jagged metal back, Jack was able to exit onto the adjacent street.

			He was too late. A black Peugeot sedan pulled up to the curb and al-Kut jumped into the back. The car sped off, leaving Jack cursing in frustration on the sidewalk.
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			After the Gendarmerie had delivered Mohamed and Ali into custody, Gaspard took Jack to the safe house where Bee and Professor Lloyd were being kept. They drove northwest of Paris through gently rolling countryside for about half an hour. After passing through the town of Chantilly, they turned west and headed for the Oise River.

			To call it a ‘house’ was an understatement. The grounds were about 10 acres of gently rolling pasture and forest surrounded by a high brick fence with a guardhouse at the entrance. The main residence was situated on a hill overlooking the Oise. It stood three stories tall, with each floor at least 20-feet in height. The exterior was clad in ornamental white limestone and the roof finished in grey slate. 

			Jack whistled in appreciation. “Quite the mansion.”

			“It was built in the 1800s as a hunting lodge,” explained Gaspard. “The family turned it over to the government in lieu of inheritance taxes. We use it as a secure residence for VIPs and foreign politicians visiting France.”

			Their van stopped in a covered archway that connected the main home to the orangery. A servant in dark blue livery collected Jack’s luggage and escorted them into the main foyer. The floor was covered in creamy marble and red porphyry tiles arranged in checkerboard fashion. Decorations for the room included several suits of armor and framed crossbows. A set of French doors, 15-feet high, flooded the room with light from the setting sun. 

			“There are a dozen guards housed in the orangery, and a staff of ten to take care of your needs,” said Gaspard. “I think you will find it as comfortable as the Hotel Q, and a lot more secure.”

			“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” said Jack. “When is dinner served?”

			“Eight pm.” Gaspard glanced at his watch. “That gives you two hours if you wish to rest.”

			Jack glanced out through the open French doors. “Actually, I’m thinking of going for a run.”

			Gaspard pointed to the west. “There is a gravel path that follows the perimeter wall. You’ll have to be accompanied by guards, however.”

			“Fine by me.”

			Jack followed the servant up to his room on the second floor. It contained a king-sized bed outfitted with a thick down duvet. The floor was parquet and the walls were covered in wallpaper featuring stripes of pastel yellow and blue. There was a loveseat in front of a large fireplace. A set of glass-paneled doors leading to a small balcony had been opened to freshen the room.

			After changing into his running kit, Jack returned to the first floor, where Gaston and Pierre were waiting for him. In addition to their running gear, each man had a belly holster made of elastic material to hold their automatic pistols. They did a few preliminary stretches, then headed out. 

			The track was 6-feet wide, the gravel marked by horse hooves. They ran in a counter-clockwise direction, passing through field and forest. Pierre ran about 20-feet ahead of Jack, with Gaston trailing. 

			The men ran silently, the steady beat of their feet against the trail a counterpoint to the birds that sang in the trees. They startled a deer from beneath a nearby bush; its unexpected, panicky retreat causing Pierre to draw his weapon. They stopped for a moment, listening to the creature crashing through the undergrowth. Pierre glanced left and right along the trail before putting his gun away, and they continued.

			The exercise felt good. Jack let all the events of the day retreat from his conscious, relishing the tension on his lungs and legs, the damp-earth smell of the grounds and the play of light as they ran through sun and shadow.

			They jogged for a little under an hour, making several circuits of the trail. Jack thanked the men after they finished and, after stretching on a patch of lawn in front of the chateau, returned to his room to freshen up.

			After his shower, Jack had time for a quick nap. He lay atop the thick duvet and fell instantly asleep. The alarm in his cell phone woke him half an hour later; after donning his suit and tie, he dialed the FBI office in San Francisco.

			It was shortly after noon on the west coast. Marge was at her desk, eating a brisket sandwich and a dill pickle. “How’s France, sweets?”

			“Great. I’m staying in a castle.”

			“What happened to the Hotel Q?”

			“Al-Syf tried to kidnap Bee.” 

			“What?”

			“Everyone’s OK, but they put us up in a secure house outside of Paris ‘til they can round them all up.”

			“Good. You can tell me all about it later. First, fill me in on the latest on Feargus.”

			Jack recounted their trip to Geneva and the discovery that Morgan had commissioned the construction of a special toroid.

			“A Torah?” asked Marge. 

			“No, a toroid. It’s a big magnet used to deflect charged particles.”

			“Ouch, you’re making my head hurt again. Does anyone know what he wants it for?”

			“Professor Lloyd thinks Feargus might be trying to make a black hole.”

			“This Feargus guy sounds nuts.”

			“When you’re as rich as the baron, they call you eccentric. He just paid 20 million Euros for the thing.”

			“I thought Rosemary froze his accounts.”

			“Markus Taggert tells me he’s got a ton of Templar gold.”

			“Who’s Markus?”

			“He’s an officer with the Swiss Federal Intelligence Service.” Jack related the explanation in regards to the gold. “He thinks Feargus still has maybe 30 million left.”

			“Oy, vey. Where is he now?”

			“Nobody knows. Gaspard has Interpol keeping an eye out for their truck, but they picked up the toroid yesterday, and by now they could be anywhere in Europe. On a related note, what’s the latest on the Yakuza on your end?”

			“We’re still searching for Sam’s younger brother in LA. Tell me about the kidnappers.”

			Jack explained their excursion to the Musée de l’Orangerie and the attempt by the al-Syf thugs. “Rosemary found them in some CCTV footage near the US Embassy. They were in a protest crowd and followed us into the museum. They grabbed Bee, but she kicked the shit out of them and we escaped.”

			“Good for Bee. Did the museum security arrest them?”

			“No, but the DGSI found their safe house north of Paris, and we were able to nab some of them. Saddam al-Kut, al-Syf’s intelligence officer, got away.”

			Marge digested the news for a moment as she ate her pickle. “OK, what’s up next?”

			“Rosemary is working on HEU dilution sites around Europe as Feargus’ next destination. Hopefully she’ll have something in the morning.”

			“What’s your plan in the meantime?”

			Jack glanced at his watch. “Dinner’s in less than half an hour. Maybe I’ll hook up with Bee.”

			“I bet you will!”

			Jack smiled. “Give my best to Jazz and the gang. I’ll let you know as soon as we get something solid on Feargus.

			“Yeah, or something solid on Bee. Hah!”

			Jack hung up as Marge cackled away.

			The chateau dining room was 20-feet wide and at least 60-feet long. The walls were decorated with red brocade wallpaper and the dining room chairs constructed of carved wood and blue sateen upholstery. Decorations included a 12-foot high street lamp covered in gold leaf and huge silver vases filled with Calla lilies. It reminded Jack of Bobby’s favourite animated movie, Disney’s Beauty and the Beast.

			The dining table could easily hold 20 people. Bee was already seated at the head. She was wearing her little black dress and a tiara set with emeralds.

			Jack bowed and kissed her hand. “My princess awaits.”

			“Ah, my valiant knight. Be so kind as to join me.”

			Jack pulled up a chair and sat to Bee’s right. The fading sunlight sparkled in the jewels in her hair. She tilted a flute of Champagne that had been included in their place setting. “Here’s to saving my wee bacon.”

			Jack clinked his glass against hers. “I think you did most of the saving yourself. I didn’t know you practiced judo.”

			“Just a hobby. What was that thingy you threw?”

			“A light grenade. Rosemary gave it to me in case of emergencies.”

			“Wise woman. I take it you’ve got other gizmos?”

			Jack patted under his left arm. “Gaspard gave me his Sig Sauer. We don’t need it here, but I feel a lot safer wearing it.”

			A young woman with long brown hair and an engaging smile appeared. “Good evening, I am Rosalie. Will Professor Lloyd be joining us this evening?”

			“He’s asked that you bring him his meal in his room,” said Bee. “Something light, perhaps a salad and a soup?”

			“We will gladly send him up the first and second course,” said Rosalie. “Are you ready to dine?”

			Both Bee and Jack were starving, and gladly agreed. The first course was a salad of iceberg lettuce garnished with a blue cheese dressing, cherry tomatoes and fried bacon bits. The second course was creamy soup made with artichoke hearts. The main course was a juicy roast pork served with baked apples, rosemary potatoes and demi-glace. The salad was paired with a sauvignon blanc, the soup a chardonnay, and the roast pork with a cabernet sauvignon from St. Emilion. 

			As they ate, Jack and Bee exchanged reminiscences from their childhood. “I learned how to paddle a canoe in the Loire River,” said Bee. “Grandad said it was good for girls to learn how to do things like that.”

			“I learned to paddle a canoe on Flathead Lake in Montana,” said Jack.

			With each drink, the twinkle in Bee’s tiara had migrated more and more to her eyes. “Did you learn how to make love in a canoe?”

			Scots girls were nothing if not forward, thought Jack. “I prefer teepees, myself.”

			“Then come up to my room and make my wigwam.”

			They ascended the stairway to the second floor. Bee’s room was similar to Jack’s except it faced east. A full moon was rising above the forest, casting its silvery light into her room through the balcony doors.

			Bee lit three candles sitting in a chandelier above the fireplace. She then turned to Jack, who was standing at the foot of Bee’s bed. “I took the liberty of having the staff bring a bottle of Champagne and a bucket of ice up,” she said. “Would you do the honors?”

			Jack peeled the silver cap off the neck of the Veuve Clicquot and eased the wire cage off the cork. He twisted the latter until it slowly eased out of the bottle, emitting a soft white haze. He poured two flutes and handed one to Bee. 

			She downed hers in one gulp, then placed her hand on Jack’s back and eased him toward her. She kissed him softly on the lips, once, twice, thrice, each time harder and harder. But the third kiss, her tongue was in his mouth, exploring. 

			Jack placed his flute down and embraced Bee, pulling her tight against his chest. He could feel her hips thrusting against him in a primeval dance that began to give him an erection. 

			Placing her own flute down, Bee took off his jacket, then removed the gun holster. She undid the buttons on Jack’s shirt and took it off, leaving his tie hanging loose around his neck. Pushing him back on the bed, she pulled off his shoes and trousers. 

			She bent over and took his manhood in her mouth. Jack moaned as she ran her lips and tongue up and down his shaft, bringing it fully erect. She stood and hiked her dress above her hips, revealing a red mound of hair. She kneeled astride Jack and slid him inside her. She grabbed his tie and rode him like a wild beast, her fiery mane flowing in the silvery light of the moon. 

			Jack had a final vision of her as a mystical queen of the night before he was overcome with passion. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			Thursday, March 28

						

			When Jack awoke, daylight was streaming through the balcony doors of Bee’s room. He was alone in bed, naked except for a white linen sheet pulled over his loins. His mouth felt like a racoon had made a den inside, and his head ached. 

			A ragged cheer went up outside. Jack pulled on his trousers and went to the balcony. A 30-yard lane had been set up on the lawn consisting of small red cones set 5-yards apart. A straw-stuffed archery target had been spaced 20-yards beyond the end of the lane. Several mounted riders were trotting about at the starting end of the lane, each one clutching a javelin.

			As Jack watched, Pierre turned his horse and galloped down the lane, lifting the javelin high. When he reached the end of the lane, he launched the spear toward the target, missing high and to the right. Laughter erupted from the audience that had gathered on the lawn. Pierre hung his head in mock shame as he rode to retrieve his weapon where it had stuck in the grass beyond the target.

			Bee was next. She was dressed in riding jodhpurs and long leather boots. Her hair had been tied back in a long pony tail that flew behind her as she kicked her mount into a gallop. Riding at full speed, she flung her javelin, hitting the target dead center. A cheer went up as she circled the target, waving a gauntleted fist at the crowd.

			Jack was distracted by a ringing phone. Digging through his jacket, he pulled out his cell. “Hullo?”

			“Hey, Sleeping Beauty. It’s Rosemary.”

			Jack held his phone back so he could read the time on the screen; it was after 9 am. “What’s up?”

			“I’ll tell you what’s up; we’re glad we pulled you out of the Q.”

			“What happened?”

			“Somebody sent a complimentary tray of sushi up to your old suite last night. It was filled with poisonous blowfish.”

			Jack, still half asleep, scratched his head. “Is that really a thing?”

			“Yeah, cowboy, it’s a thing. Blowfish is a thousand times more poisonous than cyanide. The poor chump who ate it is in intensive care.”

			Jack rubbed his face with his free hand. “Do you think it was it al-Syf?”

			“Duh.”

			Jack put his cell on speaker phone and walked into Bee’s bathroom, splashing some water on his face from the sink. “Have Gaspard’s men tracked them down?”

			“We got bigger fish to fry. Leave Bee and the Prof at the chateau where they’re safe. I need you in my office ASAP. We got a lead on Feargus.”

			Jack returned to his room where he quickly showered, shaved and packed his bag. When he reached the main floor, Bee was just coming in from the tackle room, still wearing her jodhpurs and high boots. “Well, if it isn’t my darling sleepy head.” She walked up to Jack and gave him a kiss squarely on the lips. “I hope you had a pleasant evening.”

			Jack returned her kiss. “I had a wonderful evening.”

			Bee looked down at Jack’s bag. “If it was so great, why are you leaving?”

			“Rosemary has a lead on Feargus.” 

			Bee turned toward the staircase. “Right. Give me a sec, and I’ll be ready to go.”

			Jack placed a restraining hand on her shoulder. “You and Doc Lloyd have to stay here.”

			“What?”

			“Al-Syf attacked the Q thinking we were still there. A man is in hospital.”

			“I’m not afraid of no al-Syf!”

			Jack placed a gentle hand against her cheek. “I know you’re not. But until Gaspard can give the all-clear, you’re safest here.”

			“But Feargus is my granddad!” Bee stomped her foot. “It isn’t fair.”

			Jack ran a hand through her thick red hair. “A lot of things aren’t fair.”

			Bee placed her arms around Jack and gave him a hug. “Promise me you’ll stay safe?”

			Jack hugged her back. “I promise.”

			Bee smiled. “Good! Now go.”

			Gaston drove Jack back into Paris as the agent spoke on his cell phone to Gaspard.

			“As far as we can tell, it wasn’t the Q staff,” said Gaspard. “Guests at the hotel frequently order in from their favourite restaurants, and this delivery was disguised so that it appeared to be coming from Le Grand Japonais.”

			“Who was the victim?”

			“A businessman from Belgium. The card said, compliments from the Q. We’re assuming it’s from our al-Syf friends.”

			“That’s what Rosemary thinks. Still, how would they know my suite?”

			“We’re working on that. What’s your ETA?”

			Jack looked at Gaston and tapped the watch on his wrist. Gaston flashed five fingers, twice. “Gaston says ten minutes.”

			“Good. I’ll meet you at Rosemary’s.”

			The CIA agent was busy on the phone when Jack and Gaspard arrived. She waved for them to sit down in front of her desk. After she hung up, she activated the flat screen mounted in her office wall. “OK. Here’s what we got from the port authority in Rotterdam.” A still of a commercial ferry sitting adjacent to a quay appeared. “That’s the Empress Eugenie. It’s a roll-on roll-off ferry that delivers trucks and semis between Rotterdam and Hull, in England.” 

			Rosemary advanced to a second still. It showed a white ten-tonne lorry being guided into its blocks by a crewman.

			 “Can you zoom in?” asked Jack.

			Rosemary obliged. A sign on the side of the cab said Pegasus Courier.

			“Another magnetic sign,” said Gaspard. “What country are the plates?”

			“Greece.” Rosemary fiddled with the controls on her computer. “Papers check out. It’s registered to a company in Athens.”

			“Driver?”

			“Achilles Biros.” Rosemary advanced the screen to a commercial driver’s licence. The image of Feargus Morgan appeared. “A customs agent spoke to him in Greek. Checked out.”

			“Can you back up to the image of the truck?” asked Jack.

			Rosemary complied. Jack walked up close to the screen and peered at the front of the vehicle, above the cab. “It’s got the same dent. So the goods are probably on board.”

			“When did the ferry depart?” asked Gaspard.

			“Nine pm last night.” Rosemary advanced the screen to a nautical chart. “It takes about 10 hours to cross. Seas were calm, and it docked at 7 am this morning, our time.”

			Jack glanced at his watch. “Four hours head start. Have the UK authorities been alerted?”

			Rosemary pointed at her desk phone. “I was just talking to an old pal of ours.” She turned to Gaspard. “How fast can you get a Puma here?”

			“Thirty minutes.”

			“Good. I’ll let Humphrey know you’ll be arriving before lunch.”

			The Gendarmerie Puma quickly covered the Norman countryside and English Channel, and Jack found himself gazing on the rolling green hills of Sussex.

			Gaspard activated the communication device in his helmet. “Who is this Humphrey?”

			“Chief Inspector Humphrey Arundel of Scotland Yard,” said Jack. “Rosemary and I have worked with him many times.”

			“What is he like?”

			Jack smiled, conjuring up an image of a man in his late-forties, with lank blond hair and a languid air. “He’s your typical English lord, except he’s also a former officer in the SAS and his mother used to run MI5.”

			“Ah. He is good at his job, then?”

			“If anyone can find Feargus, it’s Humphrey.”

			The outskirts of London soon came into view. They passed over vast suburbs of single homes, slowly giving way to older row houses and industrial yards. When it reached the River Thames, the helicopter banked, giving them a view of Big Ben and Westminster Abbey to the north, before slowly settling into a helipad on the south bank of the Thames.

			A cobalt Blue, 1936 Bentley sedan was waiting adjacent to the pad. As the rotors slowed, the driver exited the vehicle and opened the rear door. A tall, slim man got out, shielding his eyes against the sun as he peered toward the helicopter.

			Jack climbed down from the Puma and advanced across the tarmac, giving Arundel a strong hug. “It’s been a while, Humphrey.”

			Humphrey returned the embrace. “It’s so good to see you again, Jack.”

			Jack turned. “This is Gaspard Hamed, a captain with the GIGN.”

			“Enchanté,” said Arundel, shaking Gaspard’ hand. “Sorry to meet you under such drab circumstances.” He waved toward the Bentley. “If you’d be so kind as to step into my chariot, we can all get up to steam.”

			The driver, Sgt Barker, nodded to Jack in recognition as he loaded their luggage into the boot of the Bentley, and they soon departed for Scotland Yard. 

			Arundel opened a bar containing cut crystal glasses and several decanters. He poured several snifters of brandy and offered them to his guests. “Rosemary has given me the bones of the case, but you can supply a little more meat. I’m hoping that we can expedite your search as much as possible.”

			Gaspard eagerly joined his host, appreciating the excellent French liqueur. Jack opted for sparkling water as he explained the case, starting with the death of Dag Hammerson and the theft of the suitcase bomb, finishing with their pursuit of Morgan across France as he collected his various devices. “We’ve been working with Professor Lloyd from Oxford to try and figure out what Feargus is up to, but he’s just as stumped as us,” said Jack. “We think he’s come to the UK, though, to dilute the uranium.”

			“Hmm.” Arundel leaned back in his seat, absorbing the information.  “That would help narrow our search.”

			“What do you know of this man Morgan?” asked Gaspard.

			“Quite a bit, actually.”

			“He is a British lord?”

			“His title, baron, is a sobriquet – it isn’t actually recognized by Her Majesty’s government.”

			“Then, he is an imposter?”

			“Dear lord, no. It’s simply that Debrett’s Peerage & Baronetage doesn’t go back as far as Morgan’s family. Not even the Domesday Book does.”

			Gaspard scratched his head. “I don’t understand.”

			“Some titles exist from before the realm of recorded knowledge. Feargus Morgan’s baronetage is one of them.”

			“Do you know his granddaughter, Boudicca?” asked Jack.

			Arundel stared at his carefully manicured nails. “I knew her mother.” He glanced up as they came abreast of Westminster Abbey. “Ah. We’re here. Let’s retire to my digs and we can reconnoitre further.”
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			Arundel’s office was decorated with drab bureaucratic furnishings, but the view over the Thames was magnificent. He ordered a tray of coffee for his guests, then sat down behind his desk and activated his computer. 

			“Thanks to Rosemary’s heads-up, we’ve been able to capture some footage of our quarry.” Arundel called up a CCTV image of the Princess Eugenie as trucks disembarked from its deck. He pointed to a white vehicle. “Volvo ten-tonne, Greek plates, Pegasus Courier on the door.”

			Jack leaned toward the monitor, tapping the dent above the cab. “That’s our boy.”

			Arundel clicked on a thumbnail on the bottom of his screen. “Here we are, inland from the port, looking at the west-bound lane of A63.” The truck passed beneath the fixed CCTV. 

			Arundel tapped another thumbnail. “Humber Bridge.” An immense span of steel over one mile in length crossed over the Humber River. A CCTV camera mounted on the south side recorded the truck passing beneath.

			Arundel activated a final thumbnail. “This is the surveillance camera at the Junction of A15 at Barton-on-Humber interchange, just south of the Humber Bridge.” The image showed the truck leaving the southbound lane and taking a smaller highway heading west.  He froze the image. “That’s the A1077. After that, the traffic branches into a series of smaller roadways that crisscross the salt plains. We are still analyzing some secondary surveillance systems at traffic lights, but, essentially, they dropped from view.” He pointed to the image time stamp, which indicated four hours earlier. “They could be anywhere from London to Birmingham by now.”

			“They have to surface somewhere eventually,” said Gaspard. “A truck like that should be easy enough to spot.”

			“Morgan’s organization is quite sophisticated,” said Arundel. “They have access to authentic documents and funds. Morgan has many friends in the UK. I have little doubt that they may have also changed their vehicle by now.”

			“What do you mean by friends?” asked Jack.

			Arundel pulled a silver cigarette case from a pocket in his bespoke, Savile Row suit and placed it lightly on the surface of his desk. “I understand you met Markus?”

			“Yes. From the FIS.”

			“As fellow intelligence officers, Markus and I have an informal agreement.  We tend to get together now and again and share – how shall I say it? – war stories.”

			Jack tilted his head. “Oh, you didn’t…”

			Arundel held up a hand. “Only in the most glowing terms.”

			Gaspard looked from one man to the other. “I am confused.”

			“Humphrey and I have worked together on a few minor cases,” said Jack.

			Arundel pulled out a silver cigarette lighter and put it atop the case. “Minor cases?” Arundel nodded toward Jack. “He almost singlehandedly stopped an international terrorist organization from destroying the world wide net, and saved the life of the Russian President. And those are just the cases in which we’ve worked together. You’re standing beside a bit of a living legend, Gaspard.”

			Jack’s face reddened. “I think Humphrey is laying it on a bit thick. If it wasn’t for his help, I’d be dead a long time ago.”

			“At any rate, our friend Markus contacted me and wanted to know if it was all right for him to discuss the details of the Templar trove. The Swiss don’t take this type of thing lightly, and wanted to know if I trusted you.”

			“And what did you say?”

			“With my life, dear boy.” Arundel took a thick file out of his desk drawer. “Morgan and his associates are extremely taciturn, but we know that, in addition to the gold in Switzerland, there are other stashes as well as assets in the form of land and businesses throughout Europe.” Arundel pulled off the elastic that held the file together. “We have some intelligence on the operatives who work for Morgan as part of the legacy Templar organization.”

			The file was divided into typed reports and a stack of photos. Arundel spread the photos across his desk. He pointed to a heavy-set man with short blond hair. “This one you already know, Otto Klee, Morgan’s right-hand security officer. Former German Intelligence and army officer.”

			Arundel tapped a second photo. “Arkady Krakov, Russian engineer.” The photo showed a short, rotund man with a pale face working on a laser with long, slender fingers. “Trained at Russia’s elite technical schools and worked on their space program until Morgan offered him a very lucrative opportunity to take charge of his laser lab at Oxford. He is a genius at designing and manufacturing electronic equipment.”

			The detective placed a third photo on his desk. “And this is a third operative who, no doubt, plays a part in Morgan’s current scheme.” The image showed an Asian woman with long dark hair, slim shoulders and a beautiful oval face. “Veronica Wu. Nuclear scientist and a former undergraduate to Morgan at Oxford.” He stood up and pointed to a map of the UK, indicating a small town in Berkshire, west of London. “She and her husband Raymond now work at the Burghfield nuclear facility.”

			Jack raised an eyebrow. “She’s his inside track to diluting the HEU.”

			Arundel nodded. “Our field agents are ascertaining her whereabouts now.”

			Gaspard stepped up to the map and rubbed his chin. “Professor Lloyd said that the toroid needs a lot of energy. Morgan has built a nuclear engine to supply the energy.”

			“But he doesn’t have the diluted HEU to power it yet,” said Jack.

			“Correct. He also needs a place to bring the three altogether; to connect the toroid to the nuclear engine and then fuel it.”

			“Oxford,” said Jack. “I’ll bet he’s going to have Arkady assemble it.”

			“Indeed,” said Arundel. “We’ve located Krakov and are following him in order to locate the assembly point.” He scooped up his cigarette case and lighter. “Right. Enough chatter – it’s time to deploy.”

			Jack and Gaspard followed Arundel down to the main entrance where the latter quickly lit up. “Filthy habit,” he admitted. “Mater is always chiding me to quit.”

			“How is your mom?” asked Jack.

			“Healthy as a horse. In fact, she’s is looking forward to hosting you tonight.”

			“Where are we going?”

			“Pepper Hall - it’s just outside Oxford.”

			Arundel’s Bentley sedan rolled up just as he was finishing his cigarette. Instead of Sgt Barker behind the wheel, however, the car was driven by a well-muscled man with short hair and a silver earring. 

			“Allo, Jack,” said the driver, flashing two gold front teeth. “Welcome back!”

			“Harry!” Jack reached through the driver’s window and shook the man’s hand. “What a great surprise!”

			Harold Twigley was a commander in the British military, trained to the highest levels of armed and unarmed combat. He had been seconded to Scotland Yard as an undercover agent, and had worked with Arundel for several years. He had been of great assistance to Jack during the investigation of Lydia’s murder, and in the pursuit of the assassins trying to kill the Russian President. 

			Harry climbed out of the sedan and opened the rear door for Arundel “Any luggage, Guv?”

			“Jack and Gaspard’s carry-ons are already in the boot, and I have all I need at the Hall. As for your needs, I think you’ll be pleased by mater’s armory.”

			Harry’s eyes lit up. “Your mum’s got some fancy toys.”

			“She does indeed.” Arundel glanced at his watch. “We have a few moments to spare. Would you be so kind as to take the scenic route for the entertainment of our guest, Captain Hamed?”

			“You got it, Guv.” 

			Jack pulled down the jump seat, and Gaspard and Arundel relaxed on the leather bench. As they drove through the western boroughs of London, the deputy inspector pointed out some of the landmarks, including Buckingham Palace and the Victoria & Albert Museum.

			As they passed the entrance to Herringbone Gardens, Jack glanced down the lane for a glimpse of Lydia’s home, a row house fronted by magnificent Doric columns and facing the park.

			“Sorry, we can’t stop,” said Arundel. “These al-Syf chaps are a pesky lot; we don’t want to call attention to innocent civilians.”

			“Do you think Senora Santucci is in danger?” Jack was referring to his house keeper, a cheerful Spanish woman with bright red hair and a round, compact frame.

			“She’s gone to stay with friends in Twickenham, at Happy Harry’s suggestion.”

			“She gave me a big hug and an apple pie!” said Harry.

			“We have a team in residence,” continued Arundel. “If anyone encroaches, they are in for a surprise.”

			“Good.” They crossed Gloucester Road. Jack watched his mother’s old neighbourhood recede. “I just hope we can resolve this as soon as possible.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

						

			Happy Harry drove west along the M4 to Maidenhead, then turned north along the A404. After dipping into the Thames Valley and passing through the scenic town of Marlow, they joined the M40 at Handy Cross and slowly began to climb the Chilterns. 

			Farmland turned to pasture and heavy woods as they crossed the ancient chalk hills. Descending on the north side of the Chilterns, they made their way across the plains of Oxfordshire, taking a series of secondary roads. As they neared the southern outskirts of the famed university town, Harry turned down a single paved lane that led toward the east shore of the Thames River. Passing through a gate manned by an armed Bobbie, they pulled up in front of a long, two story home clad in red brick, its large paned windows painted white.

			“Mater’s great, great-grandfather built this as a hunting lodge,” said Arundel. “She uses it as a stud farm for breeding thoroughbreds. It’s her retirement hobby.”

			Lady Beatrice was waiting at the front entrance as they pulled up. The last time Jack had seen her was at their London home in Belgrave, she had been dressed in a floral dress, fashionable heels and a pearl necklace. Now, she was attired in a pair of riding breeches, a quilted flannel jacket and muddy riding boots. Her face was tanned, and she had a wide grin showing perfect white teeth as her guests climbed out of the sedan.

			“Jack!” She gave him a kiss on the cheek. How wonderful to see you again.”

			“It’s always a delight,” said Jack. “I hear you have some ponies on show.”

			Beatrice pinched him on the arm. “I’ll have you know one of my ‘ponies’ ran the Preakness last year.” She turned to Happy Harry. “Dear Harold, could you please take our guests bags to their rooms, and then we can all go on the fifty-pence tour?”

			While Harry headed upstairs, Beatrice led Gaspard, Jack and Humphrey through a long hallway to a bright, sunny kitchen. Pouring a pot of tea, she sat down at the breakfast table and offered her guests a selection of biscuits. “Now, Humphrey has supplied me his case docket, but would you be so kind as to fill me in on the grist?”

			Jack was happy to oblige, and was almost finished up to the arrival of Morgan and his truck in Hull when Harry returned. The latter listened as Jack explained their disappearance after arriving in the port. 

			“I know this guy Klee,” said Harry. “Nasty bit of business.”

			“I’m afraid we’ve got a flock of felons,” said Arundel. “And the fact that Feargus is at the center of it all is most disturbing.”

			Beatrice studied her son’s face carefully. “What’s his motive, Humphrey?”

			“That’s the part that’s most disturbing, mater. Nobody knows.”

			“Not even Bee?” Beatrice turned to Jack. “I assume you asked her?”

			“She says she hasn’t a clue.”

			“And you believe her?”

			“She doesn’t seem like a schemer. My feeling is she’s as puzzled by her grandfather’s actions as we all are.”

			“Truth will out, eventually.” Beatrice finished her tea and placed the cup back upon the saucer. “Shall we go inspect the troops?”

			They followed Lady Beatrice out the back door. A tennis court and pool stood to their left, while a large barn occupied the right. In between was a pacing paddock in which several horses were being exercised. “That’s my sire, Prancing Secret,” said Beatrice, pointing to a large chestnut stallion. “He was a birthday gift from the Sultan Omar.”

			“Magnificent,” said Gaspard, eying the animal critically. “He is bred for the furlongs.”

			“Your family breeds horses?” asked Beatrice.

			“My mother worked as a trainer in the Hippodrome de Chantilly,” said Gaspard. “I grew up shoveling stalls.”

			Beatrice turned to her son. “What is your itinerary?”

			“Reconnaissance, at this point. My men are tracking Morgan’s technical wizard in the hope that he will lead us to our quarry.”

			Beatrice turned to Jack. “In that case, may I suggest we, how do the Americans say it, hit the trail?”

			Their host organized some outfits, and they were soon riding along a path that bordered the Thames. Jack was mounted on a large, powerful roan mare. His high leather riding boots felt odd when compared to his usual cutters, but they fit the stirrups firmly. Beatrice led them at a full gallop for half a mile, pulling up only when the spires of the Oxford colleges appeared in the distance. 

			They trotted back, enjoying the warm spring air. Beatrice trailed, and Jack eased back on his horse’s reins to join her. “Is there something I should know about Bee?”

			“Hasn’t Humphrey explained?”

			“Explained what?”

			Beatrice sighed. “Perhaps it’s not important to the work at hand.”

			“Meaning?”

			“Meaning, there is a complication. He’ll explain to you when the time comes.” Beatrice spurred her horse, leaving Jack to puzzle her meaning.

			Dinner that evening was set in the main dining room, a long, narrow hall lit by candle chandeliers. Innumerable stag and boar heads were mounted on the walls, along with a colorful display of family heraldry. Dinner was a hearty roast beef and pudding with ladles of thick brown gravy and heaps of potatoes roasted in lard. The chef had prepared rustic bread for dipping and a dessert of apple custard. By the time they were finished, Jack’s ribs were fit to burst.

			Lady Beatrice retired shortly after dinner, and Gaspard went up to his room to communicate with his confreres at the GIGN HQ outside of Paris.

			Arundel poured glasses of Macallan single malt scotch. “Care to join me on the aerie?”

			Jack accepted the drink and followed the deputy inspector up a series of stairs, until they eventually exited onto a narrow balcony that had been built into the roof. The evening sky was lit by a half moon, its silver rays piercing the trees that edged the Thames and glinting against the water.

			Arundel put his scotch down on the wide railing and lit a cigarette. “There are a few things we need to discuss.”

			“You mean, Bee?”

			Arundel looked at Jack in surprise for a moment. “Ah. I assume mater informed you.”

			“She said you’d tell me when the moment was right.”

			Arundel nodded, blowing smoke into the night air. “It has nothing to do with Bee, per se. It has more to do with Brigitta, Bee’s mother.”

			Jack leaned against the railing, sipping his drink and silently waiting for Arundel to continue.

			The latter pointed upstream, where the glow of the university town hung low above the trees. “I was a stripling undergraduate, and she was a tutorial assistant in my physics class. I’m afraid I developed quite a crush and made a bit of a fool of myself. Brigitta was very sweet about all of it, but she and Anghus were a serious item. He was older, and the heir to an ancient title, where I was just a callow youth.”

			“What happened?”

			Arundel shrugged. “They wed, and had a daughter.”

			“Have you ever felt that way about anyone else?”

			Arundel stared at the stars twinkling above. “Never.”

			“It must have been terrible for you when she died.” 

			Arundel tossed his cigarette off the roof; it made a tiny, blazing arc to the gravel driveway below. “They were buried near here, in the Morgan family cemetery. Mater and I attended. When they lowered Anghus into the ground, Feargus leapt into the grave and demanded they bury him with his son. My grief was nothing compared to his.”

			“Do you think any of that is relevant to his actions now?”

			“If Feargus were to tell me he was going to rend the very fabric of heaven and earth in order to bring back his son, I’d believe it.”

			The two men stood in silence for a moment, nursing their drinks and watching the clouds scud across the face of the moon. Finally, Arundel broke the silence. “There is another issue that mater asked me to broach.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Our metrics regarding the pursuit of Morgan by al-Syf.”

			“Algorithmic data mining?”

			“Hm.” Arundel took a swig of his scotch. “Mater has some boffins who came up with a mathematical formula that conducts statistical analysis of patterns. What, for instance, are the odds of so-and-so finding a needle in a haystack? Or, in our case, a mad scientist running ramshackle across the length and breadth of Europe? The answer, my friend, is ‘pretty slim to non-existent’. Yet, they keep showing up ahead of us.”

			Jack squinted at Arundel. “You’re saying they have inside help?”

			“There may be a simple explanation. You mentioned, for instance, that al-Syf found you and Bee by the simple expedient of staking out the US Embassy in Paris. Crude spy craft, perhaps, but effective.”

			“But there are too many coincidences.”

			Arundel lit another cigarette. “Right. You don’t need a fancy equation; my gut is telling me someone is tilting the playing field.”

			Jack had a sudden twinge in his stomach; Nate Portillo, an FBI mole working for a fanatical group, had betrayed Jack and Marge and had almost murdered them in order to cover up his betrayal. “I agree, but it makes me sick to even think of it.”

			“I feel the same way. I suggest you discuss this with Marge; if there is a traitor, they might reside on your home turf.” 

			Jack returned to his room and called the FBI office in San Francisco. “Hey, Marge, you busy?”

			“I’m just going over the budget for next year with Sam.” 

			 “COS.” The acronym, cone of silence, was one that Jack and Marge used when discretion was necessary.

			Marge partially covered the mouthpiece and spoke to Sam. “Sweets, can you be a doll and fetch us a couple of honey crullers from Ziggy’s? My sweet tooth is going nuts.”

			Sam agreed, and Jack waited until he heard her office door close. “All clear?”

			“All clear. What’s the big hubbub?”

			“Let me fill you in on Morgan, first.” Jack outlined the work that Arundel and Scotland Yard had done to track the baron and his truck. “Humphrey thinks he’s somewhere around Oxford, looking to assemble his gizmo. We’re at Lady Beatrice’s country home outside of town, waiting to hear from his agents.”

			“Good. Let’s hope we can wrap this up soon. Any sign of al-Syf in the UK?”

			“No solid reports yet, but Humphrey assumes they’re somewhere in the bushes, waiting to strike. Which brings me to COS.”

			 “Shoot.”

			“Humphrey tells me they have this pattern-tracking equation that weighs the odds of something happening.”

			“Yeah. He told me about it when he was in San Francisco on the Benellon case.”

			“Well, they ran it on al-Syf’s pursuit of Morgan, and it threw up a shit-load of red flags. The odds of them tracking him on their own are too small. ”

			 “Humphrey thinks we got another Nate Portillo?”

			“Yeah. And you know what? I’m beginning to suspect it, too. These guys are always beating us to the punch.”

			“I hear you, cookie. Something’s smelled bad about this one right from the start. What should we do?”

			Jack thought for a moment. “There’s a lot of moving parts in this case, from SFPD to DHS to the Gendarmerie over here.”

			“Yeah. We need to do an audit of the players under total secrecy. Who should we get?”

			“Jazz, Rosemary and you are the only ones I trust.”

			“I’ll get Rosie and Jazz started on it right away. Code name is Bloodhound.”

			“Bloodhound it is. Have them start with a digital profile of every major player to see if they have any case connects to these mooks, then examine the case file log to see who’s handled it, why, and when. Let’s look for intersects.”

			“Will do. Take care, sweets. I’ll let you know what we find.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			Friday, March 29

						

			Jack awoke to the smell of frying bacon and fresh-brewed coffee. After dressing in dark fatigues, he descended to the kitchen to find Arundel sitting at a wooden table drinking a black cup of Arabica and reading the Times. 

			Arundel rose and poured Jack a mug. “Have a good rest?”

			The FBI agent took the coffee and joined the deputy inspector at the table. “I did. Nothing like fresh country air.”

			Arundel glanced casually over his shoulder, assuring that the cook, who was busy at the gas stove preparing pancakes, was out of hearing range. “Talk to Marge last night?”

			“She agrees with you, and has Rosemary Roth and Jazz doing research on the subject at hand.”

			Arundel sipped his coffee. “Excellent.”

			The cook flipped the pancakes from the griddle and added a rasher of bacon before bringing two plates to the table. Jack poured maple syrup on his pancakes and cut into the breakfast with gusto. “Any word on Morgan?”

			“Veronica Wu, the nuclear scientist working at the Burghfield dilution facility, is on the move.”

			“Where is she headed?”

			“At the moment, for Oxford. We tagged her car with a GPS device, and she is proceeding north through the Chilterns on the A34.”

			“Surveillance?”

			“A sedan, 1-km behind, and a drone, aloft.” Arundel glanced at his watch. “If she maintains her current speed and direction, she will be entering the city confines within the hour. Once we know her destination, we can plan our intervention.”

			Lady Beatrice emerged from a door leading to the cellar, closely followed by Gaspard and Happy Harry. Each was carrying an armload of ordnance cradled in their arms. Harry was grinning from ear to ear.

			“You look like a kid in a candy store,” said Jack.

			“Whoa…you would not believe the arsenal down there,” said Harry. “It’s like Christmas morning under the tree.”

			“The Gendarmerie would be proud to have half as many arms,” added Gaspard.

			Lady Beatrice smiled. “Just a few trifles collected over the years.”

			Harry laid his bundle down on the end of the table. “Sig Sauer 9 mm and shoulder holsters for close action.”

			Gaspard added to the pile. “Uzi sub-machine guns with 50-round magazines.”

			Harry picked up a cloth gun case. “And my favorite, the Arctic Warfare Magnum sniper rifle.” He unzipped the case and gave the stock a kiss. “You beauty.”

			Jack donned a shoulder holster and checked out the action on one of the Sig Sauer semi-automatic pistols. “We going in by armored vehicle?”

			Arundel nodded toward the back. “Tucked into the garage. We’ll use a two-pronged approach; the main body will advance in strength from the front in order to flush them out, and we shall strike by stealth from the rear.”

			Robert Ainsworth, a Bobby dressed in SWAT armor and carrying a computer tablet, entered the kitchen. “Quarry has left the highway and entered the city limits, Guv.” 

			Arundel took the tablet and checked the screen. “Ah. She appears to be heading to Poplar Grove.”

			Jack glanced over Arundel’s shoulder. The tablet showed a satellite image of a residential suburb. Victoria Wu’s car appeared as a blue dot on a lane. An aerial view from the drone showed a white Toyota sedan slowly making its way eastward past modern, single-family homes. “She’s heading for the Thames?”

			“It would appear so.” Arundel pointed out the kitchen window. “She’s on the other side of the river, about 1-km west of us.”

			Wu’s car stopped at on the edge of Poplar Grove, about 100-metres west of the river. Lady Beatrice peered over Arundel’s shoulder. “Unless I’m mistaken, that’s the Green Gate Motor Works.”

			“Odd place for Morgan to hide,” said Jack.

			“Not at all. His grandfather Shamus built Spitfire engines there during the Second World War. They converted it to a family estate several decades ago.”

			Arundel pulled a portable laptop from a computer bag and turned it on. He fiddled with a search engine for several seconds. “Here’s a schematic,” he said. “The home out front is new. The old metal smith was converted to horse stalls, but there’s still a large shop area with high-voltage service. I’m betting that’s where we’ll find Morgan and his device.” He handed the tablet back to the bobby. “Robert, take the By Pass Road and approach from the north.” The constable nodded and left to assemble his men.

			“How are we going to get there?” asked Jack.

			“By skullduggery, if you will excuse the pun.”

			Stowing their equipment in several duffel bags, Gaspard, Harry and Jack followed Arundel down a gravel path to the east bank of the Thames, where a boathouse had been built on stilts over the water. Entering the building, they were confronted by a wall on which long, slender boats had been hung. Arundel pointed to a green boat, some 40-feet in length. “We’ll take the quadruple scull,” he explained. “Harry and I will man the oars bow and stern, while Jack and Gaspard sit in the middle, armaments ready.”

			With Harry’s help, Arundel lifted the surprisingly light boat off its storage hooks, placed it in the water then mounted long oars into their locks. Jack carefully loaded the duffel bags into the middle.

			Arundel, Jack and Harry were soon ready to depart. “Where did Gaspard go?” asked Jack.

			The Frenchman shortly re-appeared, buckling up his belt. “Sorry, nature beckoned,” he explained. “English food.”

			Arundel rolled his eyes. “Better now than later.”

			Harry pointed to a stack of rain capes. “Bit of camouflage?” 

			“Excellent idea.” The men pulled the green plastic tarps over their heads, concealing their armored vests. After Gaspard, Jack and Arundel had taken position on their tiny seats, Harry climbed in and eased the vessel away from the dock. Dipping their oars lightly into the water, they eased the scull out into the Thames current.

			The river was approximately 50-feet wide, with a depth of 4-feet. The shores were lined with weeping willows. Ducks paddled between slender rushes. Jack, who had never been in a rowing scull before, marveled at how easily it cleaved through the water. Harry and Arundel stroked in unison, maintaining a speed of 10 knots. Jack noticed that small docks dotted both shores, many with sculls tied to their moorings. Clearly, Arundel had chosen a clever ruse; as they made their way upstream, a woman on a single scull passed them in the opposite direction, barely giving them a second glance.

			Arundel peered over his shoulder, spotting a boathouse on the west side of the Thames. “Oars up,” he called. Harry lifted his paddles from the water. Using his own oars as rudders, Arundel guided the craft gently into the building. The men alit, lifting the duffel bags from their craft.

			As Harry and Jack checked their weapons, Arundel consulted the GPS app on his cell phone. “We are 200-metres due east of the compound. We can follow a hedgerow to within 50-metres, but then there is about 30-metres of open ground over a railway right-of-way in which we’ll be in full sight. We’ll have to rely on Robert and his crew to supply a distraction.”

			As they crossed the tow path adjacent to the riverbank, a woman in an ancient bicycle with a small dog perched in the front basket passed by. Her eyes went round at the sight of the armed men. Arundel put a finger to his lips to indicate silence, and she rode on without breaking stride.

			They followed a hedgerow that ran adjacent to the flood meadow until they came to the train tracks. A series of slate-roofed warehouses sat on the other side of the right-of-way, behind an 8-foot brick wall. 

			“That’s the old motor works.” Arundel eased back into the shadow of the holly and scrub hawthorn. “We’ll wait here until everyone is in place.”

			The men sat silently in the shade for several minutes, until Arundel’s cell phone emitted a low buzz. He glanced at the message. “The armored vehicle is in place. We’ll move as soon as they engage.”

			A few second later, they heard an engine rev into high gear, then the screeching sound of metal against metal as the armored vehicle crashed through the gate guarding the compound. 

			“Now,” said Arundel.

			Crouching, the four men advanced across the train tracks to the brick wall. Harry clasped his hands and boosted Arundel up the side of the wall. 

			The deputy inspector glanced cautiously over the top. “All clear.” 

			Harry boosted Arundel up higher, and the latter clambered over the wall. He then lifted Gaspard up and over, then Jack. 

			“Need a hand?” asked Jack as he straddled the wall.

			“Nah. Just take my rifle.” Jack did as requested, and Harry gripped the top of the wall and vaulted over it like a gymnast. 

			The men found themselves in a parking lot littered with ancient lorries and disused equipment. Moving silently from cover to cover, they advanced toward the main warehouse. 

			As they moved forward, the sounds of a battle increased in volume. They could hear gunfire and angry cries. “Scotland Yard!” shouted Robert. “Put down your weapons and surrender!”

			An armor-plated truck burst through a metal garage door at the back of the warehouse and raced through the parking lot. Arundel and Harry fired their Uzis at the vehicle, but the bullets bounced off the windshield and sides. Jack threw himself on the ground and fired at the tires, but they failed to puncture. The truck smashed into a wooden back gate and swerved onto a narrow lane.

			Constable Robert came running up. “That’s Morgan and Otto Klee getting away.”

			“Blast,” said Arundel. “Have your men pursue in the armored van.”

			“No can do, Guv. We hung it up on the metal gate. I called for backup from Oxford Constabulary.”

			They were surprised by the sound of an engine coughing. Gaspard, astride an aged Triumph motorcycle, had managed to kick the bike into life. He revved the engine and raced through the broken wooden gate, hot in pursuit.

			Harry, Arundel and Jack entered the warehouse. The toroid and a strange contraption sat in the middle of the open space, electrical wires snaking around the cement floor. Robert’s men had Victoria Wu and Arkady Krakov handcuffed to wooden chairs. 

			Arundel stood in front of Krakov.  “Where is it?” 

			The Russian scientist stared sullenly at the floor, saying nothing.

			Arundel turned to Wu. “Where is the bomb?”

			“Bomb?” Wu seemed half in shock, her hair hanging in disarray over her face.  “There is no bomb here.”

			Jack eased down on his haunches, staring up at Wu. “Maybe you didn’t recognize it.” He held up his hand 2-feet from the ground. “Metal canister, about this big, fitted into a backpack.”

			Wu’s eyes lit up in recognition. “Yes, it was in the armored car. I thought it was a beer keg.”

			 Robert called over from a nearby bench, where he had set his tablet. “We have a visual, Guv.”

			Harry, Arundel and Jack watched the drone feed. The vehicle was hovering about 300-feet in the air, showing the flat meadows and flood plains to the south. A cloud of black smoke was rising in the distance. The drone approached until the outline of the armored vehicle came into view. It was laying on its side, a smoking crater in the lane indicating where it had run over a land mine. The back door to the vehicle hung ajar.

			“Bloody hell,” said Harry.

			The drone signal began to waver. “Batteries are low,” said Robert. The image split into two, then blinked out.

			They were interrupted by the sound of sirens. Several police vehicles skidded into the front of the compound, lights blazing. “Let’s go,” said Arundel.

			They piled into the police vehicles. Several minutes later, they arrived at the crash scene. Stopping 50-yards away, they advanced slowly, watching for a trap. Jack peered inside the armored truck. Otto Klee lay on his side, his neck broken. There was no sign of Morgan, or the bomb.

			“Over here!” Robert was standing in a ditch below a prone motorcycle. “It’s Gaspard!”

			Harry, Jack and Arundel rushed to the ditch. Gaspard lay on his back, a stain of wet black smearing the clothing beneath his armor vest. Jack lifted the man slowly up so that Harry could strip the back Velcro tabs that held it in place over his torso. 

			A bullet had passed through the ceramic plate and pierced his lung. “Not good,” said Harry.

			Arundel nodded. Reaching into his tunic, he pulled out a set of rosary beads. Kneeling beside Gaspard, he began reciting the last rites. When he finished, he placed a hand gently on Gaspard’s forehead. “Is there something you would like to confess, my son?”

			Gaspard coughed, his lips tinged in blood. “No.”

			Arundel glanced up. “Whatever you have done, the Lord will forgive if you confess now.”

			“I’m sorry,” whispered Gaspard.

			Arundel leaned closer. “What are you sorry about, my son?”

			“I betrayed you. I…”

			“You have family in Egypt?”

			Gaspard nodded. “Alexandria. My family are Coptic Christians. The bastards threatened to kill them.”

			 “Unless you cooperated and told them where to find Morgan.”

			Gaspard took a labored breath. “I just wanted to get close enough to kill them.” 

			“You could have killed us all.”

			Gaspard gasped in pain.  “I’m sorry.” With a final spasm, his body went limp. Harry eased him back to the ground and closed his eyelids.

			Arundel placed the rosary back into his tunic and stood. He pulled out his silver case and lit a cigarette. 

			“You knew?” asked Jack.

			“He was on our list,” said Arundel. “I wasn’t certain until now.”

			An Oxford constable approached. “We’ve established a cordon to the south.”

			“Not much help without a description of their vehicle,” said Jack. He turned to Arundel “What do we do now?”

			Arundel dropped the cigarette to the ground and crushed it under his heel. “It appears al-Syf has both the bomb and Feargus. We need to figure out their next move, and fast.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

						

			After Gerard’s remains had been loaded into a police ambulance, Arundel directed the ambulance driver to return them to the Green Gate Motor Works. 

			Inside, forensic technicians from Scotland Yard were examining Morgan’s devices. “Bloody puzzling kit,” said Valerie Talleyrand, the lead technician.

			Jack pointed to the various modules. “That big metal cross is a toroid for concentrating atomic particles, and the metal lump is a nuclear engine for generating high voltage.”

			Valerie pushed back a lock of chestnut hair that hung over her eyes then pointed to two devices sitting at the openings of the toroid. “So, these must be particle beam generators. It’s almost like a tiny hadron collider.”

			“We were told by Professor Lloyd that it could be capable of generating a miniscule black hole,” said Arundel. 

			Valerie pointed to a device situated adjacent to one of the particle beam generators. “What’s this, a laser?”

			“Why not ask an expert?” Jack turned to Krakov, who was fidgeting uncomfortably in his chair. “Arkady, is this a laser?”

			Krakov stared silently at the FBI agent.

			“It looks like a laser.” Jack pushed against the tripod holding the device in place. “Kind of wobbles like a laser.” He poked the instrument left and right, rocking it precariously on its perch. “Shame if it fell over.”

			“Stop it, you fool!” Krakov tugged futilely at the handcuffs holding him to the chair. “It is extremely delicate!”

			“What, the tripod?”

			“No, the deuterium flouride laser!”

			Valerie tapped Jack on the shoulder. “You might want to stop poking around with that.”

			“Why?”

			“If it goes accidentally goes off, it will cut everyone in this room in half.”

			“Ah.” Jack took a step back.

			Arundel, who had observed Krakov’s fidgeting, pulled out a cigarette and lit it. “Arkady, what was Morgan trying to do?”

			Krakov stared at the cigarette, his lips twitching. 

			“Oh, where are my manners?” Arundel held the cigarette to Krakov’s lips, allowing him to take a deep puff. “That better?”

			Jack observed Krakov visibly relax as he blew out a cloud of smoke. He noted the deeply stained fingers of his right hand.

			Arundel held the cigarette aloft in front of Krakov, allowing the smoke to curl into the air. “Was he trying to create a black hole?”

			Krakov, his eyes glued to the cigarette, muttered.

			“Is that a yes?”

			“Da.”

			Arundel placed the cigarette on Krakov’s lips, allowing him a second drag. “And when he created the black hole, was he going to fire the laser through it?”

			Krakov choked on the smoke, but he held it in for several seconds before emitting a stream. “Da.”

			“Whatever for?”

			Krakov licked his lips. “He would not tell me.”

			Arundel waved the cigarette under Krakov’s nose. “I find that hard to believe.”

			“No, it’s true! I don’t know what he was trying to do.” Krakov pointed with his chin around the warehouse. “All I know is that it had to be done right here.”

			The majority of the Scotland Yard team departed for London in order to escort Wu and Krakov to jail. Jack, Harry and Arundel remained behind at the Green Gate Motor Works with the technicians.

			While Arundel examined Gaspard’s cell phone at a nearby work bench, Jack called Rosemary in Paris. “We found one of the moles. It was Gaspard.”

			“No! Man, I had the worst hots for that guy.”

			Jack explained the circumstances of Gaspard’s fatal injury and his confession to Arundel before he died. “He was being extorted by al-Syf. They said they’d kill his family in Egypt if he didn’t tell them Morgan’s whereabouts.”

			“Our biggest worry right now is that al-Syf has both the bomb and Feargus. What’s your plan?”

			“I don’t know.” Jack glanced over at Arundel, who was busy scribbling into a note book. “Can you contact GIGN and have them send a Puma to collect Gaspard’s body?”

			“Do we tell them he died a hero or a bum?”

			“A hero, for now. We don’t want to tip our hand.”

			“Will do. Anything else?”

			“Yeah. Ask if they can bring Bee and Professor Lloyd with them. Something tells me they aren’t in danger as long as al-Syf has Morgan.”

			“Will do.”

			Arundel beckoned to Jack. “Rosie, I gotta go.” Jack disconnected his phone and joined Arundel at the work bench. 

			“I’ve been examining Gaspard’s call log,” said the deputy inspector. “There are several calls to GIGN, but also a series of unregistered numbers.” He pointed to a phone number, and a time. “Here is the last call he made. The number is for a phone registered in St. Denis.”

			“Where al-Syf had its safe house.”

			“Indeed. Note the time.”

			The call had been made earlier in the day. “This was just before we raided the Motor Works.”

			“Yes. You recall Gaspard disappeared from the boathouse to ‘answer the call of nature.’”

			“He was contacting al-Syf.”

			Arundel nodded. “It gave them time to set up Morgan’s ambush.”

			“Gaspard must have let them know we were in Oxford.”

			Arundel ran his pen down through his notes. “There was a call last night, when we were at Pepper Hall.”

			“What about their attempt to grab Bee?”

			“Yes. They appear to have established first contact the day of the attempted kidnapping.”

			“He told them where to find us.” For the first time, Jack realized the perfidy of Gaspard’s actions. “They could have killed her.”

			“I’m not sure if that was what they had in mind.” Arundel tapped his pen lightly on his notepad. “They wanted her, I suspect, in order to extort her grandfather’s assistance.”

			“Assistance to do what?”

			“That’s the question.”

			Jack, Arundel and Harry were still at the Motor Works an hour later when the Puma arrived. The huge helicopter eased down into an open space within the compound, its rotors stirring up dust and debris. When the rotors stopped, the side door opened and several GIGN troopers descended, followed by Alphonse Gregoire from the French DGSI. 

			While the GIGN troopers reconnoitered the compound and retrieved Gaspard’s remains, Jack filled the case officer on the morning’s events. “Gaspard was killed trying to stop al-Syf from kidnapping Morgan and stealing the suitcase bomb.”

			Gregoire sighed. “A futile, heroic gesture.”

			Four troopers emerged from the ambulance carrying a body bag on a stretcher. When they reached the helicopter, they signalled inside that it was safe, and Bee and Professor Lloyd emerged.

			Bee rushed up to Jack, put her arms around his neck and gave him a warm kiss. “They told me on the way over that someone had been killed. I was worried sick it was you!”

			Jack nodded to the troopers as they loaded the remains into the helicopter. “Gaspard took a bullet trying to stop them from kidnapping your granddad.”

			Bee began to weep. “It’s all so terrible!”

			Arundel appeared by their side. “Perhaps we can get Professor Lloyd to examine the equipment?” He took the academic by the elbow and led him inside.

			Jack placed his left arm around Bee’s waist, and made a sweeping gesture with his right arm. “Lady Beatrice said this place has belonged to Morgan’s family for a long time. Have you ever been here before?”

			“Of course. This is where my parents lived. I was born and grew up here as a child.” Bee cast a glance to the house and the horse stalls. “This is where they left me on the day they died.”

			When Bee and Jack joined Arundel and Professor Lloyd in the warehouse, the latter was clambering eagerly around Morgan’s device. “Ingenious! Just as we speculated.”

			“What have you found, Doc?” asked Jack.

			Lloyd pointed to the nuclear engine. “Feargus was going to generate 500 megawatts in order to power the toroid and sculpt a miniature black hole.” He turned to the laser. “Then, it appears he was going to fire a very powerful beam down into the hole.”

			“Why would he do that?” asked Arundel.

			Lloyd scratched his mane of unkempt hair. “Haven’t the foggiest. But leave it to Feargus to try something this audacious!”

			Arundel took the academic gently by the arm and led him away from Morgan’s device. “Professor, perhaps we can leave the purpose of this fascinating experiment for another time. There is a more pressing issue that we need to puzzle out.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Al-Syf. They have obviously been in pursuit of the suitcase bomb, but why would they need to kidnap Feargus?”

			“I should think that would be obvious,” said Lloyd. “An atomic bomb isn’t any good without a detonator.”

			“And?”

			“That’s what Feargus wrote his master’s degree in physics on; how to detonate HEU.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

						

			The Oxford Constabulary dropped Professor Lloyd off at his residence, then took Jack, Bee, Harry and Arundel back to Pepper Hall. After debriefing Lady Beatrice, they gathered in the kitchen for lunch.

			“Not much to be done until we can get a track on al-Syf and Feargus,” said Arundel, as he sipped on a bowl of creamed tomato and basil soup. “Scotland Yard has all the major ports and airport terminals under surveillance.”

			“Think they can catch them?”

			Jack pulled a chunk of bread off a freshly-baked loaf and dipped it into his bowl. “I can’t imagine they’ll take a public route out of the UK. Rosemary has her gang scanning private flights for anything suspicious.”

			Arundel sighed. “I wish her success. But there are a score of fishing ports along the Channel and dozens of decommissioned RAF strips throughout southern England. It’s impossible to cover them all.”

			“What are you and your gang going to do in the meantime?”

			Arundel took a sip of sauvignon blanc wine. “Our technical team is tinkering with the equipment. I am going to stay behind here to see what more they can learn about Morgan’s intention. If you’d like, I can have Harold drive you back into London.”

			“Can we stay at Herringbone Gardens?” asked Jack.

			“If you so wish. As long as you don’t mind bunking with the security team; until we have al-Syf in custody, we can’t take any chances.”

			Fifteen minutes later, Harry was driving Jack and Bee back to London in Arundel’s Bentley sedan.

			“What’s Herringbone Gardens?” asked Bee.

			“It’s my mother’s former home in South Kensington,” said Jack. “I inherited it when she was murdered.”

			For the next half hour, Jack walked Bee through the tragic story of how Lydia had left Jack at birth in the care of her parents in Montana in order to protect him from the malevolent intentions of Sir Rupert Ingoldsby, the father-in-law of Raymond Legrand. “Raymond was married to Ilsa, Sir Rupert’s daughter, when he and Lydia had me,” said Jack. “If Sir Rupert had found out, he probably would have had me eliminated.”

			“Was your mother that worried?” said Bee. “It sounds a bit of an over-reaction.”

			“Not at all,” said Jack. “When Ilsa finally found out about my existence, she murdered my mother and tried to have me killed. It was only through Harry and Humphrey’s help that I survived.”

			“How tragic.” Bee stared out into the window at the idyllic countryside. “We were both deprived of our parents when we were very young.”

			“I grew up thinking Daisy and Cyrus were my mother and father, not my grandparents. As far as I was concerned, Lydia was an eccentric, distant aunt. I really didn’t even know the truth until I was an adult.”

			“How do you feel now?” 

			“I don’t know. I guess I’m still coming to grips with all of it.”

			Mid-day traffic was relatively light, and they arrived in Herringbone Gardens by late afternoon. Jack’s home was located on a quiet side street in South Kensington. A long line of Georgian townhouses, each fronted by twin white pillars, ran for three sides around a park planted with Sycamore trees. Each home featured black, wrought-iron fencing with attached planters. 

			Harry wiggled his eyebrows at Jack as he dug their luggage out of the boot. “You planning on going out for a romantic dinner tonight? I know a great little Italian spot up near Kensington Palace.”

			Jack grinned. “Sounds like a good idea. I’ll need a few hours to do some work, though.”

			“I’ll pick you up at eight.” Harry gave a cheery wave to Bee, then departed.

			Arundel had called ahead to alert the security team of Jack’s imminent arrival, and they were met by a middle-aged woman in a cleaning pinafore as they mounted the steps.

			“I’m Constable Gayle,” she said, welcoming them into the foyer. “We’re stationed down in Mrs. Santucci’s flat on the ground floor. I hope we won’t intrude.”

			“Glad to have you here,” said Jack. “We’ll unpack upstairs and freshen up. Harry’s coming to pick us up at eight for dinner.”

			“Righto.” As Gail turned to depart, Jack noticed the Glock semi-automatic pistol tucked into a holster attached to the rear draw of her pinafore. The stock of a pump-action shot-gun also poked discreetly from the brass umbrella holder by the side of the door.

			Bee’s attention was riveted by the interior. The foyer walls were painted in deep sienna and the floor was covered in black shale tiles streaked with white calcite veins. A spray of yellow Calla lilies stood on a side table at the base of a grand, spiraling staircase. “Ooh, lovely,” she exclaimed.

			“Wait ‘til you see the rest of the house,” said Jack. “Lydia had excellent taste.” 

			The living room, which faced out into Herringbone Gardens, had a ceiling 16-feet high.  Lined brocade drapes covered a huge bay window that stretched across the street side of the room. A selection of modern art covered the walls, and a suite of white plush furniture had been arranged around a fireplace. A suit of armor, complete with helmet and pole axe, stood adjacent to the fireplace.

			Bee immediately plucked the pole axe up and examined it and the suit of armor. “Nice. Sixteenth century Flemish?”

			“I’ll take your word for it.” Jack picked up their suitcases. “Come on, I’ll show you the upstairs.”

			Bee briefly glanced into the dining room across the hall from the living room. A granite-topped table surrounded by eight upholstered chairs was the centrepiece of the room, with an abstract, early 20th century landscape hanging on an adjacent wall. “Is that a Renoir?” asked Bee.

			“Yep. Which reminds me; that needs to go back to my art gallery.”

			“Ooh, your art gallery. Very posh.”

			Bee followed Jack to the top of the stairs, where he turned left and headed for the master bedroom, overlooking the street. The large bay window on the main floor continued into the master bedroom, creating an alcove overlooking the street. A coffee table and a pair of elegant upholstered chairs completed the suite. A king-sized bed with an upholstered headboard rested against one wall, adjacent to a rosewood chest of drawers fronted by spiral, barley-twist columns. 

			Bee sat down on the bed. “Very comfy.” She bounced up and down on the mattress. “I might just ask you to share it.”

			Jack grinned. “Best invitation I’ve had all day.” He wheeled Bee’s luggage into the long, walk-in wardrobe that ran down one side of the master. “There’s room in this first closet to hang up your clothes.” 

			Bee opened an adjacent closet, where a dozen Savile Row suits hung neatly side by side. “I see you have excellent taste.” She turned and kissed Jack on the nose. “I like that in a man.”

			Jack returned her kiss. “Relax and have a shower. I have a few things to do before we go for dinner.”

			Jack walked down the hallway to a room that faced into a large light-well at the back of the house. It had been Lydia’s home office while she was alive, and Jack used it for the same purpose when he was in London. It was a small room, with a Persian rug on the floor and wooden wainscoting running along the walls. It was furnished with a large oak desk and a pigeonhole shelf.

			Lydia’s American passport was tucked into one of the pigeonholes. He pulled it out and studied her photo. Her blonde hair was long and arranged neatly with a part down the middle. She gazed out at the camera, her expression verging on the defiant. Whenever he looked at the portrait, he always wondered what she had been thinking at that moment.

			Jack put the passport back and, using an adaptor, plugged his cell charger into an electric extension bar that sat on the desk top. He glanced at his watch; it was mid-morning in San Francisco. He hit the speed dial for Marge’s number.

			“Hey, cookie, what’s the latest?” said Marge.

			“Lots to tell, Marge. You got a minute?”

			“Just going over a few things with Jazz.”

			“Just you and Jazz in your office?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Good. Put me on speakerphone.”

			Jack heard Marge’s office door closed, then the scrape of a chair. “Hi, cowboy,” said Jasmine. “How you and the gang getting along?”

			“Great. Bee and I are in Herringbone Gardens.”

			“Ooh, you got her in your love nest!” said Marge. “That sounds promising. Let’s see if you can hang on to this one.”

			Jack rolled his eyes. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. Can we talk about Morgan now?”

			“Shoot.”

			Jack explained the attempt to arrest Morgan at the Green Gate Motor Works, as well as their escape and subsequent kidnapping of Morgan by al-Syf.

			“Shit, those guys must have a top-notch insider to pull that off right under our noses,” said Jazz.

			“They did. It was the GIGN officer, Gaspard Hamed.”

			“What?”

			“He has family in Egypt. Al-Syf threatened to harm them if he didn’t give info about Morgan’s whereabouts. He was shot trying to stop them. He confessed before he died.”

			Marge and Jazz were silent for a moment, contemplating the ramifications. “OK,” said Marge. “That explains a lot about how al-Syf got the jump on us.”

			“What about the Yakuza at your end?” asked Jack. “Anything fishy?”

			“Oh, one or two things,” said Jasmine. She casually glanced at the ceiling.

			“Jazz, I can hear you rolling up your eyes from here,” said Jack. “Spill.”

			Marge spoke. “There’s a couple of red flags with Sam. Some case contacts in San Diego she neglected to mention. Leave it with us. What’s the latest move on Morgan?”

			“Professor Lloyd thinks al-Syf nabbed Feargus so that he can build a detonator for the bomb.”

			“I talked to Doc Patek at LLNL,” said Jasmine. “He’s away the next few days, but he promised to put together a list. He says there are labs with the equipment to build one, but you have to know what you’re doing.”

			“Morgan knows,” said Jack. 

			“Oy vey.” Marge rapped her knuckles on the desktop. “Rosemary’s been working on some intel and may have a lead. What time is it in London?”

			“Seven pm.”

			“OK. We’ll let you and Humphrey know by tomorrow morning if she finds anything.”

			“Right. Oh, one other thing. You know the place where Morgan was assembling his gizmo?”

			“The Green Gate Motor Works,” said Jasmine.

			“It’s actually a residence belonging to Morgan’s family,” said Jack. “Bee grew up there as a little girl, before her parents were killed.”

			“You think that’s got anything to do with Morgan’s crackpot plan?” asked Marge.

			“God only knows. Maybe it was a landing pad for flying saucers in his past life. At this point, I’m not ruling anything out.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

						

			When Jack returned to the master suite, he found that Bee had already showered and donned her little black dress. Jack whistled in appreciation. “I never get tired of that dress on you.”

			Bee kissed him lightly on the lips. “You’re quite the charmer.” She stood back a step. “Is there any good wine in your larder? I’m dying for a glass of Bordeaux.”

			“There’s a cellar full of it,” said Jack. “Why don’t you go down and ask Constable Gayle to show you? I’m going to shower and change.”

			By the time Jack had dressed in a navy blue suit, Bee had found a bottle of red wine and decanted it into a crystal jug. She was standing at the kitchen counter holding a glass to the light above the sink, admiring the deep, almost purple color. She took a sip. “Och, your mother had good taste.” 

			Jack picked up a glass and tasted it. His pallet was instantly overwhelmed by the richness and intensity of the wine. “This is great. What is it?”

			Bee held up the empty wine bottle. “Petrus Pomerol, 1989.” She swirled a mouthful and swallowed, a look of enchantment on her face. “The aftertaste goes on forever.”

			“Any more of this downstairs?”

			“A whole case.”

			“Maybe I should buy another.”

			“You’d have to sell the Renoir, first.” Bee opened the cupboard beneath the sink and tossed the bottle into a recycle bin. “This stuff goes for fifty thousand quid a jug.”

			They took the decanter to the living room and sat on the couch, sipping their wine, until Harry, in his customary black taxi, arrived at 8 pm. “Ooh, you look gorgeous,” he said as Bee descended the steps. He nodded at Jack. “Slumming it a bit with this one?”

			“He scrubs up nice,” said Bee. “I can put up with him for one night.”

			Harry drove them several blocks north along Gloucester Road, finally stopping in front of an Italian restaurant. A red awning extended over the sidewalk, covering several outdoor tables. The sign above the door said Romano’s. “Owned by the family of an old army chum,” said Harry. “Julio’s expecting you.”

			“Thanks, Harry,” said Jack. “Pick us up in two hours?”

			“You got it.” He waved to Bee and drove off.

			Julio was a short, muscular man with curly black hair and a large waxed mustache. He was dressed in a tuxedo with a large red cummerbund. Jack expected him to burst into an opera tune upon their arrival, but they were instead greeted by a jovial welcome in a lilting Irish accent. “Well, any friends of Harry’s are friends of mine, for sure,” he said, bowing low and kissing Bee on the hand. “But he didn’t tell me what a lovely lass you are.”

			 Julio seated Bee and Jack at a table covered in white linen and lit with a candle. He soon returned with a bottle of fine red Montepulciano and two glasses. “May I suggest the Florentine steak for your dinner?” He placed his fingers against his lips and kissed them. “It is the finest quality Angus beef.”

			They agreed. While the steak was being prepared, Julio brought out a salad made from fresh mozzarella cheese, thinly slice Roma tomatoes, and fresh basil leaves, all sprinkled with Sicilian olive oil and thick balsamic cream vinegar.

			Just as they finished the salad, a sous chef in apron and white hat wheeled out a trolley with their main course. The Porterhouse steak had been cut to a 3-inch thickness, sprinkled with salt then grilled for five minutes a side until the juices began to flow. The chef had then let it sit for 15 minutes to let the meat rest. At the table, he took out a large, thin knife and peeled the meat from the bone, then carved it into one-inch thick slices and placed them on a serving platter. Reaching beneath the trolley, he produced a bowl of grilled zucchini, porcini mushrooms and red bell peppers that had been marinated in olive oil and garlic. 

			Julio took two warmed plates and filled them with the meat and vegetables, squeezing a slice of lemon on top before placing the repast in front of his guests. “Enjoy!”

			Bee and Jack dug into their food, savoring the flavors as the steak melted in their mouths. “This is the best Porterhouse I’ve ever eaten,” said Jack.

			“You have to go to the steps of the cathedral in Florence to find a better one,” said Bee. “And this Montepulciano is an excellent wine.”

			Julio beamed. “My uncle owns the vineyard in Tuscany.”

			Julio left Bee and Jack and returned to the kitchen. They barely had time to the main course settle before he appeared with a second trolley containing a tray topped with a silver cover. Lifting it with a great flourish, he revealed dessert. “Mama’s tiramisu!”

			 The cake consisted of layers of ladyfinger pastry dipped in coffee, alternating with layers of whipped eggs, sugar, Mascarpone cheese and topped with chocolate shavings and strawberries. Jack groaned, but Bee eagerly dug in and lifted a scoop out. 

			Harry arrived shortly after they had finished their cappuccinos. He whisked them back to Herringbone Gardens, where Constable Gayle let them in before retiring to Senora Santucci’s quarters.

			Before they ascended the stairs, Bee went to the kitchen and rustled in the fridge, returning with a bottle of Champagne and two flutes. “Dom Pérignon,” she exclaimed, holding the bottle aloft. “The baron of bubbly.”

			Bee placed the bottle of wine on the bedside table in the master suite. While Jack worked the cork out, she retired to the dressing room. Jack was just pouring two glasses when she re-appeared, clad in a sheer black negligee. 

			Jack eyed her appreciatively, “I see you packed for every occasion.”

			“What’s the girl-scout’s motto? ‘Be prepared’?” 

			“That’s the boy scouts. I think the girl-scouts is ‘Give me a Kiss.’”

			“With pleasure.” 

			Bee placed her arms around Jack’s neck and kissed him passionately on the lips. Jack slid his hands beneath the negligee and drew it up slowly over her head. He then laid her gently onto the bed and kissed the top of her breasts where they disappeared into her bra. He then worked his way down her body, nibbling and licking her tummy, caressing her thighs and softly massaging her feet. 

			Jack stood back up and removed his suit and laid it neatly on a chair. He stripped off his shirt and underwear, turned off the overhead light, then joined Bee in bed. Taking a sip of his Champagne, he kissed her gently, passing the cold, bubbly fluid into her mouth. 

			Bee ran her nails along Jack’s chest then kissed his left nipple. She stroked his manhood until he became erect, pressing her warm body against him. She eased down her thong and guided him to her, teasing him, sliding him slowly ever deeper. They undulated in unison together, softly breathing, tenderly arousing one another, until Bee broke into a long, sustained moan that rose to a crescendo. Jack exploded, a thousand stars racing across his vision. He held Bee in his arms until her breath quieted and she fell into deep slumber.

			A pinging noise brought Jack awake. Bee lay beside him, snoring softly. The illuminated face of the bedside clock indicated that it was just after 6 am. It was still dark. He lay motionless, listening to the soft rumble of a bus passing on Cromwell Road. Another ping rang out somewhere down the hallway. Jack eased his arm from beneath Bee’s neck and rolled softly out of bed. Donning his boxer shorts, he padded down the hall to his office.

			His cell phone lay atop the desk, blinking. He activated the phone and checked the message app. Call me when you get up had been sent by Marge. He quietly shut the office door and dialed her number.

			“What time is it in London?” asked Marge.

			“Around 6.”

			“I hope I didn’t wake you.”

			“That’s OK. What’s up?”

			“Rosemary and her gang did a bit of research. A private charter left Caen in northern France four hours after Morgan was grabbed. It flew to Lajas International airport in the Azores and refueled. From there, it went to Cuba, and onto Veracruz. Customs in Mexico interviewed the passengers. Four men carrying Moroccan medical passports and an older man with a Greek passport bearing the name of Achilles Biros.”

			“The same one Morgan used in Rotterdam.”

			“Right.”

			“Did Morgan try to alert the Mexican officials?”

			“Rosemary’s crew has a source in Veracruz. He says the old guy was medicated. The story was these Moroccan doctors were taking him to a clinic in Mexico City by ambulance.”

			“Did you alert Mexico City?”

			“Yeah, but they didn’t find nothing. My guess is they’re heading overland for California.”

			Jack pictured northern Mexico in his mind; thanks to the drug cartels, the states of Chihuahua and Sinaloa were full of hundreds of clandestine underground tunnels. They could sneak in almost anywhere undetected. “But why head there with Morgan?”

			“Remember Jazz asking Doc Patek for a list of detonator manufacturers?  There are half a dozen labs where they could make one, all of them around San Francisco.”

			“Any good news?”

			Rocky is bringing his cousin Vinnie in tomorrow. I could use you back here.” 

			“We’ll catch the next flight back.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			Saturday, March 30

						

			Jack upgraded their tickets on the BA flight to first class. After they had settled into their pods and downed a glass of Champagne, Bee dug through her carry-on and pulled out a small bronze statue. “Thank you for this.”

			Harry had taken them to the Kenyon Art Gallery that morning, prior to their trip to the airport. Zoe, the art manager, had been ecstatic to see both Jack and Harry, giving the former a big hug and the latter an enormous kiss. 

			Bee had taken her time examining the dozens of paintings and art objects on exhibit at the gallery. Lydia had specialized in modern art, everything from the impressionists of the late 19th century to abstract artists in the early 20th century and pop icons of the Sixties. Picasso hung beside Warhol, Kooning and Degas. She was particularly taken with a small bronze statue cast by the latter artist. A young girl in a tutu stood with her legs entwined and arms wrapped around her torso. 

			 “You like it? It’s yours,” said Jack.

			Bee clutched it to her breast. “No, I couldn’t.”

			“Hey, that’s the best thing about owning a store – you can hand out the candy.”

			As the plane arched over the North Atlantic, Bee caressed the statue. “It reminds me of how I felt at that age, so gangly and unsure of myself.”

			“I’m glad you grew up,” said Jack. “I’m rather fond of the change.”

			Bee reached across and caressed Jack’s face, running her finger across his cheek and chin. “I’m rather fond of you.”

			The flight from London to San Francisco landed two hours late, just past 5 pm. Jasmine was at immigration to meet them after they passed through customs. Jack was carrying a brightly colored soccer ball under his left arm. He gave Jasmine a hug with his right. “Guess what I found in duty-free?”

			“Bobby will love it. Do you want to give it to him yourself?”

			“I might be busy the next few days.” Jack handed her the ball. “Why don’t you give it to him now, and I promise I’ll come over and kick it around with him as soon as I have a chance.”

			Jasmine took the ball and they exited out onto the street in front of the international terminal. A black sedan with an FBI board on the dash was sitting at the curb. 

			Jasmine turned to Bee. “Can I give you a lift?”

			“Thank you, but no.” Bee pointed toward the line of cabs. “I’ll grab a taxi and pick up Mister Muggs from Bronson. He must be missing me fierce.”

			Jack stepped forward, wrapped his arms around Bee, and gave her a kiss. “I’m missing you fierce already.”

			Bee kissed him back. “Supper tomorrow?”

			“If I can. I’ll call tomorrow and let you know.”

			Jasmine turned to Jack as Bee walked toward the taxi stand. “Are my eyes deceiving me, or has someone got the love bug?”

			Jack smiled. “Might be. I forgot to get my flu shot.”

			Traffic heading north in to town was a lot lighter than the throng of commuters heading south, but the going was still heavy. As they drove into town, Jack asked Jasmine about her research into detonator manufacturers.

			“I’ve been trying to high-grade which detonator manufacturers to check out first, but I can’t make heads or tails out of any of it.”

			 “Doc Patek put the list together. Why don’t we see if he can help? He might be able to save us a lot of time.” Jack pulled out his cell phone and called the physicist’s office in Livermore.

			The call was answered by his secretary. “Dr. Patek is still out of town,” she explained. “He’s advising a radiation survey in the Pacific near the equator. He’ll be out of contact until he gets back Tuesday.”

			“I’ll try back then,” said Jack.

			When they arrived back at the FBI office, Marge and Samantha were waiting in the case room with Dean Hearst from DHS, Marcy Locke from the SFPD and Michi Cornwell from the NCIS. 

			“How you feeling from the trip?” asked Marge.

			“Not bad. I was able to sleep on the way over for a few hours.”

			“Good.” Marge pointed to a seat at the table. “First off, bring everyone up to speed.”

			For the next half hour, Jack walked through the events in Europe, from the raid on Morgan’s chateau, the visit to the toroid manufacturer outside of Geneva, Bee’s attempted kidnapping in Paris, and the attempted capture of Morgan at Green Gate Motor Works in the UK. 

			“So, he had his device all put together,” said Samantha. “What was he trying to do with it?”

			“Doc Lloyd thinks he was attempting to shoot a powerful laser beam through a black hole.”

			 “What would that do?” asked Michi.

			“Nobody knows. Doc Lloyd says it’s never been done before. He doesn’t even know if it would work.”

			“It’s gotta do something if he spent millions of bucks on it,” said Marge. “In the meantime, we gotta corral the crazies. Our latest intel from Rosemary is that al-Syf, Morgan and the bomb are somewhere in northern Mexico.”  

			Dean spoke up. “We’ve sent Border Patrol photos of Omar al-Burj, Saddam al-Kut, and Morgan.”

			“Rosemary’s source in Veracruz says Morgan is medicated,” said Jack.

			Dean took his cell phone out and began typing in a text. “That limits the means to smuggle him across the border. Mexican coyotes have been known to use ambulance transfer to sneak in illegals with deep pockets.”

			“Good,” said Marge. “But we have to move forward on the assumption that they’ll figure out a way to get in.”

			“We think they’re headed for the San Francisco area in order to make Morgan construct a detonator,” said Jack.

			Marge turned to Jasmine. “Jazz, what you got on that?”

			Jasmine held up a sheet of paper. “There are half a dozen nuclear military contractors around SF with the capabilities of making a detonator. We’re working up profiles to high-grade the list.”

			“Anything on Sam’s younger brother, Chuck Yamaguchi?” asked Jack.

			“LAPD is doing a plains-clothes, door-to-door in Little Tokyo on the north side of downtown,” said Marcy. “There’s a bunch of condos with underground parking. They’re hoping that if they can find his bike, it will narrow the search.”

			“What’s the status on Vinnie?” asked Jack.

			“Rocky’s bringing him in on voluntary surrender,” said Samantha. “They’ll be here in an hour.”

			 “Maybe he can make some sense of all this mess.” Marge looked around the conference table. “In the meantime, we better hustle our butts before this town turns into a cinder.”

			Jasmine met Rocky and Vinnie when they showed up at FBI reception and escorted them to the conference room. The former was dressed in an Italian three-piece suit made from Italian wool, the latter in Nike training sweats.

			Rocky placed his leather briefcase on the table. As soon as he and his client were seated, he spoke up. “Mr. Cupone wishes to convey that he did nothing illegal in the lawful discharge of his job.”

			“Some might consider ordering nearly a quarter ton of uranium as slightly illegal,” said Marge.

			“A clerical error.”

			“Then why did Vinnie run when we could have explained his innocence?” asked Jack.

			“He’s a shy guy.” Rocky opened up his briefcase. “I wrote up an agreement. Mr. Cupone agrees to voluntarily cooperate in exchange for his complete exoneration.” He slid a sheet of paper across the table to Marge.

			Marge turned the page over without reading it. “Here’s how it works, Rocky. Vinnie tells us what he knows, and if we believe him, we’ll put the charges on hold.”

			Rocky and Vinnie put their heads together and whispered in Italian for a minute. Finally, Rocky straightened. “My client agrees.”

			Jack pulled the false order form out of a file and slid it across the table. “Who put you up to sending this, Vinnie?”

			Vinnie glanced at the form. “Big guy with a German accent.”

			Jack took out a photo of Otto Klee and held it up. “This the one?”

			Vinnie squinted at the image. “Yeah.”

			“When did he approach you?”

			“Maybe a month ago. I forget the exact date.”

			“How much money did he bribe you with?”

			Vinnie’s eyes went round in innocence. “He didn’t bribe me. He gave me, like, this gold brick with a funny mark on it and told me it was a donation to the Italian Benevolence Fund.”

			“What did he instruct you to do in return for this charitable donation?”

			Vinnie held up the form. “Just this. He gave me an address and the amount to order.”

			“And you never considered you were dealing nuclear material to an enemy agent?”

			“It’s LEU,” for Christ’s sake. Even I know you can’t make a bomb out of it. And the address was for a lab at LLNL.” Vinnie shrugged. “What harm could it do?”

			Marge stared at Vinnie for a moment before speaking to Rocky. “Counsellor, we are staying the charges against your client until we can corroborate his statement. In the meantime, he is to surrender his passport and remain in his legal residence until further notice. If he tries to flee the jurisdiction, we’ll lock him up. Is that clear?”

			Rocky stood up, touched Vinnie’s shoulder and pointed a thumb at the door. “Clear as day, Marge.” 

			After they departed, Marge led Jasmine, Samantha and Jack to the case room. She pointed to Morgan’s photo on the cork board. “It ties. Feargus tried to steal LEU first, then when the Nuclear Regulatory Agency stumbled onto the phony order, he switched to plan B.”

			“And Dag was murdered by Morgan,” said Jasmine. 

			“We need to find Chuck Yamaguchi,” said Jack. “I think he’s on the run because he knows what really happened to Dag, and if the Yakuza find him, he’s dead.”

			By mid-afternoon, Jack was dead on his feet with jet lag, and Marge sent him home to rest. After an hour’s nap, he felt refreshed, and changed into his running gear. Heading north on Hyde Street, he joined the Bay Trail near the Maritime Garden and turned west toward the boat-shaped Marine Museum.

			A light drizzle was falling, and Jack had the trail mostly to himself. As soon as he passed Fort Mason, the silhouette of the Golden Gate Bridge appeared in the mist. A mixture of sweat and rain dripped off his face as he quickened his pace from a jog to a sprint. He kept up the pace for almost half a mile, until his lungs were bursting and his legs were aching. Turning at the southern foundations of the bridge, he began back at a slower jaunt, steam coming off his T-shirt and baseball cap.

			As he returned, he pondered what hadn’t been discussed at the meeting that morning; the existence of a mole. As much as he hated to think about it, Jack’s gut was telling him it had to be an FBI agent. He hoped it wasn’t someone directly involved in the case, but there were few logical alternate explanations that would tie all the ways that the Yakuza had kept one step ahead of them. Prior to leaving the office that afternoon, Marge had made an appointment to meet Jack for dinner at Luigi’s. Perhaps he’d learn more tonight.

			Bronson was standing at his doorway when Jack descended from his unit. “Hey, how was gay Paree?” he asked.

			“I didn’t have much of a chance to see the sights,” said Jack. “Thanks for looking after Bee’s cat.”

			“No problema. Mister Muggs and I had a great time together. I clipped a few mattes out of his hair and painted his toenails. We had a regular spa day.” Bronson surveyed the pressed jeans and leather sports jacket Jack was wearing. “You got a date with that pretty lady Bee?”

			“No, I’m just meeting Marge at Luigi’s. I’m hoping to go out with Bee tomorrow night.”

			Bronson winked. “You better do a good job of wooing her; she’s a keeper.”

			Marge hadn’t arrived by the time Jack got to Luigi’s. The restaurant was mostly deserted, but there were several people at the bar enjoying a post-work drink. He moseyed up to the bar and ordered a mug of Big Rock draft. 

			“Hey stranger, where you been?” asked Luigi as he poured.

			“In Europe for a few days.” Jack took a sip from his drink. “I really should go back there on vacation. I never get to do any sight-seeing when I’m there for work.”

			“All work and no play makes Jack a lousy lay. You meeting someone special here tonight?”

			“Yep. Marge and I are having dinner together.”

			Luigi began to pour a pint of draft. “That’s great. But by special, I mean a girlfriend.”

			Jack laughed. “As a matter of fact, I do have someone I’m dating. She’s really sweet. I’ll bring her around if you promise not to make faces and scare her away.”

			 “If she wasn’t scared of your mug already, there’s not much I can do worse.”

			Luigi finished filling the glass and left to deliver it just as Marge approached the bar. “Hey, toots.”

			“Hey, Marge. Let’s go grab a table.” Jack waved at Luigi at the end of the bar. “The usual?”

			“You bet.”

			Jack pointed at his mug and held up two fingers. Luigi gave the thumbs up. They moved to the restaurant side, taking a booth at the back corner, where it was quiet. Luigi appeared shortly with Marge’s serving. “You guys ready to order?”

			“What’s Patty got on special today?” asked Jack.

			“Pappardelle pasta with Bolognese sauce and garlic bread.”

			“Sounds great. If Marge is OK, we’ll go with that.”

			 Marge gave the thumbs-up and Luigi went to place their order in the kitchen. Jack let her have a long pull of draft before he began. “You said Jazz might have a lead on the mole?”

			Marge wiped some foam off her lips with the back of her sleeve. “Yep. I got clearance to go through background files for everyone in the FBI who had contacts with Yakuza. It turns out Samantha worked a CI in San Diego two years ago.”

			“She turned someone in the Yakuza into a confidential informant? I didn’t think anybody had been able to do that.”

			“This CI wasn’t a member, he was a Mexican guy handling some of their cross-border smuggling.”

			“Can we talk to him?”

			“Nope. Found floating in the Tijuana marina without a head last year.”

			“Ouch. Maybe that’s why Samantha didn’t mention it.”

			“Maybe. But the fact is, she didn’t mention it, which raises alarm bells for yours truly.”

			“Anybody else show up on the radar screen?”

			“Nobody tied to this case.”

			Just then, Luigi arrived with heaping plates of fresh pasta covered in rich sauce. After grating some parmesan on top, he wished them a ‘bon appetit’, and returned to the bar.

			They ate in silence for several minutes, thoughtfully cleaning their plates of the delicious food. When they were done, Jack leaned back into the booth. “Where do we take it from here?”

			Marge wiped a touch of sauce off her chin with a linen napkin. “Get in touch with Ruben in San Diego. Don’t tell him any more than you have to. Just ask him to dig into it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			Sunday, March 31

						

			Sunday dawned with clear skies and a bright sun.  The streets were deserted of traffic as Jack walked in to the FBI office. When he arrived, Samantha was waiting in his office. “Is your cell phone off?”

			Jack pulled his cell phone out and had a look. “Oops. I must have powered it down by accident.”

			Samantha held up her own phone. “Marcy tells me she’s been trying to get hold of you. LAPD found Chuck Yamaguchi’s motorcycle.”

			“Where is it?”

			“You won’t believe it – spitting distance from LAPD headquarters. Marcy’s heading out on the 9 am air shuttle to LAX.”

			 Jack, who had doffed his suit jacket in preparation to hanging it over his desk, quickly put it back on. “Tell her I’m on my way.”  

			Jack grabbed agent Mark Akita and had him head for the airport with lights flashing and siren blaring. As they drove, he dialed the airport security. “This is FBI agent Jack Kenyon. I am responding to an emergency. Can you put a 30-minute takeoff delay on the 9 am air shuttle to LAX? Good. Thanks.”

			Jack then dialed Ruben in San Diego. “The LAPD has a make on Yamaguchi. How fast can you get there? OK, see you then.”

			When they arrived at the domestic terminal, Jack sprinted through security and made it to the gate at 8:59 am. The boarding agent was a pretty Latina woman in her 40s. She checked the manifest. “You FBI Agent Jack Kenyon?” 

			 “That’s me.”

			“Well, what are you waiting for? Hop on board.”

			The plane was almost full. Marcy was sitting up front, reserving a seat for Jack. “You look like you galloped all the way from downtown.”

			Jack ran his fingers through his hair and straightened his suit jacket. “Faster than swimming. Jazz told me they found Chuck’s crotch rocket. What’s the story?”

			“LAPD handed the case over to Detective Dee-Dee Boone – we’ve worked a few files together over the years. She had the street patrol in Little Tokyo doing ‘security inspections’ as a courtesy to residential buildings. They found it in a condo parkade.”

			“Dee-Dee? Is that her real name?”

			“No, it’s short for Deborah Daisy.”

			A hostess came around with a trolley. Marcy had a tea, and Jack ordered a black coffee and croissant. “Are there still a lot of Japanese people living in Little Tokyo? I thought most were cleared out to internment camps during World War Two.”

			Marcy stirred sugar in her tea. “They were. But some came back after the war. They set up social clubs and local groceries. Their kids moved out to the suburbs when they grew up, though. All that’s left are senior citizens.”

			“Was the bike difficult to find?”

			Marcy took a sip of her tea, blowing to cool it down. “Not really. Most of the vehicles have handicapped signs. A 1200cc motorcycle kind of sticks out.”

			Jack pulled the end off of his croissant and bit in. “What has Dee-Dee done to follow-up?”

			“They had the building manager pull a resident list and went through it. Lots of Asian names, but no Yamaguchi. Dee-Dee called and I dug around. Chuck’s maternal grandmother is Angie Fukushima. There was an ‘A Fukushima’ registered as a tenant in #401. The building manager says she’s been in an extended care facility for the last month after she fell and cracked her hip.”

			“So, he’s been squatting in granny’s pad. Is he there now?”

			“Dee-Dee ran a feed of the CCTV. Chuck snuck up the back stairs at 6 am this morning.”

			Dee-Dee was waiting at LAX when Marcy and Jack exited the security area. A tall, curvy woman in her 40s with wavy blonde hair and a pair of tooled Texas boots, she gave Marcy a big hug in greeting. “Hey, sis, long time no see.”

			Marcy turned to her companion. “This is Jack Kenyon. He’s one of the good guys.”

			Jack stuck out his hand. “It’s a pleasure, Detective Boone. Thanks for your hard work tracking our suspect.”

			“Call me Dee-Dee, and it wasn’t all that hard. Just a lot of leather to the sidewalk.”

			Dee-Dee had a squad car and uniformed officer waiting outside. The driver took them east along Hwy 105 then north on Hwy 110 into the downtown. The LAPD headquarters was an impressive, new 10-story building constructed from concrete and glass. The squad car pulled up to the main entrance on W 1st Street. They entered the large, brightly-lit lobby and took an elevator to the 5th floor. Dee-Dee led them to a case room, where three people were already gathered around a table. 

			Dee-Dee pointed to an African-American man with a bald head. “This is Detective Lou Gershwin, my partner.” She indicated a petit Asian woman. “May Chu, the officer who found the motorcycle.” She turned to a third man. “And I think you already know Agent Michi Cornwell with the NCIS.”

			Jack shook their hands. “I’ve got Ruben Vargas from FBI San Diego on his way.”

			“The more the merrier.” Dee-Dee turned on a flat screen, and the image of a four story residential building appeared. It was a modern design made of concrete with balconies decorated with colored glass panes. “This is Osaka Gardens, situated on the corner of E 4th Street and Alameda.” 

			Michi peered at the screen. “Which one is his?”

			“Top right, with the vase of flowers hanging from the balcony railing.”

			“Is he still there?”

			Dee-Dee nodded. “We ran the condo’s CCTV tape back, and his MO is to go out after dark and return before dawn. From what we can tell, Yamaguchi is holed up for the day.”

			“Smart move,” said Michi. He turned to Jack. “You want to wait for Ruben?”

			Jack took out his phone and checked for messages. “He’s just getting off his plane now.”

			“I’ll send a prowler to pick him up,” said Dee-Dee.

			Michi pulled out his cell phone and a pack of cigarettes and headed for the door. “I’m going to bring my boss up to speed. Back in 10.”

			Ruben arrived half an hour later. Dee-Dee led them down to the parkade area, where a SWAT team of six officers had assembled. “We’ll secure all exits then force the door.” She handed Jack a bullet-proof vest. “Agent Kenyon will lead, with Harrison and Ruddy on point. We want to capture the target alive. Do not shoot unless he is actively engaged in hostilities – got it?” 

			Harrison and Ruddy nodded. 

			“Good. Let’s go.”

			The SWAT team clambered into an unmarked panel van. The rest followed in two black Ford sedans driven by a plains-clothes officers. The convoy headed east on East 4th street. They passed a mix of modern malls and office towers, interspersed with rows of head shops, auto parts stores and Asian groceries. 

			“That’s Osaka Gardens on the left,” said Dee-Dee.

			The condo building was fronted by date palms and jacaranda trees. An aging, three-story public parkade sat directly across the street. The convoy turned north on Alameda and swung down an alleyway to the back entrance to the condo’s underground parking.

			Once inside, they pulled up in the visitors’ parking. The building manager, a short, rotund man wearing a brown cardigan, was standing by the elevator door. “I’ve locked down the elevator for your use,” he explained.

			“We’ll take the stairs,” said Ruddy. “Which one is closest to #401?”

			As the other SWAT team members fanned out, the manager led them to the southeast corner of the parkade. “This exits directly opposite the suite.”

			Harrison, a large man with short-cropped red hair, hefted a door ram over one shoulder. Ruddy led the way toward the stairs, followed by Jack, Dee-Dee, Ruben and Marcy.

			Michi hung back. “Mind if I wait?” He pointed to his knee. “My ACL is shot – I can’t do stairs.”

			“Hold the fort,” said Jack. He turned to Ruben. “Can you go out front and keep an eye on the balcony?”

			“Will do.”

			They silently ascended the stairs to the fourth floor. Ruddy eased the door open and glanced out. He signaled all clear, and the rest exited the stairwell.

			The floor of the hallway had been decorated in grey carpet tiles and pale rose wallpaper with abstract Asian scrollwork hung on the walls. Harrison and Ruddy each took a handle of the door ram. Jack drew his Sig Sauer and chambered a round. Marcy and Dee-Dee drew their weapons and stepped back into the elevator foyer.

			Jack gave the signal, and Harrison and Ruddy swung the ram, bursting the door’s dead bolt. Jack rushed into the living room. “FBI!” He shouted. “Freeze!”

			The living room was empty. Jack’s warning had obviously startled someone into action, however. They could hear scrambling in the adjacent bedroom. Ruddy rushed past Jack and dove into the room, tackling Chuck as he tried to pull on his pants. They went down in a heap, the smaller man pinned to the carpet.

			Chuck squirmed to get out from under the officer. “I can’t breathe!”

			Jack held up a pair of handcuffs. “Stick your hands out where I can see them!”

			An arm appeared. Ruddy eased up onto one knee in order to expose the other, and Jack clamped his wrists. 

			Harrison appeared at the doorway. “Unit is cleared.”

			Jack hauled Chuck out into the living room. “You are under arrest. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be…”

			Chuck interrupted his Miranda warning. “What are you arresting me for?”

			 “The murder of your older brother Sam.”

			“I didn’t do it.”

			“In that case, I look forward to you telling me who did.”

			A movement on the parkade across the street caught Jack’s attention. Peering through the patio doors, he could see a van pull up on the top floor to the edge of the wall facing E 4th Street. An oriental man got out of the side door and held up a long metal tube, pointing it at the condo building.

			“Get out!” shouted Jack. He picked Chuck up and hustled him out the door, closely followed by Ruddy and Harrison. A tremendous explosion rocked the building, and a blast of hot air and dust pushed the men out into the hallway. “Get in the stairwell!”

			They had only descended one floor when a second blast tore the steel door off the stairwell. The sound of automatic gun fire began to rattle outside as the SWAT team responded to the attackers on the roof.

			Sending Ruddy and Harrison down to the garage with Chuck, Jack cautiously edged his way back up to the fourth floor. “Marcy? Dee-Dee? Are you all right?”

			Dee-Dee appeared. “What the hell was that!?”

			“Rocket propelled grenade. Thank God they had crap aim.”

			Jack peeked inside #401. The first grenade had struck the side of the building, creating a deep crater in the concrete curtain wall. The second grenade had found its mark, however, reducing the living room to a mound of rubble. Peering out the remains of the patio door, Jack could see that the van was gone.

			Marcy appeared, shaking her head to clear her ears. “Jack!” she shouted “I can barely hear!”

			“Give it a few minutes,” said Jack. “You OK?”

			Marcy’s blouse had been ripped on the right arm, but there was no blood. “I’m OK.”

			Dee-Dee, who was unscathed except for a coating of fine grey dust, spoke up. “I mean who was that?”

			Jack thought back to his glimpse of the assassin. “Yakuza.”

			Dee-Dee stared at Jack in bewilderment. “But how…?”

			Marcy’s face went grim. She stared at Jack, her eyebrows raised.

			Jack ignored her look. “Come on. We need to get Chuck back to HQ.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

						

			The interrogation cells at LAPD HQ were clean, brightly-lit and equipped with chairs and a table bolted to the floor. Jack, Marcy, Ruben, Michi and Dee-Dee stood outside the one-way observation window in the hallway. 

			Jack filled Ruben and Michi in on the attack.

			“Man, you got nine lives,” said Ruben. “I saw the flash, and the next thing I know, there’s chunks of concrete falling everywhere.”

			“I was just lucky I saw the guy,” said Jack. “We’d be pushing up daisies otherwise.”

			A short man with curly brown hair and wire-rim glasses approached. He was dressed in chinos and a polo shirt, his weekend attire. He introduced himself. “ADA David Solomon. Dee-Dee tells me you might need to deal?”

			“Potential witness in the Dag Hammerson murder and theft of the suitcase bomb,” said Jack. “We need to turn him. We may have to offer immunity and protection.”

			“This the guy that Rambo tried to kill at Osaka Gardens?”

			“Same one,” said Dee-Dee. “The perps fled down Alameda into Skid Row. We have a sky patrol searching, but we think they went to ground in one of the abandoned warehouses.”

			Solomon grunted. “Nice friends.” He turned to Jack. “You think you can turn him with I&P?”

			“It’s worth a try.”

			“Give it your best shot.”

			Jack turned to Marcy. “You want good cop, or bad cop?”

			“Oh, I’m ready for bad cop,” said Marcy.

			Ruben, Michi and Solomon stood outside as Jack, Dee-Dee and Marcy entered the interrogation room.

			Chuck was handcuffed to the leg of the table. He had several scratches on his forehead and a bruise on his elbow, but otherwise he was unharmed. “Hey, I want a lawyer.”

			“You don’t need a lawyer,” said Marcy. “We’re dropping all charges.”

			Chuck shook his free hand. “I know my rights!” He paused for a moment. “Wait, what was that last part?”

			“We’re letting you go,” said Marcy. She reached forward and grabbed Chuck’s shirt at the shoulder and lifted him out of his chair. “We want to save the cost of a trail, so we’re feeding you to the sharks.”

			Jack shook his head. “How long you figure he’ll last, Detective?”

			Marcy pushed Chuck back into his chair. “Depends.”

			“Depends on what?”

			“Depends on how long they torture him first.”

			Chuck, who had been listening to the conversation in open-mouthed horror, finally spoke. “Hey, you got to protect me!”

			“Like you ‘protected’ your older brother Sam?”

			“I had nothing to do with that!”

			“No? If you didn’t kill him, who did?”

			Chuck hung his head and mumbled.

			Marcy grabbed him by the shirt again. “What?”

			Chuck cringed. “Gomo’s guys killed him.”

			“Why?” asked Jack.

			“Cause he didn’t have the thing.”

			“What ‘thing’?”

			“You know, the beer keg.”

			Jack sat down across from Chuck. “You want protection? Then you got to earn it. Tell us what you know about the beer keg.”

			Dee-Dee handed Chuck a plastic bottle of water. He took a gulp, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “It’s crazy. It’s just a beer keg, right? But Gomo was nuts about it.”

			“How do you fit into all of this?” asked Jack.

			“Sam contacted me. He wanted to know if I had a connection to any made guys. He said he might have some goods to sell.”

			“Where would you know made guys?”

			“Gomo’s gym. I went there to train. They didn’t talk about it, but I knew who they were. I told Gomo my bro’ worked in North Station, and was looking for a buyer for some goods. He was eager to deal, even made me an apprentice and had me do stuff.”

			 “What did he have you do?”

			“I drove him around in his car.” Chuck smiled in pride. “Really cool BMW.”

			“Where did you drive?”

			“I’d take him from his crib in Richmond to the gym. Sometimes we’d visit this old dude near Twin Peaks.”

			“Big house on Stanyan?”

			“Yeah, that’s the one.” Chuck squinted. “Pretty weird place. All full of weapons and stuff. Gomo would talk with this guy in private, like.”

			“Anything else?”

			Chuck cast his face down. Jack nodded to Marcy. She stepped forward. “Tell him what you know, Chuck, or we cut you loose!”

			Chuck cowered for second, then looked to Jack. “If I tell you what happened, will you put me in protection?”

			“I can’t make that promise by myself. I have to talk to the ADA. But if your story helps us, then we’ll help you.”

			Chuck nodded, more to himself than Jack. “This has been really eating at me, man.”

			“What?”

			“What they did to that white dude.”

			“What white dude?”

			“I don’t know his name.”

			“Tall, pale hair, mid-fifties?” asked Jack.

			“Yeah. That’s the one. Anyway, I was cooling it at the karaoke and Gomo calls me to bring the car to the old dude’s home.”

			“Go on.”

			“Well, the old dude isn’t there. They’d forced the door and the white dude was tied up in the backyard. Gomo starts yelling at him about what he knows, but the guy is kind of out of it and doesn’t know what’s going on. Gomo goes inside and comes out with this old axe and gives it to Loco.”

			“What’s Loco’s real name?” asked Marcy.

			“I don’t know. Everybody just calls him Loco.”

			“Go on,” said Jack.

			“Anyway, they got him trussed up against this wooden fence, just like a throwing target. Loco does a few wide throws just to scare him, you know. Gomo keeps telling him to spill the beans, but the dude just thrashes around. Gomo gets real angry and tells Loco to cut a little skin on his arm, but the axe hits him square in the face.”

			Jack closed his eyes and said a silent prayer. He opened them again. “And what happened then?”

			“I puked.”

			“I mean, what did Gomo and his men do?”

			 “They didn’t do anything for an hour, just left him there until he stopped bleeding. One of the guys eventually fetched a van from the gym and they took him away.” 

			“And what did you do?”

			“They made me wash down the blood in the backyard with a hose.”

			“What happened after that?”

			“Man, I just wanted to get the hell away from these guys, but I was afraid.” 

			“Who killed your brother Sam?”

			Chuck gulped. “Gomo’s gang.”

			“You saw this?”

			“No. I was in the dojo. We were practicing axe throws when this white dude comes in and challenges Gomo to a Bo match.” Chuck looked up at Jack. “He kind of looked like you.”

			“I get that a lot. What happened to Gomo?”

			“This white dude whacked him on the ankle and won. Gomo was real pissed off. He started cussing and swearing, and I’m like trying to help, but he tells me I’m as stupid as my worthless brother and if I ever screw up, he’ll kill me, too.” Chuck rubbed his face with his hands. “As soon as I could, I got out of there and scrammed.’

			Jack looked up at Marcy and Dee-Dee, nodding toward the door. The three exited the room and joined Ruben, Michi and Solomon outside.

			“That any good to you?” said the ADA.

			“Yeah. It fills in a lot of blanks. It also puts the needle into Ryo Gomo’s arm.”

			“Good enough for me. We’ll put Yamaguchi into protection and stay charges.” He turned and left.

			Jack turned to Marcy. “We’ll have to figure out who Loco really is. We’ll have Chuck ID him from the pics I took at the gym.”

			“We’ll issue charges against Gomo, as well,” said Marcy. “Poor Dag, he never even realized what he’d uncovered.”

			“I know. But at least we have a chance to bring justice.”

			“What about the bomb?” asked Ruben.

			“We’re not there just yet, but I’m beginning to see the end game.”

			Jack was back in San Francisco by late afternoon. Samantha was out of the office; he took the opportunity to meet with Jazz and Marge in the latter’s office to brief them privately. “We got Chuck to turn on the Yakuza. He fingered his boss Gomo for Dag’s murder. He was trying to scare Dag into spilling what he knew about the bomb theft, and one of his thugs killed him.”

			Marge shook her head. “Was Morgan involved?”

			“Chuck said he wasn’t there; they forced his front door.”

			“Still, it was Morgan’s weapon,” said Jasmine.

			“I think the Yakuza broke into his home in order to kill him and steal back the bomb,” said Jack. “Morgan fled to France shortly after.”

			“What’s Marcy doing?” asked Marge.

			“She’s filing murder-one charges against Gomo and the thug that Chuck fingered.”

			“Good. Now, tell us about the attempt to kill Chuck.”

			“It was a miracle we’re still alive,” said Jack. “It was pure coincidence I happened to look out the patio door. This Asian guy fired an RPG right at the condo unit and missed.”

			“The mole,” said Jasmine.

			“Had to be.” 

			“Did you talk to Ruben?”

			“Yeah. He’s going to check out Sam’s CI on the quiet and get back to me. But there’s something else. When I got in this morning, it was Sam who told me the LAPD had cornered Chuck. She knew the location.”

			That evening, Jack met Bee, as promised. He had been worn out by the events of the day, but a nap and a quick run after work had restored his energy, and he was looking forward to seeing her again. 

			Bee arrived by taxi promptly at 7 pm. She was dressed in a bright red dress and a cobalt blue spring coat. Bronson, who was sitting on the front porch, whistled his approval. “I haven’t seen such a gorgeous redhead since Rita Hayworth,” he exclaimed. 

			“My, you are the rake. I’ll have to keep my eye on you, naughty boy.”

			Jack appeared at his front door. “Am I interrupting?”

			Bee gave him a kiss. “Watch out, you’ve got competition.”

			“I don’t think you’re his type.”

			“For a gal like her, I’d change teams,” said Bronson.

			The evening was mild, and Jack and Bee had a pleasant stroll to Luigi’s. By the time they arrived, the restaurant was starting to fill up with the dinner crowd, but the owner greeted Jack and Bee warmly and escorted them to a reserved booth. “Patty will be out shortly to take your orders,” he said over his shoulder as he hurried back to the busy bar.

			As they settled in, Bee scanned the room with interest. “Is Luigi an old friend?” she asked.

			“We played football together in college in Montana. His dad’s uncle lives out this way, so he came here and took over the restaurant. We reunited when I was posted to San Francisco.” 

			“It’s important to have friends, especially if you don’t have much family.” Bee paused for a moment, staring down at her hands. “Have you heard anything about granddad?”

			“We think al-Syf brought him here to California to make a detonator for the bomb.”

			“Oh, dear.”

			“We’re trying our best to locate them so we can put an end to it. I’m hoping that we can rescue Feargus unharmed.”

			“Do you still think he helped killed that poor man from the NRC?”

			“We have a witness that says Feargus wasn’t directly involved. We still have to confirm that, but it points towards his innocence.”

			Bee breathed a sigh of relief. “It’s been gnawing at me – it just isn’t like granddad to harm anyone.”

			Patty appeared with a note pad. She stuck out a hand to Bee. “Hi, I’m Patty, Lou’s wife.”

			Bee beamed. “A pleasure to meet you. Jack was just telling me he played football with your husband in college.”

			“Before my time.” She gave Jack a big smile. “Lou tells me they sowed a few wild oats back then.”

			Jack’s ears turned red. “I assure you, we were boy scouts.”

			Patty laughed. “If you were helping someone shift their groceries, it weren’t no little old ladies.” 

			Jack was eager to change the subject. “What’s your special tonight, Patty?”

			“Prime rib, medium rare, served with baked potato, roast carrots, freshly-ground horseradish and onion gravy.”

			“Yum, I’ll have that,” said Bee.

			“Me too,” said Jack. “And can you bring us a bottle of cabernet sauvignon?”

			“Coming right up.”

			Patty brought out the bottle of red wine, opened it, and poured two glasses. Jack clinked his against Bee’s. “To finding your granddad,” he said.

			“And bringing him home in one piece,” added Bee. She took a healthy swallow of wine.

			The meal, as promised, was delicious, the beef mouth-wateringly tender and the horseradish piquant. The wine was an excellent accompaniment to the meal, full-bodied and hearty.

			After their dishes had been cleared and coffee poured, Jack leaned forward and took Bee’s hand in his. “You know, I feel so comfortable when I’m with you. The day’s worries seem to melt away.”

			“Och, you’re a smoothie. I’ll have to be careful, or you’ll sweep me off my feet.”

			“I think you’ve already swept me off mine.”

			Bee came to Jack’s side of the booth and sat beside him, kissing him sweetly on the lips. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

			Jack kissed her gently back. “Nope. First time.” He crossed his fingers together. “Scout’s honor.”

			They snuggled together for a few moments in pleasant silence, until Jack whispered in her ear. “Would you like to come back to my home?”

			Bee squeezed his hand. “I would love to, but I have to prepare for tomorrow’s class. Can I take a rain check?”

			Jack kissed her. “Tomorrow night? I’ll cook you some home-made pasta.”

			“That would be delightful.” Bee pulled out her purse. “Can I pay?”

			Jack waved her off. “Nah, I get a discount with Lou.”

			“My, you do have friends in high places.” Bee activated the ridesharing app on her cell phone and ordered a car. “Monday, your place, at 7 pm?”

			“It’s a date. Give my best to Mister Muggs.”

			“Will do.” Bee gave him one last kiss then pulled on her coat. “If it’s delicious pasta, maybe I’ll see how good you are at pancakes.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

						

			After Jack had seen Bee safely to a taxi, he strolled back through the largely deserted streets, contemplating her eyes, her lips and her embrace. Of all the chaos surrounding this case, he was grateful to have met someone so enchanting and full of life. 

			He was just walking up the stairs to his home when his cell phone rang. “Jack? It’s Ruben.”

			Jack reached the top of the stairs and opened his front door. “You at home, or work?”

			“Work.”

			Jack glanced at his watch. “Burning the midnight oil?”

			“Good time to avoid curious eyes.”

			Jack could hear Ruben working a keyboard. “What’s up?”

			“Been trying to find the confidential informant. No luck.”

			“Nothing?”

			“Everything’s been destroyed. No hard copy in the paper files, nothing on the computer. There should be a confidential file with a code number from the San Diego SAC authorizing the agent to manage the CI. Not even that.”

			Jack thought about Sam’s godfather, FBI assistant deputy director Fred Kirkland in Washington. “You’d need someone way over our pay grade to do that.”

			“One other thing. Dean Hearst from DHS called me. He said NSA was doing a routine rundown of all investigator calls and found a bunch of cell phone calls to a burner.”

			“So?”

			“They triangulated the origin of the calls.  They all came through the cell tower closest to San Francisco’s FBI HQ. Does Sam have a burner?”

			“I don’t know.” Jack stared at the ceiling. “I think it’s time I talked to her and find out. Right now.”

			“Watch yourself. She’s trouble.”

			“Will do. Go home.”

			Samantha lived in an executive apartment tower north of City Hall, on Van Ness Avenue. It was a modern, 12-story tower clad in cream and grey tiles. The first floor, which started adjacent to the sidewalk, housed a coffee and sandwich shop. The next three floors were offices. The residential portion of the tower had been set back to create a patio and pool area atop the offices. The apartments were fronted with three-sided window bays. 

			The 10th floor of the tower had been leased out by the FBI on a long-term basis to house agents who were seconded to the San Francisco office on extended tours. Jack had been in the various apartments on several occasions to socialize with visiting agents. He glanced upwards to the southwest corner, where a light burned in Samantha’s window. Adjusting his windbreaker over his shoulder holster, he approached the front door.

			The night concierge, wearing a Giants ball-cap, was sitting behind a reception desk topped with granite. He glanced up from a tablet running sports highlights. “Hey, Jack, long time no-see.”

			“Sanjay.” Jack pointed to the tablet. “You been watching Giants’ spring training?”

			“Man, those guys really need a bullpen. Who you here to see?”

			“Samantha Van Dusen in ten-o-one.”

			Sanjay picked up his desk phone. “Want me to let her know you’re here?”

			Jack held his cell phone in the air. “Already called.” He pointed to the lobby elevator. “Can you buzz me up?”

			Sanjay pressed a button under the granite top, activating the elevator. 

			Jack waved as he climbed aboard, pushing the button for the tenth floor.

			The hallway was lit by recessed pots, illuminating the pale green walls and flecked carpet tiles. Jack trod silently to the door marked 1001. He knew he shouldn’t be here alone. He knew he should check with Marge and Jasmine before doing anything else. But he’d also been nearly killed that morning and he was tired of risking his life. If he got into shit for taking matters into his own hands, so be it. He rapped lightly on the door

			Several seconds passed before the dim light in the peephole winked out. It came back on as the person on the other side weighed his presence. The door finally cracked open, and Samantha peered out, examining him in the dim hallway light. “Jack?”

			“Got a minute?”

			Samantha opened the door slightly wider and glanced down the hallway, checking to see if Jack was alone. She finally opened the door wide, inviting him in. “What brings you here?”

			“I was out for a walk, thinking. I saw your light. We need to talk.”

			When Jack entered, he noticed that Samantha was wearing a black dress with high heels and a set of pearls. He glanced over her shoulder toward the kitchen. A bottle of Champagne was chilling in an ice bucket on the counter. “Am I interrupting something?”

			 “Ah, no.”

			“You dress up and drink Champagne by yourself every Sunday?”

			Samantha appeared slightly flustered. “It’s uhm, an old ritual from my sorority days. It’s Audrey Hepburn’s birthday today. We used to get dressed up in pearls and celebrate with a glass of bubbly.”

			“Ah.”

			Samantha pointed to the kitchen. “Can I get you a glass?”

			“No thanks.” Jack moved toward the living room. He glanced around the room. A single cup of tea sat on the coffee table. She appeared to be alone.

			Samantha indicated a stuffed chair before she sat down on the couch. She glanced at a slim gold watch on her wrist. “There was something you wanted to talk about?”

			Jack eased himself into the chair. “I remember you telling me you went to live with your aunt after your parents died.”

			Samantha glanced down at her hands. “It isn’t a time in my life that I talk about a lot.”

			“So I hear. Like the time you spent in psychiatric detention.”

			Samantha glanced up, startled. 

			“It’s time to start talking.”

			Samantha stared at Jack, weighing her decision in her mind, before speaking. “I spent four months in Dartmouth Hospital, north of Boston, under psychiatric care.”

			“Why?”

			“I suspect you know why.”

			“Chasing a man with a knife down the street?”

			“I assume you came here to find out why.”

			“Yes.”

			“He tried to rape me.” Samantha picked up her tea, sipped it then placed the cup back down on the table. “I was 17. He was my Aunt Dotty’s chauffeur. Everyone else was out of the house. He approached me in the kitchen and pinned me from behind onto the island and lifted my skirt. There was a butcher block on the counter. I grabbed a knife and cut his thigh. He fled, and I chased him.”

			“Why didn’t you press charges?”

			Samantha sighed. “I wanted to. My aunt took me to see Uncle Vick. There were no witnesses to the assault, just me chasing him down the street. It was a he-said, she-said. He claimed his injuries were unprovoked. Uncle Vick was appalled that it would reflect badly on the family. I was hung out to dry. He arranged for me to be confined in a licensed facility for four months in order to make everything go away.”

			Jack stared at his shoes. That neatly explained why she was never prohibited from joining the FBI. “What happened between you and your ex-partner in San Diego, Archie McNall?”

			Samantha rolled her eyes at the ceiling. “I wondered how long it would take for that to surface.” She crossed her arms. “I assume you know the official version?”

			Jack nodded.

			Samantha sighed. “Archie was a lush. That’s why I got assigned to him. No one else wanted him. The day of the stakeout, I never got his call. Washington did an investigation and found he dialed the wrong number. They kept it confidential so that he could retire quietly and collect his pension. I was left holding the bag. Everyone assumed that ‘Uncle Freddy’ pulled my bacon from the fire.”

			“Did Uncle Freddy also pull the file on your Yakuza CI?”

			Samantha stood up. “I think it’s time you left.” 

			Jack stood. “A handful of good agents almost got killed this morning because someone revealed where Chuck Yamaguchi was hiding. Someone with connections to the Yakuza.”

			Samantha’s face screwed up in confusion, then comprehension, then anger. She spoke very low. “Get out. Get out now.”

			Jack moved toward the door without another word.

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			Monday, April 1

						

			The following morning, Jack rose early from a restless sleep. The morning was foggy and damp. He donned his running kit and a waterproof shell and set out east, toward the harbour. Except for a SFPD patrol car and taxis, the streets were deserted. A mist hung around the street lights, making the fog glow a pale butter color.

			For most of the night, Jack’s mind had whirled in a muddle. Everything that Sam had said seemed to make sense. In his heart, she didn’t seem to be the kind of person who would betray her colleagues. Yet he hadn’t thought that way about Nate Portillo either, until he tried to kill him and Marge. And, if Sam wasn’t the mole, then who was? Frustrated, he cut his run short and turned for home.

			When Jack got to the FBI office, Jasmine was at her desk poring over the list of potential detonator manufacturers.  He put down a coffee and a muffin on her desk and sat down. “I went to confront Sam last night.”

			Jasmine opened the lid of her coffee and added a packet of sugar. “Why?”

			“Ruben called. The files on Sam’s CI have completely disappeared. He also said NSA found someone making calls from a burner in this office. I decided it was time to get some answers.”

			Jasmine nodded slowly. “What did you ask?”

			“I questioned her first about the knife. She says she chased the guy after he tried to rape her.”

			“She tell you about her screw-up with Archie?”

			 “He was drunk and called the wrong number. Washington put the clamps on the subsequent review to save face.”

			“You believe her?”

			“We need to check it all out, but yeah, I believe her.”

			“But you’re not convinced.”

			Jack shook his head, no. “When I asked her about the missing Yakuza CI file, she threw me out.”

			“Marge ain’t gonna be happy.”

			Jack sighed. “I know. But things are getting too crazy - I had to try and force Sam’s hand.”

			Jasmine nodded toward her door. “We might as well go face the firing squad.”

			When Jack and Jasmine arrived at Marge’s office, Samantha was already there, sitting at a meeting table near the window. Marge was behind her desk holding her phone. Her face was grim. “I was just about to call you.” She pointed toward the table. “Have a seat.”

			Jack eased himself into a chair across from Samantha. She was dressed in her usual business suit, with her hair pulled back in a bun. She refused to look Jack in the eye, staring at her hands folded on the table.

			Marge came and sat between Jack and Samantha. “Sam and me have been talking. She’s got something to tell you.”

			Samantha raised her gaze and stared directly at Jack. “When I said I was dressed up to celebrate the birthday of Audrey Hepburn, that wasn’t true.”

			Jack, who had been expecting the guillotine to fall, raised his eyebrows in surprise. “What?”

			“I was waiting for Michi Cornwell to arrive. For the last two years, we’ve been having a secret affair.” Samantha’s cheeks turned red. “I know it was wrong, but I was terribly lonely, and he was very unhappy about the break-down of his marriage.” She glanced at Marge. “He asked me to buy an anonymous phone, a secret phone, so he could call me.”

			“Tell us what you talked about,” said Marge.

			Samantha wrung her hands. “We talked about our childhoods. He was such a sweet listener. He made me feel happy.”

			Marge leaned forward, staring at Samantha. “I mean work.”

			Samantha shifted back in her seat, intimidated by Marge’s glare. “Not much at first – just general chit-chat about cases in San Diego. That’s why I was surprised when he wanted to know about Dag Hammerson’s murder.”

			“He wanted our file?” asked Marge.

			“I told him that wasn’t possible. He got very upset. I felt terrible…I told him more than I should.”

			Marge glanced at Jack. “He ask about Chuck Yamaguchi?”

			“Yes. He called yesterday morning. I said they had found him.” Samantha placed her hands over her face and began to cry. “I’m sorry.”

			“Stop snivelling.” Marge held out her hand. “You’re under suspension pending judicial review. Give me your badge and gun.”

			Sobbing, Samantha complied.

			Marge held out her hand once more. “Now, gimme your office cell phone and Michi’s burner.” She gathered them in as Samantha laid them on the table. “You talk to Michi after Jack left?”

			“No. He never came.”

			“Good.” An officer appeared at the door. “Mandy, take Agent Van Dusen to detention room #3 and wait with her there. If she attempts to contact anyone, cuff her and call me.”

			In shock, Samantha rose and followed Mandy out.

			Jack waited silently until the door closed. “It fits. When we met with Dee-Dee, Michi specifically asked about the exact apartment. When we were waiting for Ruben to arrive in LA, he stepped out with his smokes and cell phone. He could have easily contacted Gomo and set up the hit.”

			Marge leaned back in her chair. “But why?”

			“I don’t know.” Jack rose from his chair. “Can you wait here for a second? I need to talk to someone.”

			Jack went back to his office, closed the door, and dialed Ruben in San Diego. “You alone?”

			“Yeah, just typing a report in my office. How’d it go last night with Samantha?”

			“Good. I need some info on somebody, though.”

			“Sure. Who?”

			“Michi Cornwell. We think he’s dirty.”

			Ruben was silent for a moment. “This is off-the-record?”

			“Totally. Start with his family background. I understand he’s part-Asian.”

			“Yeah. His mom is from Okinawa. She met his dad when he was serving as an officer in the US Navy. Michi was born and grew up in San Diego. Got a forensic studies degree from a local college and applied to the FBI. They were happy to have a guy who spoke fluent Japanese.”

			“Why did he quit?”

			“He had some beef with the San Diego SAC and filed a complaint with HR in Washington. I don’t know what it was about, but he’s the kind of guy who carries a chip on his shoulder all the time.”

			“How’d it pan out?”

			“Bad. They ruled against him. His marriage went sour and his ex-wife took a big chunk of his wallet. He’s been working security at North Station ever since.” 

			“Thanks. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

			Jack returned to Marge’s office, where she and Jasmine were poring over the case file. “I just talked to Ruben. Michi left the FBI with a big grudge.”

			“You think bad enough to go rogue with Yakuza?” asked Jasmine.

			“Ruben says his wife left him for broke. He’s half Japanese and fluent in the language. What better way to get back at Uncle Sam and make a few bucks than crawl into bed with Gomo?”

			“OK, we got motive,” said Marge. “How do we get proof?”

			“We set a trap.”

			Jack and Jasmine went to detention room #3. Mandy was standing adjacent to the door. Jack nodded to her to give them time alone with the suspect, and she left.

			Samantha was sitting at a chair in front of a small desk, staring at its surface. Her cheeks were smeared with mascara and tears. When Jack and Jasmine entered, she straightened her back to face them. “Have you decided on my fate already?”

			Jack leaned against a wall. “Not yet. Depends on you.”

			Samantha rubbed at her right cheek. “How so?”

			“Your cooperation. However you feel about Michi, we believe he may have committed an act of treason. We need your help to prove it.”

			Samantha set her face in resolve. “What do you want me to do?”

			After conferring with Marge and Jasmine, Jack had Mandy escort Samantha into the situation room. Her burner phone sat on the conference table, attached by a wire to a recording device. 

			Jack pointed to the phone. “We want you to call Michi.”

			“What do I say?”

			“Small talk. Keep it simple.”

			“And then?”

			Jack slid a paper across the table. “That’s your script.”

			Samantha’s eyes went round.

			“Hi, sweets, I missed you last night. What happened?”

			Jack couldn’t believe the transformation. One moment, Samantha’s shoulders were slumped in defeat, and the next, she was radiant. 

			“I was dressed up as Audrey – you know the dress.” Samantha twirled a lock of her hair as her face beamed. “Hah! I’ll give you just one hour to stop that, you tease.”

			Samantha was silent as Michi talked for a moment. “You still in town? Maybe we could meet before you go back. No, not this morning.” Samantha leaned forward and lowered her voice. “There’s been a big break. Keep this completely quiet. They found the bomb.” Samantha squeaked. “Yes! Isn’t it great? Everyone was so worried it might leak.”

			Another pause. “No, it’s right here. The US Navy is flying in to pick it up. We’re going to run it out to SFO disguised in a courier van at 1 pm. Maybe we can meet at my place at two? OK! Talk to you later, sweets.”

			Samantha hung up. Her face was coated with sweat. “How did it sound?”

			Jack disconnected the burner phone from the recorder. “I’d say he bought it.” He turned to Jasmine and Marge. “Now we’ll see if the Yakuza are greedy enough to try and grab it back.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 38 

						

			Jack met with the FBI SWAT team in the underground parkade of the San Francisco federal building. The team had assembled two vehicles; a white-colored panel van with a sign on the side saying Universal Courier, and a black SUV with tinted windows.

			Agent Darem Williams was in charge of the SWAT team. He was a large black man with broad shoulders and close-cropped hair. “Your van’s been equipped with bullet-proof glass and armored cab lining, so it can stand anything up to .50 calibre,” he explained. “We’ll follow a block behind. If the Yakuza attack, the van will keep you safe until the cavalry arrives.”

			Jack was dressed in a brown delivery-man uniform, wearing a coat to cover up Kevlar armor underneath. Agent Mike Abraham, a SWAT member, was outfitted in similar fashion. 

			“I’ll take the wheel and you ride shot-gun,” said Jack. 

			Agent Abraham held up a 12-gauge pump. “You got it.”

			Jack’s cell phone rang. He recognized the number for the nuclear storage HQ in North Station. “Colonel Tubbman?”

			A no-nonsense voice answered. “Colonel Tubbman’s been placed on leave until further notice. This is his replacement, Colonel Longstaff.”

			“What can I do for you, Colonel?”

			“As a courtesy, SAC Gonelli informed us of your plan,” he explained. “To support your ruse, we sent a transport jet to San Francisco International. It should be landing as we speak.”

			“Thanks. That’s a nice touch.”

			“May I ask you a few questions about the operation?”

			“Shoot.”

			“What are your security arrangements?”

			“I’ll be riding in a bullet-proof panel van.”

			“What color?”

			“White.”

			“And your escort?”

			“Four FBI SWAT members following one block behind in a black SUV.”

			Colonel Longstaff tapped on his computer keyboard. “You’ll be heading south on Polk and 10th Streets to the on-ramp of the 101?”

			“That’s the planned route. Why do you ask?”

			“We got everyone into this mess in the first place. It’s time we helped our friends out. God speed.”

			Jack disconnected and glanced at his watch. It was a few minutes before 1 pm. “Everyone ready?”

			Agent William and his men climbed into the black SUV and gave Jack the thumbs-up.

			 As Agent Abraham settled into the passenger seat of the van, Jack pointed to the seat-belt. “Buckle up, Mark. We don’t want to get a ticket.”

			Mark grinned as he propped his shot-gun against the dash. “Will do.”

			Jack started the van and exited the parkade. The steel barrier at the top of the ramp descended into the pavement, and he turned left and headed south on Polk Street.

			It was the middle of lunch, and the sidewalks were packed with pedestrians. Jack mentally kicked himself for not moving the plan into mid-afternoon, when the streets would be less crowded, but there was nothing he could do now. 

			As the van passed McAllister Street, Jack glanced into the rear-view mirror. The black SUV was following in the left lane, keeping half a block behind. The traffic light at Market Street turned red so that a streetcar could traverse the intersection, and Jack came to a halt. Mark peered alertly out his window, the shot-gun held out of view in his lap. 

			The light turned green, and they crossed Market and proceeded southeast on 10th Street. After about two blocks, the canyon of office towers and condo buildings gave way to auto repair shops, coffee houses and parking lots. There was also a lot less pedestrian traffic, to Jack’s relief.

			As they reached Howard Street, the nose of a large semi-trailer inched its way into the intersection against the light. Jack swerved around it, honking his horn. “Did you see that asshole?” Both men watched in their rear-views as the large truck slowly advanced across 10th, blocking traffic on the street.

			“What the hell?” Jack turned to Mark. “I’m going through the next intersection and pull over. Something’s wrong.”

			They never made it. As Jack crossed Folsom, a 10-ton truck raced from their right, smashing into the side of the van. The windshield exploded in a shower of glass and the vehicle pitched onto its side and twirled around 360 degrees before finally coming to a halt on the far corner.

			Jack, dazed, looked around the van. Mark was hanging unconscious above him, held aloft by his seat belt. His shotgun lay jammed under the dashboard. Jack unhooked his belt and fetched the weapon then crawled out of the van through the destroyed windshield.

			The battering truck had stopped about 100-feet down Folsom. Gomo and his men jumped out, using the cover of cars parked along the street to advance toward the van. They were armed with machine guns.

			Jack took cover behind the front of the over-turned van. 10th Street was still blocked by the semi-trailer, his escort unaware of the trouble. Fortunately, when the few pedestrians had seen Gomo’s armed men, they had scrambled for cover. 

			Jack chambered a round and fired it low along the ground toward a Toyota sedan parked on the left side of the road. The round blew the right tires out of the car, but Jack was heartened by a scream as pellets ricocheted off the curb and clipped one of the Yakuza. He scrambled to the back of the van and fired off a second round down the right sidewalk that exploded a trash-can. Jack returned to the front of the van. He knew he couldn’t hold them off indefinitely. 

			“Drop your weapon!” shouted Gomo. “Drop it, or die!”

			“Bring it on!” shouted Jack. “Show me what you got!”

			He didn’t have to wait long. A tremendous whoosh cut through the air as an RPG flew past the front of the van, exploding against the wall of a two-story warehouse. Bits of the brick façade flew through the air and a cloud of dust lifted skyward.

			Jack stood up and fired several rounds down the street, but he knew it was hopeless. As long as they thought the bomb was in the van, they wouldn’t shoot it with the RPG, but it was only a matter of seconds before he would be outmanned. He could see Gomo signalling to his men to advance on both sides of the truck.

			They were interrupted by the immense clatter of a military helicopter. A US Navy Sea Hawk landed on the roof of the warehouse. The moment it hit down, SEALs began pouring out of the cabin, men taking up guard positions as their comrades rappelled down the side of the building. One of the Yakuza raised his gun to fire, but was ripped to shreds by heavy-calibre rifles. The rest either threw themselves to the ground or tried to flee.

			Gomo was one of the latter. He took off down Folsom, Jack in close pursuit. Gomo jumped into the cab of a tow-truck that had been abandoned by its driver during the melee. As he turned the key, Jack stuck the shotgun through the passenger window. “Drop your weapon!”

			Gomo twisted and fired his pistol at the same time as Jack pulled the trigger. Gomo’s bullet whistled by Jack’s right ear, but the 12-gauge found its mark. Gomo’s body tumbled lifelessly to the pavement.

			A SEAL member rushed up to the truck, his weapon pointed at Jack. 

			“FBI Agent Kenyon,” he shouted, holding up his badge.

			The SEAL lowered his rifle. “Captain Talmidge.” He saluted. “Colonel Longstaff sends his compliments.”

			Jack glanced back along the street, where SEAL members were helping the limp Mark Abraham from the van. “Thank you. Please tell Colonel Longstaff he just cleaned up bigtime.”

			 

			To say that Michi Cornwall was surprised to see Jack waiting at Samantha’s door would be an understatement. He stood for several seconds, his mouth working up and down wordlessly, until Jack spoke. “Come on in.”

			Michi entered the condo and headed for the living room. Waiting for him were Jasmine and Marge. “Samantha spilled the beans,” said Marge. “Now it’s your turn to escape the needle.”

			Michi collapsed into the stuffed chair. His handsome looks and erect bearing vanished. He rubbed his face with his hands. “What do you want to know?”

			“How’d you get involved with the Yakuza?”

			“They were stealing weapons from the US Navy. Who better than a Japanese speaker to investigate?”

			“Only you found it more profitable to help, than hinder,” said Marge.

			“I was flat broke and facing bankruptcy,” said Michi. “They offered a handsome reward for me to show them the low-hanging fruit.”

			“Like the suitcase bomb?” asked Jasmine.

			“No, mainly hand weapons. They were easy to trade for drugs.”

			Jack had a sudden thought. “The CI. What happened to him?”

			“He tried to play it both ways,” said Michi. “I let Gomo know.”

			“It was you who wiped Sam’s files,” said Jack.

			Michi shrugged. “I figured she’d be best off with no trail leading back to her.”

			“How chivalrous,” said Marge. “How did the bomb caper go down?”

			“It’s funny,” said Michi. “I was working with Sam Yamaguchi on the small stuff, and he came to me with this big score. I mentioned it to Gomo, and he says he knows someone who would pay millions. I wanted a last big pay day to get out.”

			Jasmine spat on the floor. “So you sold a weapon of mass destruction to whatever crazy would pay? Did you even think about the danger to your own country?”

			Anger flashed in Michi’s eyes. “My own country? What has my own country ever done to me?” Michi pounded himself in the chest. “I was born in this country, but all anyone ever saw was a slant-eyed foreigner!”

			Jack had a sudden thought. “This was about the complaint, wasn’t it?”

			Michi sneered. “You ever hear of Hank Strom?”

			“I knew a SAC in San Diego named Eddie Strom,” said Marge. “They related?”

			“Hank was Eddie’s grandfather. He served in the Pacific in World War Two. He was captured by the Japanese Army and tortured in a detention camp.”

			“Did he live?” asked Jack.

			Michi nodded. “But he came back a broken man. He committed suicide when Eddie was just seven years old. His father told him that the Japs were the ones who killed him.”

			 “And he, in turn, killed your career,” said Jack.

			“I tried to explain to him that I had nothing to do with the war, but he only saw my face, and not me.” Michi hung his head. “I tried to complain, but Washington swept it under the rug. I finally quit.”

			“And decided to get revenge,” said Marge.

			Michi pounded his finger into his chest. “What has this country ever done for me?” He began to sob. “What did I ever do to deserve this?”

			It was late. Jack and Bee lay in his bed, listening to the rain patter on the roof. Her head rested on his bare chest, her red tresses cascading down his torso.

			“That was a delicious dinner,” said Bee. “What is it called?”

			“Pasta puttanesca. Whore’s noodles. The gals in the bordellos in Italy would make it out of onions, olives and whatever else they could scrape together.”

			“A little ray of happiness in their sad lives.” Bee glanced up at Jack. He was staring off into space. “A penny for your thoughts.”

			Jack turned his gaze to Bee’s face.  Her eyes were liquid pools of blue, framed by long lashes. “I was thinking of Michi. I was thinking why he did it.”

			“Money and revenge. Always a powerful combination.”

			“It was more than that. He saw himself as a victim taking what was rightfully his.”

			“I guess you can never really know why someone does terrible things.”

			 “Do you think your grandad is doing something terrible?”

			“No. I think he’s trying to do something noble.”

			“Why so?”

			“It’s just his way. He never had an evil bone in his body.”

			Jack leaned back against his pillow. “I hope you’re right.”

			“Have you had any word on his whereabouts?”

			“Rosemary and her gang have been monitoring Mexico intel to see if anything suspicious regarding four Middle East men turns up. The problem is, Omar has a dark complexion and speaks Tex-Mex Spanish. He fits right in.”

			“I pray that he’s all right.”

			Jack caressed Bee’s hair. “I hope so, too.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 39

			Tuesday, April 2

						

			Bee had, indeed, enjoyed Jack’s pancakes. They had risen early so that he could cook her breakfast before she took a taxi back to Berkeley to feed Mister Muggs.

			According to an email he had sent Jasmine, Dr. Patek was back in town. She called, and the physicist was available that morning. Getting a sedan out of the car pool, they were soon heading east on Hwy 580 toward Livermore. 

			Jack was at the wheel. He adroitly weaved around slower traffic until they hit a clear patch. He put the car on cruise control and glanced over at Jasmine. “You were right about Sam.”

			Jasmine was staring out the window. “I don’t take any pleasure in it.”

			“No?”

			“No.” She turned to face Jack. “You know how hard it is for women agents to get any respect at the FBI.”

			Jack nodded, listening.

			“We have to be twice as good and work twice as hard. And then Sam comes along and screws up because she falls for a guy.” Jasmine crossed her arms over her chest. “It reinforces what all the dinosaurs believe; women think with their hearts, not their heads.”

			“Not all men think that way.”

			Jasmine smiled. “I know. You’re not half as dumb as you look.”

			“I’ll take that as a compliment.” Jack decided to change the subject. “Did Bobby like his present?”

			Jasmine’s face lit up. “He loved it! He was outside almost ‘til dark, kicking it around the park with his neighbourhood friends.”

			“That’s great. I remember when I was that age. You didn’t need some fancy video game or expensive sports bike to have fun. Just a ball and a gang of pals.”

			“Hah. You’re starting to sound like my uncles.” Jasmine mimicked the voice of an old geezer. “Them was the good ol’ days.”

			They sat in silence for a moment. Finally, Jack spoke. “How’s things with your mom?”

			Jasmine rolled her eyes. “She lets her phone go to voice mail. When I finally get through and ask her why she isn’t calling back, she says she’s ‘busy with the church guild.’”

			 Jack dropped the conversation. He suddenly remembered Bronson saying he was going to look into the situation at River of Jordan Baptist. He just hoped Bronson didn’t end up making things worse.

			After passing through LLNL gate security, Jack and Jasmine were met by Dr. Patek at the reception area of his lab. “I hope you don’t mind; when you said you needed info about detonators, I asked one of my colleagues to join us.”

			The physicist led the FBI agents back to his office. A short man in his fifties with a wide tie sporting a hula girl was waiting in his office.

			He introduced himself. “Doc Philip Goldblum. But you can call me Phil.”

			“Thanks for helping out, Phil,” said Jack. “Dr. Patek tells me you specialize in nuclear detonators.”

			“I’ve designed one or two. I’m assuming you’re looking to learn more about a specific kind?”

			“How do you generally categorize them?” asked Jasmine.

			“You have fissile nuclear weapons, where atoms are split into smaller elements, and fusion, where they are fused together. The first uses uranium, and the second plutonium.”

			“We want to know about the uranium kind,” said Jasmine.

			“Dev, you got a schematic of Little Boy?”

			Dr. Patek rooted through a pile of posters and found a color schematic and laid it out on the conference table.

			“This here’s the bomb they dropped on Hiroshima,” explained Dr. Goldblum. “Little Boy was 10-feet long and 2-feet wide. It weighed almost 10,000 pounds.”

			“That’s a lot,” said Jasmine.

			“Uranium is almost as dense as gold.” Dr. Goldblum held up his hands. “A chunk of uranium the size of a bread loaf weighs over 100 pounds.”

			“How did they ignite Little Boy?” asked Jack.

			“Pretty simple, really. They shaped the uranium into a long cylinder with a hollow steel tube running down the middle. Think of it like an old-style cannon. They stuck a bullet made of uranium into the breech, loaded a bag of cordite in behind it, and fired it down the barrel. It hit a uranium target at the end, and BANG, it caused an atomic reaction.”

			“That’s it?” asked Jasmine.

			“Well, you have to know exactly what you’re doing or you’re going to end up with a big mess of shrapnel,” said Dr. Patek. “Phil and his colleagues are specialists.”

			“Yeah, it’s a small world,” agreed Dr. Goldblum. “And we hear rumors.” He pulled out his wallet and produced a card showing his top secret government clearance. “Now, I know when to keep my nose out of things that are none of my business, but I suspect that what you need to know is precisely my business. I’d like to help.”

			Jack looked at Jasmine, who nodded affirmative. “What rumors have you been hearing, Phil?” he asked.

			“Somebody took an MK54 from North Station that doesn’t belong to them. There’s a suitcase bomb in the wind.”

			“That’s correct,” said Jack. “We believe it’s in the hands of an ISIL splinter group. We think they’re trying to construct a detonator.”

			“I don’t think you have to worry too much. You’d need an expert to build one.”

			“They kidnapped Baron Feargus Morgan.”

			“Ah.” Dr. Goldblum took out a linen napkin and wiped his forehead. “That’s different.”

			“We understand there’s only a few companies that make the detonators.” Jasmine took out her document. “Here’s a list Dr. Patek drew up. Can you help high-grade it for us?”

			Dr. Goldblum pulled out a pair of cheaters and glanced at the top of the list. “Tritium Inc., nope. Isotope Research, nope. Teller Lab, nope.”

			“Why eliminate those?” asked Jack.

			“They only do plutonium detonators,” said Dr. Goldblum. “Uranium bombs are a bit of a dinosaur these days.” He kept studying the list.  “Ah. Trinity Engineering.”

			“Of course!” said Dr. Patek. “They were one of the first to help develop nuclear weapons.”

			“The original engineers are mostly retired or dead,” said Dr. Goldblum. “They only keep the doors open to do legacy maintenance work.”

			“Would they be able to make a detonator for the suitcase bomb?”

			“Piece of cake,” said Dr. Goldblum. “The gun barrel is already in the MK54’s uranium cylinder. You just mill a small piece of uranium into a bullet and cram some C4 behind it. You might not get the optimum energy, but you’ll get a fissile reaction which will still cause one hell of a mess.”

			“Where is Trinity?” asked Jack.

			“About half a mile from here.”

			“Can you direct us there?”

			“Sure. I’ll come along and introduce you to the gang. Just let me get my coat and I’ll meet you out front.”

			Following Dr. Goldblum’s directions, Jasmine and Jack drove north of LLNL toward where Morgan had set up the phony lab. They stopped at a non-descript office building and parked out front.

			The main door for Trinity Engineering was wide open. They entered the reception room, which was empty. Dr. Goldblum glanced at his watch. “Little early for lunch. Let’s hope they all haven’t left for the IHOP.” He called down the hall. “Betty? Nate? Anybody home?”

			Jack placed a hand on Dr. Goldblum’s shoulder and spoke in a low voice. “Phil, you got your cell phone on you?”

			“Yeah, why?”

			“I want you to go back out to the car and call the county sheriff. Tell him the FBI says there’s a suspected Code Silver at Trinity Engineering.”

			Dr. Goldblum’s eyes went round. “Is that bad?”

			Jack drew his weapon and chambered a round. “Go.”

			Dr. Goldblum scampered out the door. 

			Jack signaled silently to Jasmine that he would lead down the left of the hallway. She nodded, taking a firing stance on the right side.

			Jack advanced cautiously, peering into rooms and offices. When he reached a wide doorway at the end of the hallway, he signaled for Jasmine to join him. He peeked through an observation window in the door, then crouched below it. “There’s a large lab behind the door,” he whispered. 

			Jasmine placed her ear against the door. “No voices. Can’t hear anything but a loud hum.”

			Jack reached up and tried the door knob. It rotated easily. “Cover me.”

			Easing the door open a crack, Jack peered in. Standing up, he opened the door slightly wider and crept inside.

			There was no one in the room. The loud hum was coming from the electric motor on a large steel lathe. Jack went over and turned it off. Silence engulfed the lab.

			Jasmine entered, checking into corners and alcoves, but the room was empty. She shouldered her gun in her holster. “This is hinky.”

			Jack put a finger to his lips and cocked his head. “Hear that?”

			“What?”

			“Scratching.”

			Jasmine tilted her head. “Yeah.” She moved toward the far end of the lab where a steel door had been secured with a sliding bolt. Placing her ear against the metal, she nodded and silently mouthed “It’s here.” 

			Jack took a crouching stance 10-feet in front of the door, partially covered by a lab bench. He signaled for Jasmine to pull the bolt back.

			The door swung wide and two men in lab coats tumbled to the floor. 

			“Hands up!” shouted Jack.

			The men rolled about uncomfortably on the floor, simultaneously trying to keep their hands up and gain their footing.

			“Nate! Fred!” Jack turned to find Dr. Goldblum standing behind him. “What are you doing hiding in the storage room?”

			One of the men finally got himself upright. “Dang it, Phil, we were bushwhacked.”

			Several people appeared behind the men, including the receptionist Betty. “They stuck guns in our faces!”

			“Who?” asked Jack.

			“These nasty men. They were very rude!”

			“What did they look like?”

			Nate spoke up. “There were four men. They looked and spoke Middle Eastern.”

			“Don’t forget Feargus,” said Fred. “He was with them.”

			“Was he hurt?” asked Jack.

			“He had a bandage on his forehead.”

			They could hear the sound of approaching sirens. Jack turned to Jasmine. “Can you go out front and head off the posse?”

			Jasmine shouldered her gun. “Will do.”

			Several more people emerged from the storage room. One man made a rush for the washroom.

			“How long have you been in there?” asked Jack.

			Nate, a thin man in his sixties, glanced at a wall clock. “Three hours. They came barging in right at 8 am.”

			“What did they want?”

			Nate shrugged. “Beats me. They just rounded everybody up in the storage room.”

			“Hey! Lookit this!” Fred, a tall man wearing a cardigan under his lab coat, was standing by the metal lathe. He was pointing in the scrap metal catcher. 

			Nate joined him. Donning a protective glove, he reached into the pan and lifted out a shard of metal. “Well, I’ll be.”

			“What?” asked Jack.

			Nate held the shard toward him. “They were milling uranium.”

			Fred studied the remains. “Yeah. They cut a small core out of a larger chunk, then shaped it.”

			“What did they shape it into?” asked Jack.

			Fred looked at Nate. “A bullet.”

			Jasmine shortly returned with several large men dressed in body armor. Sheriff Lang, his face sunburnt, stared out of a riot helmet. “Agent Leroi tells me you had a terrorist incident. Anyone hurt or taken hostage?”

			“No, but they may have a WMD. Four men of Middle Eastern origin broke in and built a detonator using Trinity Engineering’s equipment.” Jack turned to Nate. “Do you have CCTV inside and out?”

			“Yes. The recording server is in my office.”

			“Lead the way. We should be able to pull mug shots and a vehicle.”

			As Nate navigated through the CCTV tapes, Jack would frequently have him stop for a screen grab. “That’s Omar al-Burj, the leader. The one beside him is Saddam al-Kut, his intelligence officer. We’ll have to run face recognition on the others.”

			“What about the old guy?” asked Sheriff Lang.

			“That’s Feargus Morgan,” said Nate. “He’s a pal.”

			“We have reason to believe that Morgan is a hostage being forced to work on the WMD,” said Jack. 

			Nate checked the exterior CCTV. He soon found an image of a black GMC SUV parking in the corner of the parking lot. “That’s not one of ours.” He zoomed in on the car. “Plate’s been obscured.”

			Sheriff Lang instructed Nate to transfer the images via email. “We’ll get them out to California Highway Patrol. There’s only so many ways they can get in and out of this town.” He headed out to the parking lot.

			Nate sat at his desk staring out the window, clearly distracted. Jack waved a hand to catch his attention. “Nate, you said you and Feargus are old pals.”

			“Yeah. Jeez, we go back years. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what he was doing with these guys.”

			“Did you try to talk to him?”

			“Yes. When they were hustling us into the storage room, I yelled at him what the hell was going on.”

			“What did he say?”

			“Something real strange; Max Zorro.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 40

						

			“Who is Max Zorro?” Jack was driving back to San Francisco at a high speed as Jasmine scanned through her browser.

			“Slow down a bit, I can’t type.” Jasmine entered the phrase and waited. “A million movie and TV Zorros, but no Max Zorros.”

			“Is there any way of narrowing it down?”

			For several minutes, Jasmine typed in qualifiers. “Nothing under weapons, or nuclear, or terrorism. I can get you a deal on a black mask, though.”

			“Send it on to Dean at DHS,” said Jack. “Maybe his guys at NSA can make something of it.”

			As they entered Oakland, Jack angled the car north, instead of west toward the San Francisco Oakland Bay Bridge.

			“Where we going?” asked Jasmine.

			“Berkeley. I want to tell Bee her grandad’s alive.”

			It was late in the lunch hour by the time they arrived on campus. Bee was in her office, marking papers. She arose from her desk and gave Jack a hug and a kiss. “To what do I owe this wonderful surprise?” 

			“Feargus was spotted this morning in Livermore. He’s OK, but he’s in grave danger.”

			“What’s happened?”

			“Al-Syf forced him to make a detonator. They now have a functioning suitcase bomb. Half of California is on high alert.”

			Bee placed her hand over her mouth. “That’s terrible. Is there any way you can find them?”

			“Feargus may have given us a clue, but we can’t make heads or tails of it.”

			“What did he say?”

			“Max Zorro.”

			Bee barked a laugh.

			“What’s so funny?”

			“Och, that’s what I used to call him.”

			“Feargus?”

			“No, ninny, Max Zorin.” Bee regarded their confused looks. “You know. A View to a Kill. The James Bond movie.”

			Jack thought for a second. “With Roger Moore?”

			“Yes. Christopher Walken played the villain, Max Zorin. I was just a wee bairn when I first saw it and I called him Max Zorro. Feargus always teased me about it.”

			Jasmine turned to Jack. “Why would he reference an old James Bond movie?”

			“I think it takes place in San Francisco,” said Jasmine.

			Bee interrupted. “Max Zorin wanted to take control of the world microchip market by sinking Silicon Valley.”

			Jack snapped his fingers. “That’s right! He put a big load of dynamite in a mine under the San Andreas Fault, but 007 saved the day.”

			Jasmine looked dubious. “Is that what Omar wants to do with the bomb? Blow it up in a mine under the San Andreas Fault and cause an earthquake?”

			“There aren’t any mines under the fault, it’s not the right kind of geology to contain minerals,” said Bee. She walked behind her desk and summoned up the Berkeley website. “There is a way to get directly to the fault, though.” She turned her monitor so that Jasmine and Jack could read a lecture post.

			“SAFOD? What’s that?” asked Jack.

			“The San Andreas Fault Observatory at Depth,” explained Bee. “The Geology Department invited a scientist from the US Geological Survey to give an update on the project last month.”

			“What’s this SAFOD do?” asked Jasmine.

			It’s a mile-long drill hole that ends right at the fault,” said Bee. “It’s loaded with geophones and other sensors in order to analyze and predict future earthquakes.”

			Jack held his hands up about 16 inches wide. “Is the hole big enough to lower something this size down it?”

			“Easily.”

			“Where is it located?”

			“About 200-kilometres south of San Francisco.” Bee called up her map app and pointed to a small farming community. “Here, in Parkfield.”

			Jack turned toward the door. “We gotta go, now.”

			Jack, Jasmine and Bee headed south and east along Hwy 580, skirting Livermore and heading straight for Interstate 5. As Jack drove, Jasmine contacted Dean. “We have reason to believe that al-Syf is going to lower the bomb down a seismic monitoring drill hole that contacts the San Andreas Fault.” Jasmine gave him the coordinates. “We’re heading there now. Our ETA’s about 2 hours. We’ll meet you there.”

			As soon as Jasmine hung up, Jack hit the siren and lights embedded into the front grille and swung into the left lane. The sedan was equipped with a big V-8, and he soon had it flying along at over 100 mph.  Cars quickly got out of the way as they hurtled by.

			Jack yelled over the roar of the car. “How many rounds you got?”  

			“Two clips. How ‘bout you?”

			“Same. Anything in the trunk?”

			“Nothing but a tire iron.”

			“OK. We don’t have enough fire power to intervene. We’ll reconnoitre when we get there and wait for Dean and his posse.”

			Jack glanced in the rear-view mirror. Bee was sitting with her hands clutching the belt across her chest, both invigorated and scared by the racing car. “Bee, did the USGS seismologist say anything about the threat of earthquakes?”

			“He said that their data indicated the fault has been relatively dormant the last several years.’

			“That’s good.”

			“No, that’s bad. You want it to do a thousand little earthquakes, not one big one.”

			“Do you think the bomb could trigger a biggie?”

			Bee shook her head. “I’m not the one to ask. But the seismologist said that the actual surface of the fault was slick, like talcum powder. It wouldn’t take much to set it off.”

			Interstate 5 followed the Central Valley. Mile after mile of orange and almond groves swept by in a blur. After slightly more than an hour, they came to an interchange marked with a sign; Coalinga and Hwy 33. Jasmine glanced at her map app. That’s our turn.”

			Jack turned off the flashing lights and took the off-ramp. The land surrounding Hwy 33 was flat farmland, the first of the spring crops peeking out of the soil. They drove for several miles, passing through the rural farming community of Coalinga, before reaching arid pastureland hills.

			Jack almost drove past their turnoff. “There!” shouted Jasmine, pointing to a small signpost to their left. 

			Jack backed up and took Parkfield Grade. The road was a narrow black-top that ran south through granite hills and scrub country. The first bright green leaves were emerging on mesquite trees, and a ditch was alive with yellow wild flowers. Ranches with livestock barns and loading pens dotted the landscape.

			“Parkfield is half a mile ahead,” said Jasmine.

			The area around the town was relatively verdant, with pastures covered in rich green grass and shady oak trees. Ranch homes and horse barns sat back from the road; people waved as they passed. Jasmine and Bee rolled down their windows and savored the smell of manure and hay.

			Jack pulled into a school bus stop and parked the car. “You got anything on the site?”

			Jasmine handed him her cell phone. “Just a satellite view.”

			Jack studied the image. The town itself consisted of several dozen homes built on acreages. The USGS station was situated at the south end of the village, three buildings fitted with green metal roofing. A chain-link fence surrounded the property, and the paved driveway leading to the facility was guarded by a padlocked gate. 

			Jack handed the cell phone back to Jasmine and put the car in gear. “There’s a café just north of the station. Let’s ask if they’ve seen anything.”

			The Dew Drop Inn was a log cabin situated on the west side of the road, about 100-yards north of the USGS station. Jack pulled into the north side of the parking lot where their car was screened from view.

			Inside, a woman in her late 50s with a nametag emblazoned with Sue was pouring coffee for two men in canvas work jackets and John Deere ball caps. She looked up as Jack, Jasmine and Bee entered, eying their city attire. “You here for the bluegrass festival? Don’t start ‘til next week.”

			“No, ma’am. Jack took out badge. “We’re with the FBI.”  Both the ranchers and Sue’s eyes went round. Jack pointed out the window to where the USGS station was situated in the distance. “Have you noticed any unusual activity recently at the station?”

			Sue put down her coffee pot. “Now that you mention it, Arnold and Buddy didn’t come in for lunch today.” She pointed to the menu board. “We’re having roast pork and gravy sandwiches. That’s Buddy’s favorite.”

			“Who are Arnold and Buddy?” asked Jasmine.

			One of the ranchers spoke up. “They’re USGS scientists.” He turned and pointed at the station. “They drive up from Fresno every weekday to check on the quake monitors.”

			“There was a big black SUV waiting this morning,” said Sue. “Maybe somebody came up from LA to check on things and they’re too busy for lunch.”

			Jack glanced at Jasmine at the mention of the SUV. He turned back to Sue. “Is there a way to approach the station without being seen?”

			Sue pointed to the west side of the station. “There’s a pony path that runs through the dry riverbed behind it. It’s full of scrub. You could probably get real close.”

			Jack turned to the ranchers. “Can I ask your names?”

			“I’m Hank Clover and this here’s Gary Pringle.”

			“Can I ask you a favor?”

			“Sure.”

			Jack shrugged off his suit jacket, revealing his Sig Sauer and shoulder holster. “We need to borrow your jackets for a bit.”

			Hank nodded to Jack’s gun. “Heck, we’ll do you one better. You can borrow our jackets and my 12-gauge.”

			After Hank returned from his truck with the weapon, Jack and Jasmine exited the back of the café and entered the scrub that lined the dry riverbed. Birds chirped in the branches, and a lizard scuttled under a rock as they passed. Jack took the lead, advancing with the 12-guage pointed toward the ground.

			There was no sign of movement at the station. The building at the north end of the facility was the site office. The one in the middle was a bunkhouse, and the building on the end was a large warehouse with a garage door on its side. Hank had explained that the wellhead and draw-works were situated in the warehouse. A black SUV and a USGS pick-up truck were parked adjacent to the front garage door.

			“What’s the plan?” asked Jasmine.

			Jack glanced at his watch. By his reckoning, Dean and his crew should be arriving soon. “We sit tight and wait for backup.”

			Jasmine’s response was interrupted by a blood-curdling scream. Indistinct cursing and shouting emanated from the warehouse.

			“Sounds like someone’s being skinned alive,” said Jasmine.

			Jack nodded grimly. “We can’t wait for Dean.”

			“We do the alley-oop?” said Jasmine.

			“Let’s go.”

			Crouching low, Jack and Jasmine advanced to the garage door. A metal door stood to its right. Raising her hand, Jasmine rapped the butt of her pistol against the door; shave-and-a-haircut, two-bits. She then scurried for cover behind the USGS truck.

			A few seconds later, the door swung open and a man advanced, holding an Uzi machine gun. As soon as he stepped forward, Jack, who was standing behind the door, flung it back heavily against him, knocking him to the ground. The agent smacked him on the back of the head with the butt of the shot-gun as Jasmine ran forward. Throwing her the Uzi, he grabbed the unconscious man by the collar and dragged him back toward the cars. 

			“That’ll take their mind off torture,” said Jack.

			Someone shouted inside. “Back off!” A volley of shots blasted through the open door.

			“Damn.” Jasmine quickly inspected the Uzi, ensuring it was loaded and unlocked. “We go in?”

			“Not without armor.” The man groaned, but remained unconscious. Jack flipped him on is back and rifled his pockets. He pulled out a set of keys. “Now we got armor.”

			The SUV roared to life. Jack backed the massive car up a few feet, then floored it. He hit the garage door square, ripping it off its side railing. A man on a scaffold shot out the window of the car as it screeched to a halt. Jack, crouching below the firewall, leaned up and blasted him with the shot-gun. The man fell to the ground, howling in agony.

			“Hold your fire or we’ll kill them all!” Omar stood up, clutching one of the USGS scientists in front as a human shield.

			“Give up Omar, it’s over!” shouted Jack. He pointed the shot-gun at the terrorist.

			Omar sidled over to a wellhead, partially blocking Jack’s aim. “You’re too late.” He pushed a lever, and a motor that had been whining shuddered to a halt. “We’ve lowered the bomb in place.”

			Jack could see Feargus and the second USGS scientist crouching behind the wellhead. Their hands and feet had been bound by plastic ties. “Let everyone go and we can talk.”

			“There’s nothing to talk about.”

			“You can’t ignite the bomb. The quake could kill us.”

			“The quake? Who’s talking about one quake? I intend to ignite thousands!”

			“You’re bluffing,” shouted Jack.

			“It’s true!” said the USGS scientist. “There’s no telling what might happen!”

			Omar smiled grimly. “We’re about to find out.” He held up a remote. “Goodbye, everyone.” He pushed the button.

			Jack and Jasmine sucked in their breath, but nothing happened. Omar, puzzled, glanced at Feargus.

			Feargus nodded at the wellhead. “Best have a look.”

			Puzzled, Omar perched his face over the open wellhead just as the uranium bullet, traveling at 1000-yards per second, exited the borehole. His head was instantly vaporized, the bullet blasting a hole in the metal roof and disappearing into the sky.

			Omar’s headless body teetered to one side and fell lifeless to the floor. The one remaining henchman, his eyes round in terror, ran screaming. Jasmine flung her door open as he passed, knocking him to the ground. She landed a knee on his back, knocking the wind out of him, and cuffed his hands together.

			Jack pulled his Sig Sauer and advanced warily toward the hostages. “There’s a jackknife in my pocket,” said the USGS scientist. Jack freed their hands and legs.

			Feargus pointed to Omar’s lifeless form. “I seem to have inserted the detonator backward,” he said. “My mistake.”

			Jack took Feargus by the arm. “With any luck, that’s the last of your mistakes.”

			Just as they stepped outside, Dean and his crew arrived, their vehicles careening into the station with sirens blaring. Dean, dressed in body armor, jumped from the cab. He eyed the carnage and the trussed men. “You OK?”

			“Not a scratch.” Jack pointed to the terrorists. “Al-Syf is either in custody or dead. The bomb is secure at the bottom of the hole.”

			Dean glanced at Feargus. “So, this is the infamous Baron Morgan.”

			Feargus was about to reply when he was approached from behind. 

			“Grandad!” Bee, followed by the ranchers and Sue, gave Feargus a big hug. “I was so afraid!”

			Feargus patted his granddaughter. “It’s all right. Everything is going to be fine.”

			Jack sighed. “No, it’s not. I’m placing you under arrest.” He pulled out his handcuffs and placed them on the older man’s wrists. “You have the right to remain silent. You have the right to counsel.” Jack glanced at Bee. “I suggest you retain the best lawyer that money can buy. You’re going to need it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 41

			Wednesday, April 3

			

			The following morning, Detective Marcy Locke arranged to meet Jack, Jasmine and Marge at the FBI headquarters. 

			“I stopped and got you some donuts.” Marcy plunked down a box of triple chocolate-dipped from Monty’s Bakery on Turk Street. “The crème-de-la-crème.”

			“Hoo-boy,” said Marge. “My favorite.” She helped herself to three.

			Jack plucked one from the box and took a bite. “What’s the occasion?”

			 “The Hammerson murder case is officially closed.” Marcy held her coffee up in toast.  “Salut.”

			“Salut!” they all called out.

			Marcy sat down at the table and took a file out of her purse. “OK, here’s the summation of what we’ve learned from LAPD, SDPD, DHS and NCIS. The man who personally killed Dag with the axe is a Japanese felon by the name of Hiro Tamana.” She lifted a mug shot out of the file and passed it around. 

			Jack stared at the face. It was one of the men he had seen in Gomo’s dojo. “Is he under arrest?”

			“Killed by SEALS during the attack on the delivery van,” said Marcy. “The Yakuza henchmen who survived have all been charged with attempted murder. We also raided Gomo’s personal premises and found a stash of military weapons stolen from the North Station, as well as drugs from Southeast Asia. We’ve closed down a major international criminal ring.”

			“Have you talked to Dag’s people in Maryland?” asked Jasmine. 

			“We spoke to his supervisor, Amanda Young. Everyone is still shaken up by his death, but the news that the killers have been brought to account is a comfort to everyone. The NRC is working to establish a memorial scholarship in his honor.” 

			Marcy closed her file. “That’s it from my end. What’s the news on the plot to steal the bomb? Is Michi talking?”

			“There’s been a development,” said Jack. “He went back to SDPD for processing, but they didn’t strip search him well enough. They think he took a dose of fentanyl while he was in holding. By the time the deputies found him, he wasn’t breathing. He’s on artificial life-support, but the ICU docs say he is never going to wake up.”

			Marcy nodded. “What about Samantha Van Dusen?”

			“Temporary suspension pending review,” said Marge. “But I don’t think even her godfather can pull her butt out of this fire. I suspect she’ll be looking for a new career, soon. Maybe Rocky will hire her. ”

			“Speaking of which, how’s Vinnie?” asked Marcy.

			“Guilty as hell, but Rocky says we’ll have to prove it in court.’”

			Marcy mimicked a wise-guy accent. “Hey, it was a typo!”

			They all laughed. Marcy continued. “I hope at least they fired him from Livermore.”

			“That they did,” said Jack. “Guilty or not, Doc Patek led the charge and got him summarily canned.”

			“And Feargus?”

			“He’s been charged with a number of federal crimes. He retained Rocky as counsel. They’re coming in to discuss cooperation.”

			Marcy stood. “I want to thank you all again for your help.” She walked around the table and placed a hand on Jack’s chest. “It was good to see you again.”

			“You too, Marcy.” Jack gave her a kiss on the cheek. “You take care.”

			Marcy smiled ruefully at Jack, waved to the rest, and walked out the door.

			Later that morning, Rocco Molinari arrived. Jack, Jasmine, Marge and Assistant US DA Janice Herring were in attendance. “Good to see you!” the defense lawyer shook hands all around and sat down at the table.

			“What puts you in such a good mood?” asked Jack.

			Rocky intertwined his fingers behind his head. “Thanks to you guys, I’m taking the family on an Alaskan cruise this summer.” He looked around. “Where’s my client?”

			“He’ll be here soon.” Marge slid a paper across the table to Rocky. “Here’s the full list of charges.”

			Rocky glanced at it briefly. “Possession of nuclear materials? Is that a real thing?”

			“Yep. So is grand larceny.”

			“Grand larceny? Hey, you know what uranium costs? Twenty five bucks a pound. I’ve pinched bathrobes from the Ritz worth more than this thing!”

			Marge peered over the top of her cat’s eyeglasses. “Counsellor…”

			Rocky held his hands up “Hey, I’m kidding. But seriously, my client is ready to cut a deal. What’s the ADA have to say?”

			“If your client fully and truthfully testifies about his guidance and participation in both the LEU and bomb crimes, then my office is willing to entertain leniency,” said Herring.

			An SFPD deputy appeared at the doorway, escorting a prisoner. Baron Feargus Morgan was wearing an orange overall. His hands were cuffed, and a chain ran between his legs. The deputy guided him over to a chair and unlocked the restraints. He then took up station against the wall, his hand resting on the grip of his holstered gun.

			Feargus rubbed his wrists as Rocky leaned forward and whispered in his ear. He nodded assent after the lawyer was finished.

			Rocky straightened his shoulders. “My client agrees to fully and truthfully disclose the circumstances surrounding the alleged events.”

			Jack cleared his throat. “Baron, let’s start with an explanation of what you were attempting to do – in layman’s terms.”

			Feargus peered at the agent closely, then spoke with a faint Scottish burr. “What is your name?”

			“Agent Jack Kenyon. This is Agent Jasmine Leroi and SAC Marge Gonelli.”

			Feargus nodded, almost to himself. “I was constructing a toroid.”

			“Why?”

			“To create a miniature black hole.”

			“Why did you try to steal uranium?”

			“To power my nuclear engine. The toroid requires 500 megawatts of electrical energy to work, and a nuclear engine was the only viable option for my experiment.”

			Marge held up a hand. “Walk us through the scam with Livermore.”

			Feargus bowed his head. “Please tell the family of Mr. Dag Hammerson and those who love and respect him that I am truly sorry for what happened.”

			Marge made a circular motion to continue.

			Feargus cleared his throat. “I have some experience with the legal acquisition of LEU. I knew that there were ways to elude NRC oversight. Under my orders, my chief of security, Otto Klee, set up a false depot and suborned a clerk at NARAC to supply the requisition.”

			“You mean, Vinnie?”

			Rocky held up a warning hand. “Hey, don’t go there.”

			“Mr. Klee handled the details,” said Feargus. “I never met the clerk.”

			“Why did you shut the depot down?” asked Jack.

			“It became clear to us that NRC had been alerted. We withdrew from the plan.”

			“When you say ‘it became clear to us that the NRC had been alerted’, are you referring to Inspector Hammerson?” asked Jasmine.

			Feargus nodded. “He made inquiries. We realized – how do you say it? – the jig was up.”

			“So, you killed him?”

			Feargus tilted his head down. “The death of Inspector Hammerson arose from our attempts to acquire HEU from a separate source.”

			“The suitcase bomb?” asked Jasmine.

			“Yes.”

			“How did you connect with Sam Yamaguchi?” asked Jack.

			“Indirectly. Mr. Klee and Mr. Gomo knew one another.”

			“How does a former East German spy and a Japanese Mafioso hook up?” asked Jasmine.

			“The Germans and Japanese have a lengthy history of alliances,” said Feargus. “Under my orders, Klee put out feelers to those who had criminal connections within the US military. As it turns out, Gomo had an associate who worked for the nuclear arsenal.”

			“What did you do?”

			“We agreed to pay two million dollars for the acquisition of an MK54. The warhead would supply me with enough U235 to fuel the nuclear engine.”

			“What screwed up?” asked Jack.

			“Gomo got greedy. He refused to turn over the bomb and devised an auction to sell it to the highest bidder.”

			“So, you stole the bomb from Sam.”

			“We deduced enough clues from their operation to pinpoint the thief,” said Feargus. “He had left it hidden in his home. While he was out, we broke in and stole it.”

			“Why did the Yakuza kill Hammerson?”

			“They knew I had stolen the bomb. They broke into my home to search for it. Mr. Hammerson showed up to interview me. When they realized he was with the NRC, they attempted to find out what he knew.” Feargus stared at the floor. “You know the rest.”

			They all sat silently for a moment, until Jack finally spoke. “Tell us what happened in Europe.” 

			“We flew to France and retrieved the nuclear engine from my chateau in the Loire. The men from the Middle East who had purchased the bomb at the auction pursued us relentlessly.”

			“Omar al-Burj and his ISIL splinter group,” said Jack. 

			“They seemed to know a great deal about us,” said Feargus.

			“They had a mole.”

			Feargus nodded, finally understanding. “After they captured me, they threatened to kill my granddaughter Boudicca if I didn’t cooperate.”

			“What happened at the SAFOD station?” asked Jasmine.

			“I placed the detonator in backwards,” said Feargus. “Rather unfortunate of Mr. al-Burj to peek down the hole at the wrong time.”

			Rocky held up a hand. “I think we’ve covered all the major points.” He turned to Janice Herring. “Is the US DA’s office prepared to consider leniency?”

			“I have one further question for your client,” said Janice. “Where are you hiding the uranium 235 from the suitcase bomb?”

			Rocky turned to his client. “What the…?”

			Feargus pursed his lips and stared at the ceiling.

			The ADA removed a file from her briefcase. “I received a communication from Mr. Dean Hearst with DHS.” She opened it up and perused a report. “They were able to recover the bomb from the SAFOD drill hole. They found that the uranium had been replaced with harmless lead.” She stared hard at Feargus.  “You intend to try your experiment again, don’t you?”

			Marge slapped her hand on the table. “What I want to know is what you was trying to do in the first place!”

			“I know.” They turned to see Bee standing at the doorway. She was holding up a paper toward Fergus. “Chappy sent this to me. He’s had time to examine all your equipment. You were going to send a destructive laser ray back in time, weren’t you?”

			Feargus hung his head.

			Bee advanced toward her grandfather. “And I know why, too. That’s the exact location where mom and dad had their garage. You were going to send that laser beam back in time to destroy their car.”

			Jack stared between Bee and Feargus. “Why would he want to do that?”

			“Because if their car was destroyed, they could never have driven to London. They would never have had that accident. They would still be alive.”

			Feargus spoke quietly to Bee, as if she was the only person in the room. “For thousands of years, our title has passed down 



	

from father to son. I tried to do it so that the baronetcy would live on.” 

			Bee place a hand on Feargus’s shoulder. “Anghus may not be your heir, but there will be a son when it’s time for the title to pass.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a white stick with a blue color in the end. “I’m pregnant, with a boy.”

			Feargus’s eyes went round in wonder. “Who’s the father?”

			Bee pointed to Jack. “He is.”

			Jack sat at the table in stunned silence, staring at Bee, then at Feargus.

			Feargus finally stood. “I will show you the location of the uranium.”

			 Marge nodded to the deputy. “Put him in detention room #1 until we can contact DHS.” The deputy stepped forward and placed the restraints on Feargus, before leading him out the door. 

			Marge turned to Bee. “I take it congratulations are in order.”

			ADA Herring coughed. “I’m afraid there’s been a slight bit of subterfuge of which Agent Kenyon was unaware.”

			Jack finally spoke. “Uh, what?”

			The ADA pointed to the file. “When I received this information from DHS, I knew that we would require significant leverage to persuade Mr. Morgan to reveal the location of the uranium.” She turned to Bee. “I contacted Professor Caledonia and she filled me in on the purpose of her grandfather’s experiment. We devised a harmless ruse to inveigle his cooperation.”

			Jack stood and approached Bee. “You mean you’re not – we’re not - pregnant?”

			“No, of course not.” Bee reached into her purse and retrieved the white stick. “I dipped a tampon in the hand soap in the lady’s loo.” Bee peered into his eyes. “Would you have been happy if it was really true?”

			Jack took Bee in his arms. “Yes, my darling.”

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE

			Saturday, April 6

			

			Marge, Jack, Jasmine and Ryan were sitting at a picnic table in Golden Gate Park. They watched as Bee and Bobby navigated Stow Lake in a paddle boat, laughing and splashing the water with their hands.

			“You should have seen Jack’s face when Bee pulled out the tampon,” said Jasmine. 

			“I’m sure it was a big surprise,” said Ryan.

			“You could have driven a bus into his mouth, it was hanging so wide,” said Marge.

			Jack turned red with embarrassment. “You have to admit, it was a big shock.”

			Marge drained her bottle of beer. “Who’s gonna join me in another round?”

			The vote was unanimous, and Jack fished four more from a cooler under the table. “You hear back from Dean at DHS?”

			Marge nodded. “Omar and his boys had a safe house near The Fillmore. Feargus hid the uranium under Omar’s bed. Don’t ask me how he did the switcheroo without anyone noticing.”

			“He’s a brilliant guy,” said Jack. “Too bad he didn’t use it to benefit mankind.”

			“Who says?” retorted Marge. “The US Department of Energy is falling all over itself trying to get access to his goodies in England.”

			“Not to mention the Department of Defense,” said Jasmine. “I’m sure they’ll figure out a way to fry somebody with it.”

			 “Meh.” Marge took a long pull on her bottle. “Whatever happens, something tells me Feargus won’t be spending too much time behind bars.”

			Ryan took some wieners out of the cooler and fired up the Coleman propane stove. She stuck two fingers in her mouth and whistled loudly, waving at Bee and Bobby to head back to shore.

			“Heard anything on Sam?” asked Jack.

			“I spoke to Freddy in DC,” said Marge. “She formally resigned from the FBI yesterday. Her Uncle Vick paid her bail and she’s back living in her aunt’s house.”

			“Think she’ll go to jail?” asked Jasmine.

			“Michi’s family took him off life support and he passed,” said Marge. “We didn’t Miranda Sam, so what she told us can’t be entered into court. Unless her lawyer puts her on the stand, all we got is some phone records.”

			“So, she goes free,” said Jasmine. “Why am I not surprised?”

			Marge patted Jasmine’s hand. “Why don’t you tell everyone the good news?”

			Jasmine smiled. “My mom’s coming for dinner tonight.”

			“That’s great!” said Jack. “What changed her mind?”

			“Bronny didn’t tell you?”

			Jack suddenly got worried. “No. What did he do?”

			“Last Thursday I got a call from Bronny. He wanted me and Ryan to take him to the River of Jordan Baptist Church for their weekday evening service.”

			“Uh-oh,” said Jack.

			“Yep. Right in the middle of Reverend Charles Jackson’s sermon on the evils of unnatural urges, Bronny gets up and marches down the aisle singing a love song.”

			Ryan turned from where she was cooking the hot dogs. “Well, not exactly a love song, more like a lust song. He was singing Fever. I didn’t know Bronny had such a great tenor voice.”

			“I didn’t know the choir master was a Peggy Lee fan,” said Jasmine. “She got right in there and sang soprano.”

			“That sounds kind of nice,” said Jack.

			“You haven’t heard the best part,” said Jasmine. “Once Bronny got to the pulpit, he begged Charles to leave his wife and run away back to their old love nest.”

			“No way!”

			“Yes way. He got down on one knee and proposed.”

			“What did the Reverend do?” asked Jack.

			“His eyes got all round and buggy and he looked like he was fit to choke,” said Ryan.

			Jasmine continued. “He tried to run out the back, but Bronny grabbed hold of his vestments and wouldn’t let go. He dragged poor Bronny on his knees!”

			“All the while Bronny’s crying ‘Chucky! Chucky! Don’t crush my heart again!’”

			“The Reverend finally struggled out of his cape and ran,” said Ryan.

			Tears of laughter were coursing down Marge’s cheeks. “What happened after that?”

			“Bronny got the choir master and organist together and they did a set of Peggy Lee songs,” said Ryan. “The whole congregation sang along. After they finished, Bronny and Jasmine stood outside the front door and shook everyone’s hands.”

			“And Carmen?” asked Jack. “How did your mom take it?”

			Jasmine arched an eyebrow. “She had an impromptu meeting with her quilting club on the sidewalk. I couldn’t hear what mom said, but she was putting a lot of finger wagging into it. Then she stomped off.”

			Jack tilted his beer in salute. “All’s well that ends well.”

			“Here, here,” said Marge, joining the toast. “I’m glad Carmen finally saw the light.”

			Bee docked the boat and brought Bobby hand-in-hand back to the picnic table. 

			“Did you enjoy the paddle boat?” asked Marge.

			“We sailed a sixteen-gun frigate out of Tortuga,” said Bobby.

			“Argh, we’re pirates,” added Bee. “Make us some grub ya scurvy crew, or you’ll walk the plank!”

			Ryan popped the wieners into buns and handed everyone a plate. Bee put mustard and onions on hers, then took a small bite. “These taste remarkably good,” she said.

			“You got some mustard on your lip,” said Jack. “Here, I’ll rub it off.” He leaned forward and kissed her.

			“My, now that’s service with a smile,” said Bee, kissing him back. “I could get used to this.”

			“Stick with me, Bee, and we’ll make beautiful music together.”

			Ryan and Jasmine burst into song. 

			“Fever….”
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