














Chapter I



Sandy Tilton reached up with her 
well-
manicured and polished hand to adjust the rear view mirror on her new Mercedes 420SEL.   It briefly crossed her mind that a more practical length of her nails would soon be necessary.    She smiled. 

The bright red sedan, a birthday present from her husband, sped East on highway 41, through Westchester and on toward Miami.   The sun, having gone down just minutes earlier, no longer reflected into her eyes.  It did, however, leave a soft, misty, orange glow that spread across the sky and glistened off her blonde hair.  Lying on her lap, causing a fold in her print skirt, was the book she had purchased only twenty minutes prior. She reached down with the hand that had just adjusted the mirror and touched the book.  The book of baby names.  Tonight, she and Grant would sit down and begin the process of naming their unborn child.        

Distracted between the road ahead, the colorful expanse of beauty behind and the book in her lap, she traded glances, not wanting to drive off the road, yet not willing to miss the glory that 


signaled the day’s end and penetrated the blue Miami sky in back of her car. The rear view mirror afforded her only a trifle view of the horizon, yet a magnificent one at that.  This day truly was exhilarating! 

With the window down, the warm, humid, evening air breezed around her and filled the cab of the vehicle.  She found herself surrounded with the odorous smell of the salty sea air, immersed in its sweet aroma.  The damp air caressed her skin like a layer of soft satin.

The drive from her obstetrician’s office to the book store and then home, was a long and tedious one, yet relaxing at the same time.  Today was different, today  each minute seemed even more spectacular.  Because of the discussion she and her doctor had today, everything looked more beautiful, the air smelled sweeter and  the sunset more spectacular.  Her senses were alive and she was on top of the world!   After having suffered three previous miscarriages, this particular visit to the doctor was all important.  Today, it was determined  she had passed the most critical stages of her pregnancy. She had passed the magical twelve-week mark. Twelve was a wonderful number.  It would appear, according to the doctor, that chances were very good that she would be able to carry this baby to full-term.   The baby they had been desperately trying for over seven years, was now becoming a reality.  The smile on her face appeared to be permanent.  She couldn’t stop thinking of how wonderful her life was and how much more fulfilled she would be, now that she was going to become a mother.

In her mind, she played out how the romantic evening would unfold.  She would pick up Grant’s favorite food, Chinese.  She wasn’t as queasy lately and she thought she just might be 



able to stomach the smell tonight. Tonight she could do anything.  They would put a Carol Bayer Sager CD on the stereo, light a few candles and sit back in the soft light to celebrate the wonder that grew, as a part of her, in her abdomen.  All-the-while, reading the possible list of names for their creation. 

From the parking lot of the doctor’s office, not more than one hour ago, Sandy had phoned Grant at work to let him know the wonderful news.  The words came like music to his ears.  So elated, was he, that he called and canceled his last sales appointment at The Yacht Shop. Something even he never would have thought he’d do. But he suspected he’d be doing a lot of things he never thought he’d do from now on.  He couldn’t wait to get home and be with Sandy.  Owning one of the largest boat sales and brokerages in the city of  Miami, had its advantages - he could call the shots.  He gladly made the call that meant this particular buyer would have to wait until tomorrow to view the luxury boats that Grant had in inventory.  He was excited to get home, hold his wife and celebrate this victory. He mused that this must be how it felt to take San Juan hill:   The same exhilaration after such a heart wrenching struggle; the same top-of-the-world, nothing-could-go-wrong feeling.

Sandy watched in the rear view mirror as the last hints of sunlight dipped below the horizon.   Noting the fast-approaching darkness, she rotated the switch that turned on the headlights.  The beams played out onto the road in front of her, reaching into the graying sky and falling upon the pavement.  This particular Wednesday night found very little traffic on the road.  Even had there been heavy traffic, or a major jam, it’s doubtful she would have let that spoil her 

jubilant mood.  She  sat back,  relaxed and pressed a button on the steering column to increase the volume on the radio.  The sonorous sounds of Kenny G and his saxophone filled the confines of the luxury automobile and wafted out the open window into the night air.  Tranquilly engulfed in the melodic tunes that rang out around her, Sandy sighed and felt the familiar broad smile occupy her face once again.   She couldn’t stop it.  The sounds of a siren, however, immediately broke that spell and drew her attention to the rear view mirror once again.  

From behind the Mercedes, a state patrol vehicle raced up to less than ten feet from her bumper.  The red and blue lights atop the vehicle were rotating and the headlights were flashing from high to low beam.  A bright red spotlight, from the driver’s side of the patrol vehicle,  also engulfed her car.  Sandy unconsciously looked down at her speedometer.  The gauge read only 53 miles per hour, well below the posted 60.  She quickly reduced her speed and began to pull to the shoulder of the road.  Kenny G was silenced.  Gravel kicked up from under her tires, as the car dropped off of the pavement and on to the soft shoulder.  She glanced in the mirror and watched as the patrol car followed her to the side of the road.  

Swearing under her breath for having to take her shiny new car through this rock barrage, Sandy braked the car to a stop.   From her rear view mirror she could see the officer still seated in his patrol car.  She quickly  retrieved her purse  from the passenger seat and hurriedly began tearing through it for her driver’s license, murmuring chiding words to herself.  She had to start putting it back in her wallet so it was easy to find instead of  just throwing it into any available pocket.  Small articles from within the purse now hit the passenger seat as she searched the 

contents.  Reaching up, she pressed the button that illuminated the interior dome light, giving her the opportunity to find the elusive document in one of the side pouches.   

The sound of heels unevenly hitting the pavement drew her attention to the side view mirror.  The officer, tall and lean, was making his way towards her.  His lanky frame approached as a silhouette in the bright lights of his patrol car.  She could see that his hands were on his hips and he was moving very deliberately, favoring his left leg.  Her heart began beating faster.  She did not fear law officers, but she did not like dealings with them just the same.  

The officer approached the Mercedes slowly and cautiously, retrieving a flashlight from his belt.  He allowed the beam to play into the back seat of the car as he stood beside the vehicle.  Satisfied that the back of the car was not occupied, he moved to stand beside the car, near the driver’s side-view mirror.

“Ma’am,” he said, clearing his throat authoritatively.   “I need to see your driver’s license , registration and insurance information, please.”

“Certainly, officer.”  Having found the required item in her purse, she reached out and handed him her Florida driver’s license.  She also produced the registration and insurance information she had pulled from the visor pocket.

“Was I speeding?”

“This is just a routine stop, ma’am” he said, turning the flashlight on to the license to study it.  “You’ve got a  temporary license tag in the window.   We like to check to make certain that the tag is legitimate. ”

Sandy smiled, recognizing a “girl stop” when she saw one.  This wouldn’t be the first time she had been stopped by an officer for no apparent reason, other than to get a closer look at her. She smiled once again when she thought of how the officers face would look in about five months when he’d walk up to the car to discover her distended abdomen.  She was not overly pleased by this delay in getting home, but again she vowed she would not let anything distract her from her joyous mood.  She leaned forward to try to see the man’s face, but to no avail.  He was rather tall and his head was well above the top of the car.

The officer continued to shine the beam of light from his flashlight on her credentials.  He then let the light shine onto her face.    She smiled at him.   

“Everything seems to be in order ma’am, I’m just going to run a quick check and then we’ll have you on your way.  If you would, ma’am, please remove the keys from your ignition and hand them to me.”

“What!” she exclaimed, now becoming visibly angry.

“Ma’am, it’s just a precaution.  We’ve had far too many characters drive off while we’re in the middle of running ID checks on them.  Please hand me the keys and you’ll be on your way momentarily.”

“This is ridiculous!”  Thoroughly upset now, she pulled the keys from the ignition.  She contemplated tossing them out the window, but thought better of it and reluctantly handed them to the officer.

“Here”

He grabbed the keys and stepped away from the vehicle, making his way back to the patrol car.  Sandy watched him limp toward the patrol car and then enter the car through the driver’s door.

Although a forced effort, Sandy took several deep breaths, relaxing and mentally reminding herself of the evening that lay ahead of her.  Inwardly chastising herself for allowing this officer to rile her, she smiled and sat back, playing with the pages of the small book that still sit in her lap.  

Within moments, the officer was back, standing beside her car.  “Ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you to step out of the car.”

Stunned, Sandy leaned out the window to see the officer better.  “Look, I’ve been understanding and patient here, but I fail to see why I need to get out of the car.  I wasn’t breaking the law and now this?  I demand to know why this is necessary!”

“Ma’am this car was reported stolen two weeks ago.”

“Yes, I know it was, but it was recovered by the police two days later and returned to us.  That report is old news.  You can see by my registration that the car is registered to my husband and I.”  Sandy quickly picked up the cellular phone that was cradled in the holder between the 

front seats.    She began to punch several buttons.  “Let me call my husband.  He’ll verify what I’ve told you.”  Under her breath, she mumbled as she fiddled with the phone.  “This is absolutely ridiculous.”

The officer bent down and reached into the car,  violently yanking the cellular phone from Sandy’s hand.  In doing so, the attachment cord pulled free from its mooring and retracted like a rubber band, slapping against Sandy’s cheek.

“For Christ sakes!” she yelled, her hand now covering the spot where the cord hit her.  “What is wrong with you?  You didn’t have to ruin the phone.  I hope you know that I’ll be filing a report on you.”

The officer stood upright again, dangling the cellular phone and cord from his right hand.  “Yes ma’am, you do that.  Now please step out of the car.  Let’s not make this more difficult than we have to.”

Sandy hastily removed the seat belt and angrily exited the car, cursing and swearing as she did.  When she stepped out of the car, the small book that had been on her lap,  fell to the ground.  She quickly bent forward to pick it up.  As her had reached out to grasp it, the officer’s foot struck it, sending it sliding across the dirt and under the car.  Sandy’s face flushed with anger.  “You son of a……….”

“Leave the book lady.  You won’t be needing it anymore.” The first tendrils of fear wrapped themselves around her  spine. There was something final in the way he had said that. She shook it off as pregnancy hormones and an overactive imagination.

“I’ve had all of this I’m going to take” she said, attempting to get back in the Mercedes.  The officer placed his foot on the side of the door and firmly kicked it shut, narrowly missing Sandy’s hand.  His brazen attitude and defiance began to unnerve Sandy.  Her heart began racing within her chest, throbbing against her ribs, the blood pumping against the side of every vein in her body. 

“Look officer, I just don’t understand why this happening.  I’m sorry I lost my temper.  If you’ll just forgive my momentary tirade……” 

He held his hand up to silence her.  Smiling, he whispered.  “This will all be over before you know it, lady.  Just cooperate with me.”  He slowly moved forward towards her.  She now found herself standing not more than six inches away from the man, unable to move backward as the car stopped her egress.  

“Get the hell away from me!” she yelled, her defiance once again coming to the surface.

The officer, unabashed, continued smiling at her, ignoring her insolence and aggression.  “Lady, please step to the rear of the car and place your hands behind your back.”  The officer did not surrender his position as he tossed the cellular phone back into the passenger seat of the Mercedes.

“For God sakes” she yelled, “I’m not a common criminal.”



The smile left the officer’s face.  “Just do it, bitch.  I will only be patient so long.”

Sandy’s lip began quivering as she slowly turned toward the rear of the car, placing her hands behind her, as instructed.  The officer maintained his close proximity to her,  nudging her from behind.   She could feel the man rub against her.  Her stomach tightened as she continued moving to the rear of the car.  When she reached the back tire, the officer stopped her with his hand on her shoulder, his groin against her butt.   He spun her around to face him again, never losing contact with her pelvic region.  

“This will do” he said, reaching down and grabbing her left arm.  He pulled her closer to him and slapped a handcuff on her wrist.

“Damn it! she screamed.  “I haven’t done anything wrong!”  She tried to back away from the officer but his body pushed her against the car.  She now sensed his arousal, as he pressed against her firmly.  Tears welled up in her eyes.

Ignoring her words and her actions, the officer yanked on the cuff, spinning her toward the rear of the car.  He then took the other side of the device and locked it around the door handle on the back door of the car.  She turned as the officer then took her car keys and tossed them onto the driver’s seat of the Mercedes.  

“Please, what is it you want with me?”  Exasperated, the tears now turned to outright crying.  The fear and the frustration boiled to the surface and manifested themselves as hysteria.  

Seeing that she was adequately restrained, the officer found another fraction of an inch to press closer to her.   He held her right arm down by her side.  He was close enough for her to smell his hot, rotten breath.  His facial features were now permanently entrenched in her memory.  His broad nose looked as though it had been broken before.  It spread out over his face grotesquely and whined as he breathed.  When he smiled at her, she could see that he had a gold-capped tooth  in front that reflected the lights from the patrol car.  His face now came even closer to hers, his breath playing on her cheek.  She turned to one side, no longer able to look at him.  

As his tongue darted on to her cheek, she began shifting her weight from foot to foot, in a nervous motion.  He continued playing with her and allowed his left hand to fall into the crease between her thighs.  It remained there for a moment, caressing her.  His middle finger darted in and out of the fold, prying,  feeling for  the spot where he wanted to be.  His tongue found its way to the lobe of her ear.  Desperately, she tried to cross her right leg over the left and close off the passageway to his advances, but he was much too strong to restrain.

“Please stop” she begged.  “Please don’t do this to me.”

“Don’t do this to me” he mimicked, laughing.  The officer continued.  “Just be a good girl” he whispered into her ear.  “I’ll be gentle.”

“Stop!” she yelled, quickly slamming her head forward, striking the man’s forehead just above the nose.  The pain shot through her.

He quickly drew back, losing his grip on her right hand.  Reeling from the pain of the head butt, yet not willing to give in, he leaned forward again, only to be repelled as Sandy’s foot came up into his groin.  She had pulled to the full extent of her restraint and leveled him with a front kick that was part of the second lesson in her self defense class.  Dazed from the shots to his head and his crotch, the officer was too shocked at what had just transpired to see her right hand lashing out at him.  Using her fingernails as a weapon, she forcefully struck him, the blow gouging his left cheek.  This impact, combined with the two previous shots caused the officer to fall backward.  His weak leg was no longer able to support him during the onslaught.  The officer’s hat flew off and his flashlight flew from its holder as he fell backward.    Shaking his head and bringing himself back to a semi-upright position, the officer brought his right hand up to test the area that had just been  attacked.  His eyes glared at Sandy, as his left hand covered his crotch in an unconscious move to protect it from further attack.  When he brought his hand down, the lights of the patrol car revealed the blood that was now oozing from his cheek.  Her fingernails had gouged a two-inch patch of flesh from his face.  His touch caused the wound to burn intensely.

“You fucking bitch!” he roared, standing back up and facing her.  She was sobbing uncontrollably and shaking in fear.  The man stepped toward her.

“Please, just  leave me alone.  Don’t hurt me,” she cried, as he moved closer and closer toward her.

As he lunged at her, she brought her arm up in defense.  His size and anger would not be stopped this time.  His clenched fist slammed against the right side of her face, snapping her head backward and tossing her against the car.  He stepped back, preparing for another strike, but stopped.  His anger was such that he probably would have hit her several more times, save for the fact that a pair of headlights was coming over the hill.  The officer quickly stepped away from Sandy and stood between the two cars, the headlights from his cruiser playing on him.  He gingerly touched the spot where blood had oozed from his cheek.  The burning sensation there, and the tenderness in his groin, gave him urge to just shoot her on the spot.   Pointing an accusing finger at her, he spat onto the ground.  “I ought to just kill you right where you stand you cunt!  If you scream, I’ll shoot you where you stand.” 

Sandy, thankful that a car was coming, let her heart soar.  Ignoring the officer’s threat, she waved her arm and screamed at the top of her lungs for help, trying to attract the attention of the oncoming vehicle.  As the car approached, it began to pull over behind the police car.  She was jubilant!  The officer quickly moved to the driver’s door of the patrol car and waited until the occupants of the third vehicle got out.

Seeing the van driver get out, Sandy began pleading with him.  “Please help me.  This officer is attacking me.  I need help.”

The man looked at her and then directed his gaze at the officer, walking toward the uniformed man.  He smiled. “You sure this is the right one?  We don’t want no mistakes here.”

“Yeah, she’s the one.  I checked her license and registration.  It’s Sandy Tilton.  I’ve done what you asked of me.  I’m gonna  be on my way now.  You might want to watch the bitch though,” he said, touching his cheek again,  “she’s feisty!”

Sandy’s heart fell!  The van driver would not be her savior.   Through teary eyes, she watched as the man stepped closer to the officer.  Bathed in the headlights of the van, she could see the numerous shadows that gave indication that his face was littered with deep pocks and skin maladies.  Coal black hair poured out from under the bill and the sides of a weathered Houston Oilers baseball cap.  The man stood beside the officer, and looked directly at her.  His thick Cuban accent became immediately evident.

“We’ll take it from here.  It’s time for you to leave.  Get out of here.” 

“Gladly.”  The officer obeyed and sat down behind the wheel of his cruiser,  pulling the door shut behind him.  His right hand played on the top of the steering wheel, while his left hand rolled down the window.   He chuckled.  “You guys have fun now!”

“We will,” came the instant retort from the Cuban standing beside the patrol car.  

As the officer started the engine, the Cuban stepped back, grinned and produced  a large caliber handgun from underneath his jacket.  The man leveled the weapon, pointing the barrel at the side of the officer’s head.   He pulled the trigger, sending smoke and flame shooting into the car.  From a distance of only a few feet, the impact of the slug blew a large portion of the officer’s 

brains against the side door of the car.  A second shot, aimed at his neck, finished the job and insured that death would be imminent for their terminated employee.

With her mouth opened in a stunned state, Sandy witnessed the heinous act.  Complete and utter hopelessness overcame her.  Completely exhausted, she began crying softly now, almost too tired to fight any more.   Instinct, however, would not allow her to accept this fate and it took over.   Her knees grew weak as she yanked and jerked at the restraint, trying desperately to break free from the restraints.  The constant pulling against the cuffs caused her wrist began to bleed, tearing into the flesh on her arm.  She ignored the pain and frantically yelled.

“Please let me go.  Please, I won’t tell anyone.”

“Shut up” came the words from a second man, this one an American, as he exited the van and moved quickly alongside the patrol car.  Moving up to the passenger door, he  glanced in to verify that the officer was indeed dead.  Satisfied, he moved forward, toward the Mercedes, carrying with him a large pair of bolt cutters.

“Calm down lady.  Jorge and I are not going to hurt you.”  He stepped between the patrol car and the Mercedes and sidestepped  toward her.  The second man was a tall, scraggly-looking man, who reeked of booze.  His clothes, tattered and filthy,  were almost falling off of his bony frame.  His dirty tee-shirt was partially tucked into his waistband, covering only a small portion of a pistol.  Lowering her head, so as not to look at the man, Sandy could see that he was wearing sandals with no socks.  She kept her head down, praying that if she didn’t see their faces, they would let her go.  



“Don’t look at him” she continually reminded herself.  She forced herself to continue to look only at his dirty sandals, fighting the urge to look upon the face of the man who would control her destiny.   The sandals, and the man that wore them, stopped  just in front of her.  His hand reached out and grasped her chin, lifting her head gently.  Too tired to fight him, she allowed the movement and  looked into his eyes.  He had a broad grin on his face and surprisingly straight, white, teeth.  A lot of them were showing, giving the impression that he truly was enjoying the goings on.

“You are a looker, aren’t you?”

“Please, you can have all my money.  Take the car.  Take it all, just don’t hurt me please!  There’s over $200 in my wallet!  You can have it!”   As she cried out, she again tried frantically to pull her wrist free from the restraints.  

He turned her face to one side, as if inspecting a cut of meat.  She pulled her head back, freeing herself from his grasp.

“I’ll give you anything you want!  The keys are on the seat of the car.  I won’t tell anybody, just leave me alone.”   The cuffs continued cutting into her small wrist.  There would be no escape. 

As the American stood in front of her, Jorge joined him.  They both looked at her amorously, eyeing their catch.  Sandy, cowering and moving as far from the men as the cuffs would allow,  watched as the tall scraggly American  released her chin and reached down with the 

bolt cutters.  Perhaps she had misjudged him?  She would be happy to be released from the restraints.  As he reached behind her, she kept her focus on Jorge; the man standing before her,  watching her.  She could see the evil in his eyes.  They seemed to penetrate her very soul.   She sensed the demonic presence that resided beneath the innocent baseball cap.

Immediately, she felt the violent pain as it shot through her arm.  She screamed and closed her eyes momentarily, praying that the pain would stop.  The crunching sound and intense pain that shot from her hand was immediate indication that the man had not intended to cut the handcuffs.  Sandy grew faint and disoriented.  She screamed in agony  as the pain became unbearable.  Her knees grew weak.

“Please don’t hurt my baby.  I’m pregnant” she begged.

“Shut her up” yelled the American.  He was busy bending down, gingerly picking up the bloody ring finger that had just been clipped from her hand.  The small finger had been severed too, but he was not concerned with that particular digit.  

Jorge slammed his fist into her stomach, forcing air out of her lungs.  As she bent forward, gasping for air, he grabbed her hair and yanked her back to a standing position.  Holding her hair with his left hand, he drew back and struck  her in the jaw with his right fist, sending teeth through her lower lip.    Satisfied that she was subdued and quiet, he held the back of dry, scratchy hand against her jaw.  Rolling his hand over, he tightly squeezed her jaw, holding it closed and  preventing her from yelling.  Her breathing became labored now.  

His face was only inches away from hers, exposing a white powdery substance that sat atop the hairs of his mustache; the obvious remnants of an earlier cocaine inhalation.  Whether it was the cocaine or the demon within him, one, or both, caused an evil stare directed down at the breasts that reached out to touch him.

“Please God, make it stop” she said to herself, her body beginning to go into shock.

Jorge, using his hand, pushed her face to one side.  He whispered into her ear.  “Be quiet and I’ll make it painless” he said, saliva drooling down his chin, like a dog standing over a bone.  Rotating the bill of his hat to one side, he leaned forward and licked the side of her face, tasting the beads of sweat and blood that had trickled down her cheek.

The blood was gushing from her hand, as it was still restrained to the car door and hung low.    Sandy, unable to stay conscious much longer, closed her eyes.  “Please, please” she begged, through clenched teeth, now growing increasingly faint.  

She could feel the man breathing on her, touching her with his tongue.  She also sensed her life draining out of her body.  As her skin crawled, she began to grow cold.  Unconsciously, her body shivered.  Her eyes now closed even tighter; a defense mechanism that would not allow her to see death as it came.  Her entire existence fought to force out of her mind,  the face of the man who would watch her die.  

Within seconds, she passed out.  The loss of blood and willpower no longer allowed her to remain conscious.  As she fell to the ground, Jorge caught her and softened the fall, her left arm

still attached to the car door by the cuffs.  With one hand around her back and the other still clinging on to her chin, he lay her gently on the ground.  He quickly let her head drop to the pavement, noticing that she had urinated on herself as she passed out.  This only served to excite him more, seeing the wet area on her skirt and smelling the odor.

“Fuck!” yelled Jorge, allowing his hand to follow the curvature of her breasts.  “Carl, you said I was going to get to do her.  Now look, the bitch has passed out.  She better not be dead.   I want some of this before she goes.  I ain’t into that stuff with dead people.”

“Shut up you idiot,” yelled Carl, searching the ground in front of him.  “Cut the handcuffs loose, while I put this in a plastic bag.  We want it nice and fresh for our delivery.  Help me find the ring.  It fell off of her finger.”

“It’s over there” Jorge said, as he pointed to the shiny object just in back of the rear tire.  Carl smiled and quickly retrieved the piece of jewelry and placed it on the severed finger.

As Carl moved quickly back to the van, Jorge used the bolt cutters and cut the handcuffs loose.   Tossing the bolt cutters onto the back deck lid of the Mercedes, he bent down and grabbed her arms.  Pulling at her torso, he began dragging Sandy’s limp body towards the back of the car,  the sharp rocks on the pavement tearing at the skin on her legs and back.  Now situated between the patrol car and the Mercedes, Jorge let go of her arms and allowed her body to fall to the ground once more.  He quickly unzipped his pants and began to lift the paisley skirt that fit snugly against Sandy’s tiny waist.    He was pulling her wet panties down when Carl returned.

“That’s all you can think of isn’t it?  You ass, we don’t got the time for this. Get the keys and unlock the trunk.  We’ll put her in there.”

Sandy began to moan and move slightly.  Reluctantly, Jorge zipped up his pants and retrieved the keys from the front seat of the car.  As he opened the trunk, the large bolt cutters slid down the trunk lid and smashed against the rear window,  chipping the glass.

“Hurry it up!” demanded Carl, as the two men bent down and  each grabbed an arm and lifted her into the trunk of the Mercedes.  Her limp body fell into the small space, like a rag doll in a shoe box.  A coin-like medallion hanging from her neck, jingled as it hit the spare tire.  Jorge, a thief by trade,  immediately reached down and yanked the jewelry from her neck, hoping that it was gold and would bring a hefty price at the pawn shop.   With her body arched over the spare tire, Jorge admired her now-white skin. Her pretty skirt was saturated with blood and urine, her panties still pushed down around her knees.  The soft blond hair, now matted with blood,  fell against her face and stuck to the blood that had oozed from her lip;  her arms and legs covered with dirt and scratches from the roadside. 

Jorge, the pervert, stood over the beautiful woman that lay before him.  He reached down with one hand and fondled her breasts and then lifted her skirt to reveal what had been covered by the panties only moments before.  He touched the wet, matted, hair between her legs.  His free hand began to massage his manhood, thinking of what it would be like to have this woman.  Maybe Carl would let him have her before they disposed of her body?

Seeing this, Carl yelled and slapped the back of Jorge’s head.  “Get away from her!  Go over and turn off the lights on the patrol car.  I’ll take care of her.”

As Jorge obeyed his order and moved toward the patrol car, two loud shots rang out, reverberating between the two cars.  He whirled around to see, bathed in the headlights of the patrol car,  Carl standing over the trunk with a shotgun in his hand.  Smoke bellowed up from inside the trunk.  Carl was smiling, blood having spattered his shirt and face. 

“What did you go do that for?” he asked, pointing to the trunk.  “I was going to have a piece of her!”  Jorge was extremely agitated over this turn of events.

Carl pointed his finger at Jorge.  “No witnesses, remember.   Unless you want to join her, we move now.  We got what we wanted, now let’s get the hell out of here.  I’ll drive the Mercedes, you bring the van up and follow me.”  Carl slammed the trunk lid down and removed the keys from the lock.

Jorge quickly turned off the patrol car lights and then entered the van, following the red colored Mercedes down the highway

�

Chapter II



Inside their spacious home on Ocean Avenue, Grant Tilton busied himself with lighting the candles and preparing everything for just the right ambiance.  Having left the Yacht shop a mere ten minutes after Sandy’s call, he still only had just enough time to sprint through the house, making certain that everything was perfect. It had to be as special as he felt, it had to fit the enormity of the occasion.  There could be no distractions.  It would be just like Sandy to go through the house straightening pillows and swiping at imaginary dust piles while he trotted along behind her repeatedly asking her to please sit down.  The woman just couldn’t sit still.   She was the neatest person he’d ever met.  Stopping momentarily, he briefly wondered how she was going to handle having a small child running through the place leaving chaos in it’s wake. 

He whistled as he fluffed the pillows.  When he was satisfied that everything was in its place, he chilled the sparkling cider and dimmed the lights, all in preparation for Sandy’s arrival.  

After  having to temper his jubilation over the pregnancy - because of past experiences, today’s news was sending him to new heights of happiness.  Although their relationship was a loving and strong one, both had wanted children since the day they exchanged vows.  Neither would admit that something was missing, yet both knew that the joy of a child; a result of their loving union, would make theirs an even more perfect marriage.  It would be a tangible reminder of their love, a piece of it that would live on in their child and their child’s  children. An immortal tribute to what they share. And if  the powers that be were really smiling on him it would be a son.   He would also pass to his son, his name and perhaps even his business. He chuckled at 



himself, these were big plans for such a small being. Sandy was always teasing him about his tendency to build castles in the air.  He did also have a very practical side though, he had  the largest brokerage in Miami, and that wasn’t exactly handed to him. 

Grant was practically dancing his way through the house, excited for the moment when she would walk through the door; the moment he would be able to take her, to hold her and to thank her for giving him such happiness in life.  A continuous, seemingly permanent, smile broke out on his face.  

As the last hints of daylight disappeared, Grant stepped out onto the back deck for a moment of relaxation and reflection.   He listened as the soft sounds of waves crashing down on the sand, filled the air and his soul.  He took a deep breath of the heavy air.  And then another.  In the distance, he could barely make out the lights of a small pleasure boat pulling in to the harbor.  His mind began to wander, remembering the last time he and Sandy had gone out on the sea.   It was only three months earlier that they had celebrated their wedding anniversary by sailing on a cruise ship to the Caribbean.  It was on the cruise that their unborn baby was conceived.  Grant smiled as the thought struck him that the next time they cruise, they’ll be taking that very child along as well.  The sound of a car out front brought his mind back to the present.  He glanced down at his watch, reminding himself that if he hurried he would be able to finish before she would get home.  There should be just enough time to have everything in place for her arrival.  

Grant stepped back through the sliding glass doors and closed them behind him.  Although it was warm outside, he immediately went into the living area and pushed the button that ignited the marble-hearthed, gas, fireplace and created a soft glow to the room.  As he moved through the house, checking and rechecking, he stopped with each sound he heard, dashing to a window hoping to see Sandy’s smiling face coming up the walk.  Each time, however, he was disappointed, as the sound had not come from Sandy.

When everything was just as he wanted it, he sat down, patiently sipping cider- which he didn’t like - but if Sandy couldn’t drink real wine then neither would he.  Unconsciously, he played with the chain around his neck.  The Canadian coin that dangled on the gold chain was given to him by Sandy as a reminder of their honeymoon in Banff.  She had an identical coin that she wore as well.  She had had them both specially made and neither of them ever took them off.

As the time passed by, Grant grew increasingly uneasy.  It was not like Sandy to be late without calling.  She knew that he worried about her.  At 8:15pm., he picked up the phone and dialed the number for her car phone.  There was no answer.  Grant, no longer able to sit still, began pacing from room to room, checking the windows constantly.   Three more times, he tried the car phone.  He then dialed the Chinese restaurant where Sandy was to pick up their dinner.

“This is Grant Tilton” he said to Mr. Lo, the owner of Wang Lo Chinese Palace.  “My wife was going to stop by there to pick up some take out.  Has she been there yet.”

The restaurateur , having served the Tiltons numerous times, was familiar to the couple and their standard order.  “No, sir.  Mrs. Tilton not show up.  You want Mrs. Lo to make sweet and sour for you tonight?”

“No, Mr. Lo.  I just want to know where my wife is.  Please have her call me when she gets there.”  Grant hung up the phone and glanced around the empty room.  Suddenly and violently, almost as if from a gunshot, he became overwhelmed by a sense of loneliness and despair.  He shook his head, attempting to rid himself of the feeling.  Deep down something bothered him.  His being knew that something was terribly wrong. It sat in his stomach like ice, a hard lump he couldn’t get rid of.  He picked up the phone and dialed her car phone number.  No answer.   

After two hours of waiting, pacing and worrying,  the candles now reaching their exhaustion point, Grant picked up the phone and once again dialed his wife’s car phone number.  It rang several times and then came the familiar recording telling him the cell phone user is not answering or is out of the service area.  His stomach began to roll with nervous tension.  He hung up the phone and walked over to the front door.  He opened it and stood in the door frame, his back against the door jamb.  Gazing out across the quiet, well-manicured lawns, his mind played through the numerous scenarios that could keep her away from home. The longer he thought, the worse they got.  A warm, heavy breeze was blowing the sea air inland, causing the tall palm trees to sway in a rhythmic motion.  A brass wind chime,  a gift from a neighbor, hung from the porch 

overhang, softly signaling the breeze.  Mesmerized by the chimes and the hypnotic motion of the palm trees, Grant continued to stand perfectly still, staring out at nothing in particular.  Willing Sandy to come up the drive and tease him for worrying so much.

The sound of a neighbor’s dog shook him back to the moment.  Glancing at the BMW in the driveway, he contemplated going out and looking for Sandy, but thought it would be best if he were home in the event she called.  As he turned to go back into the house, his foot brushed against something that had been lying at his feet.  Staring across the lawn and up at the trees, he had not seen the small bag when he came out onto the porch.   

Grant stepped over the bag and out onto the porch.  Methodically, he looked in every direction.  There was nobody in sight. With as many times as he’d gone to the window he couldn’t believe he’d missed someone coming to the front door.  He turned and took a step closer to the bag, examining it.  It was simply  a brown paper bag with no unusual markings and no explanation as to who had left it or why.   Unable to restrain his curiosity any longer, he bent down and picked it up.  It was light, but something appeared to be inside.   The top had been folded over, much like a sack lunch for a child.

He stood motionless for a brief moment, wondering if this was another of Sandy’s memorable antics again.  She was notorious for leaving little reminders of the upcoming event.  	

“Perhaps” he thought “this is something like a baby’s shoe or rattle and Sandy placed it here and is watching me from a distance?  That’s why  she hasn’t come in the house yet. He 

looked, once again, in each direction, hoping to spot the familiar Red Mercedes.  Nothing.  A grimace now occupied the face of Grant Tilton.  He was unsure of what to do next.  

Gingerly, he folded back the top of the paper bag.  The sound of the crackling and crunching paper, although quiet in relation to the sounds of the chimes and the palm trees, seemed to echo loudly down the vacant street.  He stopped.  A more-familiar sound rang out.  The phone was ringing inside the house.  Carrying the bag with him, Grant ran inside, leaving the front door open.  He dashed over to the phone and hurriedly lifted the receiver, praying that it was Sandy.

“Mr. Tilton” said a man with a  thick Spanish accent.

His heart fell.  It wasn’t Sandy.  The tone of his voice gave indication of his disappointment.

“Yes, what is it?”

“Mr. Tilton, I would like to speak with you about your wife.  Being the caring husband that you are, you are probably wondering where she is.   Am I right?”

Grant’s voice now became loud with excitement.  “Is she okay?  She hasn’t been in an accident has she?” “Is she hurt?”

“Relax, Mr. Tilton.   Your wife is with us.  We kind of borrowed her and the red Mercedes  for awhile.  You see, Mr. Tilton, we need your help with a very important matter.”

Grant’s world exploded, his heart skipped a beat and he broke out in a cold sweat. The feelings he’d been able to ignore before came rushing to the surface. Someone had taken his wife, his precious Sandy, his world.

Now his voice grew out of anger.  Grant was bordering on rage and panic, no longer able to control his emotion.  He began yelling.  “You fucking bastard!  You’re a sick son of a bitch! I demand to know where my wife is!”

The heavy Spanish accent grew even stronger as the man began to lose patience with Grant and was no longer concentrating so much on his English pronunciation.  “You will shut up and do exactly as you are told, Mr. Tilton.    I am not a man that considers these fucking emotional outbursts as entertaining.  If you choose to continue  calling me names, I will kill her right now.  I suggest that you restrain yourself and listen to me, or you will never see your precious Sandy again.”   

The words hit him like a bucket of cold water in his face. The man had used the exact words to describe Sandy as he’d been thinking. This was no joke, it was a living nightmare.

Grant’s heart was racing with fear and anger.   Unsure of what to do or say, he stood motionless and speechless, the bag still dangling from his hand.  

“Mr. Tilton,” the man continued, “I assure you that if you do as you are instructed, you wife will be returned to you.  To impress upon you  just how serious we are, my men left the bag that you just picked up off of your front porch.  It contains an example of our determination and a little reminder that your wife’s life lies in your hands.  As I said a moment ago, you will do precisely as you are told or she dies. Please open the bag and then we’ll continue our conversation.”



Grant stared at the bag for a moment.  With the phone tucked under his arm, Grant slowly unfolded the bag, opened it and peered inside.  There, at the bottom, appeared to be a white cloth with dark spots on it.  He removed the phone from under his arm and set it down on the table, using both hands to tip the bag upside down and allow the cloth to fall into his hand.  He tossed the bag aside and slowly unwrapped the cloth.

“Oh my God!” he gasped, as the pasty-white finger with the manicured nail became visible.  Tears immediately filled his eyes and he began to gag.   Attached to the finger was a wedding ring that he immediately recognized as Sandy’s.  Grant fought back the urge to vomit, his stomach retching from the hideous  sight.  Through tear-rimmed eyes,  he saw one the French manicured nails that Sandy was so proud of.  He stared, unbelievingly, at the small piece of Sandy that lay before him, gently stroking the finger as if nursing it back to life - praying that wherever she was, she could feel his loving touch.  Unable to continue looking at it, he quickly wrapped the digit back up in the cloth.  Gaining his composure, he retrieved the phone.  In the receiver, he could hear the other man chuckling.

“A sight that would make even the strongest stomach turn, wouldn’t you say Mr. Tilton?”

“You bastard!” Grant yelled, violently.  “I’ll kill you for doing this to my wife!”

“Mr. Tilton, I don’t think that you are in any position to begin voicing threats at me.  Remember, it is I who is in control.  I have your wife and I control her immediate future, as well 

as yours.  If you step out of line, even for an instant, she’s dead.  Now, let’s discuss what you’re going to do to get her back.”

“I’m not doing shit until I speak with my wife.  Put her on the phone.”

“Your wife is sleeping right now.  She has been sedated to calm her. She grew quite hysterical and I can’t abide with hysterical females.  I will not allow this conversation to be sidetracked with you and your wife chatting, so let’s get on with the conversation.”

“I don’t think you understand” yelled Grant, wiping tears from his cheeks.  “I will not do a God damn thing until I talk to her.”  He waited for the response.

“The man, agitated by Grant’s demand, yelled to someone who was obviously in the room with him.  Grant could hear the words distinctly.  “Kill the bitch now!”

“Wait” screamed Grant, falling back into one of the chairs in the living area, his legs no longer able to support him.  “Don’t hurt her anymore!”

“Mr. Tilton, you seem to be under the impression that I need to bargain with you here.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  If you choose not to participate and do as you are told, I’ll respect your wishes.   I’ll simply kill her and move on to the next person.  It really makes no difference to me.  The choice is yours:  Say the word and I’ll kill her now, or you shut your fucking mouth and follow the directions you are given!”

“Okay.  Okay.  I’ll do whatever.  Just leave her alone.  She’s pregnant, so please don’t hurt her anymore. Has a doctor seen to her?  Who are you?”

“Who I am is not important.  What I am, however, is of vital importance.  I do not wish  to inflict any further pain on your wife.  As I stated earlier, we need your help with a matter of extreme importance to us.  Now listen carefully to the instructions I am about to give you.  Are you listening?”

Beaten, Grant sniffed and, with the back of his shirt sleeve, wiped more tears from his cheeks and under his nose. “I’m listening.”

“Good.  Tomorrow morning at 9:00am, you will open your yacht shop like you do every other morning.   Your first order of business, however,  will be to cancel all appointments for the day.  At 9:30, two men will enter your shop.  You’ll recognize them because of their dress.   As far as you’re concerned, they are Arab sheiks and you were expecting them.  You will take them to your largest yacht in the harbor and head out to sea.  Do you understand me so far?”

Grant hesitated, hearing the man, yet not concentrating on his words.  His mind raced with thoughts of Sandy. “Please God, keep her safe” he prayed.

“Mr. Tilton, do you understand what I’ve told you?”

“Yes.”

“You will then follow the instructions from my men, as to where the boat is to head.  Remember, if you are stopped by the Coast Guard or any other governmental agency, such as the DEA, you are merely taking the sheiks out for a test drive of the yacht.  We know all about your business, Mr. Tilton.   The coast guard knows you and your reputation.  If you tell them the ride 

is legitimate, they’ll believe you.  Within several hours, if you have done as instructed, you and your lovely wife will be reunited.  Oh, and one last thing, Mr. Tilton,  I must caution you against calling the police or any other law enforcement agency.  You can be assured that we will know your every move.  If you do contact the law, your wife will be executed immediately.  Do you understand?”

Grant stared at the end table that was situated beside the couch.  Atop the table was a wooden-framed picture of he and Sandy on their cruise to the Caribbean.  Tears began streaming down his face as he grasped the picture and held it close to his chest.  His voice cracked as he responded.  “Yes, I understand.  Why us?  Why did you pick us?  We’re not special people.”

“You’re not special, Mr. Tilton, but your business is.   You are just the man to assist us in this business deal.  After tomorrow,  you and your wife will go back to your everyday lives.  This conversation is over for now.  For your wife’s sake,  do as you’ve been instructed.”  The man hung up the phone.

Grant sat motionless, still holding the phone to his ear and the picture to his chest.  Finally, he let go of the receiver, not consciously hearing it drop noisily onto the floor.  There, on the coffee table before him, sat the blood-stained cloth that contained her finger.  He reached out to touch the cloth, but could not bring himself to do it.  He stared at it.   The emotions of despair, helplessness, hate and rage riddled his body.  He was unable to help Sandy.   He couldn’t even 

talk to her to tell her how much he loved her.  He sobbed,  as complete fear and desperation took over his being.   He sat back with his head buried in his hands.  “Sandy,” he cried aloud.  

The tears ran down his face in a steady silent stream. His agony was too great to have sound. Grant sat, clutching  the picture from the cruise, staring into the fire. Hours later, when Grant was as spent as the candles, physically and emotionaly exhausted, he slept.

�



Chapter III





	Several hundred miles away, in an Atlanta hotel, Carlos Enrique Espinosa hung up the phone.  He sat back in one of the white bamboo chairs and relaxed on the balcony of his luxury penthouse suite, surrounded by his six, ever-present, very large and very heavily armed bodyguards. They had been very carefully selected and would do anything they were told.  Even if it meant killing their own mothers or laying down their life for no other reason than that is what they were told to do. They were highly paid, highly trained and considered some of the best in the world. Carlos would settle for nothing but the best, ever.  Smiling, he gazed out over Atlanta.   It had been a productive day.  This week would signal a major turning point in the cartel - soon to be - his cartel.  His cocky, arrogant mannerisms burst to the surface as he congratulated himself on another job well done.  

	The downtown skyline became a faint outline against the darkening sky.  The penthouse balcony, on the 28th floor, afforded a panoramic view of the city.  An eerie glow, the combination of smog and city lights, blanketed the night in a ghostly envelope.  The heavy night air engulfed Carlos, bringing beads of sweat to his brow; beads that formed into small droplets that gently trickled down beside his dark brown eyes.   There was an intermittent light breeze, temporarily serving to briefly cool the droplets that sat atop his well-tanned skin, causing a tingling sensation that only heightened his pleasure at this particular moment.  He was enjoying himself.  He lived for the days that would allow him to kill anyone who would oppose him.  Without worrying about 



having to answer to anyone for it. He shouldn’t have to answer to anyone, and soon he wouldn’t have to.

	Carlos loved being the right-hand man and the highest-ranking lieutenant to Ernesto Julio Borrero, the self-appointed leader of what drug enforcement officials deemed the most powerful drug organization in the world: the Cali cartel.    He was in his element here.  Surrounded by murderers, he felt at home.  Carlos was largely regarded as the next man in line to dominate the organization, and he knew it.   His keen business acumen and ruthlessness toward those who would oppose him gave him credibility and admiration amongst the high-ranking leaders and fear from the rest.  His ability to find a way to “get things done” earned him the respect and recognition from Borerro; the man he would succeed in power. 

	Several years earlier, it was Carlos who was responsible for saving the cartel from economic extinction in their then-headquarters in Bogota. Reacting to the ever-increasing pressures from the Colombian government and the federal police, who were being pressured by the American government, the cartel retaliated by beginning a bloodbath, trying to eliminate those who would dare to challenge their empire.  Bounties were placed on officials of the government, at least those who were not influenced by the cartel’s bribes.  Carlos, the consummate businessman, determined that the continuing pressure from the US government would prompt local officials to use whatever means necessary to shut down the operations of the cartel.  The country could ill afford to enter more years off of the favored nations list and would eventually 

give into American pressures and eliminate the cartels.  Carlos, recognizing the sure-to-come crackdown, knew that a battle with the military would cripple the cartel. They could not afford to pull workers out of the fields and processing plants to fight. The financial loss would be staggering.  He persuaded members to vacate their Bogota stronghold and move their operations from the capital city southeast to Cali.  Here, he reasoned, they could dominate the local federalies and take advantage of the high local unemployment, to hire workers for the processing.  In doing so, it would also allow the Colombian government to save face in the eyes of the US government, by showing their resolve to eliminate the drug operations in Bogota.  By the time the US had determined that the operation was only relocated, the Colombian government would have reaped a great deal of political kudos.  It was the perfect plan for the cartel.  By being closer to the North Pacific Ocean, Carlos also persuaded, the cartel would have almost immediate shipping for their product, eliminating ground travel on the hazardous roads dominated by guerrillas, and increasing their profits by 7%.   From here, their product could be air lifted on the again fleet owned by the drug lord of the skies, a Mexican billionaire who then smuggled the drugs across US borders on the ground.  

Although Carlos was respected within the cartel hierarchy, he was also feared by loyal soldiers.  It was widely felt that if and when the day Ernesto Borrero was gone, Carlos would take over the cartel that controlled over 80% of the world’s drug trade.  His intelligence, violent tendencies, business-like mentality, and lack of any conscience what ever made him the perfect candidate.  Although Borerro was notorious for his violent acts against the Colombian 



government - his soldiers, M-19 terrorists, stormed the Palace of Justice in 1985, killing eleven Supreme Court justices and other government officials - it was Carlos who carried out these heinous acts of retaliation and revenge.  Because of worldwide notoriety, and the high bounty on his head from rival cartels, Borerro rarely left the safe confines of his compound in Colombia, so Carlos and other lieutenants traveled the world tending to business affairs and removal of rivals.

	Removing his glass from the marble-topped table, Carlos sipped his wine.  Grasping the napkin under the glass, he gently dabbed it at his forehead and wiped his brow.   Moving the napkin back and forth across his forehead, he stared at the sky, sitting back allowing the broad smile to widen on his closely shaved face.  He closed his eyes and for the first time in years let himself remember the day he’d first caught the attention of the higher-ups in the organization. His family had worked the processing plant for three generations; it was just the way of life for them.  Carlos was working at the tables where the product was stripped and cleaned.  His job was to sort through the plant stalks that came as a byproduct to the cocoa leaves.  He would remove them from the floor and pick them clean to make sure that none of the valuable cocoa was wasted.  On that particular day, Borrero was making a rare appearance to the plant for the purpose of seeing to the shipment himself.  It was to be the biggest shipment of the year and Borrero wanted to finalize the details himself.  From his vantage point under the tables, Carlos noticed one of the refiners nearest to Borrero was inching his way toward him with a long knife protruding from under his sleeve. In a flash, Carlos realized what was happening. Before anyone in the room could 



react, Carlos had grabbed  one of the machete’s sitting on a table and crouching under the tables, ran to Borrero’s side.  He stood up from under the tables just behind Borerro and his bodyguards and let out a savage yell. The guards turned and raised their tech-9’s preparing to shoot Carlos, believing him to be the threat. They all froze in shock when they saw that Carlos was not approaching them but had his back to them with a machete raised above his head.  They watched in fascination as the young boy  brought the knife down aiming at the would- be assassin’s trunk. With the adrenaline pumping through him, the sharpness of the knife and the assassin’s forward motion drove the large blade deep into the man. It entered him at mid-sternum level and neatly cut through his ribs.  It cut on an arch, following the momentum cutting through both his lower lungs and severed his spinal column.  Not a sound was emitted from the man as he died, but Carlos would never forget the look of shock. At the tender age of twelve, Carlos had killed his first man.  More important to his future, he had cut him in half at the feet of the most powerful man in Columbia.  The sight of blood pouring out of him onto the floor never left Carlos.  Nor did the acrid smell of death.  He almost came to enjoy them.  

	It was later discovered that the would-be killer of Borerro was a bounty hunter who had infiltrated the cartel and waited months for the opportunity to kill him.  Carlos was soon rewarded for his heroic deed.  Borerro, showing his gratitude, promoted the boy to  a position usually occupied by those much older than he:  He found himself pulling guard duty on the loading docks. A promotion that would normally have taken him years to achieve.  From this point on, Carlos worked his way up the ladder very quickly.  Borerro’s gratitude never waned and it paved the 



way for Carlos to ascend to his present position as the first lieutenant and right hand of Borrero. He quickly turned his attention back to the duties at hand.  

Never one to allow himself to be distracted for long, he shook his head and focused his attention on the present.  The brief memory did, however, present him with a rush.   To him it was like the first time a man has sex;  something to be remembered and cherished forever because it would never feel quite that good or have that same rush again.

“Rico,” he said, replacing the drink and motioning to one of the armed men positioned around him.   “I don’t think that you’ll have any trouble with Mr. Tilton.  He seems to understand our position.  He’ll be an ideal mule for our purpose.  Tell me, how did you find this man?”

Rico, a well-built Colombian, stepped forward to address Carlos.  As he moved to position himself beside his superior, his suit coat strained to hide the heavily muscled chest and the automatic machine pistol that was situated under his right arm.  He stood beside Carlos, leaned forward and then knelt down beside the table.   The balcony lights played off of his scarred face, revealing the years of fighting and wounds that were inflicted by those who would oppose him or just piss him off.   

“Carlos” he whispered into the drug lord’s ear.  “Our informant said that the American D.E.A. is watching your every move.  Perhaps we should be cautious in the words we speak?”  Rico rocked back and looked into Carlos’ eyes.





Carlos was above whispering and he loathed it when his subordinates practiced it.  His look of scorn burned into Rico. “Never make the assumption that I am afraid of any man or agency!  Do you think that I am foolish enough to jeopardize our operation with a loose tongue?” “Nothing goes on around me that I am not fully aware of and have seen to, nothing!”

Rico shook his head.  “No sir, that was not my intention.  I was only thinking…”

“I don’t pay you to think!” stormed Carlos.  “I pay you to do what you are told.  I can assure you that I am aware of the situation.   We needn’t concern ourselves with that matter.  Now, tell me how you found this man, Tilton.”

Rico looked around, almost afraid to speak the words, knowing that the DEA may be listening to their conversation.  The look from Carlos prompted him to speak quickly.

“The state patrolman that we removed with the Tilton woman led us to this man.  The patrolman had purchased a speedboat from Mr. Tilton several months ago.  That’s why we were forced to eliminate the officer along with the woman.  He was spending money recklessly.  He was not as careful as the law enforcement agents we are paying at the higher levels.  An informant advised us that state officials were looking into the man’s activities.  We didn’t want them to make a connection between him and our organization.”

“Very good.  This Tilton man appears to be very weak.  He will do whatever we tell him to do.” “He is desperate to get his precious, pregnant wife back safely into his loving arms.” The 





look in Carlos’ eyes sent a shiver down Rico’s spine. He truly wondered if the man had a soul, or if he sold it to the devil long ago.

“Yes sir.  Benito and I will keep him in line until we have completed the deal.”

“Yes I know you will.  You two leave for the Hartsfield airport.”  Carlos retrieved a large Cuban cigar from a humidor on the table.  He pinched off the tip and moistened it with his tongue.  The flame from the lighter fanned out as he puffed on the cigar, allowing another of the bodyguards to light it.    “I want you to take the Citation.  You should be in Miami by midnight.  Remember, no thinking, no mistakes and no witnesses.”

Rico nodded, saying nothing, knowing full well that, prior to pissing off Carlos a moment earlier, this assignment would have meant a promotion for him. He had worked very hard to get where he was. In charge of such executing such an operation. Perhaps if he did the job well, his previous digression would be forgotten.

As the big man stood and moved toward the balcony doors, Carlos spoke, without looking at him.  “Rico, I don’t have to remind you that this is the most important shipment we will make this decade.”   Carlos took a deep puff on the cigar.  “I will not tolerate failure on this one!”   He slammed his fist down on the table, knocking the wineglass and its contents over.    A small, unarmed, man moved forward and removed a towel from over his wrist.  As if on cue, the mess was cleaned up in an instant and a fresh drink was poured for Carlos. 





“In addition to this,” his superior raged,  “our entire US operation is at stake.  If we don’t get this shipment through, we will all either be looking for work within the year, or dead.” He said pointedly.  “I’m not fond of work, Rico.  See to it that the job gets done right.”  He now turned his head slightly to look at Rico over his shoulder.  “You know that I don’t like to lose; especially to the Americans.    If you and Benito fail, you had better pray that they shoot you while they’re taking the boat and the shipment.”  

Rico nodded his head.  “I will call you tomorrow with the good news that we have docked the shipment and transferred it to the vans.”

Without saying a word, Carlos nodded and waved his hand, dismissing Rico.

Benito, quickly left the balcony, following Rico.  Within moments, they had made their way out of the penthouse suite.  

“Pablo!” Carlos yelled.

Another large bodyguard stepped forward.

“Pablo, you have verified our position with our contact?”

“Yes sir.  We have all of the necessary information to avoid the DEA and Coast Guard.”

Carlos motioned for Pablo to sit at the table with him.  “I spend many hundreds of thousands of dollars each year to make friends.  It’s time that this friend lives up to his end of the deal.    You make certain that his information is good.  See to it that Benito and Rico have no American visitors when those vans load up our shipment at the docks.”



Pablo nodded and smiled wryly.  “I will take care of this for you.”

“Good.  Now, get moving and join them before they leave the hotel.  Pablo, you call me tomorrow after the transfer has been completed.”

“Yes sir.”  With this, Pablo ran through the main suite and out the front door.

Carlos picked up the phone and casually punched the keypad.  When the phone was answered on the other end, Carlos spoke quietly.  “Are you in position?”

“Yes sir” came the response from the other end of the line.

“Make it happen.”  Carlos hung up the phone and sat back smiling, anticipating watching the well-choreographed plan, complete with fireworks unfold around him.









�

Chapter IV

Drug enforcement agent, Roger Wendt sat silently with the black and gray headphones covering his ears.  The unit caused his mid-length brown hair to fly out from underneath, shooting outward like tassels.  As he listened to the words that quietly echoed in the earpieces of the headphones, he quickly jotted down notes with one hand 

and fidgeted with the tape machine with his right.  His partner, agent Dave Mullin, bent forward, positioning himself properly to see through the  night vision telescope that was mounted on a tripod.   He closed one eye and squinted with the other to see what was on the receiving end of the scope.

	“Damn, I wish we had this scope attached to a high-powered rifle.  We could eliminate ten percent of the annual cocaine imports into the US with just one shot.”

	“Yeah, and then the next day there would be two just like Carlos taking his place.  There’s too damned much money in this trade.”

Situated in the Omni hotel, Wendt and  Mullin were less than three blocks from the hotel Valcor and its balcony  where Carlos Espinosa and his bodyguards were situated.  Their 33rd  story hotel room afforded the agents an unobstructed view of the balcony and a clear line of sight for the parabolic laser microphone.  

“Damn” said Wendt,  now concentrating on the words he was hearing through the headphones.  “We’re losing a bit of the audio.  We’re pushing the limits of the unit and there’s a bunch of static interference coming in.  It must be ground clutter with all of these buildings around.”  



Mullin watched as his partner quickly rose to his feet and redirected the parabolic microphone that was enabling him to listen to the drug lord.  Moments earlier, they had used the cellular wave scanner and picked up a small portion of the cellular telephone conversation that Carlos had with Grant.  They also heard the short conversation that would seal their fate.  Unfortunately for them, they had no idea that the order to “make it happen” involved them.

Not responding to the repositioning of the dish, the audio signal continued to come in weakly, amidst throngs of static waves and high-pitched whines.  Wendt swore again and banged his fist on several of the pieces, then quickly adjusted the headphones, attempting to muffle the piercing whines.

The red laser directional light reached out into the darkness, opening portions of the confidential conversation to the agents.  The voices were amplified on the external speaker that sat between the two men.  Mullin, watching the scene before him, could hear the conversation as well.  A conversation that both men had been waiting for for a long while.  Mullin smiled, grinning at Wendt, not fully believing tonight’s  good fortune.   This was one of the very rare occasions when Carlos was loose-lipped and sharing information that would be certain to put him away for a great deal of time.  He had just admitted, on tape, to knowing about the execution of a Florida State patrolman.

“Come on asshole, give us Borrero,” said Wendt, pressing the headphones closer to his ear, allowing the left piece to rest behind his ear so that he may hear Mullin as well. 



“We need to call this in!” shouted Mullin.  “The director is not going to believe what we got tonight.”

Wendt held his forefinger  up in the air.  “Just a minute.  We’ll call them as soon as we’ve got everything we can get on this prick.  I want to see if he gives up Borerro, not that it’ll help a whole lot, but I’ll feel a whole lot better.  Those fucking Colombians don’t allow extradition, so the prick can sit there until he rots.”

Mullin smiled.  “With this, we can pick him up before he leaves the country and avoid the extradition problem.   Use the telephoto lens and get some infrared shots.  Let’s make sure we know all of the guys that are with him as well.”

 Mullin, continuing to listen to the audio conversation over the external speaker, looked at Wendt.  “Why in the hell is this guy so outspoken tonight?  I thought that he was a hell of a lot smarter than this.”

Wendt pulled the earphones off of his head, allowing them to dangle around his neck.  “I’m sorry Dave, what did you say?”

“I was just saying that I don’t understand why Carlos is sharing so much information tonight.  I could understand if he were in Colombia, where he has the military on his payroll, but here in the US?”

“Let’s not look a gift horse in the mouth.  The man feels safe on the 28th  floor of a hotel.  He doesn’t think that we can reach out and touch him up there.  Who knows, maybe he’s had a 



bit too much wine?  I really don’t care what his motivation is, I’m just glad he spoke up on our shift.  This will make us look real good to the Director.”

“I don’t know Rog.  I love the attention we’ll get from this, but I just have a real uncomfortable feeling about it.”  Mullin was interrupted by a knock on the door of their hotel room.  Panic overtook the rookie Mullin.  “Shit” he said, looking around the room, surveying his cover opportunities. 

Roger removed the headphones from around his neck and glanced down at his watch.  “I can’t imagine that Warren and Lewis would be relieving us this early, they’re not due for another two hours.”

Both men rose and stood perfectly still.  Roger gently and quietly placed the headphones on the table where his notepad lay.  In a precautionary move, he slowly  pulled his 9mm pistol out from the holster under his left arm.  Mullin, mimicking  the senior agent,  also drew his weapon and moved in unison with him, cautiously moving toward the door.

Standing with his back against the wall, Roger motioned for Mullin to take a similar position on the opposite side of the entry.  Mullin was sweating now, his finger twitching on the trigger of his weapon.  Neither man moved, until a second knock rang out, startling both of them.  Mullin jumped and moved away from his position near the wall.  Roger quickly motioned for him to resume his position and then he reached out and turned the dead bolt lock, making certain that it was secure.   Grasping  the door knob, he jiggled it slightly.   Satisfied that the both the dead 



bolt and the chain lock were in place, he quietly moved to a position in front of the door and peered through the small eyehole.   He could not see anyone standing in front of the door.  He could not see the small box lying on the floor in the hallway.  

The ensuing blast  tore the door from its hinges, blasting Roger’s body backward.  Metal wall studs now became oversized shrapnel and the projectiles tore through the door and Wendt’s body like a hot knife through butter.  The shock impact and subsequent concussion, knocked him unconscious instantly.  His death, however, was not as merciful.  The ensuing flash fire seared his skin and burned the hair from his body.  The impact of the door hitting his body, crushed his rib cage and drove the bone fragments into his lungs and heart.  The flying metal studs, torn from the interior walls of the room,  ripped his internal organs from his body.  He would be dead within minutes. 

Mullin was not quite so fortunate.  Although he survived the initial blast, like Wendt, he was unfortunate to be conscious while his body was subjected to pain he never thought possible.   The force of the blast burst through the wall of the room, tearing his arms from his body like a rag doll.   From his position on the other side of the door, Mullin was partially shielded from the blast by a large metal heat ducting that ran within the wall.  This makeshift metal shield kept the initial blast from his torso, but left his arms exposed.   As the wall and the metal ducting  subsequently ripped loose, it forced Mullin through the air, slamming his bleeding body through the large 





windows that occupied the outer wall of the hotel room.  He was still alive as he fell the 33 stories to his death, his body aflame most of the way down. 

Large chunks of metal and wood were propelled out of the high rise hotel as well.  As these obstacles fell to earth, passers by and automobiles on the street below were pelted.   The jagged shards of glass that showered the street injured  those who could not scurry to cover.

From his vantage point, several blocks away, Carlos looked up from his meal as the blast rocked the entire downtown area.   The enormous blast could be felt in his chest.  Although the reverberations made the sound appear to come from several different directions, he knew which way to look.  Pushing his dinner plate away, he directed his attention towards  the Omni hotel.  The blast was right on time.  He sipped his wine, watching  the flames shoot out of the side of the building.  A wide grin came over his face as the sounds of  breaking glass and subsequent explosions rang out through the night.   

“Manny,” he said to one of the men, also watching the carnage.  “Call Mr. Borrero. Tell him that everything is on schedule.  Our problem with  the US government will soon be over.  Also, make certain that I have $50,000 in cash for tomorrow.  It appears that the information given to us was suitable for our purpose.   I want to be certain that I have a campaign contribution for him.”

�

Chapter V



Grant reluctantly did exactly as he was instructed the following morning.  Having fallen asleep on the couch, the night before, a sharp pain in his neck accompanied his every move.  He was scared beyond words, yet anxious to get this over with.  His only thought was that of getting Sandy back, safely.

Parking his Blue Jaguar in the lot adjacent to his shop, he looked around, seeing no other cars or persons in the area.  His shop, situated on the harbor, was somewhat removed from the city and therefore usually quiet, save for the sounds of the multitudes of sea birds that loitered about each day and the sounds of the ocean waves as they pounded the shoreline.  Normally, Grant could find a great deal of peace and solitude here.  Today, it would not be so.

Leaving his vehicle, he reached back in and pulled the color snapshot of Sandy off of the dashboard.  After his phone conversation with the man the night before, Grant pulled their wedding scrap book off of the shelf and cried his way through the book.  This particular picture, was his favorite, so he removed it from the book to carry with him.  It was a picture of Sandy  sitting on the hood of her wedding present, a 1955, reconditioned Ford Thunderbird.  Closing the door of the vehicle, Grant turned and made his way to the front door of his business: The Yacht Shop.  Glancing over his shoulder as he stood by the door, Grant scoured the area surrounding the shop.  There was no other person around.  



Standing in front of the door, he stood silently, forcing himself to think of the matters at hand, trying to take his mind off of the worry about Sandy.   He turned and opened the door, swinging inward as he stepped in.  Because the majority of his employees would not be reporting to work until 10:00 am., he would have ample time to make the calls canceling all appointments for the day.  

Making his way to his office, he retrieved the day planner on his desk and moved back into the main sales area.  Reaching behind the tall counter, he picked up the main reception phone and set it on the counter in front of him.   Flipping to the proper page, he quickly jotted down the names and numbers of today’s customers.  Normally, the sales manager would be responsible for  appointments, but this week found him in Barbados on vacation. 

Within moments, Grant  had phoned each of the customers and canceled the four appointments that would have resulted in at least one or two sales.  He graciously apologized to each of the potential buyers and offered them incentives for their patience and understanding.

As he replaced the phone behind the counter, the door chimes rang out.  Grant turned to see two large men entering the shop.  It was hard to miss them for their dress.  Both men were wearing long white robes, like the ones Grant had seen on CNN during the Gulf War coverage.  Both of them had a checkered red and white headdress on, with black, rope-like, bands that 





circled the tops of their heads and held the cloth in place.  Their dark suit pants and highly-polished dress shoes were visible below the bottom of the robes.

Grant stepped away from the counter and watched, nervously,  as the men approached him.  He stepped backward as they neared him.

“Lock your front door” barked the taller of the two men, as he stepped forward toward Grant, displaying a weapon from behind his back.

Grant immediately moved to the front door, never taking his eyes off of the strangers  He locked the door and then walked back toward them, slowly.  The dark-brown eyes of the tall man, pierced through Grant as he looked at him.

“Is my wife okay?”

“Your wife is of no concern at this time.  We have business to take care of.  Have you done as you were instructed?  Have you canceled today’s appointments?”

“Yes.”

“Very well then.  What is the largest yacht you have in inventory?”

“I have a 116 foot yacht.  It’s a Lady Tiffany, a luxury yacht.”

“Good.  Grab the keys for this boat and make certain that the fuel tanks are full.  Benito, you watch the door until we leave.  I don’t want any surprises.”  The big man turned to face Grant.  “If Benito sees even one police car outside, then we’ll assume that you contacted the police and your wife will die.”



“I didn’t tell anybody about this, I swear!” Grant pleaded.

“Then you have nothing to worry about.  Now get the keys and we’ll be on our way.  What about the fuel?”

“The tanks are already full.  It was one of the boats that I was to show today, so I know the tanks were topped off.  How far out are we going?”

“We’ll be heading out fifteen miles.” 

“Since we are entering into international waters, I should file a plan with the harbor master and the coast guard.”

“No!” Rico shouted.  “Nobody is to know of this.”

Grant stood motionless.

“Get moving!” Rico shouted.

Grant jumped and quickly reached behind the counter.  Producing a pen and a pad of paper, he began writing.

“What are you doing?” demanded Benito, shoving a gun in Grant’s ribs.

“I never miss a day of work.  If my employees show up and don’t find me here, they’ll start calling around.  You don’t want them to call the police and report me missing do you?”

Rico nodded to Benito.  “Okay, but just enough to satisfy them.  You’re out showing the boat to two Arabs.”





Grant finished the note and then went into his office again.  As Rico checked the note for content, Benito followed Grant into the office.  Moments later, Grant, with Benito in tow, returned with the keys to the boat.

Grant led the men down the back stairwell and into a small garage.  He pressed a button that opened the garage door and pointed to the golf cart that was parked in the garage.

“Unless you’re of a mind to walk a great distance, you’d better hop in.  The boat’s clear down on the other end of the docks.  We can take the cart to get to it.”

Without hesitation, the men climbed into to cart; Benito standing on the back platform.  Grant turned the key and started the motor.  Pulling out of the garage, he turned down the small concrete ramp that led to the docks.  The warm sun beat down on the pavement, creating even more heat and discomfort to the two men dressed in too many clothes.  Benito pulled on the collar of his robe, allowing the breeze to travel down his chest and cool his skin.

As the golf cart approached the last dock, Grant waved to two uniformed patrolmen that were walking the length of the docks.

“Morning guys” Grant hollered out to them.

	The officers waved back and continued walking their ‘beat’.  Rico held his head low and Benito turned, pretending he was looking at something in the other direction.

	Within moments, the trio had driven the distance to the yacht.  As they pulled up next to the large craft, Benito whistled.



“Son of bitch is a big one, eh?”

	The sleek white craft dwarfed everything else in the vicinity of its hull.  It loomed large next to the small golf cart and the other boats in the dock area.  On the rear of the boat, hand-painted in  candy-apple red, was the name of the boat:  M’Lady.  As the vessel was the Lady Tiffany model created by one of the most prestigious yacht builders in the world, the previous owner felt the name was appropriate and fitting.  

The two men were awestruck with the magnificence of the boat.  With a recessed, almost hidden, flying bridge, it looked more like a sleek jet boat than a luxury yacht.  Unlike a jet boat, however, the craft was 116 feet long.  It truly was breathtaking.  The composite skin was glossy white with blued salon windows and the highly-polished chrome deck rails glimmered in the morning sun.  As the men stepped out of the golf cart and approached the enormous vessel, Carl spotted the multitude of antennae on the tall arch that swept over the rear of the craft.

	“What’s all that shit for?”

	Grant, shielding his eyes from the bright sun, looked up in the direction his captor was pointing.   Not wanting to oblige by answering, but even more so, not wanting to piss off the men who controlled his wife’s fate, he answered.  “Those are for ship to shore radio, GPS navigational systems and emergency beacons.”

	 “Can we tap into the GPS system with our laptop?”





Grant was caught off-guard.  He looked at the man, amazed that this thug would even have a laptop computer, yet alone know how to use it.

“I suppose that if you have the proper port connections, you could piggyback the laptop to the CPU.”

The man continued looking at the variety of metal and fiberglass rods that shot into the sky.  “Let’s get moving” he said.  “We’ve got a meeting to get to.”

Grant quickly went about the business of preparing the craft for departure.  “I hope you guys know that a boat of this size usually requires a crew of five men.  You’re going to have to help me if you want to get this beast out to sea.”

	Benito stood next to Grant.  “You just tell us what we need to do.  We’re not stupid.”

	Grant looked at the man and smirked.  “Okay then, you two work on freeing up the bow lines and then move to the back lines.  Don’t let them drag.  When they’re off, toss the ends back onto the deck of the boat.  I’ll take the bridge and keep her close until you guys move to the back.  When the lines are free, just climb onto the rear water deck and come up the ladder.  I’ll need you guys to help spot for me until we get out of the harbor.”

	Grant did not wait for a response from the men.  He quickly moved to the rear of the boat and boarded the craft.  Within minutes, the engines had been started and the deep roar rang out.  The ship was freed from its moorings and the three men set out for their planned rendezvous.  

�

Chapter VI



Captain Rollie Larson stood from behind his desk and extinguished his cigarette in the small metal ashtray on his desk.  The once bronze-colored receptacle, was now blackened from the years of ash catching.  The small trails of smoke quickly disappeared as he smothered what was left of his latest cigarette.  The remnants of seven butts lay in the bottom of the ashtray, indicating a nervous morning for the Captain.   He moved over to the glass door that separated his office from the detective squad.  He opened the door and peered into the squad room. 

“Jensen and Perkins,  my office now!”  All eyes within the squad room were directed at the Captain, each thankful that it was not their ass being called into his office.  The Captain was a good man, but also a man with a very short temper.  When it was time for hollering and yelling, Captain Rollie Larson rarely took a back seat to anyone else in the category.

Jensen, a wide, heavy, bulk-of-a-man, looked up from behind his desk, a boating magazine open on his desk.  Currently in the process of  reading an article on sailing in rough waters and finishing off his diet breakfast, a small white rice cake, he glanced over at his partner, rolling his eyes in mock disgust.  She smiled, noticing a small particle of rice still clinging to his lower lip.   

“You ready?” she asked him, motioning toward his lip where the food particle remained.   

Lyle, using the back of his suit coat sleeve, quickly removed the piece of food.  “Thanks” he said, not the least bit embarrassed by the ordeal.  He nodded in the direction of the captain’s office.  “I suppose we ought to go see what the hell has got under his saddle so early, eh?  I don’t 



suppose that you want to do this one solo?  You could tell him that I’ve got diarrhea or something.”

 “You’re one gross son of a bitch!” she chastised, standing to replace two manila file folders in one of her desk drawers.  She slammed the drawer loudly.  “He wants both of us, so don’t get any ideas.”

Lyle raised his hands in surrender.  “Easy there.  I’m just playing with your mind.  You know that I would never do that to my favorite partner.”

She smiled.  “You lying S.O.B. I’m not just your favorite partner, I’m your only partner.  Nobody else would have the patience to put up with you.”  She paused and then pointed her finger at him.  “I’ve got a better idea.    Why don’t you go in there and tell him that it’s that time of the month for me….you know, PMS.”

“He’d never believe it because you’ve never had a mean or nasty bone in your body.  It’s just not your style.  I’ll make you a deal:  If he starts in on you, I’ll jump in to defend you.  If he starts on me, you come to my defense.  Fair enough?”

“If this job has come down to defending you, I’d better start looking for another line of work!”   A warm, genuine, smile came across her face.  “It’s not what I’d call the ideal way to start the morning, but I’ll go along with your plan.   We’d better get in there and get it over with.”







Lyle closed the magazine, took another bite of the rice cake and then casually began brushing crumbs from the surface of his desk, allowing the morsels to fall to the floor.  Several more small tidbits clung to the hairs of his mustache.  

“Clean that shit up later”!  hollered the captain, peeking through the door again. “I want you two in here now!”

Startled, Carla whirled around to face the Captain.  “We’ll be right there” Carla stated abruptly, noticing that Lyle’s stuffed mouth would prevent a response of any kind other than a grunt.  Her tone and expression forced the Captain to back down.

“Just hurry it up” he offered.  “We’ve got a busy day ahead of us.” 

Lyle watched as his boss turned and disappeared in his office.  Though sporting  a mouthful of dry rice cake, he still attempted to speak.  “I wish that he would have yelled a couple of minutes earlier.”  Small crumbs of rice spewed out of his mouth as he spoke.  “I can’t stand this shit.  A couple of minutes earlier and I could’ve spit this crap out. ”  

Carla smiled at the big man, watching him move deliberately, and with great effort, around the big desk.  Sympathy pains came over her as she watched how difficult it was for the man to move even a few feet.  Each step was indeed an effort.   

As he approached her, Carla put her arm around his large shoulders.  She knew how much he had put into his weight-loss program and she respected him for that effort.  She couldn’t help, however, feeling sorry for the big lunk in the completion of his task.   With a height of only 5’ 8”, 





Lyle would be considered obese by any stretch of the imagination.  He did, however, have a heart of gold and the kind demeanor that gave credence to the term “jolly”. 

Carla cocked her head to one side.  “I wasn’t going to say anything partner, but it looks like you’ve lost some pounds there.   I can really see a change lately.  You should be proud of your accomplishments.”

The remainder of the rice cakes were spit into the wastebasket by Lyle’s desk.  Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he looked at Carla.  “Yeah?  You think so?”

“I’m telling you, I can see a difference.”

Proudly, his face beamed.  “Thanks CJ.  I’m glad it’s finally starting to show.  I’ve been busting my butt to take this crap off, but it ain’t easy.”  His hands patted the rotund expanse just above his waistline.

“You keep at it. It’s working.   Pretty soon the weight will start coming off faster than you can imagine.  I’ll bet that Maggie is also very proud of you.”

Beaming from the flattering comment, Lyle took a deep breath and his  expression immediately changed.  “She really doesn’t say much.  I think that she’s embarrassed to have me as a husband.”

“Nonsense!” Carla retorted.  “Surely she knows just how lucky she is to have you.  







Lyle lowered his head.  “She can’t over the fact that I’m just plain fat.  According to her, if I truly loved her, I would have never let myself go that way.  It’s really gotten pretty bad over the past two years.  I think that she’s just growing tired of me.”

A lump grew in Carla’s throat.  “Nonsense!  You’re being too self-critical.  You just keep at it partner.  You’ll lose all the weight and then she’s going to have to keep an eye on you, because the ladies will be standing in line!”

Lyle laughed.  “Like that would ever happen.  I’d be pleased to just make her proud of me again.”  

“It will happen.  Don’t get discouraged and don’t let anyone else alter your motivation.  One day, she’ll realize that the man she married is still in there.”  Carla poked her finger into Lyle’s belly.

He chuckled.  “Yeah, he’s in there all right.  He’s just buried beneath a couple hundred pounds of fat!”

“Knock it off you big dope!  Mark my words, the day will come.”

“I hope that you’re right.  I’m really getting tired of eating this crap but  if I can make my wife feel attracted to me once again then I’ll keep it up.”  Lyle looked away from Carla.  “I can’t tell you how much I hate the fact that she despises me.  It hurts, you know?  If I could change that, it would all be worth it.”

Carla moved over next to her partner.  She gently placed her hand on his shoulder.  “Don’t you think that maybe you’re  exaggerating this a bit?  I’m sure that Maggie doesn’t 



despise you like you think.   Surely she has to see your determination.  And, just because you’re overweight, that doesn’t change who you are….especially in her eyes.”

“It does in her eyes.”  Lyle looked at Carla briefly and then looked away again, in an attempt to keep his emotions from her.  “I wish that I was blowing this out of proportion, but she hasn’t touched me in over two years.  You know, you’d think that with all this protective coating, that it wouldn’t hurt so much.  But it does.   With the way Maggie feels about me, I really start to question why I’m even doing this.  Sometimes I think that she would prefer it if I was gone.”

“Don’t be ridiculous!”  Carla pushed on his shoulder, nudging the big man.  “I don’t want to hear that kind of talk” she said firmly.

“Relax, CJ.  I’m not going to go out and commit suicide or anything like that.  I’m pissed off just enough to not let her have that satisfaction.   I’m going to lose the weight for me and no one else.  If she can  get past this first 100 pounds, maybe I can persuade her to stick around. I really think that once I get down to around 220, I’ll be able to keep it off and continue the good eating habits.  And you know that I gave up smoking.”

“There you are.  You didn’t think that you would be able to quit that nasty habit, yet you succeeded.  I know that you’ll be able to drop the weight as well.    I’m proud of you!”

Coming from Carla, the words meant a great deal to Lyle.  In addition to being a great partner, she was an honest, caring woman.  The fact that she was also a woman with a figure that could stop a bus, didn’t hurt either.  Lyle was jubilant!  It was like he was back in high school and 



being flattered by one of the cheerleaders.  This was something he truly needed, since he found it nowhere else.

“You’re sweet to notice and even sweeter to say something about it.  Thanks partner.”  

“Lyle, you know me well enough by now to know that I call ‘em as I see ‘em.”  Lying through her teeth now, she continued.  “I didn’t say those things to make you feel good.  I said them because they’re true.  And I envy your ability to stick with it.  Now, unless you’re in the market to lose several pounds of your ass to the Captain, I suggest we get in there.”

“How long do you think we can keep him waiting”  Lyle asked jokingly.  “The last time I saw him yell out twice in two minutes was the day he had hemorrhoid surgery.”

Carla laughed and moved back to her desk, picking up some papers that covered the top of it.  “Judging by the sound of his roar, I hope that it’s only the hemorrhoids that have him crooked to the world.  Either way, I don’t think he’s in a playful mood.”

“Yeah, I suppose you’re right.”  Lyle slowly moved over by  Carla’s desk.   He was close enough to her to smell the sweet scent of her shampoo.  She was close enough to hear his chest heave with each breath.  The years of smoking had taken their toll on his out-of-condition body.  Unconsciously, he pulled and tugged at his pants, attempting, unsuccessfully,  to pull them over his protruding stomach.  The waistband was stretched to its limit and the vast amount of flesh that hung over the top of his trousers would not accept the tight fit.  Although he had dropped over twenty pounds, his weight could not be hidden easily.



Carla glanced at him, allowing her eyes to move up and down.

“What?” he asked, shrugging his shoulders.

“It’s nothing” she said wryly.  

“I know you better than that CJ.  Tell me what’s the matter.”

She adored the man, her partner for over three years.  She continued smiling at him, thinking of a kind way to tell him that he  looked like he had slept in his clothes.  A portion of his shirt tail hung over his pants and his shoes were scuffed.  His shirt, almost white, was wrinkled and exhibited yellowish stains beneath the arm pits.  He didn’t care.  Seventeen years on the force brought with it an air of invincibility.

In contrast, Carla Perkins was impeccably dressed, as always. Her dress pants were neatly pressed with fine, sharp creases in them.   Her shoes held a polished shine that reflected even in the dimly-lit squad room.  Her sandy-blonde hair was pulled back neatly and held by a colorful red and white scrunch ribbon.  A perfect olive complexion stood in contrast to her straight, white teeth and pale blue eyes.  Standing only five feet four inches tall, Carla was the essence of petite at only 94 pounds.  

“Maybe,” she finally offered,  “you  should visit the men’s room before we see the Captain” she chided him; a wide grin on her face.  “Like I said, judging by the sound of his roar, I don’t think he’s in the best of moods.  You go in there looking like that and you’re liable to push him over the edge.”



Lyle looked down, breathing heavily, struggling to see beyond his extended stomach.  His 327 pounds, most of it carried on his midsection, caused him a great deal of stress and fatigue.  He chuckled, inspecting the fanning shirt tail.  Nonchalantly, he reached down and pushed his hand into his waistband, taking a portion of the shirt with it.  Satisfied that his appearance was to his suiting, he turned to Carla.

“Real funny CJ.  Just wait ‘till you get to be my age.  You’ll be sagging in places you didn’t even know you had.”  He smiled at her, not taking the least bit of offense over her comment.  He liked Carla a great deal.  She was a great partner, a good cop and an even better friend.  Although petite in stature, she was never one to back down from good-natured ribbing.  She could cuss like a sailor and yet be as feminine as a Cover Girl model.   Most of all, however, she was the perfect partner.  Although she was small, her training in martial arts had bailed them out of numerous situations.  She had learned the trade from her father, grandfather and husband, all of whom were police officers.  Her stunning looks made the rest of the squad envious of Lyle.  Her ability to do the job, however, is what earned her their respect.

“Come on big guy.  Let’s see what kind of trouble you’ve got us into this time.”

 Lyle grunted and began following her toward the Captain’s office door.  In addition to the wrinkled slacks and ruffled shirt, the big man was wearing a loose-fitting tie and had whisker stubble occupying his face. The long night coupled with his usual lack of concern over appearance made him appear even more unkempt today.  



“Yes sir?” Carla said, peering through the doorway.  Jensen stepped up beside her and smiled weakly at the Captain.

Captain Rollins took a long look at Lyle.  “You look like hell.  We’re expecting guests in my office any moment now and you come in looking like that?”

“Thanks a lot Captain” Carla said jokingly.  “This is my nicest blouse and I took a shower….”

“Very funny Perkins.  You know damn good and well that I wasn’t referring to you.  Are you going to answer me Jensen?”

“Yup” said Jensen, stepping through the door frame.    “We’ve been at it all night since we got the call on the shooting of the state patrolman.  I thought that finding a cop killer was more important than my appearance.”

Carla winced, sensing the Captains’ acceptance of the comment.

Shaking his head, Larson glared at the big detective.  “I’m not looking for a smart ass this early in the morning.  Sit your butt down.”   He watched as Carla took her seat.  He then directed his attention back to the big man.

“You could at least hit the john and splash some water on your face.  You know, maybe comb your hair or something.”

“Sorry Captain.”  Jensen stood.  “I’ll go do that now.





“Never mind.  Sit down.  You’re  going to be getting some help on the state patrolman case.”

Jensen sat in one of the chairs facing the desk.  The wooden frame creaked under his weight.  Both Carla and the Captain watched, waiting to see if the piece of furniture would hold under the stress.  Lyle, unaware of their concern, spoke.  “Is the State Patrol going to add to our resources?”

“Nope” said the Captain, still glancing down at the legs of the chair.  “The Florida Bureau of Investigation will be taking this one.  You two will be assisting in their investigation.”

Jensen sat forward in his chair, causing another set of creaks.  He shook his head.  “No way Captain.  We took the call and we should work it. I’m not,” he glanced over at Carla, “I mean we’re not, sharing this with any governmental agency.”

“That wasn’t a request!” the Captain yelled back.  “You’ll work the assignments you’re given!”  After a deep breath, the Captain softened somewhat.  “Look, I know that its not normal operating procedure to share a case within two enforcement agencies.  According to the commissioner, this one could be a hell of a lot bigger than we can imagine.  The officers from the Bureau will brief us.  Let’s hold off judgment until we’ve heard them out.  They should be here any minute.   I want you two to give your full support to the case.  Jensen, don’t pull any of your shit on this one.  I don’t want to be getting calls from the chief telling me to keep my people in 





line.  Remember, a fellow officer went down last night.  Let’s try to concentrate on that fact and find out who the shooter is.”

As the Captain chastised his detective, a quiet knock on the door interrupted him.

“Come in.”

As Carla and Lyle turned,  two well-dressed men stepped into the room.  The first man was over six and a half feet tall.  He exhibited a deep brown tan and was athletically built.  “Captain Bennett,  I’m officer Carlysle.   This is my partner Dave Harkin.”  The big man motioned to the man standing beside him.   “We’re with the Bureau of Investigation.  We’ve been assigned the investigation into the shooting of State Patrolman Kyle Leonard.”

The men stepped into the office and extended their hands to the Captain.

“Carlysle and Harkin, say hello to two of my detectives.  They took the call and will be assisting you on the case.  This is Carla Perkins and the big guy is Lyle Jensen.”  Carla rose and turned to face the two officers, extending her hand.  Lyle remained in his seat, fending off a nasty leer from the Captain.  Reluctantly, he slowly rose and faced the two newcomers.  

The detectives  shook hands with Carlysle and Harkin.  Harkin was in no hurry to release Carla’s hand.  He liked the way her soft skin felt against his.  He liked the way she looked.  Even the gravity of the situation could not hide her beauty.  Jensen huffily sat back down in a chair, allowing his full weight to slam down on the fabric.  These clowns were horning in on his case and 





now ogling Carla.  Sensing the tension, the officer’s let go of Carla’s hand and turned his attention to the Captain.

“Perhaps” said Harkin, “we should go over what we have on the case?”

Captain Larson nodded in agreement.  “Jensen and Perkins have been up most of the night on this one.  They can fill you in on all of the particulars.”

“Thank you Captain” said Carlysle.  “I want you to know that we’re not here to step on any toes, nor are we glory hounds.  We’re going to rely heavily on your help and intuition on this one.  We’ve been instructed to share all of our background information on this case.  It might give you a better idea as to why we’re involved in the matter.”  Carlysle nodded to Harkin.

Harkin cleared his throat.  “Until last evening, the Bureau had been watching State Patrolman Leonard.  The State Patrol got a phoned-in, anonymous  tip a couple of months ago.  Some lady said that she was aware of some illegal activities that Leonard participated in.   Evidently she was a former girlfriend and was pissed at being dumped, so she ratted on him.  She said he was on the take and pocketing some serious dough.  We began monitoring his activities and who he had dealings with, hoping to find proof that the tip was legitimate.”

“Well” interrupted Jensen, “was the lady wrong?”

“Apparently not.  Just last week, we followed the patrolman to a rental storage facility on the west side of the city.  He has a number of items stored in the unit.”

“What kind of items?” asked the Captain.





Carlysle answered the question.  “For starters, he had a new Dodge Viper coupe stored in it.  We also found drugs and cash, among other things.  We were going to collar him this week, but last night kind of eliminated that necessity.”

Jensen was still pissed off, but his interest, based on the new information, was quickly turning to the case.  “Do you guys think that his murder had something to do with his being on the take?”

“I think that we certainly have to consider that possibility.” said Carlysle.  “It just seems too coincidental that he was murdered that way.  That’s why were involved.”

“Why weren’t you guys tailing him last night?” asked the Captain, turning to face the two Bureau men.

“To be honest, Captain, we don’t have the manpower to handle it.  We were watching his house and had his phone tapped,  but not following him, particularly when he was on duty.  The duty sergeant could give us his whereabouts at any given time.  We sure as hell didn’t expect something like this to happen.”

Harkin stepped forward to the edge of the Captain’s desk.  “We’d like to be brought up to speed with your investigation and what you found at the scene last night.”

Carla reached into the pocket of her suit jacket and produced a small notepad.  Lyle watched as the two bureau men gazed at her as she stood and moved over to the easel beside Larson’s desk..  Regardless of what it was she was doing, she looked classy doing it.  The four watched as she placed two vertical lines on the white board.  Near the line furthest to the right, 



she drew a square box with the initials “PC” in the box.  “This being  the patrol car, here’s what we’ve got.   

Flipping through the pages, she stopped when he found the right one.  Playing with several strands of hair that had fallen on to her forehead,  she looked directly at Harkin.  “We got the call at around 10:30 last night.  It seems that a young couple driving down state highway 41 spotted the patrol car on the side of the road.  According to the couple, they were lost.  When they saw  the patrol car,  they pulled over to ask for directions.  They’re the ones that found his body.  We checked them out:  No priors and their alibi checks out:  Witnesses verified that the two had just left a wedding reception.   The lady was so shaken that they had to take her to the hospital for observation.”

Harkin quickly jotted down notes as Carla continued.

“The husband said they used the officer’s car radio to call in.  We were not the first officers on scene.”  She flipped another page.  “There were two other state patrol cars there and a watch commander from the patrol.    We arrived on the scene at about 11:30.  According to the M.E., the officer had been dead for a couple of hours, but we’ll have a more precise time when the autopsy results come in.”

“Where did you find the officer’s body?” asked Harkin.

“Nobody had moved him.  He was still in the driver’s seat”  She quickly put a small “X” in the box as well, indicating the location of the officer’s body.  “Keys were in the ignition.  His 



lights were off, however.  The crime lab dusted the entire car for prints.  They found a number of prints, but that’s not unusual, seeing that several officers use the car each 24 hour period.   We don’t have the lab  results yet.  This will help us eliminate the officers and see if any clear prints from anybody else were in the vehicle.  Anybody other than the citizen who touched the radio.”

The Captain sat forward in his chair and placed his hairy forearms on the desk.  “Gentlemen, the detectives here did find some extremely unusual items night.  Larson nodded to Carla, indicating that he wanted her to tell them about the oddities they found at the scene.”

The Bureau men gladly looked at Carla again.

“We also found a couple of things that will definitely put this up there on the list of odd ball cases.  The first State patrolman to arrive on the scene found a  severed pinkie finger laying on the roadside - right about here.” Another small “X” on the chart.  Harkin looked up from his notepad.

“He found a what?”

She nodded.  “You heard it.  Some woman had her little finger cut off and left on the side of the road.  It was a clean cut too.  There’s no way it was torn off - like in an accident.”

Harkin shook his head and kept writing.  “How could you tell the finger belonged to a woman?”

Lyle sat forward in his chair.  “Unless we’ve got a guy who is petite and likes to paint his well-manicured nails, I think we can assume it belongs to a woman.”  Lyle looked at Carla and 



then back to the bureau men.  “Another thing,” he continued,  “the dead officer looked like he had been in a fight or  a struggle.  He had been shot twice:  Once in the top portion of his head and the second shot in the neck.  Right between the two entry wounds, however, we found scratches on his cheek.”  Jensen used his hand to point to an area on his cheek, indicating the location of the scratches.  “Somebody was real pissed off, because these scratches were awful deep.  They looked like a wound that fingernails would make.  Maybe even the same fingernails that were so well manicured?”

“This patrolman got into it with a woman?” asked  Harkin.

“It looks that way” added Perkins.  “The officer was not married and the scratches looked recent, so there may be a connection to the shooting.   Could be they were from the girlfriend who dropped a dime on him?”

Jensen completed the assessment, pointing to Carla to mark some more spots on the chart.  “We also found a couple of puddles of blood and blood drops in front of the patrol car - on the ground.”  Carla drew two circles in front of the box representing the car.  She then filled them in with red.  “It’s evident” Lyle continued,  “that the patrolman was shot while he sat in the car, so it appears that the severed finger may have been whacked right there on the side of the road.  That’s the only way we can put blood on the ground in front of the car.  The crime lab will test the samples and we’ll know if the blood was from the officer, or a second victim  or  perp.  We’ll know  by early this afternoon.”



Carlysle tapped on the desk.  “What about the dispatch log?  Did the officer call in to report he was making a stop?”

Carla nodded.  “We checked with the watch commander who was on scene last night.  He made the call to dispatch.  His officer had not reported any stops last night. It’s rather odd because procedure would have called for him to report in prior to a stop, or at least call in a plate number.” 

“What about the officer’s gun.  Had it been discharged?”

“Nope” said Jensen.  “His weapon was still in the holster and the shotgun on the dash was still locked in position.  Neither of them had been fired.   His handcuffs, however, were missing.  We don’t know if he used them, lost them, or forgot to take them with him on his shift.  We also found a couple of sets of tire tracks in addition to the patrol car.”

Carlysle now looked interested.  “Go on.”

Perkins spoke as she drew simulated tire tracks on the chart.  “There was a set of tracks in front of the patrol car and one behind it.  Could’ve been a routine stop and then he was whacked by a third person coming up from behind?  Tracks in front were from a luxury vehicle.  The tire is a  brand unique to sports cars and luxury imports.  The tracks in back of the car left a heavy imprint, maybe from a larger vehicle, possibly a single-axle truck or a van.”

“It still doesn’t fit,” said Jensen, interrupting his partner, shaking his head from side to side.  “The officer still would have made the call to dispatch to report the stop.  I also can’t 



imagine that while he was sitting in the car, he couldn’t see or hear another vehicle come up from behind him.  His window was down, so even if the car’s lights were out, he would have heard it coming.” 

Harkin rocked back and forth in contemplation.  “Let’s go back over this.  The officer is found dead in the car.  His cuffs are missing and he was shot while he was seated in the car.  We have tire tracks to indicate that two other vehicles might have been involved and his car lights were out.  The officer does not fire his weapon and does not make a call on any stop.  Plus, we have a severed finger and blood in front of the patrol car on the ground.  Is that pretty much it? 

Perkins nodded.  “We may have something more.  The crime boys found a print, or at least a partial print, on the toggle switch for the cherries on top.  Unless the patrolman reached down and switched the toggle with a bloody finger, we may have a good print of the perp.”

“Go on, detective.”

“Like I said, the print had blood on it.  Maybe the shooter pulls the trigger, gets blood on his hand and then turns the lights off so not to draw attention to the car on the road side?”

“Yeah” said Jensen, “but why was the officer out of his assigned patrol area?”

Carlysle looked at the detective.  “You didn’t say anything about him being out of his patrol area.”

“Sorry, I forgot.  When Carla and I were talking to the watch commander on the scene last night, he mentioned that Leonard was about ten miles beyond his regular patrol duty 



assignment.  He wasn’t in pursuit, or at least he didn’t radio in that he was and he didn’t call in to go off the clock.  State patrol is as stumped as we are.”

Carlysle shook his head.  “I hope that we’ll have more answers when the crime lab comes back with the results of the blood work and the partial print.  From this point on, nothing is said to anyone outside of this room.  Harkin and I will coordinate efforts with the detectives here.  Captain,” he turned to face him, “do you have a desk that we can work from?”

“Sure.  We lost one of our detectives last week and we haven’t replaced him yet.”

“I’m sorry” offered Carlysle.  “I hadn’t heard.”

“No, don’t be.  We didn’t lose him to gunfire, we lost him to retirement.  Perkins and Jensen will show you the way.  They’ve pledged to me that they’ll do their damnedest to help you out with this investigation.”

“Thank you Captain.  I think that Harkin and I will be the ones trying to keep up with these two.” 

Hearing this, Jensen smiled, almost hating himself for his earlier comments.  

�

Chapter VII



Less than an hour after leaving the docks near his yacht shop, Grant, with the two Colombians on board,  steered the M’Lady out to sea.  Still well within the boundaries of the US territorial waters, he looked out in advance of the bo
at, allowing his mind to drift much 
like the boat he controlled. He was thinking of Sandy again. 
 
The prayer to God to keep her safe had become a constant litany in the back of his mind. 
 
He thought of their lives together and how they had been 
irrevocably
 changed. He thought about how cruel fate was that his decision to go into a business doing something he really loved could possibl
y
 cost him and Sandy their lives
.  Did these people care?  No, 
Sandy was
 just a means to an end for them. 
 
Columbia and the cartels and the war on drugs were just somet
hing he heard about in the news. 
 T
hey were never a reality until now
.
 

 Initially, the calm waters and the warm air felt good on his face. 
 But, a
s the craft continued South, away from the Florida shores, the seas began to grow.
  For an instant, Grant hated the sea.
  
First, the 
p
ounding
 on
 the hull 
was barely
 noticeable, 
 
creating an almost
 rhythmic
 tone throughout the craft.
  The gentle rocking motion mesmerized Grant.  As the
 
waves
 continued to 
 
increase i
n size and magnitude
, th
e
 yacht 
began to 
lurch
 up and down
.  
Sensing that he was starting to push the edge of the envelope with the craft, Grant reache
d down and 
slowly pressed forward
 on
 the throttle controls, allowing the motors to ease up.



Benito
 noticed that the craft had slowed.  Making his way to the 
bridge
, he 
now stood several feet behind Grant.



“
What the hell do you think you
’re doing?
”


Grant 
turned slightly, not looking 
into
 his
 eyes.  
“
What
’
s wrong now?
”


“
The boat has slowed.  
You were told
 that we will go at three quarter throttle until 
you are told
 otherwise.
”



Grant
 looked forward.  
“
The waves are too big out here.  If we keep going at that ra
te, we
’
re going to break a keel 
 rudder.
”
  Grant shook his head.
  
“
Just because she
’
s big and shiny, doesn
’
t mean that s
he can take a pou
nding
 like that.
”


Benito
 slammed his 
hand down on
 the 
back rail
.  
“
Do as you
’
re told!
”
 he shouted
.  
“
You will get us to our destination on time.
”



G
rant
 
reluctantly reached out and 
pulled back
 on the throttles, noting the tachom
eter positions for both engines.  
“
Fine.  But don
’
t come swimming in my direction when 
we bust 
the shit out of this thing and 
it sinks to the bottom of the ocean.
”


“
Wait
!
”
 
came another voice.  
Rico
 
had also noticed the slowing and 
made his way to the bridge as well.  He abruptly 
pushed his way past Benito.



Grant turned
 and shielded his eyes from the sun.  He could
 see 
that 
Rico 
was 
moving towards him.  He held his breath.  Rico, he could tell, had an awful temper.  This 
might be worse than just a
 
handrail taking a beating
.
  



Rico 
quickly
 moved 
forward and stood beside Grant.  The man, evidently not accustomed to being at sea,
 looked puny.  Teetering on the edge of throwing up, 
the man
 braced himself against the console panel.  Seeing this gave Grant a moment of pleasure.

“Okay” he said, waving his hand.  “You can slow it down a little bit.  I’m gonna puke if this shit keeps up.  Do whatever you got to do so we can go below.  You can steer the boat from the interior bridge.  I’ve hooked up our  GPS.  Get moving!”


Grant pushed on the throttle control and watched as the engine RPM’s slowed down.  The boat immediately became more stable, the bouncing being redu
ced to a slow rolling motion.  



Grant obeyed his captor, locked out the steering wheel and made his way to the bridge below.    Rico followed.  


Although the interior bridge was much more luxurious and better equipped, he was not happy to be pulled from the warm air that allowed his mind to wander from the situation at hand.  Caught in the confines of the interior cabin, he could smell them
.
  
In here, it felt like he was trapped with these heathens.  He could smell their cologne and the spicy scent that they exuded from the food they were ac
c
ustomed to eating.  But the worst smell
 of all
 was the one of fear;
 his fear
.



Benito came forward from the ships’ galley, looking out of the glass windows.  He had an apple in one hand and a bottle of champagne in the other.  He had just rifled through the boat’s cabinets and was not happy.

“How come you don’t got any food on this floating palace?”

Grant looked at him, disgusted that he must even dignify the oaf with a response.  “We don’t keep food stocked on the boat, because we only use it to show potential buyers.  Food sits on the boat; it attracts ants and then smells up the place.”

Benito shrugged his shoulders, content, for the moment, to sip the champagne and munch on the apple.

“Where are we?” prodded Rico.  “Show me where we are on the chart.”

Grant punched one of the myriad of buttons on the bridge panel.  There, on the 20-inch screen, an image of North America came into view.  Punching another button, Grant prompted the computer to begin calculations as to their location on the earth.  Small Red lines erupted, 



coming from all four corners of the screen.  Bouncing the signal off of seven different satellites, the computer began triangulating the location of the boat to within 10 feet.  Seconds later, a small blip began blinking on the screen and the Red lines ceased.

“Here is where we are,” said Grant, pointing to the blip that was blinking just below the finger of Florida.  “We’re about 15 miles out.  How much further do you want to go? You keep saying that we need to meet someone.  Where are we supposed to meet them and how are they going to find us?

Rico looked at the screen.  “We’re out far enough.  Shut down the engines.  We’ll wait for them here.”  

Rico quickly lifted the briefcase that he had brought with him.  Placing the case on the charting table in the cabin, he opened it up and revealed a thick-screened laptop computer.  Alongside the computer was a small black box with a single toggle switch on the top of it.  Next to the switch was a red, dome-shaped light that protruded from the top of the box.  Rico removed the computer and placed it on the table.  He then withdrew the small box and set it next to the computer. The briefcase was closed and returned to the floor by his feet.

 “What time is it?” he demanded of Grant.

“It’s 11:40.”


Rico nodded and then flipped the switch on the top of the box.  The red light began blinking.  “Benito,” he then yelled,  “did y
ou mount the small radar dish?”



“It’s all set.  The cable connect is behind the desk.  You should have enough slack to connect it right where you are.”

Rico reached behind the table and retrieved the cable.  He quickly plugged the end of it into one of the ports on the laptop and then opened the unit.  As the power turned on, the screen lit up with bright yellow circles, resembling a target.  The familiar arm swept around the screen, not indicating any contacts just yet. Rico watched the screen.  A small blip came on the screen.

“Benito, get out on deck.  I’ve got something coming in.  Keep your eyes on the sky.  Let’s make certain that these are our guys.” 

Benito, having removed his Arab garments, turned to go topside.  He stopped and looked at the large bag that lay on the floor by the cabin entry door.

“Rico, what do you want me to do with this shit?”  He held up the twenty five pound bag of chemicals.

Rico’s attention was still locked on the screen in front of him.  He turned quickly to see what Benito was referring to.  “We don’t need that crap this time.  We only brought it along in the event we needed to do a night drop.  Toss the shit overboard.”

Grant looked at the bag and then directed his attention to Rico.  “What was that stuff?”


Answering only out of boredom, Rico spoke.  “It’s a chemical we use to mark a load for night pickup.  Since we’re doing this one during the daylight, we 
won’t need the stuff.  They’ll 



find us with this.”  He picked up the small black box.  “The plane’s equipped with a GPS system that is tracking this signal.  They’ll fly right to us.”

Ignoring the black box and the computer screen in front of them, Grant looked at Rico.  “Is that 
NK-19?
”



“
What if it is
?
”
 came the sarcastic reply.


“
That
 
shit 
is the stuff
 
 tha
t kills the whales and dolphins!
”

Rico spoke without taking his eyes
 off the screen.  “Yeah, that sounds like the stuff.  Like 
I
 
could give a shit about a couple of fish.  And by the way pretty boy, how come you know so
 much
 about
 drug smuggling.  Maybe we got ourselves a pro this time?”

“No, I don’t about  drugs.  I know about the shit from an article I read
. 
 Mexico’s Environment ministry’s office was reporting massive deaths of whales and dolphins in the Gulf of California.  They suspect it was this NK-19 that was killing them.”

Rico snickered.  “
That was us.  
Like I 
said, 
I
 
don
’
t 
give a shit about a couple of whales.”

“Why don’t you guys just ship the stuff into the Port of Miami, or bribe some airport employees,  like all the other drug smugglers?”

“You answered the question yourself, Mr. Tilton.  Everybody else brings their stuff in through the harbor or the airport, so the Customs department has their dogs and agents tearing apart boxes, scrutinizing lading bills, and using x-rays to scan everything.  We’ve lost too much shit to continue doing business that way.”

 The sound of pounding footsteps prompted Rico to turn as Benito came into the cabin.  “I see something coming in from the South.  I can’t tell if it’s them, though.”

“It’s them.  The single blip has now become two.  One is the decoy plane, the other is the carrier.” said Rico, pointing to the radar screen.  “Let’s get ready for them.”

�

Chapter VIII

From the confines of the bridge, Commander Casey Mitchell  stared out through the heavy glass that protected the crew from the elements.  Scanning the horizon, he spotted the Sikorsky Jayhawk helicopter hovering over their intended target.  Steering the large craft in the direction of the Jayhawk, the Commander continued looking out  over the vast bow of the Coast Guard vessel, the Interceptor.   Bouncing up and down in the rough sea water, over and over again, the bow hid and then revealed the target, a sinking pile of wood and metal that doubled as a boat for over 400 Cubans fleeing their country for the shores of the United States.   The Jayhawk crew had spotted the vessel several hours earlier, but could not drop their rescue crews for fear that the large number of boat people would endanger the lives of the crewmen. 

“Jayhawk 19, this is Commander Mitchell aboard the Interceptor.  We’ve spotted you.  We should be on-scene in just over two minutes.   Over.”

“Roger that Interceptor.  Man, where have you guys been?  I can’t tell you how glad we are to see you.  We’re running low on fuel and couldn’t have stayed with this rescue much longer.  Unless you need something further from us, Interceptor, we’ll be heading toward dirt. Over.”

“Sorry for the delay there, Jayhawk.  You’re good to go.  We’ll handle it from here.  You guys have a safe journey back.  Interceptor out.”


“Thanks Interceptor, good luck to you guys.  Jayhawk 19 out.”  With that, the crew of the Interceptor watched as the helicopter elevated and flew away from the wooden boat. 

Jockeying the large ship through the water, the Commander brought his rescue ship beside the large rickety craft that served as a boat.  Carefully bringing the ship into position, he negotiated the five-foot waves, idled the motors and allowed the craft to drift the remaining fifty feet toward the refugees, careful not to bump the boat and possibly break it to pieces.

  Two stories below the main deck of the Interceptor, the makeshift boat sat low in the water, taking wave upon wave into her broken bowels, her passengers using cupped hands attempting, with no success, to bail it back into the sea.  The boat, loaded well  beyond safe capacity, was quickly becoming a victim of the savage sea.  The water inside the craft was now up to the wooden benches that served as seats for the many who, without the Coast Guard intervention, would have perished sometime that day.  

As the waves crashed between the Interceptor and the wooden refugee boat, the white, frothy water caused the boat to heave.  With water charging over the sides, swamping the only thing between them and the water, the refugees screamed.  With each new wave that crashed over the sides of the vessel, one or more of the  passengers was swept  overboard with it.  Small children clung to the necks of those around them; pulling, scratching and clawing their way out of the water.  They were crying hysterically, frightened by the walls of water that cascaded over the edges of the boat.  For the hundreds of sardine-packed refugees still left in the boat, panic and an 


elation for the sight of a rescue vessel  descended upon them.  They waved their arms frantically, trying to communicate a sense of urgency in the Coast Guard crew.   Not willing to risk the lives of crewman in the melee, the crew of the Interceptor watched helplessly as a number of Cubans, too tired to tread water, fell below the surface and drowned. 

Commander Mitchell pressed the button on the external microphone and barked out orders to his men.

“All rescue hands on deck.  Secure the craft to us.  Water entry team ready.  Get both rescue rafts in the water and stand by.”  He immediately then directed his second-in-command to control the bridge, while he went to the fore deck to supervise the operation.

Within minutes the crew had dropped  large buoys over the side of the Interceptor, using them as cushions between the two vessels that were forced against one another by the surging sea.  Two large ropes were flung overboard to the people below.  The ropes were quickly secured so that the vessel would stay close to the Interceptor.  Within moments, a large rope-net was draped over the side of the Interceptor, to accommodate the throngs of people trying to escape from the craft before it sank.  As the net reached the water level,  a mass of orange life vests began pressing its way to the side of the boat, scrambling for the safety of the net.  With their boat now taking on a great deal of water, screams of panic rang out, as mass hysteria engulfed them.  Clamoring for the nets, a large group of refugees pressed forward in a desperate attempt to find safety.  





The children, once being held by their parents, were now being thrown toward the net.  Grasping for the security of the net, many held on with their tiny hands until crew members from the Interceptor could climb down to them.  Some, unable to grab hold of the large strands, or at least hold on long enough, fell into the sea, flailing hopelessly until their little bodies were either crushed between the buoys and the large boats, or their food-starved and weakened bodies drowned in the heavy sea.  A young mother of one of the children, seeing his death, fell to her knees in the boat, crossing herself and praying.  She then rose, walked to the edge of the boat and allowed herself to drop off the side into the water.  As the water enveloped her face, a serene and peaceful expression disappeared with her.  She was not scared and did not make any attempt to swim or stay above the water.  Her reason to live had just succumbed to the sea, she would join him.  

The waves of people clamoring for rescue continued,  causing  the large boat to begin tilting and listing heavily to one side.  The large sail mast jutting into the sky began to fall toward the Interceptor, banging against the large hull, sending a loud clanking noise through the air.

“Toss all flotation devices over” screamed the Commander, seeing wave after wave of refugees being swept into the churning water between the boats.   Some of the children who had fallen from the nets only moments earlier, were now being crushed under the bodies of adults who were washed into the sea on top of them, their cherubic faces forced down below the water.  


“Get the damned raft team on the water!” screamed the Commander.  A number of crewmen scrambled to the side of the Interceptor, throwing flotation
 rings and life vests into the 



water.  Some jumped overboard and into the water in an  attempt to save some of the refugees who were frantically beating the water, unable to swim.   Tears filled the eyes of those who stood above  and watched the futile attempt to save all who were aboard the vessel. 

“Commander” yelled one of the seamen, running towards him.   Out of breath, he stopped and stood near his superior.  “The bridge has spotted an aircraft on radar.  It’s coming in from the south.”

“Is it squawking?” he asked, tossing another flotation rescue ring overboard.

“No sir.  The transponder is turned off and it’s not answering our radio calls for identification.   It’s flying pretty low.”

The Commander stopped what he was doing and stood there, hands on hips.  “Have the bridge continue to ask for identification.  Call Jayhawk 19 again, advise them of the contact.  See if they want to follow the bird.”

“We already did sir.  The Jayhawk crew says that if they stray one mile off course from base, they’ll be running on fuel reserves.  They can’t take that chance, so they have to pass on this one.”

“What about the P-3 Orion?  Have them track it and call it in to Customs.”


“No can do sir.  Brass arranged for a demonstration of our capabilities for some members of Congress.  Most of our air team, including the P-3, is participating in that demonstration.  With the Jayhawk gone, we’re on our own now.”  The crewman stood silent, waiting 
for a reply from the Commander.



“Shit!  Watch the bird on radar.  We can’t go running off and leave these people to fend for themselves.  Radio Customs and advise them of the unidentified’s heading.  They may want to chase it with one of their Gulfstreams.  Watch the bird until it disappears from the radar.  Hell, if it keeps flying toward the coast, maybe they’ll fly right into one of the teams  showing off for the politicians.”

“Yes sir.” snapped the crewman, as he turned and made his way back to the bridge, smiling over the comment.

“Hey!” yelled the Commander after the crewman.  “If it gets close enough to us, use the binoculars and try to get the serial numbers off of it.”  The crewman nodded, acknowledging his orders. 

Over the course of the next hour, one by one, the surviving refugees were taken aboard the Interceptor.  Having lost compatriots and relatives in the water below them, a solemn air hovered around those who found safety on the large rescue ship.   The large wooden craft was finally void of its cargo and passengers.  It was almost completely submerged, yet refused to go under,  still bobbing near the surface.  The thirty-foot mast was still visible, tilting down toward the water and the surrounding area was littered with bright-orange life vests, wooden planks and torn pieces of white cloth that had once served as the sail.


Looking out over the trash-strewn area, the Commander, still positioned at the rail of the Interceptor,  turned to one of his officers.  “Let’s set off some charges on the damned thing.  I don’t want it still floating around and puncturing another boat’s hull out here.”

“Yes sir.”

“Set the delay for ten minutes.  That should give us enough time to clear out before it goes.”

“Yes sir.”

The ensuing ten minutes were somber and reverent.   The surviving refugees, totaling 368, watched through tear-filled eyes as the blast tore through the wooden planks of the vessel that had carried them from the land they hated.     They sang a song that, even though it was in Spanish, still touched the heart and soul of each crew member.  As if saying goodbye to their fallen friends and relatives, the group sang out in unison.   The blast came as a culmination;  a salute,  to the 48 people who died trying to find freedom in the land of opportunity.  

Mitchell and his men removed their caps and bowed their heads low.  Being responsible for patrolling territorial waters off the coast off of Florida, the vessel and its crew were accustomed to seeing large numbers of Cuban and Haitian refugees attempting to cross the turbulent waters of the Atlantic to find freedom on the shores of the United States.  They were not, however, accustomed to the death and despair that surrounded this particular rescue.  This one would follow each of these men until the day of their death.



�

Chapter IX



Hearing the roar of the engines above the yacht, Rico ran out the cabin door and onto the deck.  Climbing the ladder to the flying bridge, he stood and watched as the plane came directly at the yacht.  Reaching into his breast pocket, Rico produced a rolled-up flag.  He quickly unfurled the cloth and revealed a brightly-colored orange and red flag.  Holding the flag above his head, Rico waved it as the plane approached.  As it neared, the plane dipped its wings twice, signaling that it received the flag signal.  It continued flying past the yacht, dipping low to the water and then lifting back up, repeating this process.  Rico replaced the flag in his pocket and then began searching the skies for the drop plane.  The previous aircraft was the decoy.  This plane, and it erratic movement, would draw the Coast Guard Falcons and the DEA Blackhawk helicopters away from the actual drop zone, if they happened to be in the area.  This drop would be much easier than any other previous attempt.  There would be no DEA helicopters to lure away.  There would be no Coast Guard jets to outrun.  Today, they were called to other duty.    

Moments later, Rico spotted the second plane.  He immediately went about preparing for the drop.

“Benito” he hollered, as he reached the main deck.  “Are we ready for the transfer?”

“I’ve got the lower cabins ready.  I’ve gutted the mattresses so we can put the shit inside them.”

“Good.  The plane will be dropping the shipment any minute.  I don’t want to be sitting out here for any length of time, so we need to get the load moved quickly.”



Rico, once again, entered the main bridge cabin, where Grant sat silent, staring out to sea.  “Okay man, you’re about halfway to getting your wife back safe and sound.  The plane will come by, we’ll take grab the shit and be on our way.  You do not move from this cabin.  Your eyes will remain on the waters ahead.  Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Good.  You’ve got full radar capability on this thing, right?”

“Of course.  Why?”

“You keep your eyes on that radar screen.  If you see any ships coming toward us, you call out.  Keep an eye on my screen here as well.  If you see any blips, you call me.  I don’t want anybody to sneak up on us.  Remember, Mr. Tilton, if I die, then your wife dies, so don’t screw this up.”

Grant did not respond.  He sat still and stared at the screens in front of him.  Satisfied that he would handle this task, Rico joined Benito on the main deck and prepared for the retrieval  of the goods that the plane would be dropping to them.

By 1:00pm, the plane had dropped numerous, heavily-sealed, plastic crates.  The long blue and white containers were outfitted with bright orange flotation collars that made them easier to spot and ensured flotation.   As they cascaded into the water, near the yacht,  the plane made a 180 degree turn and powered up for its return flight back to Cali.  It roared over the yacht and rose into the sky.  


Grant leaned forward and strained to see the plane as it zoomed over the M’Lady.  He watched as it roared out of sight.  Hearing Rico and Benito outside, Grant quietly moved over to the doorway of the cabin.  He could see the men using  long pole-like devices with a large hooks on one end.  The poles were stretched out over the water as they attempted to snag hold of the floating devices.  Grant could see seven of the containers floating in the water, just to the side of the yacht.  He quietly moved through the doorway, being careful to stay out of their sight.  He watched as the men pulled one of the containers through the water.  As it neared the side of the craft, Benito reached down and lifted it onto the deck of the boat.  Hurriedly, Rico produced a large knife and began cutting away the seal to the container.

“Go on” he yelled at Benito.  “Get the others aboard, quickly.”

Benito smiled.  “These are the same ones that took down the 747 out of New York?”

“Shut up and get the others on board” yelled Rico.

Benito did as he was instructed.  Rico continued to tear away the seal, oblivious to Grant hiding behind the rear deck entry.  As the seal came away, Rico flipped the lid back, smiling at what he found inside.   Grant, seeing the contents from his vantage point, turned and quickly moved back into the main cabin.  He was truly scared now.  He had to find a way to alert the authorities, but he didn’t want them to kill Sandy.  Without thinking, Grant reached down and flipped the emergency beacon switch.  Similar to a plane’s “black box” the yacht’s transponder sent out a signal to rescue boats, alerting them as to its location.   Reaching into one of the 


cupboards underneath the instruments, Grant withdrew a small screwdriver.  Removing the plate around the beacon switch, he slowly lifted the plate, exposing three wires.  Quickly, he yanked at the yellow wire, which carried the electrical flow to the warning light.  Instantly, the yellow advice light ceased flashing.  Within minutes, the plate had been replaced and the screwdriver put away.

An hour later, all of the product was concealed below, the containers, weighted to sink, were discarded into the ocean.  Rico, covered with sweat, then appeared back in the main cabin.  Entering the cabin, he stared at Grant and then at the radar screens.  Grant quickly looked down at the instrument panel, making certain that the beacon advice light was not flashing.  Satisfied everything was in order, Rico moved over to the wet bar sink in the next room.  Standing in front of the sink, he turned on the water.  Nothing.  He turned the other handle and still no water came out.

“What the hell’s wrong with the sink?” he yelled in to Grant.

Turning, Grant grinned.  “I told you guys, this boat isn’t ready for an ocean voyage.  I didn’t have a chance to fill the internal tanks for the sinks and toilets.  There is no fresh water onboard.”

“That’s just fucking dandy” said Rico, using one of the window curtains to wipe his face.  “What are we supposed to do if we have to take a shit?”

Grant watched him from the main bridge.  “We can take a bucket of sea water and wash it down with that.” 


“Ah to hell with it!” said Rico, not bothering to turn to face Grant.  “We’ll be back in port within the hour.  Turn this beast around and get us back to Miami.

Grant turned toward Rico.  “Why are you guys doing this exchange in broad daylight?  I thought this shit went on in the middle of the night.”

Rico moved through the doorway between the main bridge and the wet bar area.  “We do this shit, as you call it, during the day because the damned DEA and coast guard bring out all their chase planes at night.  They’ve got FLIR-equipped jets that can find a man running in the everglades, just off of his body heat.”  Rico now stood beside Grant, looking out over the bow of the boat.  “During the daytime, the FLIR picks up all kinds of heat sources, like the glare of the sun off the water.  We’re doing this in broad daylight because the chances of us getting caught are much slimmer.”  Rico turned and walked toward the exit door to the deck.  No more questions.  You just get us out of here and back to Miami.”

Grant nodded, turned the key and fired up the motors.  Turning the wheel, he checked his compass and  pointed the bow of the boat back towards Miami.  As he did, another blip appeared on his surface radar screen. He quickly turned to see if Rico was still in the cabin area.  He was not.  


Grant contemplated picking up the radio transmitter and yelling into it, but thought better of it.  A noise behind him gave him full confidence that he did t
he right thing.  Rico had come 



back into the main cabin.  He was carrying a wadded up cloth that had been soaked in the ocean water.  Using the wet cloth, Rico wiped his face and upper body down.  

Grant could see that Rico was moving closer to the radar screen.  “Hey!” he yelled quickly, pointing down at the computer screen.  “There’s another blip on the radar screen.”  Grant could not think of anything else to do.  There was no way he could hide the screen from Rico.  If he didn’t do as he was instructed, Rico might kill him on the spot.

Rico quickly moved over to the screen and stared at the image.  “How far away are they and what direction are they headed?”

Grant looked at the screen for a couple of minutes.  “It appears that they’re about two miles in front of us.  It’s hard to tell right away, but I think they’re coming toward us.  We seem to be closing ground very quickly.”

“Shit” yelled Rico.  “Keep your eyes on the screen.”  He then put each the computer and the small box back into the briefcase and summoned Benito.  Benito was instructed to immediately take down the air radar dish that had been mounted on the top deck.

“Where are they now?” Rico yelled at Grant, turning towards him.

“They’re about a mile away now and they’re definitely coming at us.”


“Benito, we may have visitors.  Let’s get dressed as the sheiks.”  Rico turned to Grant again.  “Remember, your wife’s life depends on how well you handle this situation.  Nobody gets on this boat.  She 
dies if we lose this shipment.”



“Hey look, I can’t keep the Coast Guard off of this boat, if they’re of a mind to board it.  I’ll do everything I can, but I can’t stop them!”

“I don’t think you need to worry about the Coast Guard.  They won’t be patrolling in this area.”

Grant looked at him quizzically.  “How do you know they won’t be in this patrol area?”

“Never mind.  I just know that they have been summoned to another situation.  Like I said, we don’t lose this shipment.  You’d better hope you can outrun them, whoever they are.”  Rico’s eyes were wild with anger.  “Remember, we’re Arab sheiks taking the boat out for a test spin.

As Grant directed his attention back to the radar screen, the radio blared out.

“Unidentified water craft bearing transponder Zulu, 359, please identify yourself.  This is the Coast Guard, over.”

Grant looked at Rico.  The man was dazed.  He truly thought that there would not be any Coast Guard intervention today.  He stood there motionless, as if thinking of his next move.

“I’d better answer that” Grant said,  “or they’ll definitely come up alongside us and come aboard.”

“Then do it!” shouted Rico.

Benito ran into the cabin, huffing.  “I’ve got the guns ready. Shall we go on deck?”


“No, not yet.  Mr. Tilton here is going to p
ersuade them not to bother us.”



Grant picked up the microphone and depressed the button.  “US Coast Guard, this is the US registered craft, M’Lady - transponder Zulu 359, over.”

“Roger that, M’Lady, this is the Coast Guard vessel, Interceptor.   We’re receiving a distress signal from your craft.  Do you wish to declare an emergency?”

Rico stood over Grant, glaring at him.  Grant depressed the microphone button.  “Negative Coast Guard.  It appears that our beacon switch was inadvertently turned on.  I apologize for the confusion.”

“M’Lady, where are you coming from, over?”

“Coast Guard, M’Lady is a pleasure craft, out on a test drive for a potential buyer.  Over.”

“Roger M’Lady.  Craft is registered to whom?”

“Coast Guard, craft is registered to US Corporation, The Yacht Shop.  Over.”

“Roger M’Lady.  Are you affiliated with The Yacht Shop? Over.”

“That’s affirmative Coast Guard.  My name is Grant Tilton.  I am the owner of The Yacht Shop.”

“M’Lady, since we have received distress signal we must make physical inspection of your craft.”  Grant’s heart warmed at hearing these words.  The Coast Guard was famous for going by the book and Grant knew that any distress signal had to be personally investigated by them.

Rico shook his head, glaring at Grant.

“Coast Guard, I understand your responsibilities, but I don’t thank that will be necessary.  We’re not in distress, it was an accident.”



“Sorry M’Lady, we’ve got to inspect your craft.  We order you to stop engines and wait for our vessel to come alongside.  We’ll be upon you in………”  The man paused.  Several seconds elapsed without word from the Coast Guard officer.   Grant looked at Rico, hoping that the man did not realize that he had turned on the beacon signal.  Suddenly, the radio squawked out.

“M’Lady,  what on earth are you doing so far out to sea?”

Grant was still looking at Rico, as the large man drew his finger across his throat, signifying he would cut Grant’s throat if he screws this up.  After a brief hesitation, Grant pretended to speak softly into the microphone.  “Coast Guard  I’ve got a big one on the hook right now.  Two Arab sheiks want to buy a Lady Tiffany.  This one means over 100K in profit to me.  We’re out on a test spin, so I’ll take them to Cuba if that’s what it takes to get the sale.”

“Roger that M’Lady.  That seems to fit the story we’ve got on you.”

“What story do you have on me, Coast Guard?”

“We received word from the State Department that we were not to bother the pleasure yacht M,Lady.  Some high-stakes game with foreign diplomats or something like that.  It looks like you’ve got friends in high places, M’Lady.  We won’t be needing to disturb you any further.  Would appreciate it if you would turn off the distress beacon, sir.”

Grant’s heart fell and his voice quivered.  “Roger that Coast Guard.  We’ll shut off the beacon.”





“One last thing, M’Lady.   Did you see an aircraft out there over you?  Over.”

“Negative on that Coast Guard.  I’ve been busy trying to sell this vessel.  I didn’t see anything in the sky.   Over.”

“Roger that.  We’ll check with the FAA to see if any flight plans for private craft were filed for this area.  We’ll be on our way sir.  Anything else we can help with?  Over.”

“Negative Coast Guard.  We’re just fine.  In fact, we’re headed in now.  I’ve shown these guys everything this bad girl can do.  It’s now up to them.  Over.”

“Roger that M’Lady.  Good luck on the sale.  Out.”

“This is the M’Lady.  We’re out.”

Rico put his hand on Grant’s shoulder.  “That was very good, Mr. Tilton.  What is this distress beacon that is drawing their attention?”

Grant reached down and flipped the beacon switch to the off position.  “This damned electrical panel” he said, pounding on it.  “The switch is in the “off” position, but it must be sending out the signal.  I can disconnect it.”

“Then do it!” shouted Rico.  “I don’t want any more surprises from the Coast Guard.”

Grant looked up at Rico.  “How did you know that we would be taking the M’Lady out today?”


“What do mean?”



“The Coast Guard said they had instructions not to bother the M’Lady.  It’s obvious that you people have connections.  How did they know not to bother this particular craft?  How did you know that we would be taking her out today?”

“Mr. Tilton, had you not volunteered the use of the M’Lady this morning, I would have simply insisted upon it.   We knew which boats you had in inventory.  This one was our choice.  You just made it easier that’s all.  You ask too many questions.  You should rejoice in the thought that you just prevented the execution of the lovely Mrs. Tilton.  Keep your eye on the radar and get us back to Miami quickly.”

Grant watched the screen as the blip that indicated the Coast Guard cutter, turned and began heading West.  He gunned the motors, taking them nearly to red line, in an effort to speed up the trip and get this nightmare over with.

By 2:30pm the yacht, M’Lady, docked back at her slip near The Yacht Shop.  Grant killed the motors and watched as Benito climbed onto the dock and retrieved the large rope tie-downs that were thrown to him by Rico.  With the boat adequately secure, Rico yelled down to Benito.

“Go get the van.  I’ll have our friend here clear it with the guards at the gate.  Move!”


Rico turned to Grant, who was still seated at the captain’s chair in the interior bridge.  “Mr. Tilton, when we arrived this morning, I noticed that you were quite friendly with the two guards who patrol this dock area.  I know that there is a guarded gate at the entrance to the dock area.  I want you to call the guard at the gate and inform him that a large van will be entering the docks.  You make certain tha
t he lets this van go through.”



“I thought that I was done with you.  How long are you going to keep me here and prevent me from seeing my wife?”

“Just until the shipment is transferred to the van.  Then we’ll be done with you.”  Rico pulled a cellular phone from his breast pocket.  “Here, call the guard.  I don’t want him to hassle Benito.”

Grant took the phone and dialed the number for the guard shack.  He had dialed the number so many times, that he had memorized it.

“Gene, good afternoon.  This is Grant Tilton from The Yacht Shop.  I just sold the M’Lady and the new owner has asked me to fulfill several requirements before he’ll take delivery.  One of those requirements is to reconfigure the interior cabins.  I’m getting the new materials delivered this afternoon.  A yellow van will be coming to the gate shortly.  Would you be kind enough to let him through and point him in the direction of the M’Lady?”

“I sure will, Mr. Tilton.  You say that it should be here any minute?”

“That’s right.  You can never tell with these delivery guys, but if he’s on time, you should see him shortly.”

“Okay, sir.  I’ll take care of it and let him through.”

“Thanks.  Have a good afternoon.”  Grant hung up the phone and handed the piece back to Rico.  “You’re all set.  He’ll let the van come through.  Now are you finished with me?”  Grant tiredly sat down in the leather Captain’s chair.

 
“Not quite yet.” said Rico, walking away from Grant.   Grant could see that the man was removing a small plastic bag from his briefcase.  He did not try to hide the white powdery substance that lay within the confines of the bag.  As he stepped back away from the briefcase, Rico turned the bag upside down and let some of the powder fall onto the floor of the cabin.   He repeated the motion throughout the other cabins and down below, until all of the powder was gone from within the bag.  As Rico entered the main cabin, Grant pleaded with him.

“When can I talk to my wife or see her?”

“Soon” said Rico, bringing his hand up from behind his back.    “Real soon” he said, leveling  a large caliber handgun at Grant.

Seeing the weapon, equipped with a silencer, Grant’s head lowered.  “No” he begged.  “I did everything you asked me to do.”

“Yes you did, Mr. Tilton.  But you said you wanted to see your wife.  I’m only accommodating you and your request.”  An evil smile took over Rico’s face.  “You see Mr. Tilton, Mrs. Tilton is already dead and you’ll be joining her momentarily.  It will appear to authorities that you were involved in drug running and you were killed for it.”


Grant began to speak, but his words were cut short.  Without hesitation, Rico fired a shot from his silencer-tipped weapon.  The bullet hit Grant in the middle of his chest, the impact sending him flying over backward off of the captain’s chair.  As he fell, his lifeless body hit the floor with a loud thud.  Rico stood over the body of his victim, p
reparing to fire another round 



into him, when a noise outside drew his attention elsewhere.   As Rico moved to the dock side deck, he peered over to see a woman standing beside the M’Lady.

“Who are you?” she queried, looking up at Rico.

“Who are you?” he demanded in return.

“My name is Kristen Marr.  I work for Mr. Tilton at the Yacht Shop.  When I saw the M’Lady coming in, I just, well I was worried about him.”

Rico put on his biggest smile.  “Oh miss Marr. I’m terribly sorry that we worried you.  Mr. Tilton took us out on the craft today and I must apologize:  We were so enamored with her that we asked him to let us keep her out for awhile.  Come aboard.  Mr. Tilton is below, checking on something with the engines.”

Without hesitation, Kristen ascended the ladder of the M’Lady.   Watching her step onto the deck, Rico smiled and motioned for her to follow him into the main cabin.  She couldn’t see the gun that he held behind the wall to the cabin.  Kristen moved through the doorway, smiling back at Rico.  “I can’t tell you glad I am…….” she stopped when she saw Grant’s body lying on the floor.  The bullet pierced her left cheek before she could let out the first scream.  She was dead instantly.   

By 5:00pm the shipment had been transferred to the van.  As if they had never been there, Rico and Benito disappeared with their cache, leaving behind the bodies of Grant Tilton and Kristen Marr.

�

Chapter X

Detective Carla Perkins slammed down the phone.  The response from the other end of the line was not what she had hoped.  The ballistics report on the shooting of the State patrolman was not completed yet.   This was just another example of the over-worked system she was a part of.  It would be at least another day or two before the results would be reported.

Her stomach began growling, reminding her that, in addition to the stress that had been her partner today, she had not yet had dinner.  She reached into her jacket pocket and produced a roll of antacids.  Tearing the paper back, she pulled two of the candy-tasting tablets into her mouth and replaced  the container in the pocket for later.  Like many others in her position, she found antacids to be part of her daily routine and a must-have as part of her equipment.

The detective squad room was considerably quieter now than it was during the day.  Only a handful of detectives mulled around their desks or spoke on the telephone.  Carla sat back, ignoring the chalky taste of the antacid, watching her counterparts.  Her mind wandered, as she tried to imagine what type of cases these individuals were working.  “He’s doing a bank robbery” she thought to herself, spotting Mike Williams paging through an FBI book of past robbery suspects.   Now directing her attention to Jerry Renfroe, she studied his actions, unable to determine what he was working on.  It appeared that Jerry was doing something similar to Carla, as his eyes met with hers.  He smiled, and held two fingers up to his forehead, signifying a mock salute.  Carla returned the smile, stood and began pacing toward the window on the west side of the squad room.  Glancing down at her wristwatch, noting the time at 7:15pm., she decided that she would call it a day.  Her mind was no longer into the case.  It had been a long day and it 



didn’t appear that she could contribute any more until tomorrow.   She rubbed her eyes vehemently.  

“I’ve got just the cure for those tired eyes” came the words from behind her.

Turning away from the window, Carla came face to face with Jerry Renfroe, a young detective who had a reputation for being a cocky womanizer.  “You do?  And just what would that cure be?”

“I take you down to Beach Pits and buy you a couple of drinks.”

“What the hell is Beach Pits?”

“It’s only one of the best night clubs in Miami.  You must be spending too much time at home if you haven’t heard of it.”

“Jerry, you know that I’m not into the night club scene” Carla offered, smiling and then making her way back to her desk.

Renfroe followed directly behind her, his eyes fixed on Carla’s backside.  “Okay then.  We’ll skip the club and go straight to your place.  We’ll put on some music and I’ll lay one of my hot oil massages on you.”

Carla, disgusted with the man and the thought of being alone with him, turned to face him.  He greeted her with a smart ass smirk that caused her skin to crawl.  Moving a step closer to him, she placed her finger in her open mouth and feigned  a throaty gag.  “Detective Renfroe, the day I participate in a hot oil massage given by you, is the day you’ll have to pull my cold body out of one of the morgue drawers.”



“Ooooh” he said,  “kinky too!  I like kinky”  Renfroe was unaware of the fact that Lyle Jensen had entered the  squad room.  Hearing the last bits of the conversation, Lyle approached the two quickly.

Renfroe didn’t hear Lyle.  “Look Carla, you know that it’s only a matter of time before you and I are partying.  If you want to drag this on and delay what could be the most gratifying  experience of your life, then so be it.  You’re only hurting yourself.”

Carla smiled, seeing Lyle come up from behind Renfroe.

“Come on CJ.  We’ve got to go” he stated matter-of-factly.

“What?  I’m not going anywhere!  I was just getting ready to go home.  There’s nothing more we can do tonight.”

“There is now” said Lyle, as he retrieved several items from his desk and put them in his coat pocket.  With a pained look, he addressed Carla, noting that any movement toward her things had not yet begun.  “Come on.  Two patrol officers at the airport,  found an abandoned Mercedes tonight.”

“So let them handle it.  I’m tired.  Besides, since when did we start handling stolen autos?”

“Okay, if you’re tired, I’ll handle this one alone.  But it’s only fair to tell you that this particular Mercedes had a dead body in the back and the tires are Yokohama.”

This revelation immediately got the attention of detective Perkins.  A half-smile came over her face.  “Why didn’t you say so?” she said, quickly retrieving her shoulder bag from the back of the desk chair.  “You say that airport patrol officers found it?”



“Yeah, at Miami International Airport.  It’s parked in one of the long-term lots.  The officers found it during a routine lot check.  They spotted a pool of blood that had dripped out of the back of the car  onto the pavement.”  Lyle quickly moved toward the door and waved to Carla.  “Sometimes I’d rather be lucky than good.  And it looks as though we may have just gotten very lucky!  This might just be the break we’ve been waiting for.  Let’s go  see if this one is related to our case.”

�

Chapter XI



From their hotel in downtown Hong Kong, David Proctor, aide to Vice President Trevor Lichtner, glanced down at his watch.  It was only 11:15am, but traffic anytime of the day in this city would be very heavy.  He walked over to the door to the suite occupied by the Vice President.  Glancing over at the secret service agent posted outside the room, he rapped lightly on the door to room 3716.

“Sir, it’s time we should be on our way.”

“I’ll be out in just a minute” came the retort from behind the door.  After several moments delay, Proctor and the secret service agent turned their attention to the door as it swung open.  Stepping into the hallway was a small Asian woman, wearing little more than a tight-fitting mini skirt and heels.  Seeing the woman, the secret service agent immediately turned away, pretending not to see her.  The Vice President stuck his head out from behind the door.

“David, see to it that our little friend here gets out of the building.”

“Yes sir.  I’ll get her out the same way I got her in….through the kitchen.”

“Whatever.  I don’t care how you do it, just get it done.  Give me a minute and then we’ll be on our way to the damn Ambassador’s residence.  Parker,” he said, turning towards the agent,  “you will retain a level of confidence in this matter won’t you?”  Parker was the senior agent in charge for this particular detail; a tour guarding the Vice President. 

“Completely sir.” came the quick response.





The door to the suite closed abruptly, the Vice President still inside the room.  Parker shook his head slightly as David Proctor took hold of the professional woman’s arm and led her down the hallway to the service elevator.   A brief moment later the door reopened and the Vice President stepped into the hallway.

“Eagle Two is on the move” Parker whispered into the microphone situated within his wrist watch.  Within ten seconds, three more agents appeared in the hallway, virtually coming out of nowhere; each equipped with com line earpieces, automatic machine guns and a pistol attached to their belts.  The entire floor of the hotel had been reserved for the politician and his entourage.   Before a single step had been taken toward the elevator, a small army of agents had moved into positions in the elevator, on the main lobby level, the upper level and at the entrance to the hotel.  Four more surrounded the Vice President as he moved about.  Near the front entrance to the hotel, another group of four agents scoured the surrounding area.  Here, the limousine waited to carry Vice President Lichtner to his meeting with the Ambassador to China.  

By the time they reached the elevator, David Proctor had made his way to the group.  As he moved toward the elevator car, one of the secret service agents, Kyle Dempsey, stepped back from the car.

“Sir” he said, directing his comment to agent Parker.  “I’m sorry, sir, but I’m having trouble with the earpiece to my com line.  I’ve got a spare back in the hotel room.  I’ll only be a minute.”  Dempsey watched his superior.





Hearing this, Vice President Lichtner turned to Parker.  “Is this the kind of protection that you’re giving me?  Your agents can’t even be responsible enough to test their Goddamned equipment before leaving the room?”

“I’m sorry sir.  It will only take  a minute for Dempsey to retrieve his com line.”

“I don’t have a minute!” screamed Lichtner.  “We’ll be on our way.  Have him catch up to us if he feels it’s necessary - you know for the protection of the Vice President and all.”  The sarcastic tone flushed agent Parker.  His glare toward Dempsey gave full notice that there would be hell to pay for this mistake.

“Go on” said Parker, motioning to Dempsey.  “I’ll move one of the ground team to the escort.  You take his place downstairs when you come down.  You’d best be on the ground before we depart in the limo.”

“Yes sir” came the quick reply as Dempsey turned and made his way down the hall.  The elevator door closed.  Attempting to lighten the situation, David smiled at the Vice President and shrugged.  A cold stare was returned.

“Do you think that this is funny?”

“No sir.  I merely smiled.”

“I’m surrounded by idiots!” yelled Lichtner, as the elevator car began its descent to the main floor lobby.  “At least tell me, Proctor, that you did have our little lady friend checked out.  I mean I’m not going to wake up with a nasty little flesh growth or a sensation like pissing fire in a couple of weeks am I?”


“Of course not sir.  As always, this one was thoroughly checked out.  She passed a complete physical with blood tests - the whole shebang.  She came out clean.”

“Good.  Now see to it that some flowers are sent to Mrs. Lichtner.  On the note, put something to the effect that I miss her; love her, you know the routine.”

“Yes sir.”  Proctor flipped two pages over on his small notepad.  He had already made a note to do this very thing, but he pretended to write it down.  He was familiar with the practices of his boss.  On each trip abroad, one or more “companions” were arranged for him.  The day after, however, guilt set in and the Vice President always sent flowers to his wife.  This effort apparently made him feel better and less dirty.  David Proctor wasn’t overly fond of this task, but always did it without complaint, happy to have this important position in the nation’s government.

As the two men continued their conversation, agent Steve Riley leaned forward and whispered something into agent Parker’s ear.  Seeing this, the Vice President flew into a rage.

“I’ve got one agent who can’t remember how to get dressed in the morning and now I’ve got one who prefers to keep secrets from the Vice President.  Perhaps you’d like to share your conversation with the rest of us?”

Parker intervened.  “Sir, his comment pertains to a service issue.  I can assure you that it has nothing to do with……..”

“Don’t give me that shit!  I want to know what he said that he didn’t feel he could say to my face!”

Parker nodded to the agent, indicating permission to repeat what was said.


“I’m sorry sir.  I only mentioned to agent Parker that it was a little odd that Dempsey didn’t have his earpiece, yet somehow he heard Parker when the call went out that Eagle was on the move.  He seemed to move in unison with the rest of the team, even though his position was remote.”

 “What does this mean, Parker?”

“Probably nothing sir.  It’s just an observation.  There’s no need for concern.”

“I think I’m smart enough to figure out what and what not to be concerned over.  I want this issue reported when we return to Washington.  If it takes me the rest of this term, I’m going to finally get protection from agents I can trust.”

“Yes sir.”

In an effort to change  the subject, Proctor began his briefing for the Vice President.  “Okay sir” he said, looking at the notes on the pad in front of him.  “We have lunch with the ambassador at 12:30pm.  After lunch, we have a twenty minute meeting scheduled with the director of the Chinese Environmental Action Group and the Minister of Environmental Protection for the Chinese government.  The President has asked that you call him after your meeting to brief him on the outcome.”

“Okay, okay,” came the quick reply.  “I know what the meeting is about.  Just tell me exactly what we hope to accomplish with these folks?”


“Sir, the Chinese is the only government in the world to enact a 21st century environmental program during this decade.  They have closed over 5
0,000 manufacturing plants for 



environmental waste pollution.  The intent of our meeting is to determine the success of the program and get ideas on how we may implement  similar programs in the US.  During the summit meeting, the President promised the Chinese delegation that the US would explore their environmental program.  It was agreed, by consensus,  that global warming and the ecological effects of pollution were on the top of the list for the summit attendees.  Plus, with the British government turning over control of Hong Kong to the Chinese, it appeared to be the perfect time for us to make a very public mission to China.”

A scowl came over the Vice President’s face.  “I’m well aware of the turn over of rule to China, as well as the topics of discussion at the summit meeting.  I’m still pissed that I was not invited to attend the damn thing.   If the President wanted this taken care of, why didn’t he schedule this impromptu meeting for himself?”� 	“The President felt that his trip to the Democratic fund-raiser in New York city was of vital importance to the party.  The party chairman let him know, in no uncertain terms, that his presence there was imperative.  Besides, this will be the perfect forum for him to garner support for his drug legalization bill.”

“More bull shit as far as I’m concerned.  And that damned drug bill is gonna cost us tens of millions of dollars in campaign funds from the pharmaceutical lobbies.  Just because he was able to push through the tobacco legislation, he thinks that the world will roll over on this one too.  Things will sure be different when I get into the oval office.” Lichtner rolled his eyes as he spoke.  Trevor Lichtner was a prick in a politician’s skin.  He was unaware that the party had 


made it perfectly clear that at the end of President Cummings’ term, they would not be backing Lichtner for a Presidential run.  He was not well liked, nor was he respected.  The party was already  shopping for a new candidate to run against the Republican opponent in the next election.

The Vice President was not quite finished.  “Get one thing straight, Proctor, I don’t want this damned meeting going past the twenty minutes.  I really don’t give a shit what their environmental program is.  This garbage should be handled by the ambassador to China.  I’ve got business affairs to attend to in the states.  I shouldn’t even have to be here.”

“No sir.  I mean yes sir.   I’ll make certain that it does not run beyond the allotted time.  I’m sure that the Ambassador will be more than…….”  Proctor’s words were cut short by a sudden jolt from the elevator as it stopped moving.  Immediately, Parker began punching buttons on the door panel, attempting to stir some motion of the car.  Riley quickly opened the small door to the phone box and picked up the receiver.  It was dead.

Parker began barking commands into his watch.  “Ground team, this is Eagle escort.  We have a possible situation here.  Do you copy?”

There was no response.

“Jesus, get me out of here!” yelled the Vice President, moving about nervously.

“Yes sir” shouted Parker.  “Ground team this is Eagle escort.  Come in.  Over.”

“Go ahead Eagle escort” came the response over his earpiece.

“Eagle escort is calling in possible situation.  The elevator has stopped somewhere around the 20th  floor. Get a team in here and get this thing moving.”


“Roger that Eagle escort.”

“Ground team, stay on the com line and advise of your progress.  Eagle needs to be out of here and now!”  Agent Parker looked over at the shaking Vice President.  “Rover team, this is Eagle escort.  Do you copy?”

No response.

“Rover team.  Respond.”

Proctor looked at the agent, lines of worry etched in his face.  “Is this bad?”

Parker nodded. “The rover team is supposed to be positioned at the upper elevator access panels.  They prevent anyone from accessing the elevator above the car.”  The earpiece in agent Parker’s ear rang out.  

“Eagle escort, do you want me to call this in to Washington?  Over.”

“Affirmative ground team.  Send somebody up to check on the rover team.  I can’t raise them on the com line.  Let’s go with standard procedures on this one.  Report in that we have a possible incident involving Eagle.  Find a way to get this box moving!  We’re sitting ducks in here.”

“Roger Eagle escort.”

The agent turned to the frightened politician.  “Everything is fine sir.  We have agents all over this hotel.  They’ll have us down in no time.  Mr. Proctor, if you don’t mind, may I borrow a sheet of paper from your note pad there?”


“Of course” came the reply as Proctor tore off one of the 
sheets and handed it to Parker.



Taking a pen from his breast pocket, Parker quickly jotted down a note:

Re:  Agent Dempsey.  Possible problem? - reluctant to get on the elevator with escort team.

He signed his name at the bottom of the note and put the pen back in his pocket, along with the note.  “Just in case” he whispered to agent Riley.”  Riley nodded.

“What the hell is going on here?”  shouted Lichtner.  “This fucking elevator should have been checked before I even got on it!”

“Yes sir.  It was.  The rover team is probably just out of earshot.  Let’s not make more of this than there is.  It’s probably just a malfunction of the elevator.  Unfortunately, we can’t anticipate when it might break down.”

“That’s no excuse agent Parker.  When we get back to Washington, I’ll be reporting this to the President as well.”

“Yes sir.”  Parker looked directly ahead, concentrating his focus on the doors in front of him.  Only the sound above his head drew his attention upward.

Immediately, he raised his wrist and spoke into the watch.  “Ground team, this is Eagle escort.  Over.”

“Go ahead escort.”

“Who the hell is in the elevator shaft?”

There was a pause.  “Escort, we don’t have a team in there and you know that once the elevator is occupied, there’s no way our team would let a  maintenance crew in the shaft.”


“Ground team, move in.   Lock down the hotel and get your ass up here right now.  Get a team in this shaft now!  Come in on the 21st floor above us.”

“Roger that escort.  We’re on our way.”

Each of the agents in the elevator removed their weapons from their confines.  Clips were checked and safeties were removed.    Agent Parker instructed the other two agents to stand in front of the Vice President, shielding him from any possible fire.  Lichtner was quickly growing deeply disturbed by the ordeal.  He was whining uncontrollably, sitting on the floor in the corner of the elevator.

“Get me out of here” he cried.

“Please calm down sir.  Let’s remain quiet so I can hear what’s going on above us.”  Parker studied the ceiling above him, listening intently to any sound of movement from above.  He moved  across the elevator car to  position himself directly across from the Vice President.  In the event the doors opened to gunfire, he would be out of the line of fire and could return the barrage.

As they stood quietly, each of the agents and Proctor, looked above them.  Except for Lichtner squealing in his corner, it was quiet.  Only slight squeaks could be heard above the Vice President’s wailing.  Proctor, growing tired of the wailing, knelt down and put his hand over the Vice President’s mouth.  

“Please be quiet sir.  The agents are trying to protect you, but you’re making it rather difficult to do so.”



Under normal circumstances, the aide would have been immediately subdued by secret service agents.  It’s considered taboo  to put your hands on either of the executive officers.  Today, however, it was welcomed.  The agents had far more to worry about.  Suddenly a distinct hissing sound echoed through the cabin.

“What is that?” asked Proctor.

“Shhhh.”  Parker held his index finger to his lips to indicate silence.  Everybody held their breath, listening to the odd sound.  As if a tire were punctured, the hissing sound remained constant and at the same decibel level.  Another clanking noise.

Parker reached up with the end of his machine gun and pushed on one of the ceiling panels in the elevator.  The other agents pointed their weapons in the direction of the ceiling.  Instantly, a loud boom rang out.  Within seconds, the elevator shifted, tilting to one side.  Losing their balance, the agents fell against the walls of the small confine.  Two more small explosions and the elevator angled the other direction. Parker looked at the other agents, extreme fear in his eyes.  He knew what was to follow and never had a chance to speak to the others.  The final round of explosions rocked the car intensely.  In the next instant, Parker found himself flailing, trying to keep his feet on the floor of the car.   Each of the occupants had been toppled, all trying desperately to grab hold of the rail, or one another, in an effort to remain standing.  Like rag dolls, they were tossed about the car as it fell from its moorings.  

The thundering noise inside the elevator car was unbearable.  The box banged against one side of the shaft and then the other, jolting side to side, sending loud, deafening  reverberations through the car.  The cries for help and screaming from the men aboard paled in comparison to the roar of metal against metal and concrete.  The roar, the banging and the screaming seemed to last an eternity, yet it was over in a few seconds.  It took only a fraction of a moment for the car to crash down twenty  stories to the concrete platform below.  

As it cascaded down to the lower garage level, the car impacted with the lower bumper that was situated on the concrete pad in the basement.  At its rate of speed, the elevator car practically disintegrated as it hit bottom,  causing an explosion of dust and debris to come shooting up the shaft and out from between the doors at the garage level.  

The impact crushed the car and compacted so forcefully that the metal walls of the car were forced outward through the heavy metal doors at the garage level.  As the car collided with the bumper stop, it drove the concrete pad through the metal floor of the car.  The ceiling of the car, light fixtures included, slammed down on top of the five men.  None of the occupants knew what happened beyond that instant.  Their bodies were immediately pressed between the compacting ceiling of the elevator car and the concrete pad below.  Like grapes under a heavy man’s foot, their bodies were literally compressed to a fraction of their original size.  

Razor-sharp shards of torn metal ripped through the flesh on their crushed bodies, tearing limbs from torsos.  What once was an eight foot cabin had now been condensed to only two feet.  The five bodies within became a mangled mass of crushed bones, torn flesh and tattered cloth.  The deaths signified only the beginning of the bloodshed that was to follow.

�Chapter XII



Within twenty minutes of the death of Lichtner, his aide and the secret service agents,  White House press spokesman Lee Corsen had called an emergency  press conference.  The White House press corps was summoned to the  briefing room for word on a matter of extreme national importance.  Word of Lichtner’s death had reached the oval office within minutes of the accident.   The world, however, hadn’t yet heard of the tragedy.  It was here that the citizens of the US and the world, would learn  the sad news. 

A barrage of cameras on tripods whirred away.  The reporters, accustomed to proper  decorum, were silent.  A bevy of microphones cluttered the podium on the dais.  Within moments, the press secretary had made his way from the entry behind the podium.    Moving to a position in front of the white presidential seal, adorning the blue curtained wall behind him, he stepped up to the microphone and cleared his throat. 

“I want to thank you all for coming out so quickly this evening.  I appreciate the fact that each of you would attend this unscheduled press conference.”  Corsen paused and looked out over the crowd.  Beads of sweat trickled down his forehead and temples, shining bright in the incandescent light.  He placed his right hand in his pants pocket and felt for the handkerchief.  Pulling it from his pocket, he wiped his brow and then rested his left elbow on the podium.  “It is with a heavy heart that I stand before you tonight with news that will touch every American deeply.  It will, in fact, touch all peoples of the world.”

Several members of the press corps began whispering to one another, quizzical looks upon their faces.  Some unconsciously held their breath, waiting for the news that had caused the White House to jump as they did tonight.  The flash cameras popped one picture after another and the bright lights above the cameras bathed the entire room.  The press corps had never seen Lee Corsen in such a dreadful mood.  He was always so upbeat.  Tonight, it was clearly obvious to everyone in the room that the man was pained.

He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, as his statement continued.  “I am profoundly saddened today to bring you news of a devastating accident that occurred less than an hour ago.”  He hesitated again, thinking of his words before they were spoken.  “While in Hong Kong, on a special trade mission for the United States, Vice President Trevor Lichtner was killed in tragic accident.”

The silent room became extremely animated.  A dull hum echoed throughout the room as shock waves hit each of the individuals hearing his words.

“Please allow me to continue” Corsen pleaded, raising both hands over his head in a motion that begged  for the press corps to quiet down.  Using the handkerchief, he once again, dabbed his forehead.  “The Vice President, along with his aide and seven United States secret service agents assigned to him, were killed when a hotel elevator, carrying them, fell twenty stories.  The Vice President, as well as the other individuals, was killed instantly.  The secret service, as well as teams from the CIA and FBI are being dispatched to the accident site.”

“Was this an accident?” yelled one of the reporters.

Annoyed, Corsen stared at the individual.  “A secret service team is on sight at this very moment.   Preliminary reports coming to the White House indicate no reason for us to believe this was anything more than a tragic accident.”

Another of the reporters stood.  “Mr. Corsen, when did this accident happen?”

“Less than an hour ago.”

“Has President Cummings been told?”

“President Cummings has been notified.  He has cut short his trip to New York and is on his way back to the White House at this very moment.  As you can well imagine, the President is in a state of shock over the loss of his dear friend Trevor Lichtner.  Not only did the nation lose a great man, but we lost a good friend to all men.”

“Mr. Corsen, shouted Paul Brady, the ABC news correspondent,  “Do we have the names of the others killed in the accident?”

“Until we have notified relatives of the agents, I will not be releasing any names of the others killed in this accident.  Mrs. Lichtner has been personally notified by aides to the President.  We will provide the same courtesy to all of those involved in this tragedy.”

“Mr. Corsen, who will be assuming the duties of the Vice President?”

“As stipulated under the constitution, upon the death of the Vice President, the Speaker of the House is to be sworn in to uphold the duties of the office.  As called for in the Constitution, he will be sworn in as soon as the President returns.  We must, however, concentrate on the issues at hand first.   The President will personally extend his condolences to Barbara Lichtner and then make a public statement sometime tomorrow morning.   I have nothing further for you at this time.  We’ll be notifying you of the time for the President’s statement tomorrow.  Thank you.”

“Mr. Corsen” yelled David Chino from the Associated Press.  “One more thing, sir.  Will Vice President Lichtner be buried at Arlington?”

“No.  It was his wish to be buried in his family’s plot in their hometown of Akron, Ohio.  I have nothing further.”

With that, the press secretary and a multitude of other White House assigns  made their way out of the press room.  Reporters scrambled out of the area, anxious to call in their reports. 

�Chapter XIII



Within one hour of the tragic death of Vice President Lichtner, the entire world was being told of the death of Trevor Lichtner.  CNN carried the press conference live and then carried live comments from their White House correspondent, Wolf Blitzer.  

From his Atlanta hotel suite, Carlos Espinosa smiled and switched channels to MSNBC, another news provider.  They, too, had live coverage from their reporter standing outside the White House.  Smoking his ever-present cigar, Carlos sat back and listened, playing with the remote control device.  Hearing enough, he pressed the “power” button on the remote, turning the screen to black as it went off.  Retrieving the laptop computer from the coffee table, he touched several combinations on the keypad.  There, upon the screen, popped up the secure number that had been entrusted to him.  He picked up the phone and punched in the appropriate number.

“Have you seen the TV?  You’re one step closer” said Carlos.

“Don’t call me here.  You were told to use this number only in an absolute emergency.  I can’t talk right now.”

“Very well.  I should hope, however,  that once you have your new position you would not be so quick to turn down my call.”

The voice on the other end of the line now spoke in a much quieter tone.  “I told you that I would take care of the issues that concerned you once this is all over with.  I said nothing about taking your calls.  I’m living up to my end of the bargain.  Now just finish your task and then we’ll move along with our future plans.”

“We’ll see about that.”  Carlos did not wait for a reply.  He hung up the phone.  Punching another set of numbers into the pad, Carlos waited for a response on the other end.

“Yes” came the short salutation.  His voice was barely audible as the cellular link was weak.  The line was coming in and out, with a great deal of static in the background.

“Rico, can you hear me?”

“Yes”

“You were to call me the moment you and the shipment arrived in Ohio.  Why is it that I must initiate this call?”

“Carlos, I have not called you because we are still in transit.  Some stupid American forgot to turn in the rental van.  We were delayed, so our arrival will be three hours later than planned.”

“Shit!  I will not tolerate failure in achieving our goal.”

“The delay will not affect our schedule Carlos.  We allowed plenty of time for things such as this.”

“Have you made the necessary arrangements for the independent contractors and the boats?”

“Yes. Everything has been set up.  By tomorrow afternoon everything will be in place.  We’ll be in position at least 48 hours before our visitor arrives.”

“I trust that we will not have people talking about you and picking you out of a lineup?”

“We have eliminated all possibility of that sir.”

“Good.  I will relay the good news to Ernesto and expect a phone call from you tomorrow.” 

�Chapter XIV



The freeway off ramp to the Miami International Airport was crowded.  Lyle pulled behind a large car rental agency shuttle van.  The airport traffic was always heavy, but tonight, because of the heavy rain that was falling, it was more like a parking lot.  The windshield wipers whipped back and forth, attempting vainly to clear the windshield.  Lyle squinted, trying to see the vehicle in front of him.

“Shit” he said.  “We’re going to be sitting for awhile.”

“Relax.  It’s only traffic.”

“There’s no such thing as only traffic.  This congestion drives me up the wall.”

Carla watched Lyle as he concentrated on the road ahead.  “Are you feeling okay?”

“Yeah.  I’m just tired.  I can’t wait to hit the sheets tonight.  I’ve got about two weeks of sleep to catch up on.”  He glanced over at Carla.  “Why are you looking at me that way?”

“You just worry me.  Do you mind if I ask you a question?”

“Shoot”

“The things you said about Maggie this morning:  Have you thought about seeing a marriage counselor?”

“It wouldn’t bother me in the least to sit down and talk with a professional.  After 18 years of marriage, I’m not ready to just chuck it.”  Lyle’s hand played on the steering wheel.  “I wish you could have seen us back in high school.  I was a stud young linebacker and she was a pom pom girl.  Man, when we got married, it seemed like the whole town thought we were the perfect match.  A couple of years later, we were trying to have a child.  After almost a year of trying, we went through the fertility routine.  You know-they checked my parts and her parts to see if there was a problem.  It turned out that I had a very low sperm count.  The doctors said that we would not be able to have a baby through the normal channels.”

“And how did Maggie react to that?”

Lyle glanced out the rain-streaked window, staring at the cars that were alongside them.  “At first, she seemed fine.  She was supportive of me and said that we could look at adoption.  She wasn’t angry or anything like that but over time I could see a change.  It was almost as if she felt she had been robbed or something like that.  I think that, inside, she blamed me for taking that very important part of her life away from her.  She tried not to let it show on the outside, but I could tell.  I knew how important kids were to her.  We had talked about it from the time I first proposed to her.”  Lyle paused, choosing her words.  “After that, her personality changed a little bit each year.  That, combined with my physical appearance of late, just sent her over the edge.  I think that she now wishes that she would have gotten out of the marriage way back when they found the low sperm count.”  Lyle pulled the car forward slowly, keeping up with the car ahead of him. 

“Have you asked her about her feelings?”

“Have you ever pet a rattlesnake?”

“Come on, Lyle.  A woman likes to talk about what’s going on inside.  Have you given her a chance to share her feelings with you?”

“CJ, we’ve tried.  I can’t count the number of times that I sat her down and pleaded with her to let it all out.  I wanted her to yell at me, even hit me, to release the anger she had for me inside.  She always told me that she was fine and that she wasn’t angry with me.  I told her how I saw the little changes in her personality.  When I touched on that subject, she really got pissed.”

“I really think that you should approach her about the subject of seeing a professional.  Perhaps she’ll share those feelings with a third party?”

“Maybe, but I don’t think she’ll go for it.  And don’t you get any wild ideas that you could be that third party.”  Lyle looked at Carla and peered at her from behind leering eyes.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it” she replied coyly.

“The hell you wouldn’t dream of it.  You’re thinking of it right now.”

Carla said nothing.  Her lips turned up at the corners in a slight smile.  “I’ll be good.”

“You’d better be.  You’ve got a life of your own to lead.”  

“Blah, blah blah.  You know that you talk too much?” Carla said, looking at Lyle.  “By the way, I saw the boating magazine on your desk earlier.  How’s your ship coming along?”

Lyle laughed.  “It’s not a ship, CJ.  It’s a sailing vessel.  I’m about seventy feet short of being considered a ship.”

“That sounds like a personal problem to me” she said, laughing back.

“All right, enough.  Anyway, I’m just finishing with the new decking.  A couple more months and she’s gonna be ready for her inaugural voyage.  To be honest, I think that is part of Maggie’s problem.  I probably spend more time with the Weekender than I do with her.  I guess the problems with our relationship can be blamed on me.”

  “I doubt that it’s all your fault.  Remember, it takes two to tango.”  She turned to look at him and decided to keep her opinions to herself.  The headlights from an oncoming car lit up the interior of the car.  A concerned look came over Carla’s face.  “Are you feeling okay?  You’re a little pale.”

“I’m fine mom” Lyle replied, banging his hand on the steering wheel.  “This damn traffic is enough to make anyone pale!”

Carla smiled.  “Okay tough guy,  if you’re in such a hurry, why don’t you go around the citizens?  You are a cop, remember?”

“Now you’re talking” he said, smiling.  He quickly flipped the switch that turned on the rotating red light atop the dashboard.  As the van in front  pulled over to the side of the road, Lyle pulled to the opposite side, desperately trying to see the edge of the road.  Slowly, he made his way down the shoulder of the off ramp, passing by the multitude of cars stuck in the downpour.  As the tires of the car bounced up and down on the rough shoulder of the road, the radio was playing jazz music.  Drawing their attention to the radio, a male announcer’s voice came over and interrupted the tune.

“We interrupt this station’s normal broadcasting with a special news bulletin.  The White House has just confirmed reports that Vice President Trevor Lichtner has been involved in an accident overseas.  We take you now to a live report from Linda Chrisman in Washington.”

Carla looked over at Lyle.  He was concentrating on the road ahead of him, stunned by the words.  

With a great deal of background noise, the reporter had difficulty with her live broadcast.  Her voice was quivering.  “I have just left a briefing in the White House press room.  White House press secretary, Lee Corsen, has just confirmed reports that Vice President Trevor Lichtner has been killed in an accident in Hong Kong.”

“Dear God!” exclaimed Carla.  Lyle reached over and turned the up volume knob to hear the report clearer.  The reporter relayed each piece of information that was given at the press conference.

The announcer’s voice once again came over the radio.  “We now return you to our regularly scheduled program.”  More music ensued.  

Lyle turned the radio off and shook his head. “Just when you think that your life sucks, something like this happens.    I guess there will always be people out there who have it worse off than I do.”

Carla nodded and looked out her window, almost as if in a dream state.  Quietly, she spoke.  “His poor wife.  Somebody, tonight, had to tell her that her life will never be the same.”

Loud claps of thunder and bright streaks of lightning filled the air.   Neither one spoke for the next several minutes; the silence allowing each to absorb the words that had just stunned them, and reflect on the internal emotions that they were experiencing.

Although neither had met the Vice President, both, like all Americans,  were touched by the news.  Much like the untimely and tragic death of Princess Diana, the death of Trevor Lichtner had, once again, given humanity a mortality wake-up call.  There, before the eyes of the world, the frailty of human existence was again witnessed.  

Lyle prayed, inwardly, thanking for the blessing of the weather:  Straining to see the roadside and the other cars, his attention was easily drawn away from the sobering news.  For Carla it wasn’t that easy.  This event brought back all of the dreadful memories of the night her husband was taken from her.  Her heart pained for the family, knowing that their grief would, as in past events of this magnitude, be publicly exploited through the media.  They would not be endowed with private tears or feelings.  The world would clamor for a glimpse of how the powerful would react to such devastating tragedy.   Inwardly, Carla cursed society.

The silence and the last eight miles took thirty minutes.   Exhausted from the weather and traffic ordeal, Lyle took the exit for the long term parking lot, labeled “D”.  

“I’m tempted to just turn around and pretend we couldn’t get here.”

“If you do, I’ll back your story.  I’m not in the best mood right now.”

“Why don’t you stay in the car?  I can handle this.”

Carla leered at him.  “If we go, then we both go.”

“Okay.”

“Over there” Carla said, pointing to a remote location near the east side of the lot.  “I see some patrol lights over there.”  She quickly zipped up her coat.  “You know that we’d better call those bureau boys and let them know about this,  if we want to avoid the Captain’s wrath.”

“If this turns out to be a valid lead we’ll give them a call.  No sense dragging their butts out into this weather for a wild goose chase.  Let’s wait and see if there is a connection before we go off and bother them.”  Carla paused and then nodded in agreement.

Lyle turned the car and headed in the direction of a patrolman who was standing near two Miami police patrol cars.  As they approached the patrolman, Lyle rolled down his window, allowing sheets of rain to come pouring into the sedan, soaking his neck and the left side of his face.  The patrolman, also being beaten by the lashing winds and rain, leaned down and squinted to see them.  He stuck his head in as far as he could, trying to avoid the beating.

Flashing his identification badge, Lyle looked at the officer. “Where’s the Mercedes?”

“Behind that white van over there, sir. ” he yelled, trying to be heard over the rain pounding on the roof of the car.  He stood and pointed,  directing the detectives with his finger.  “The M.E. just got here about 10 minutes ago.”

“Are you one of the officers that found the car?”

“No sir.  I’m just assisting with crowd control and keeping the crime scene secure.  Officer Morton over there, the tall skinny fella…the guy in the yellow rain gear, he’s the one who called it in.”

Lyle nodded and rolled his window back up.  “Damn rain” he said, as he brought his arm up to wipe away the moisture with the sleeve of his coat.  As the sleeve was wet, as well, it only served to move the water around on his face.  He pulled the car forward and parked next to the two patrol cars.  Leaning over the back of his seat, Lyle retrieved an umbrella and extended the shaft outward.  He then removed his eyeglasses and wiped them with a tissue he had pulled from the small dispenser box situated between the seats.  Satisfied that they were as clean as he could get them, he put them back on.

“Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Let’s rock and roll.”

He smiled and pat her leg affectionately.  “Let’s go get wet” he said, opening his door and stepping into the rain, jutting the umbrella up in the air and opening it.  Carla quickly moved around the car and joined him under the umbrella, moving as close as possible to him to avoid the barrage of rain that fell just beyond the protective cover of it.

The patrolman they were instructed to see was busy assisting another officer with the familiar yellow crime scene tape, cordoning off the area around the luxury car.  Blowing wildly in the wind, the bright-yellow plastic flapped against the chain link fence in front of the car.  Fighting it, he threaded one end of the tape through  the fencing and tied it off.  Walking toward the rear of the Mercedes, he wound the tape around the mirror of one of the patrol cars and let the remainder of the roll drop to the pavement.  Turning his attention back to the crime scene, he saw the two detectives coming his way.

Peering out from under the umbrella, Carla caught the officer’s attention.  “Officer Morton” she hollered out, trying to be heard above the sounds of the beating rain.

The officer put his hand above his eyes, shielding them from the rain.  “Give me a minute.” came the quick retort.  He then reached into another of the patrol cars and flipped on the side-mounted spot light.  Immediately, the entire area lit up around the Mercedes.  When the officer had completed his task, he approached the detectives.   

Jensen introduced himself and Perkins.   The officer now seemed more intent on answering questions, having since gotten a better look at Carla.  Lyle smirked, loving the attention his partner got.  Better yet, loving the responses they got once she started asking for answers.  

“The officer over there said you found the Mercedes?” Carla asked, again speaking loudly to be heard over the rumbles of thunder in the distant.

“Yes sir.  My partner and I spotted it about an hour ago.  We were patrolling the parking lot just before dark….before it started raining.  That’s when we saw the blood coming out of the back of the vehicle.   It’s a good thing we saw it when we did.  Another thirty minutes and this rain would have washed away the blood and we would have never called it in.  We’ve got the area cordoned off, but  with all this rain, I don’t hold out much hope of finding anything.   I’m sorry, but I noticed that your shield is from the Central precinct.  You say you’re from the homicide division?”

“That’s right” said Jensen.

Morton looked at Lyle, heavy streams of water pouring off the plastic that covered his hat.  “If you don’t mind my asking, sir,  why are you guys here?   With the body being found here at the airport, I don’t know why they’d be sending homicide detectives down from the Central precinct.”

Carla leaned in closer, sensing her partner’s patience wearing thin.   “You’re absolutely right to question it, officer.  I must admit that this is a bit unusual, but we do have a purpose for being here.  Officer, did you hear about the shooting of the state patrolman last night?”

Morton nodded.  “Damn shame that was.  When they find the bastard that did that, just bring him to me.  Give me ten minutes with the prick.  Save the taxpayers some money, I say.”

“Well that conversation is for another time.  We’re here because there’s a possibility that the shooting of the patrolman and the murder of this woman might be related.  We’re not here to handle the case.  We’re just trying to determine if there is a connection between the two.  You just said that you want to see us nail the prick that shot one of our own, right?”

“Of course I do.  I’ll help in any way I can.”

“Good” said Perkins, stepping out from under the confines of the umbrella and patting the officer on the shoulder. “Do you know if anybody is checking the parking entrance  tapes from their security cameras?”

“I don’t know, ma’am.  You’re the only two detectives I’ve seen so far tonight.”

“Carla.  Please call me Carla.  Did you find a parking stub showing when the car entered the lot?”

“Yeah, on the dash.  It was stamped today at 1:15pm.  We were instructed not to let anyone into the car yet.  Nothing has been touched inside there.  I was told to  secure the scene before we did anything else.

“Good work.  You’re going to make a good detective one day.”

The officer beamed as his chest filled with the moist air.  “I also ran the plates.  We couldn’t find any ID or the registration in the car.  I hope that wasn’t improper.”

Carla shook her head.  “No.  That was the right thing to do.  It looks like you did everything by the book.  We really appreciate your professionalism here.”

Lyle turned away to hide his smile.  Carla was famous for laying it on thick when she had to.  She was molding officer Morton and Lyle was afraid he was going to burst out laughing.

“Officer Morton, we need to know who this lady is and we need to know how long she’s been dead.”

“You’d have to ask the M.E.  Like I said, I haven’t done much beyond securing the scene and calling it in.  I haven’t spoken to him.”

Lyle, now over his pension to laugh, leaned forward.  “You say that you found no registration in the car?”

The officer nodded.

“Who’s the vehicle registered to?”

“Like I said, we didn’t see any purse or wallet in the car, so we ran the plates.  It shows the vehicle registered to,”  he looked at his notes,  trying to protect them from the pouring rain.  Lyle produced a small flashlight and held it over the small book.

“Thanks.  The car is registered to a Grant and Sandy Tilton.   It shows an address over on Ocean Avenue.  I ran a check on it, the car was reported stolen two weeks ago, but was found two days later and returned to the owners.  We haven’t tried to contact anybody at the residence.  The duty sergeant  said we should wait for the case detectives.  He said they would make the call.”

Jensen nodded.  “Good.  We’ll stay out of the way here, but we need to look around a bit.  If we need anything further, we’ll give you a call.”  Both detectives shook the officer’s hand.  Morton grasped Carla’s hand firmly and was hesitant to let it go.

“Thank you officer Morton” she said, pulling her hand away.  “We’ll let you get back to your work.  You keep up the good work.”

As Carla and Lyle sloshed through standing puddles of water,  Lyle nudged her with his arm.  “You really know how to tease the poor bastards don’t you?”

“What are you talking about?” 

Lyle smiled at her.  “Nothing CJ.  Nothing at all.”

The detectives made their way over to the rear of the Mercedes, Carla once again joined her partner under the umbrella.  As they approached the back of the luxury car, they could see the M.E. tugging on a large sheet of plastic.  Almost like a tent, the plastic sheet was to cover and protect the integrity of the scene by keeping the rain out.  As hard as the rain was coming down, it would easily have washed away tiny fragments of evidence.  

Having secured the end of the plastic, the detectives stood back, not wanting to disturb his work.  Thinking that the man had noticed their presence, they stood quietly surprised as the M.E. leaned over into the trunk, completely unaware of their presence.  Two portable lights had been hung from the trunk lid, bathing the entire area in bright white light.    From their perspective, the detectives could see an eerie glow coming from behind the clear plastic.  The dark silhouetted shape of the medical examiner stood out against the bright light.  Lyle, impatient and tired of waiting, handed the umbrella to Carla and lifted the end of the plastic.  Carla moved closer as Lyle peered inside and watched as the M.E.  appeared to be wrapping plastic bags around the hands of the corpse and then attaching  rubber bands to hold them in place.   

Startled, the M.E. glanced over at Lyle.  “I’m kind of in the middle of something here.  Perhaps you’d be good enough to crawl out of this area?”

“Didn’t mean to spook ya, doc.  We’re detectives from the central precinct.”  

“Give me a minute.  I’ll answer your questions then.”

“Good enough.”  Lyle stood and replaced the plastic.  Standing in the rain once more, he leaned under the umbrella with Carla.  “This guy is about as nice as a cornered cat.”

“Shhhh.”  Carla warned him.  “He’ll hear you.”

Lyle smiled and watched as the M.E.’s entire upper torso disappeared in the trunk area, rain battering the plastic sheet covering the area.  Completing his momentary task, he stood upright.  The detectives stepped back to allow him room to remove himself from the plastic tent.

Seeing Carla, he lowered his head.  “Sorry about that.  With all this rain, I can’t hear a damned thing.  I didn’t mean to keep you two waiting.”

“Forget it” Carla said, waiving her one hand and displaying her badge with the other.  “Tell us what we’ve got here.” 

“This one’s a real mess!” he said, rain water dripping down his face.  He  allowed the flap of plastic to fall, again covering the trunk area.    “Looks like at least two, close-range, shotgun blasts in the face and upper torso.  Whoever killed her, also took the time to cut two fingers off of her left hand too.”

Jensen looked at Carla.  “Looks like we may have found the body that belongs to our finger.”

She nodded.  Lyle stepped up to the rear of the trunk and nodded in the direction of the plastic tent and pointed:  “May I?” he asked the M.E.

“Sure.  Just don’t touch anything yet.  I’m not quite finished with securing the body.”

The M.E. lifted the plastic flap and held it for the detective.  Jensen leaned under the material and into the trunk.  Even the sweet smell of the rain could not overcome the stench that emitted from the trunk.  The plastic only served to hold the odor in.  He fought back the urge to vomit, forcing himself to survey the sight.  The bright lights revealed a gruesome vision, one that Jensen would never forget or become accustomed to.  The frail body of the woman lay in a black tar-like substance that formed when the blood  hardened.  Her grayish-white skin stood out in dramatic contrast to the pool of black that lay underneath her.   A familiar metal handcuff bracelet dangled from her left wrist.  Her skin, appearing more like wax than flesh, was riddled with small holes caused by the pellets from the shotgun blast.  Many of the small lead pellets were embedded into the skin, yet still visible.  There was no way to identify her by sight or by dental records, because most of the area above her neck had been decimated by the blasts.  Patches and strands of blonde hair were flung about the trunk area, sticking to the side walls of the expanse.

“Doc, how long has she been dead?” asked Perkins, glancing at her partner who seemed to be stuck in a position staring at the body.  She moved closer to the M.E. and extended the umbrella, giving him some protection from the rain.

“Thanks.  It’s hard to say accurately, but I’d guess anywhere from 18 to 24 hours.  It looks like the fingers were cut off while she was still alive though.  She lost a lot of blood from the wound, meaning that her heart was still pumping when they were severed.  She was also restrained by handcuffs, right over here.  Still holding the plastic flap up, he reached around Jensen and pointed to the woman’s left wrist, showing Carla the handcuff.  The handcuff stood out just above the plastic bag that covered her hand.  “She was conscious when the cuffs were on.  You can see that her skin is raw in the wrist area,  indicating that she was trying to pull herself free from the restraint.”

Jensen continued to lean over the trunk area, his hands resting on the rear of the car.

“Detective” said the M.E. seeing Lyle touching the weather-strip around the trunk area,  “watch what you touch.  If forensics saw that, they’d have your butt and mine.”

Lyle nodded and removed his hands from the surface.   Noting the position of the woman’s underwear, he turned his head toward the M.E. and hollered out from under the plastic.    “Was she sexually assaulted?”

“It doesn’t appear so.  We’ll  have to take vaginal samples, but I don’t see any abrasions or indication of forced entry.  I did, however, find something beneath her fingernails.  We won’t know until the lab runs the tests, but it sure looks like flesh to me.  It looks like this little lady was fighting for her life.  She may have taken a swipe at her attacker and took a piece of him with her.”

Lyle spotted the plastic bag on her right hand.  He stood, backed out of the trunk area and smiled at Carla, pointing to the bag.  “The flesh is under the nails on her right hand.”

Carla nodded.  “The scratches on our patrolman?”

Lyle nodded and leaned over toward Carla.  “It looks like a match on the fingernail polish from the digit we found by the patrol car.”

The M.E. dropped the flap once again and looked at Jensen.  “You have an idea of who may have done this to the woman?”

 “We’ll wait for the blood samples to be certain, but we may be able to connect this murder and the shooting of the state patrolman last night.  The patrolman had deep scratches on the left side of his face, indicating that he had been scratched with some serious fingernails on someone’s right hand.  We also found a severed finger in front of the patrol car.  The polish matches perfectly to the nails of the woman in the trunk.”

“A patrolman was involved in this woman’s murder?”

“We don’t know yet” said Lyle.  A loud clap of thunder, startled him.  He took a deep breath and grabbed at his chest.   The bright lights surrounding the trunk of the car, bathed the detectives and the M.E. in light. Seeing Lyle’s ashen face, Carla reached out and grabbed his arm.

“Are you okay Lyle?”

“I’m okay.  I’m just  now realizing how much I really hate this shit.  I guess that seeing her laying there kind of took me by surprise.”  Lyle leaned forward and rested his hands on his knees.  “I’ll be okay in just a minute.  Let me just catch my breath.”

Carla slowly released Lyle’s arm and patted him gently on the shoulder.  “You take it easy there big guy.  We’ll be out of here in a couple of minutes.  We’ll get you home for a good night’s sleep.  She turned and  directed her attention back to the M.E.  As she did, Lyle slumped forward and collapsed onto the ground.

“Shit!” yelled the M.E. seeing Lyle fall to the ground. 

Carla whirled around to see her partner lying on the wet pavement in front of her.  “Lyle”  she yelled, kneeling beside him, dropping the large umbrella to the ground.  As the M.E. knelt beside Lyle, he immediately tore away Lyle’s rain-soaked shirt, exposing his massive, hairy, chest.   Accomplishing this, he lowered his head, listening for signs of breathing.   Officer Morton, seeing the three on the ground, ran over and stood behind Carla.

“What’s going on?” he asked, looking over Carla’s shoulder.

“Officer” yelled the M.E.  “Call an ambulance.  Hurry!”

“What’s wrong with him?” pleaded Carla.

With his fingers feeling Lyle’s neck for a pulse, the doctor looked up at her, his face streaked with the pouring rain.  “I think it’s a heart attack.  I don’t find a pulse and he’s not breathing.  Do you know how to perform CPR?”

“Yeah sure.  What do you want me to do?”

“I’ll do the compressions, you handle the aspiration.”  With this, the doctor quickly moved to the opposite side of Lyle’s motionless body.   Using his fingers, he quickly found a spot below Lyle’s sternum and placed his open hand on the big man’s chest.   “Quickly, tilt his head back and pinch his nose.  Watch for my compressions and breathe on every fifth count.”

Carla did as she was told and began to aide the doctor in performing  CPR on her partner.  In between breaths, she gently stroked the side of the big man’s face.  “You fight this damnit” she whispered in his ear.  “Don’t you go leaving me now you son of a bitch.”

“Detective” the doctor yelled.  “Pay attention to the compression count!”

Tears mixed with the rain on her cheeks as she and the doctor fought to bring life back to the body of Lyle Jensen.  “Please don’t let him die” she prayed silently.

After a brief moment of chest compressions, the doctor quickly felt Lyle’s neck, searching for a pulse.  Nothing.  He immediately began the movements again, physically massaging the man’s chest and forcing blood through his lifeless body.  Several moments later, a pulse was found.  Lyle was alive! 

“Get me a blanket or something to keep him warm” the doctor yelled to officer Morton, who was returning to the scene.  The patrolman waved his hand in response and turned to retrieve the requested item.

“Is he going to make it Doc?” Carla asked.

“I don’t know that answer.  He’s alive and breathing for now.  The hospital will have to determine the severity of the attack and see if any permanent damage may have been done.”

“What hospital will they be taking him to?”

“Probably Jackson memorial.”

Carla sat on the cold, wet, pavement and stared at her partner.  She leaned over him, keeping the rain from beating down on his face.  As she stared at his ashen face, memories came flooding back to her mind.  She remembered the day that her father passed away in the hospital and the day that her husband, a Dade county sheriff’s officer, died from a gunshot wound.  More tears welled up in her eyes.

“Don’t you leave me too” she said softly.

“Ma’am” came the words from above her.  

Carla looked up to see officer Morton standing over her

“I found a coat to put over your partner.”

Carla sat motionless for a brief moment and watched as the officer  placed the large overcoat over Lyle’s body.

“Thank you” Carla said softly, not taking her eyes off Lyle.  Gently, she lifted Lyle’s head and positioned herself underneath him, allowing his head to cradle in her lap.  Again leaning forward, she used her upper torso to shield his face from the rain.  Seeing this, officer Morton picked up the umbrella that had been discarded only moments earlier, and held it over the two.

Within moments the ambulance appeared.  Alongside the ambulance came two other unmarked city cars, both carrying detectives from the central precinct.  The M.E. reached down and grasped hold of Carla’s shoulders.  “Let’s step away and let these folks do their job.”

Carla, seeing the two paramedics arrive and begin work on Lyle, reluctantly moved her legs and allowed his head to rest on a small white pillow that was provided by the paramedics.  After procedures were followed and the proper iv’s administered, Lyle was placed on the gurney.   The M.E. stood beside Carla and placed his hand on her shoulder.  “Are you okay?”

Carla hesitated, not answering immediately.  She looked up into the sky, ignoring the drops of rain that fell against her eyes and face.  “Thanks, I’m okay.”

“He means a lot to you, doesn’t he?”

“That man is the best partner any cop could ever ask for.  A great friend too.  He has been trying so damned hard to lose weight and get back in shape too.  And now this happens.”

The two stood and watched as Lyle was loaded into the ambulance.  Within moments, it had pulled away, its lights flashing and siren blaring.

“What’s going on here?” came the voice from behind Carla and the M.E.

Both turned to see a black man approach them.  He was wearing a full-length overcoat.  He held his hand up and Carla could see the light reflect off of what appeared to be a badge.

“I’m detective Stevens.  I’ve been assigned to this body.  What’s with the ambulance?”

“Do you want me to talk with the man?” the M.E. asked Carla.

“If you don’t mind.  I’m not really in a talking mood right now.”

The M.E. squeezed his hand as it lay on her shoulder.  “Your partner is in good hands right now.  They’ll take good care of him.  Why don’t you go on over to the hospital.  I’ll fill this detective in and see to it that you get my report on the woman first thing in the morning.”

“Thanks, but I won’t be going anywhere for awhile.  The keys to the car were in Lyle’s pocket.”

“I’m certain that one of the other officers will give you a ride if you need one.”

“That’s okay” she said, turning to face the doctor.  “I need to call in and let the Captain know what happened.  He’ll have to send the bureau officers out here.  Then I can go see Lyle.”

“Your partner will be fine.”

She nodded, turning and watching the ambulance lights fade away. 

Once the ambulance was out of sight, Carla, ignoring the black detective, shook hands with the M.E. and moved over to the patrol car.  There, she used the radio to notify Larson of the night’s occurrence.  The Captain  instructed her to wait until the bureau men arrived on scene and fill them in.  He would then meet Carla at the hospital to check on Jensen’s prognosis and progress.  

Still seated in the car, Carla looked around, noticing that the rain was letting up somewhat.  It no longer pounded the ground in waves as it had been doing before.   She sat quietly and took a deep breath, clearing her mind of the thoughts that kept bringing Lyle’s white face back to her memory.  “What a night!” she thought to herself.  Lowering her head into her hands, she began weeping softly.  The tears flowed freely as her emotions brought up the pain of what seemed to be years.  What if she loses Lyle too?

A gentle rap on the window brought Carla back to the present.  She quickly wiped the tears from her cheeks.  Looking up, she found detective Stevens standing just outside the car door.  Opening the door and stepping out as if nothing was wrong, Carla extended her hand to the detective.

“Detective Stevens, I’m Carla Perkins.  I’m with…..”

“I know, the M.E. told me.  I’m sorry about your partner.”

“Thanks” she said softly, still fighting back the urge to break down and cry.  She was experienced at never letting her emotions overcome her in front of her peers.  Being a female officer on any police force, was a continuous battle to prove that physical strength, as well as emotional strength, would not hamper the ability of the officer to carry out his or her duties.  Carla looked up, allowing the rain to pelt her face.  “What a night!” she said with a heavy sigh. 

“Are you okay” he asked, sincerity in his voice.

She took a deep breath, enjoying the cleansing air.  “I’ll be fine.  We pulled an 18-hour shift yesterday and another long one today.  I think I’m just exhausted.”  

“That would certainly do me in.  Um, please forgive me, but I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation with the M.E.”

Carla looked at him, her head tilted slightly.

“The ride……I’d be happy to give you a ride if you need one.”

She smiled and nodded.  “Thanks.  That’s very kind of you to offer.  I might just take you up on that.”

Moving further away from the car and the detective, Carla moved toward the Mercedes.  Although she cherished the momentary solitude of the car, she needed to be around somebody, anybody, right now.   Detective Stevens followed her to the Mercedes.  The M.E. was back in position in the trunk of the vehicle.

As Carla stepped closer to the car, she produced a flashlight from her pocket bag.  Allowing the light to play on the side of the car, she could see a shiny object dangling from the rear door handle on the driver’s side of the Mercedes.  Moving closer, she knelt down near the rear door, still shining the light on the area of concern.  Shielding her eyes from the now-gentle rain,  she leaned in closer to the car, examining the handcuff bracelet that still clung to the rear passenger door.

“What did you find there?” came the words from Stevens, as he moved up behind her, placing his hand on her shoulder.

Carla looked up at the man standing over her.  “Where’s your partner?”

“To be honest, I’m not sure where he is.  His wife is having about ready to pop with a baby, so we assume he’s busy with that.  We put a call in to his home and pager, but no response yet.  When I spoke with the coroner, he also told me that you think this case may be related to the shooting of the patrolman the other night?”

“It looks that way.  I hope you don’t mind my looking around, but we’re trying to put our case to rest.”

“I don’t mind at all.  Just use standard precaution and  don’t touch anything.”  He knelt beside her, looking at the door handle.  “The cuff on the back door has a particular meaning to you?”

 “It looks as though we may have found the patrolman’s handcuffs” she said, turning her attention back to the door handle.  “The other end of this cuff is still on the wrist of the lady in the trunk.”

Stevens stood and looked under the plastic sheet that protected the trunk area.  The M.E. had returned to his car to gather more of the small plastic bags, so the entire scene was in clear view.  

“Shit!” he exclaimed.  “God help us if the cop was involved in something this brutal!”  He replaced the plastic sheet and knelt, once again, beside Carla.

“Look at these scratches here” she said,  using a pencil to point to the paint under the back door handle.  “They’re all over the handle and the door right here.  This poor gal tried like hell to pull free of these cuffs.”

They both leaned forward, their faces only inches away from the side of the car.  Her flashlight played on the area surrounding the handle.  Even in the rain, it was obvious that the black door handle and the red painted surface around the handle, were both scratched down to the metal.  

Stevens slowly rose and moved to the front door of the car.  “Have you had a chance to check the inside of the car yet?”

“No.  Before we had a chance to go in there, Lyle went down.”

Removing a plastic surgical glove from her purse, she put it on and stood next to Stevens.  She reached down to open the driver’s door to the luxury automobile.   “Do you mind…..”

Stevens shook his head.  “Go for it, just be careful what you touch.”

As she pulled the door open, she looked at the detective a glare in her eye.  “I have done this before.”

“Sorry, habit I guess.”

“I’ll be careful.” 

“Find anything?  ”he said, leaning forward to peer into the sedan.   Immediately, both detectives spotted the cellular phone on the front seat.   Without touching the device, Stevens leaned in beside Carla to examine it.  She allowed her flashlight beam to play on the device.  

“It looks like it was ripped out of the car” he said, pointing in the direction of the black spiral cord.  “See right here, somebody tore the unit out of the car.  These wires have been pulled apart.” 

Carla looked at the phone and then searched the remainder of the inside of the car.  There were no visible clues to be found.  “We’ll have to wait until your forensics team goes over the car.  Maybe we’ll get some answers then.”  

Stevens stood outside the car and gently touched her back.  “Maybe I should put this off and give you that ride?  I’m sure that you want to be with your partner.”

Carla stood.  “Maybe you’re right.  Could I persuade you to share the information on what you find inside?”

“You bet.  I’ll see to it that you know everything we do.  I’ll drop you off and then come back here.  I’ve got a photographer coming out here to take shots of the scene.  I’ll get you copies of the photos and everything that we inventory.”

“Thanks.  I know that the request is a bit out of the ordinary and not along the lines of protocol, but…..”

“Don’t worry about it.  I’ve never  been famous for playing the game by the rules anyway.  If you were to request the information through the proper channels, it might take a week or more before you got your hands on it.  The way I look at it, you’re gonna get the stuff anyway, we’re just eliminating the waiting period.”  He smiled at her.

Carla pulled one of the surgical gloves off and then the other.  “You’re very kind to help me out this way.  I’ll owe you one.  Anytime you need it, you call on me.”

“Deal.  Now, let’s get you to the hospital.”

The detectives turned and began walking back toward the unmarked car belonging to detective Stevens.  As they strode along, Stevens turned to Carla with a puzzled look on his face.  “Tell me though, why a cop would handcuff this lady to her car.  Judging by what I saw in the trunk,  I can’t imagine that she was too much for him to handle.  We all got the briefing on the murder and according to what we were told, the officer was not exactly small.  Unless there was a second individual and he needed to restrain her to go after the passenger?”

“Maybe” Carla said, folding her arms in front of her, shivering. 

Stevens quickly began to remove his light overcoat.  “Why didn’t you say something if you were cold?”

“I’m fine.  Like I said earlier, it’s been a long day.”

Stevens gently placed his coat over her shoulders.  “Here you go.  You don’t need to go and sick from this rain and cold.”

She grabbed the coat and pulled it tightly to her body, thankful for even the slightest warmth it would provide.  “Thank you detective.”

“Preston.  Please call me Preston.”

“Okay then, thank you Preston.  I’m going to look forward to the day when I can return your favor.”

“So shall I” he said with a wink and broad smile.”

“Detective…. I’m sorry, Preston, the uniformed officer over there…I think his name is Morton,  has the registration and the residential address of the victim.”

“You need to forget about this for awhile.  I’ll take care of this.  You just concentrate on your partner.  After I complete the inventory and pictures, I’ll get the address of the lady and visit the residence.  From there, I promise, I’ll go straight to the hospital to check on your partner’s progress.   I can fill you in on what we found.”

“Okay, okay.  I’ll relax if you promise.”

“Done.  Now get in the car.”  Stevens opened the door and held it until Carla was seated in the vehicle.  “You see, it’s already getting better.”

She looked at him, not fully understanding his meaning.  “”How so?”

“It stopped raining.  It’s a sign of better things to come.”

She smiled at him.  “One can only hope.”  

�Chapter XV



A bright flash of light illuminated the dark sky, enveloping the harbor and the multitude of boats that occupied the slips along the water.   The ensuing clap of thunder roared and rumbled, sounding reverberations across the water and  bouncing off of the metal roofs that protected  the boats in their slips in the harbor.  

Gently rocking up and down in its slip, the M’Lady, like the other boats,  sat quiet, taking the storm.  The M’Lady, however, unlike the other boats, hid a secret within its hull.  It had been several  hours since the Colombian drug dealers had departed after having shot Grant Tilton, leaving him for dead. 

The rain pounded on the deck of the yacht, coming in waves, starting at the bow of the boat and working its way to the back deck.  The  boat’s silken, water-laden,  flags flapped in the wind, snapping against the poles like a wet towel.  Having left in a hurry, Benito and Rico had not concerned themselves with closing doors or windows on the yacht. The heavy sheets of water, now combined with the wind, came in horizontally, driving through these open windows.    Also caught in the brisk winds, was the door to the interior bridge.  It banged noisily  against the outer wall of the boat and then back against its jamb.  

The noises of the night, coupled with the rain water pouring in to the bridge, fell upon the body of Grant Tilton.   As droplets of water streaked down his cheek, he moved.  His eyes opened, only to find the utter darkness that surrounded him.  Confused and unsure of where he was, he moved slightly.  He slowly raised his arm and began feeling the area around his chest, looking for the blood that was sure to be pouring from his  body.   It was coming back to him.  He remembered Rico shooting him in the chest.   

Although the dark night enveloped the interior bridge, a small sliver of light played through the front window.   His hand played upon his chest, feeling for a hole or the blood that would indicate a wound.  Stunned that he could find neither, his hand fell upon the coin necklace that Sandy had given him.  Although it was too dark to see the coin, Grant could feel the deep indentation in the middle of it.  He laid his head down. The combination of pain, the feeling of helplessness and the immense guilt from having lived,  overtook him.  He started to cry.   Although he was alive, he was numb inside.  He wanted to die.  Sandy had saved his life, but he had let her down.  It became obvious that he would never see her again.  Those bastards had no intention of ever letting him go, therefore they had no intentions of letting her go.  

“Oh baby” he cried, still clutching the coin.  “I’m so sorry.”  For the next several minutes he cried quietly, desperately praying that God take him so that he might join her.

With tears rimming his eyes, he rolled over onto his back.  The excruciating pain rocketed from his chest all the way through to his back.  He froze his position and screamed as the pain intensified.   Realizing that he could not breathe while  lying on his back, he endured the pain again, quickly rolling to his side.  He then looked around the area of the cabin.  It dawned on him that the two goons might still be on board.  Did his scream draw them back to him?  He laid perfectly still and quiet.  Several moments passed, with no indication that he was not alone.

When the pain had subsided and he was confident that the Colombians were no longer on the boat, he tried moving again, this time attempting to get his arm underneath him.   With each movement, he became dizzy and light-headed. Another clap of thunder caused Grant to jump.  The pain shot through him again, this time completely taking his breath away.   Knowing that he could not just lay there through the night, he fought back the pain and wriggled his way to a sitting position, his entire body shaking as he did.  He slowly leaned back against the cabin wall, using his hands as props to keep from falling over.  Resting for a moment, he gathered up the strength to take his movement to the next level.  Taking as large a breath as his body would allow, he pushed off with his left hand, forcing his left leg underneath him.  Surprisingly, the pain was not as intense with this motion.  Buoyed by the lack of pain, Grant leaned forward, finding himself on his hands and knees.   In this position, he found great comfort.  The weight was off of his chest and he could breathe easier.  

For the next twenty minutes Grant slowly crawled across the cabin floor and through the banging door, to the open deck.  He was still light-headed, but the warm, wet air served to bolster his mental state greatly.  He began to feel good about being alive.  Inch by inch, he dragged his body across the deck and to the back ladder area.  Growing accustomed to the pain, he grasped the handrail and pushed himself into a standing position, leaning over and allowing the rail to accept some of his weight..  Grunting and groaning, he stepped through the open rail area and descended down the ladder.

By 11:30pm Grant had made his way down the dock area that paralleled the M’Lady.  Had it not been for such a horrible night, weather wise, there would have been numerous people walking the docks; people who could have helped him.  Tonight, there was nobody around.  There were no brave souls willing to brave these elements merely for the pleasure of a walk along the docks.

Making his way in the direction of the guard gate, Grant stumbled and tripped as he made his way towards the dim lights of the guard shack.  His body, immersed in pain, could go no more.  Rolling on to his back, he tilted his head to the side.  He could see the guard gate not more than 100 yards further down the dock.  He tried to scream.  He tried to roll again.  His body would not allow him any more motion. 

Grant closed his eyes and passed out.�Chapter XVI



 After Harkin dropped her off at Jackson Memorial hospital, Carla Perkins went immediately to the emergency room area.  Her low heeled shoes clanked loudly on the white tile floor as she entered through the automatic glass doors.  Removing her badge from her pocket purse, she approached the desk where a woman was busy working on her computer keyboard.

“Excuse me” Carla said softly, producing her badge.

“Yes ma’am.  How can I help you?”

“I’m looking for my partner.  He was brought in here not long ago.  He suffered a heart attack.”

“What is his name?”

“That won’t be necessary, miss” came the words from behind Carla.  She turned to see Captain Larson standing behind her.  “I’ll fill the detective in on Mr. Jensen’s condition.”  Larson gently grabbed Carla’s hand and led her away from the desk to the small waiting area adjacent to  the emergency room.  “I was wondering when you were going to get here.  Come on over here and sit down.”  Larson led her to a group of vinyl-covered chairs that occupied one wall of the small area in front of the admissions desk.  “Do you want some coffee or a soda pop?”

“No thanks Captain.  How is Lyle?”

The Captain motioned for her to sit down.  As she did, her superior took the seat next to hers.  “I got here about twenty minutes ago.  One of the emergency room doctors came out just five minutes ago and said that they have stabilized Lyle.  We’d go down and wait in the emergency area, but all the damn chairs are full.  They’ve got a shit load of broken bones and indigent care cases.  Anyway, they said that they’ve got a heart surgeon coming in to look at Lyle.  The emergency room doctor said that it was a massive heart attack.”

Carla’s head dropped.  She sat motionless for a brief moment and then looked up at her superior.  “Did they say if he was going to be okay?”

“They want to wait to talk with the heart surgeon first.  The doctor feels that Lyle will need heart surgery to repair the valves or something like that.  He said that there appears to be a blockage of some sort in one of them.

“He was doing so well on his diet too” Carla said, tears filling her eyes.

“I know he was.  But, you know as well as I do that Lyle Jensen is one stubborn S.O.B. and is stronger than any three men put together.  He’ll come through this and before you know it you’ll be back on case assignments with him.”

Carla forced a smile.  “Yeah he is that, isn’t he?”

A high-pitched sound erupted from the beeper on Larson’s belt.  “Damn.  What a time for that damned thing to go off.  I’ll be right back.  Are you okay here for a minute?”

“I’m fine.  Go make your call.  If you don’t mind, I think I will take that cup of coffee on your way back.”

“Done” he said, as he left the area, searching for a phone.

Several minutes later, Larson returned, no coffee cup to be found in his hand.  Larson motioned for her to come over to the other side of the room, away from two other people waiting in the area.  Carla nodded, stood and moved closer to the Captain.

“What’s up, besides the fact that they just ran out of coffee?”

“Sorry about the coffee.  It was the watch commander who beeped me.  He said that a private security firm, assigned to patrolling the harbor and dock area, called Miami PD.  It appears that they found a man lying on the docks tonight.  They checked for ID and found a driver’s license issued to Grant Tilton.  

“Sir, I really don’t want to take any more calls tonight.  I want to stay with Lyle” Carla said not looking up at him.

“Did you hear the man’s name?”

“Sorry, I wasn’t listening. What did you say his name was?”

 “Grant Tilton, as in Sandy and Grant Tilton, owners of a certain Mercedes that was found at the airport with a dead lady in the trunk.”

Carla was now listening attentively.  “Are you sure this is the same Tilton?”

“He’s the one.  Address checks out to the same one on Palmdale over in south shore.”

Carla shook her head in disbelief.  “Was he dead too?”

“No.  He was unconscious, but no visible wounds.  They said he’s going to be fine.  And, call it coincidence or call it fate, but the ambulance brought him right here to this very hospital.”

Carla smiled.  “Maybe I can take just one more call tonight.  Besides, since the guy is in this hospital, I can stay close to Lyle.”

“I thought you’d want to talk to him.  Come on, let’s go see what room he’s in and have that chat, if he’s conscious.”

“Captain, I should try to contact Harkin from the bureau.  He was on his way to the Tilton’s home.”

“Look Carla, I know what I said in that meeting with the bureau boys.  But this was and still is your case.  We’ll share information with them, but you don’t need to have them tagging along on every detail.  We’ll talk to the guy and relay that information to Harkin.”

Carla nodded and followed Larson to the admissions desk.  Pulling his badge from his suit coat pocket, Larson stood in front of the desk that hid a very large black woman behind it.  She did not look up from the paperwork that seemed to hold her attention.   Larson cleared his throat.

“Ahem”

This distraction drew her attention to the Captain.  “I’ll be with you in just a moment.”  It was immediately evident by her tone that the woman was not overly pleased to have been interrupted from her work.

“Excuse me miss, but…”

“It’s Mrs. And I do mind.  I said I’ll be with you in just a moment.”

Carla turned her head, hiding the laugh from Larson.  She was enjoying seeing the Captain squirm in an uncomfortable situation for once.  Rollie Larson could yell with the best of them, but when it came to altercations with the opposite sex, he was somewhat befuddled.  He looked at Carla, as if pleading for advice on how to handle the situation.  He shrugged his shoulders.

“I am very sorry to disturb your important work there, but I am trying to find out the room number for a patient that was brought in to this hospital.”  Larson wasn’t through trying.

“Maybe you’re hard of hearing mister.”  The woman stood up behind her desk, revealing even more mass than was initially seen while she was sitting.  Her green administrator’s uniform was stretched to its limits, allowing very little to the imagination as to the location of each roll of skin.  “I told you that I would be with you in a minute but that just ain’t good enough for you high-and-mighty types is it?  Well let me tell you something buster,  you’ve pushed my pissed-off button now.  I just may not have the energy to help you at all, after this.”  Huffily, she sat back down and flipped through some of the pages in front of her.

Larson was ready to explode in anger, when Carla nudged him.  She leaned over toward him and whispered in his ear.  “Let me give it a try.”

Larson, red faced, stepped back and nodded.

“Mrs. Humphrey,” her name badge was in plain sight.  Hearing her name seemed to calm her down immediately.  “I apologize for the Captain here.  We lost a fellow officer in a shooting last night and he’s still out of sorts.  He hasn’t slept in over 36 hours, not that I’m making an excuse for his belligerent behavior,  but he’s not acting like himself.  He’s bound and determined to find out who killed that patrolman and he gets kind of like a bull in a china shop.  Will you forgive him?”

“Good honey, why didn’t you say this was in reference to that poor boy’s shooting.  God rest his soul.  He was out there protecting us and somebody goes and does that to him.  What can I help you with?”

Larson was stunned.  He had just seen the transformation from Jeckyl to Hyde.  Carla turned her head sideways and smiled at the Captain.  She then looked back at Mrs. Humphreys.  “You are a dear sweet lady for helping us,” Carla continued.  “We’re trying to find out what room Mr. Grant Tilton is in.  We think that he may be able to help us with some answers.”

“Of course dear.”  Sally Humphreys punched the keypad for her computer and smiled.  “Honey  he’s on the fourth floor, room A442.”

Carla leaned forward and patted the woman’s large hand.  “I can’t thank you enough for your help.  Again, I apologize for the Captain and for interrupting your work.”

Sally produced a wide smile and winked at Carla.  “Anytime.  You’re a sweet girl.  I hope you two find the heathen who killed that policeman.  I’ll be saying a prayer for you.”

“Thanks Mrs. Humphrey” the Captain added, walking away from the desk.  Nearing the end of the hallway, where the elevator lobby was, Larson turned to Carla.  “I owe you for that back there.   I think that if you wouldn’t have stepped in, that big broad would have killed me.”

A look of scorn adorned Carla’s face as she pressed the up button on the panel.  “Part of your problem sir, is the fact that you call women “broads” and “skirts” and such.  I merely dealt with her in a compassionate manner and allowed her the dignity to be called by name.  She’s no less important than you or I.  She just does a different job.”

Larson knew better than to say anything more.  He could see that his detective was not in the mood to debate the issue.  “Just the same, thanks.”

The elevator door opened and the two stepped into the car.  As the door opened to the fourth floor, Carla held her hand out and stopped the Captain before he could exit the elevator.  “Do you really think that we should be doing this?  I mean the guy is going to ask about his wife.  What do we tell him?”

“We tell him the truth.  Provided, of course, that he is stabile enough to take the shock.  He has a right to know about his wife.”

Carla lowered her hand and followed the Captain out of the elevator.  “I suppose you’re right, but I don’t want to be the one who has to tell this guy that parts of his wife are all across Miami.”

“You’re assuming that he had nothing to do with her death.”

“I’m not assuming anything sir.  I’ll treat him as a suspect until he proves otherwise.”  Carla smiled at the Captain as they made their way down the hall towards room 442.  As they approached the door to the room, they heard talking coming from within.  Both of them stopped as the room door opened and a young doctor emerged.

“Can I help you two with something?”

Captain Larson produced his badge once again.  “We need to talk to Mr. Tilton.  Is he in any kind of condition to take on two visitors?  We just need to ask him a few questions.”

“I think he’s fine.  I was waiting for somebody from the police to show up.  When the patient first came in, I put in the necessary call to inform your people of a possible gunshot wound.”

“He’s been shot?”

The doctor shrugged his shoulders.  “He has several broken ribs, his sternum is broken,  one of his lungs was punctured and his heart was bruised.   But, there are no entry or exit wounds to indicate a gunshot incident.”

“Then why did you call this in as a possible?”  Carla added.

 “He told the EMTs that he was shot.  The bullet apparently hit a medallion he wears around his neck.”

“Do you believe him?” asked Carla, nodding her head in the direction of the door.

“Yeah, I guess so.  The injuries are consistent with what he says.  There is a medallion around his neck that has been impacted with something.  I suppose that it could stop a bullet, but that would be your specialty, not mine.  Anyway, don’t spend too much time with him.  He needs to get some rest.”

“We’ll be quick about it” Larson said, grasping the door handle.  Carla moved forward and tapped him on the shoulder, reminding him of the unasked question.  Larson nodded to Carla, released the handle and turned back to the physician.  “Doc, if we were to give this guy some bad news, we’re not going to send him over the edge or anything like that, are we?”

“I don’t understand your intention, detective….”

“Larson.  It’s Captain Larson.

“Well, Captain, this guy has been through quite a lot tonight.  If you’re asking me if he can handle devastating news, I’m not sure.  I suppose that it would depend on the news itself.”

Carla stepped forward and spoke quietly to the doctor.  “Mr. Tilton’s wife was found murdered tonight.  We feel he has a right to know, but we don’t want to halt his recovery or cause a setback.”

The doctor shook his head.  “The poor son of a bitch.  I don’t know what to tell you.  I mean, physically, he can take a shock like this.  Mentally, I’m not sure.  He’s still in a state of mild shock.  The body tends to protect itself by any means when somebody tries to shoot you in the heart.  If it were me in there, I’d want to know.  He’s been saying something about finding Sandy.  I assume that’s his wife?”

Carla nodded.

“You’d better tell him.  I’ll have the nurse prepare a sedative for him.  I expect that he’ll be a little animated after he hears the news.”

“Thank you doctor” Carla said, grasping his arm softly and then releasing it.  “We appreciate your help here.”  She turned to Larson.  “I don’t know if I can do this boss.”

“Like the doc here said.  The guy needs to know.”

“You know, I can take people shooting at me and calling me a “pig”, but this is the absolute worst part of the job.”  Rollie Larson nodded in agreement.

“Good luck” the doctor offered, as he turned and made his way down the hallway.  Larson grasped the door handle again and pulled the door open, allowing Carla to enter the room.  

The hospital room was well-lit, with a single bed occupying it.  As Carla quietly stepped in, she noticed the clear plastic bag of clothing sitting on the floor at the foot of the bed.    It was standard operating procedure for hospital employees to set aside everything possible when they suspect a gunshot or other wound  that required police notification.  They both moved quietly past the bathroom door, towards the bed.  As she and Larson approached the bed, Grant turned his head to face them,  a look of fear  in his eyes.

“Mr. Tilton, it’s okay.  We’re police officers” Carla said softly.  “Don’t be alarmed.”

Grant’s face relaxed a bit as Carla stepped into the light.   She stood beside the bed, resting her hands on the shiny bed rails.  “My name is Carla Perkins, I’m a detective.  This is  Captain Rollie Larson.   I know you need to rest, but we would like to ask you just a couple of questions.  We need to know what happened to you tonight.”

Grant looked at Carla and then at Captain Larson.   Slowly, he turned his head away to face the opposite side of the room.  His emotions were running high and he was shaking lightly.

Carla touched his arm gently.  “Mr. Tilton, I know how difficult this whole situation is….”

Grant could hold it back no more.  Tears streamed down his face as he broke down sobbing.   He buried his face into his hands, embarrassed by  the departure into emotional exposure.  “I…I don’t know what to do.”

“I know” offered Carla, sympathetically.

“I did everything they told me to do.”   He pulled his hands away from his face and looked directly at Carla.  “I’m sorry….here I am, crying like a baby when Sandy is out there somewhere.  God knows what suffering she’s going through.”  His lip was quivering and he could not stop the tears from coming.  “She’s all alone out there and I can’t do anything to help her.  She’s all I’ve got.  Please find her for me!”

 Carla forced back tears of her own.  She looked at Rollie, knowing full well that she would have to tell this man the news that would send him over the edge.  She watched him sob quietly.  “Mr. Tilton?”

His words came between sobs.  “I was hoping that all of this was just a dream….. more like a nightmare.  I keep praying that I’ll wake up and find it was all just  my imagination or something.  I don’t know if I should pinch myself or shoot myself for letting her down.  I don’t know what to think.”

Carla reached out and touched his arm, being careful not to disturb the IV that was sticking out of the back of his hand.  “You can’t think that way.  This was not your fault.  Besides, you’re not alone in this.  We’re here to help”

Grant, his face still hidden in his hands, spoke with  his voice breaking.  “She’s pregnant.  She’s going to have our baby.  Our next cruise is going to be with the baby.”

Carla looked at the Captain and shrugged her shoulders.  “Mr. Tilton, Sandy is pregnant?”

Grant now turned to face Carla, tears  streaming down his cheeks.  “Yes.  My wife, Sandy.  She’s going to have our baby.  She didn’t come home last night.”  The sobbing was making it difficult for him to breathe.  

Carla’s heart fell.  She could no longer hold back the tears.  The woman they had found shot to death - torn to pieces- had another life inside her.  Carla’s head dropped as she turned away from the bed.  Larson stepped over to her and placed his hand on her shoulder.  Two lives were taken in that trunk.  Carla, having lost a child to miscarriage,  felt her stomach twist inside.  She wanted to be sick.

“Mr. Tilton” the Captain intervened, looking back over his shoulder at the man,  “why don’t you tell us what happened to you this evening.  The doctor said that you told the paramedics that you were shot?”

“Yes” came the feeble response, after a short pause.

“Do you know who it was that shot you?”

“Yeah.”

Larson was now growing impatient with the short, one word answers being given to him.  He moved away from Carla and stood beside the bed once again.  “Look Mr. Tilton,  like detective Perkins said, we want to find the person who did this to you, but you’re making it rather difficult.  If  you know who it was that shot you, then I’m going to ask you straight out for the name of that individual.”

Grant’s face turned beet red.  It took every ounce of strength he had, but he erupted.  “They said they would kill her damnit!”  His voice was barely audible over the subsequent wheezing that ensued as he tried to catch another breath in his single lung.   “They sent me her finger and then said they would kill her.  I’m not going to do anything that might cause them to hurt her anymore!  She’s alone!  I’ll do whatever it takes to get her back!”  Exasperated, his head fell back into the pillow.

Carla turned and looked up, her eyes rimmed with tears.  She reached out and touched Grant’s arm once again.  “Mr. Tilton,  there is something that you need to know.”  She knew that it was time for him to know.  Carla paused and pretended to be interested in one of the patient monitoring machines next to the bed.  She hoped that this brief delay would help her with the difficult words she needed to speak.  

“What is it?” whispered Tilton.  “What is that I need to know?”

Carla looked him directly in the eye.  There would be no easy way to tell this man that his life would be changed forever.  “Mr. Tilton, you said that they sent your wife’s finger to you.  Was it her ring finger?”

“Yes.  Why?”  Carla tried to read his facial features, but the days’ pain was causing him to wince, masking the physical clues.

With tears now slowly trickling down her cheeks, she leaned forward and spoke quietly.  “We found your wife’s Mercedes tonight.  It was at the airport.”

Grant’s head lifted off of the pillow again.  The pain racking his body was immediately forgotten.  His eyes lit up with anticipation and he spoke excitedly.  “You found her car?   Where’s my Sandy?”  Then he saw the tears in her eyes.  “What is it?  Is something wrong with Sandy?”

Carla grasped his hand  and held it tight. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Tilton.  I don’t know how to tell you this,  but your wife……I’m sorry, she’s dead.”  Carla had to force herself to stay there, fighting the urge to turn and bolt out of the room crying.  She refused to look upon his face, certain that she would lose it if she had to watch his pain.  Having lost her husband the year earlier, she knew what this man was going through. 

The man sat silent for a brief moment, almost as if the words hadn’t registered yet.  He began shaking his head from side to side. “No.  It couldn’t have been Sandy.  It wasn’t her car.  It wasn’t Sandy.  She’s out there somewhere.”

“Grant, it was her car.  Sandy is gone.”

His face grew ashen.  “No!” he said vehemently.  “No!  You didn’t find my wife.  She’s having our baby.  She’s all I’ve got! It wasn’t her!  Oh God no!”  He began moving about the bed, nearly tearing the buffalo cap IV out of his arm.   The small finger-clip that monitored his pulse, fell onto the bed.  As the tears streamed down his face, his jaw clenched.   He labored with each breath, his entire body shaking.

Captain Larson moved closer to the bed and watched as Carla rubbed Grant’s shoulder, gently pushing him back down on the bed.  “I can’t tell you how sorry I am about your loss.”

Grant was sobbing uncontrollably now.  Larson reached down and grasped one of the man’s flailing arms.  He was fighting every attempt to restrain him, pulling his arms free.  His words came only between heavy sobs, more wheezing and wailing.  “My God, Sandy I’m so sorry.  Please God take me too.  Let me be with her.  I want to die!”

“Grant, I know how you feel.  I lost my husband too.  I understand your anger.  But I want you to know that we are here to help.”

Grant kept crying, oblivious to the words spoken to him.  Larson stood motionless beside the bed, watching the happenings; his critical eye looking for possible “chinks” in the grieving husband’s armor.  There were none.  

“Oh God!” Grant cried out.  “Did I do something wrong?  Could I have saved her?  I should have done more.”

“No.  Don’t think that for a moment” Carla soothed.  “There’s nothing you could have done to help her”…a noise behind Carla caused her to stop.  She turned to see a nurse entering the room.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, but the doctor said Mr. Tilton would need a sedative.  I’m here to give it to him.”

Larson nodded to the young woman.  “Go ahead.”

“Grant,” Carla continued, as she watched the nurse inject the syringe of fluid into the buffalo cap attached to Grant’s IV tube.  We need to know every detail of what happened.  I want you to know that we’re going to do everything possible to find the people who did this to you and your wife.  If you’d like, we’ll come back later to talk.”

The detectives watched as the man now laid perfectly still, crying into his hands.  The nurse eyed Carla as she leaned forward, trying to hear the words that came out from behind Grant’s hands.  “I just…I feel like I’m going to die inside.  There’s nothing left for me to live for.”

“Grant, you can’t give up on life.  You can help us find the people who did this to your wife.”  She waited several moments for a reply.

With his sobbing and the muffled sounds coming from behind his hands, Carla leaned forward, straining to hear the words.  “A guy called me last night and said that they had Sandy.  Oh God!  They left a bag on my front porch.  It had….it had her finger in it.  He said that if I didn’t do as I was instructed, they would kill her.  I killed her didn’t I?”

As his head shook from side to side, the nurse tried to move the small IV tube attached to his arm.  His thrashing about was pulling on the needle inserted into his arm, causing blood to seep out from under the white medical tape.  

Carla softly stroked his hair.  “Grant, you did everything you were told to do.  You did not kill Sandy.  

Larson looked up from the notes he was taking.  “What did the man tell you to do?”

“Oh God!” he cried out again.  “What am I going to do without her?  Where is she?  Can I see her?”  Grant quickly moved his hands from his face, searching for a response from the detectives.”

Carla shook her head.  “I don’t think that would be a good idea right now.  You need to concentrate on yourself right now.  You need to concern yourself with getting well.  We’re not going to keep you much longer but we need to know what happened.  You were telling us what the man instructed you to do.”

Carla watched as anger now filled the man’s body.  His fists clenched tightly and his face grew red.  The muscles in his forearms caused veins to pop to the surface of his thin skin.  He wasn’t a big man, but if there was any fat on his body, you couldn’t see it.  

“He told me to take two of his partners out on one of my boats today:  the Lady Tiffany.  I did everything they told me to!  That bastard had no intentions of ever letting her go.  So help me God, if it’s the last thing I do, I will kill the people who did this to Sandy! ”  

Carla squeezed his arm.  “I understand your wanting revenge, but that’s our job.  Help us to find the people who did this.  What did these two men do once they were out on your boat?”

“We were met by two airplanes.  One of the planes landed and dropped some containers in the…..in the water.”  His words were now being slurred.  He was becoming increasingly difficult to understand.  The medication in the IV was beginning to work.  His fists slowly opened and his shoulders relaxed.  His face was still red, but the tight grimace had faded away.

The nurse reached down and gasped Grant’s left hand.  Retrieving the finger-clip from the sheets, she placed it back on his finger, watching the monitor for the readout.  “I think that Mr. Tilton has answered all of the questions he can tonight.  The sedative is kicking in.  He’ll be out for some time.”

Carla watched as the man’s head tilted to one side, the moist tears still streaming down his cheek.  “One last thing, Mr. Tilton.  May we have permission to go to your home and  get the bag?  We need to see if these guys left any prints or other evidence on the bag or the ring.”

Grant nodded.  “You can have anything.  Just find these bastards and then hold them.  I want to kill them.”

“Get some sleep.  We’ll talk to you tomorrow.  By the way, where did you leave the bag in the house?” 

“It’s in the refrigerator.  I didn’t know where to…..”

“That’s fine Mr. Tilton.  You did the right thing.  We’ll see you tomorrow.”  Carla said to him, as she turned to leave the room.

Stepping outside the room, Larson handed Carla a handkerchief that he had pulled from his rear pants pocket.

Carla leaned back heavily against the wall, bending her right knee and drawing the foot up against the wall as well.  “Thanks” she said, wiping the tears from her eyes and biting her lower lip.  “The one time you’re with me on a call and you see this.  Trust me Rollie, I don’t usually go to pieces like this.  I think I’m just over tired and overwhelmed…what with Lyle and all.   Sorry.”

“Come on Perkins, you’re  a cop.”  He gently put his hand on her shoulder.   “That doesn’t make you a machine.  You, of all people, can relate to what the guy’s going through.  You shouldn’t apologize for having feelings.  If you didn’t feel bad for this guy, then I’d worry about you.”  He smiled at her, reassuringly. 

“You don’t think he had anything to do with her death do you?”

“I won’t say that we should remove him from the list of possibles, but judging by his reaction and the fact that his story jives with what we’ve got, I don’t think it will take much to clear him.  At least now we know what the baby book was all about.  I want you back here first thing in the morning.  I want a full accounting of the call, the boat trip, the shooting; all of it.  If somebody did shoot him, they think he’s dead.  I’m going to put a 24-hour guard on the door here.  If they find out they failed, they may come back to finish the job.  Are you going to be okay?”

“Yeah.  What a night!  First Lyle and now this.”  She handed the handkerchief back to the Captain.”

“I’m going to go check on Lyle.  I want you to go home and get some sleep.  You like you’ve been ridden hard and put away wet.”

“I’ll be all right.  I want to see Lyle….”

“No way Perkins.  I gave you a direct order.  You’re going home to bed.  This conversation is over.”

Carla smiled slightly.  “Okay, okay.  But you’d damned well better call me if anything happens.”

“I will.  Now get outta here.”

�    Chapter XVII



A typical Wednesday morning at 3:40am  would find the White house grounds quiet and activity within the building at a minimum.  The death of Vice President Lichtner had changed that for today and perhaps many days to come.  There would be no sleep this particular morning.

Clyde Ragsdale, Director of the CIA, pulled his vehicle up to the gate outside the White House.

He yawned as his car came to a stop at the gate.  “Good morning.  Director Ragsdale to see the President.”

“Yes sir.  Your identification please sir.”

Ragsdale handed the guard a thick, laminated, White House security card.  The guard carefully studied the picture and then directed his flashlight toward the director.  Studying his face, the guard nodded and handed back the identification card.  “Would you please open the trunk of the vehicle sir?”

“Of course.  What’s up?  You’ve never found the need to do this in the past.  Why now?”

“Level four security sir.  We’ll have you on your way momentarily.”  The guard watched as the director pressed the trunk release button in the glove box.  As the trunk opened, the guard nodded to two more uniformed guards.  They immediately began the inspection of the trunk as well as the underside of the  vehicle with mirrors and personal inspection.

After what seemed an eternity of prodding, probing and flashlight searching, the guards appeared to be satisfied that he was no threat.  Ragsdale watched as the guard in the shack picked up a hand-held radio.  “Gate one is admitting Director Ragsdale.  Blue Oldsmobile, Virginia plate is echo, fox-trot, whiskey, 9, 8 Yankee.”  The guard stepped out of the shack and bent over to peer into the car.  “Sorry for the delay Director Ragsdale.  You’re clear to go in.  The marine at the front entrance will escort you to interior clearance.  Have a nice morning sir.”

As the car pulled away from the guard shack, two sets of high-powered telescopes focused on the occupant.  “Command this is hawk one.  We’ve got him.  Entrance team, he’ll be in sight in about ten seconds.  Over.”

Within moments, the Director had parked his car under the careful scrutiny of NSA sharpshooters.  As he approached the front entrance, as promised, a young Marine was waiting for him.

“Good morning Director Ragsdale.  I’ll be seeing you to the final security checkpoint.  Are you wearing any metal objects sir?”

“Only my rings and the clasps on my suspenders.”

“Very well.  Please follow me sir.”  The Marine led the director to the entrance hallway where the metal detector and two more uniformed Marine guards stood, fully armed.  Waving him through the metal detector, the first Marine bid him farewell and resumed his position near the front entrance.  The detector sat quiet as Ragsdale passed through it.  The man behind the desk, dressed in a business suit, smiled at the Director.

“Good morning sir.  The President is expecting you.  Please go right in.”

Ragsdale made his way down the hallway and opened the large door to the oval office.  As he stepped into the office, he was greeted by the Chief of Staff. 

 “Clyde, sit down.  We’ve got a busy agenda this morning”  said Walter Henning, extending his hand.  Ragsdale nodded, shook the man’s hand and closed the door behind him.  President Cummings, in the midst of a conversation with the ambassador to China, waved from behind his expansive desk.

Making his way to the sitting area, Clyde sat down next to Ryan Pulliam, the Deputy Director of the Secret Service.  Seated across from the two, in one of the two high-backed chairs, was David Cline, the Director of the NSA.   A small fire was crackling in the fireplace. 

“Good morning gentlemen” offered Ragsdale, smiling at each of his counterparts, noticing that both of them looked like death warmed over.  It appeared as though they could fall asleep at any moment.  

Cline smiled back.  “I’ll bet you didn’t encounter much traffic out of Virginia at this hour?”

“I’d gladly opt for the traffic if it meant another three hours of sleep.”

“Amen” said Pulliam, rolling his eyes and yawning.  He then looked directly at Henning and aimed his next sarcastic remark directly at him.  “I certainly hope that Walter doesn’t grow too fond of these early morning pow wows.  God forbid that we should make this a regular occurrence each week.  Walter is there any way we can get some coffee?”  

“Gentlemen” said Henning in an authoritative tone, not caring for the light-hearted comments.  “This is a very serious matter.  I would hope that when the President joins us we will dispense with the childish remarks and respect the gravity of the situation.  I realize that the early morning hour places a strain on the thinking process, but we must move beyond that.  For God’s sakes, the United States has been attacked by this brazen act of terrorism.”

“Hold on there, Walter” said Cline, sitting forward in his seat.   The smile had left his face.  “Nobody said anything about this being a terrorist attack.  Let’s not fuel any speculation fires out there.”

“My comment was not meant as a statement of fact.  I’m merely trying to reiterate the importance of this meeting and the subsequent decisions that will come from it.”

“Walter, we’re all grown-ups here and we’re aware of the importance and gravity of the situation, as you put it.  Rest assured that when it comes time to get down to business, each of us will assume our roles and act accordingly.  You should respect our professionalism just once.”  Cline’s tone was not well received by Henning.  His forthcoming rebuttal was interrupted by the arrival of Press Secretary, Lee Corsen.

“Good morning all” said Corsen as he stepped into the room.  Typical of Corsen, he was bright and chipper, smiling and looking as though it were the middle of the day.  He and Henning appeared to be the only men in the room who took the time to shave this dark, early morning.   “You’re all looking wonderful this morning.  Shall I have Mrs. Pratt bring in coffee?”

“Yes and stop being so damned happy all the time.  Raids of locusts and famine could strike the earth and you’d still have a smile on your face.” said Cline jokingly.  

“Life’s too short not to be happy, so you’re just gonna have to live with it.  And if it were a raid of locusts, you know that I would spin it so that the people would think that it was the evil work of Saddam Hussein!  Then I’d have a smile on your face as well!” 

“Touché.  I can’t argue your logic on that point.  As for the  coffee and pastries - that’d be great.”  

“Will do.”  Corsen stepped out of the room for a brief moment.  Henning, again peeved over the light-hearted tone in the room, sat quiet with a stern look on his face.  Within moments, Corsen had returned, taking a seat in the second high-back chair.  “Have we heard from the Ambassador?”

Henning nodded.  “The President is speaking with him at this moment.”

“I noticed on my way in this morning, that the security has been beefed up.  Who called for it?”

“I did” said Henning.  “I felt that it was necessary in light of the Vice President’s assassination.”

“I don’t question it, in fact, I think it’s appropriate.  It’s just that this is going to be hard to hide from the press.  First, we’re telling the world that the death of the Vice President was an accident, and now we’re canceling the President’s appointments and beefing up White House security.  Somebody’s going to put two and two together.”

“That’s why we’ve got you Mr. Corsen” said Henning, crossing his legs and sitting back.  “It’s your job to make certain that those idiots don’t have the chance to start adding. As far as the President canceling his scheduled appointments, he has just lost his dear friend to death.  His grieving and mourning have made it impractical for him to try to continue his daily activities.  If they question the security details, you simply advise them that Presidential security is something that has never been, nor will it ever be, discussed or shared in a public forum.”

“Okay Walter, I can handle this.  But what happens when word does get out that the accident in China was not an accident.  If we tell this story now and then have to backtrack later, we’re going to lose a great deal of credibility with the people.  I can spin this thing for now, but we can only keep it under wraps for so long.  What is our response then?”

  “When the time comes for us to admit that the accident was an assassination, we’ll outline the difficulty we’ve had dealing with the Chinese government in concluding the cause of the accident.  We’ll let on that our teams were restricted access to the scene and therefore, could not fully investigate.”

“Investigate what?” came the words from President Cummings, as he hung up the phone and made his way from his desk to the sitting area.  It was evident that the President had not had a great deal of sleep recently.  His eyes were puffy and bloodshot.    As he strode over to the group, he ran his hands through his silver hair, forcing it back.   His white dress shirt was ruffled and the top two buttons remained undone.  “What have I missed?”

“Sir, we’re just discussing our potential press concerns once the accident is revealed as a deliberate act.  I believe that we have that area of concern covered.”

“Fine” said Cummings, sitting in his chair beside the Chief of Staff.   He sat back and clasped his hands behind his head, leaning back.  “Before we get into any conversations about what I’m going to say to the people, I want to hear some answers as to what the hell happened in that hotel.  I don’t want to hear guessing or speculation.  I want to know who is responsible for this attack.”

David Cline moved about uneasily in his chair.  As he began to speak, the large grandfather clock, near the front entrance to the oval office, chimed and rang off four bells.  Cline waited until the ringing stopped and then addressed his superior.  “Mr. President,  there are two things that we can assume here”

Cummings shook his head.  “I don’t want assumptions.  Let’s talk facts.”

“I’m sorry sir.  Assume was a bad choice of words.  What we have here are pretty much certainties:  One is that this was not the work of any organized faction or group. If it were the PLO, or the IRA, they would have claimed responsibility and eagerly sought out the media to broadcast their victory.  They’d be telling the world of their conquest and that’s just not happening in this instance.  Our intelligence also tells us that none of these factions would dare bring the wrath of the US upon them.  The other thing we have determined is that whoever did this was well-trained.  This was a highly sophisticated operation and required split-second timing.”

“I don’t understand the timing issue.  What do you mean?”

Ryan Pulliam cleared his throat.  “I believe I can answer that Mr. President.  This had to be well-planned to take out the Vice President and leave no trace.  You see, sir, standard operating procedure for the Secret Service is to clear the elevator prior to the assignee boarding the car.  That means that before  Vice President Lichtner got into that elevator, the car was held at ground level.  A team then entered the elevator shaft from an access panel above the car.  The shaft was cleared and the entire area was checked for explosive devices and potential mechanisms that could harm the assignee.   The elevator shaft, and the car, are held secure until the moment the car is summoned to the upper floor.   In doing this, we were certain that the car was clean when it left to pick up the Vice President.   We also had a team on the roof of the hotel and on the floor above:  This would prevent anyone from having access to the elevator shaft once it had been cleared.  Unfortunately, our three-man team on the floor above, was taken out.  Nobody in the hotel heard the shots, so we can assume silencers were used.  Whoever it was that did this, knew exactly what to expect from our team assignments and the procedures to clear the car.  Once they took out the team above, they had complete access to the shaft.  From the time the car left the ground floor and arrived at the  37th floor, the elapsed time was only 29 seconds.  They could only eliminate the upper floor team after the team called in the clear signal.  They also had to know when the car was coming, so they could be in the shaft and ready when it hit the 37th floor.”

“You’re saying that a man, or men, killed three Secret Service agents, entered the elevator shaft at precisely the right time and placed the explosive devices on the top of the car?”

“Yes sir.  And the  devices were what are referred to as “directional charges.”  The bombs were designed to direct the blast toward the elevator cables and the emergency brakes.  A total of eight of these charges were placed.  Between the sophisticated construction and design, as well as their strategic placement, it’s certain that these people knew what they were doing.  I have to assume that more than one person entered the elevator shaft, because of the small amount of time allowed to place the units.  They had to work in unison to place that many charges in such little time.  The blasts were also synchronized to go off in succession.  I’m just guessing, but I also think that somebody had a score to settle.  They were sending us a message.”

Cummings sat forward in his chair.  “What do you mean sending a message?”

“There was enough explosive there to blow up the elevator where it stood.  Hell, they could have taken out the entire floor if they wanted.  These charges were designed to make certain that the occupants of the car were alive on the way down.  Whoever it was wanted to make certain that there would be extreme fear and suffering for everybody in that car.” 

“Clyde?” said the President, motioning to his director of the CIA.  

“I have to agree with Pulliam, Mr. President.  My team found traces of the devices in the debris.  We know it was Semtex and that it was set up on a remote switch.  We’re checking the origin of the switches now, but  I don’t hold out much hope.”

“Why not?”

“The separate pieces of the devices can be purchased almost anywhere - at a Radio Shack, for instance.  We might be able to narrow it down to a few thousand stores where they could have been acquired, but we’re not going to find our assassin, or assassins, through the pieces of the bombs.  We are, however, checking the construction of the device.  The mechanics are such that very few people could construct such high tech explosives.  I also concur that we’re dealing with a team of professionals here.  Once the devices were planted, the bombers removed themselves from the shaft.  They knew that they only had a window of several seconds, so once the car was in motion, power to the elevator motor was cut and the car sat somewhere around the 20th floor for a few moments.  We believe that this is when the devices were placed.  That’s when the service agent put the call out for a possible situation.  This delay could have afforded the bombers to even exit the building before detonating the devices.”

Cline nodded.  “Eagle escort team called in to lock down the building just before the car dropped.  The hotel was sealed tight and every person in the building was checked out before they were allowed to leave.  This would explain how the bombers got through our net.”

“Son of a bitch!” exclaimed Cummings.  We have the most sophisticated intelligence equipment in the world, the largest contingent of security personnel and a security budget bigger than most countries’ gross operating budget and we can’t prevent a lunatic from taking out my number two man.  I do hope that  you’re initiating new procedures to see to it that this type of thing doesn’t happen in the future?”

Pulliam nodded sheepishly, unsure of how to answer.  He was saved the embarrassment by the Director of the CIA.  “Mr. President” offered Ragsdale.  “What bothers me the most about this is the comment that Ryan just made.  These people, whoever they are, had information about the service security assignments and their whereabouts.  This wasn’t just a last-minute attempt to kill the Vice President.  This was well-planned and thought out- meaning that they were well informed.  Hell, according to the Ambassador to China, their hotel had been changed at the last minute due to security concerns at the original one.  How the hell did they know that Vice President Lichtner was going to be at the new hotel?”  

Ryan Pulliam pulled his briefcase into his lap and opened it.  “That’s correct, Mr. President.  Two days before the Vice President was to arrive, we followed normal procedure by sending an advance team to China.”  Pulliam leafed through several pages of notes inside the case,  “The team was headed by agent Dempsey.  They  arrived at the hotel and made all of the necessary arrangements for security and clear the property, its employees and guests.   Everything was done by the book.  Eagle team  was briefed on the team’s findings.  Based upon the recommendation of Dempsey,  and, due to security concerns,  Parker changed the base site for the Vice President.”

“Shit” exclaimed Cline shaking his head from side to side.

“What’s wrong with you?” asked Henning.

“I’ve seen the name Dempsey before.”

“God help  you if you people let a spy slip through your security check.”

“No sir, that’s not it.  While going through the debris on-site, our team in China found a note in the coat pocket of agent Parker.  The note had this Dempsey’s name on it.”

“What in the hell did the note say?” asked the President.

“We didn’t think much of it.  We assumed Parker wrote it as a reminder to himself to check with the guy later.  It merely had Dempsey’s name on it and something referring to a  possible problem with him as he was reluctant to get on the elevator with escort team.  If this is the guy who recommended that the hotel site be changed, we need to look at him as a possible for the inside information.”

“That’s just Jim-fucking-dandy!” yelled the President, rising to his feet and pacing behind the couch.  He stopped and gazed at the fire in the fireplace. “We’ve got someone within the service who is leaking information to a terrorist group?”

“Sir” said, Henning.  “I don’t think we should assume that this Dempsey is a rogue agent.  It may just be coincidence with the note and him being the team leader for the front inspection.”

Cummings whirled around to face his Chief of Staff.  “Damnit Henning, I want to know who was responsible for this.  If inside information was being given out, it’s more than just mere coincidence that this Dempsey agent’s name keeps coming up.  I want him brought in and somebody had better determine if this guy has gone bad.”

“Yes sir.  We’ll have him questioned right away.”

The door to the oval office opened and in stepped Rita Pratt.  “I’m sorry for the interruption sir, but Mr. Corsen asked for coffee and pastries to be brought in.”

“That’s quite all right Rita.  “I’m sorry for the late night call.  I appreciate your coming in.”

“I don’t mind sir.  I was having difficulty sleeping anyway.”

A warm smile came across the face of the President.  “You’re too good to me.  You know that?”

Rita blushed.  “I honestly don’t think that anyone could be too good to you, sir.”

“Before you embarrass me any more, you’d better bring those goodies in put them on the table.”

She smiled and quietly did as she was  instructed and then left the room as quickly as she had entered it.

“Now” the President continued, the smile completely erased from his expression, “what measures have been taken to ensure that I’m not the next target?”

“Mr. President,” offered Cline, reaching for a cinnamon danish.  “We’ve moved to level four security measures here.”

“David, I know what’s been done here at the White House.  What I want to know is  what’s being done beyond these walls.”

“Sir, that question would have to be addressed to the Service.  Protection of the Chief Executive and his family are their concern.”

“Are you saying that you’re not concerned with my safety?”

Cline stopped chewing his danish and immediately shook his head.  “No sir” he said under the muffled sounds caused by a mouthful of food.  “You know that the NSA will do all possible to provide information to the appropriate agencies to prevent any type of attack on you or your family.  Please forgive me for not clarifying my statement sir.  I would never disrespect you by intimating that it’s not our job to protect you.  I am sorry………”

“Relax David.  I know you well enough not to jump to that conclusion.  I’m tired and I was looking for a brief escape from all this serious shit we have to deal with.  I’m just funning with you.”

Cline’s face relaxed.  He sat back and stared at the danish in front of him.  He was tired as well.  If the opportunity arose for him to escape from this “shit” as the President put it, he would jump at the chance too.

The President directed his attention to Ryan Pulliam.   Without saying a word, Cummings stared until Ryan was compelled to speak.  “Security for you and your family is higher than it has ever been for any President.”

“Ryan, why would I care how much security Nixon had.  My concern is how your people are going to keep these freaks from putting a bullet in my skull.”

The words rang out in a somber tone.  Each of the men in the room let the words sink in.  The President’s life was in imminent danger.  None of them had ever found the occasion to truly believe that their President was in imminent danger.  It was clearly obvious that each of them was deeply worried about this threat.  

“Mr. President,” Ryan continued,  “we’ve doubled all assignments, except for yours.   Liberty team has been increased threefold.  All White House tours have been canceled and the barricades on Pennsylvania Avenue have been doubled.  National airport has been instructed that they are to give us advance notification of all foreign registrations taking off and landing.  We’ve pretty much closed down any opportunity for a possible attack.”

“What about Mrs. Cummings?  She’s in Europe.  Is she safe?”

“The entire agency is on alert and has been briefed on the incident sir.  Your wife is safe and we’ll be bringing her home later today.  Her assistant has canceled any remaining appearances.  With the heightened security measures, I can assure you that if anything does happen, we’ll be ready.”

Henning shook his head in disbelief.  Ryan Pulliam was new to the game of political two-step, but this type of assurance was political suicide.  Continued naiveté, like today, would be the death of his future political appointments.   The looks on the faces surrounding him gave Pulliam the indication that his words were not well chosen.   He shifted his weight uneasily, looking down at coffee cup  in front of him, rotating the cup around and around.  David Cline, happy to be off of the hot seat, smiled and waited for the barrage to hit Pulliam.

“Look Pulliam” Henning said with a smart ass smirk and condescending tone,  “We’re not here to “be ready” when something happens.  We’re here to put a stop to any occurrences before they create the need to be ready.  The President has asked…..”

Cummings held his hand up.  He had heard enough.  “That’s not the duty of the Service, Walter.  The Goddamned CIA, FBI and NSA had better be able to put the stop to any occurrences.  The Service will do fine to just keep Roberta and I alive.  Speaking of which, where the hell is Peters from the FBI?”

Henning, now thoroughly pissed at being overshadowed by the rookie, softened his tone and addressed Cummings.  “Peters felt the need to be on-site in China, sir.  He’ll be briefed the moment he returns.  I’m certain that he’ll have some items of importance for us to hear about as well.  Now, Mr. President,  we should discuss your press conference.”  Henning looked down at his watch.  “We’ve got a little over four hours to prepare you for your statement regarding the death of the Vice President.”

President Cummings rubbed his eyes and yawned.  He began pacing again, this time walking around behind his desk.  Eyeing the array of framed pictures on the credenza, he picked up the photo of  he, Trevor Lichtner and their wives at the inaugural ball.  “Before I do anything, I’m going to need a couple hours of sleep.  I’m exhausted.  Let’s try to wrap this up quickly.”  He set the picture back down and turned to face the small group.  “Where do we stand with the statement?”

 Corsen placed his coffee cup back down on the tray that Rita Pratt had brought in.  “It’s already prepared sir.  You may want to look at it and interject some personal comments, but I think it will be satisfactory to you.”

“Good.  I’ll look at the copy after I’ve had some sleep.  I couldn’t make heads or tails of it right now.”  He rubbed his eyes again.  “Now, what is the situation with the swearing in of Burton?”

“The ceremony will be held on the north lawn sir.  It has been scheduled for 2:00pm.  The press conference and the swearing in ceremony are the only two activities that we have not canceled due to the heightened security.”

“What about the burial service for Trevor? I hope to hell you didn’t think that I would be canceling that appearance?”

“Mr. President,” said Henning,  “your safety is our only priority now.  I’m certain that Mrs. Lichtner and the American public will understand if you are not able to attend his funeral.  We can have Corsen issue a press……”

“Bullshit!” yelled the President, visibly agitated.  “You’re talking about my friend and the Vice President of the United States!  It’s probably not written anywhere in the constitution, but I’m sure there’s got to be a mention somewhere that, if nothing else, out of common decency, the President of the United States will attend his Vice President’s funeral.  When the day comes that I have to hide behind the walls of the White House instead of doing my job, then I’ll step down from office.  Let me do what the people elected me to do….to be the President.   I will be attending the funeral.  Is that clear?”

Henning lowered his head “I really wish that you would reconsider this.

“Enough! When is the service?”

“Two o’clock Friday afternoon, sir.  The service will be held in his hometown of Akron, Ohio.  At least, Mr. President, let me call the governor of Ohio.  Let’s see if he can’t put the national guard on alert and offer us some added protection.  We must think of your safety in light of the attack on the Vice President.”

Cummings shook his head.  “Ryan, can the Secret Service, without the aid of the national guard,  lock down enough of Akron for me to attend the service without risking my balls?”

“Yes sir.  I’ll have a sweep done and we’ll limit your exposure to the airport and the cemetery.  We’ll arrange for several decoys for the ground route.  We’ll see to it that there are no problems.  Between the service and local law enforcement, I don’t see the need to enlist the national guard’s resources.”  With this, Pulliam glared directly at the Chief of Staff.  Another barb sent in the direction of Henning.

Cummings smiled wryly, not attempting to hide his pleasure over seeing the two battle for position.  It gave him solace from what was becoming a nightmare.  “Okay gentlemen, it’s settled.  The Secret Service will keep me alive while I  attend the service on Friday.  Corsen, you and Henning meet me back here at seven thirty this morning.  We’ll go over the statement.  The rest of you, thanks for coming in at this ungodly hour.  Let’s find out who the hell did this to Trevor, okay?”

All nodded in unison.  “Good night, Mr. President.” 

Outside the door to the oval office, Walter Henning tapped Ryan Pulliam on the shoulder.  Ryan stopped and turned to see the red face the Chief of Staff.

“Yes, Walter?”

“If you ever pull a stunt like that again, I’ll serve your ass on a skewer.  Do you understand me?”

“Walter, I was warned about you.  They told me that if I had a choice between having a cobra shoved down my pants or dealing with you - to opt for the snake.  They said that you’re both snakes, but at least the cobra will always look like one.”

Henning was fuming now.  “You little prick.  You think that…..”

“I think that you are about as much fun as watching your dick fall off from gangrene.”  With this, Pulliam turned and walked away, leaving the Chief of Staff stewing.

 �Chapter XVIII



“Tower, this is four, eight, echo, bravo, kilo, -Gulfstream four.  Over.”

“This is Hobby tower.  Go ahead four, eight, echo, bravo, kilo,”

“Tower, we’re looking to get a weather report and stats.”

“Roger that Gulfstream.  Temp is 75 degrees.  Winds are currently out of the west at seven to ten knots, with gusts up to thirteen.  Skies are clear with a ceiling of 27,000 feet.  Forecast is clear.  Gulfstream four have you filed your flight plan?”

“Roger that Hobby tower.  We’re heading on easterly course that will take us just south of New Orleans over the gulf.  Do we have stats for the gulf area?”

“Weather service shows clear skies over the gulf.  Looks like smooth sailing for you this morning.”

“Thanks Hobby tower.  We’ll be requesting clearance as soon as our final passenger arrives.”

“Roger that Gulfstream four.  We’ll put you out on runway 25 left.  Let us know when you’re ready to roll.  Tower out.”

“Roger tower.  Four, eight, echo, bravo, kilo out.”  

Standing just outside the cockpit door, co-pilot John Potts heard the tail end of the conversation.  He leaned in to the cockpit.  “Are we going to encounter any weather?” 

Kyle Strong, pilot of the large private jet, turned his head and looked over his shoulder at the man.  “Doesn’t appear so.  We’re also going to have a tail wind.  We should make good time.   Is Mr. Harriman still waiting for Peter Reich?”

“Yup.  The guy was supposed to be here over twenty minutes ago.  Harriman doesn’t look all too pleased right now.  He’s getting a little impatient.  I don’t think he’s feeling too well anyway.”

“Why do you say that?”

Potts stepped further into the cockpit and closed the door behind him.  He whispered, so as not to be heard beyond the cabin door.  “Shit, have you seen his eyes?  They’re all puffy and red.  He must have one hell of a cold or he’s hung over from last night.”

“I didn’t notice.   Besides, the old man doesn’t drink.  Either way, it’s none of our business.  How are we coming on the visual?”

“I’ve completed the walk around.  We’re ready to go when the guy gets here.”

“Good.   You might as well take your seat and we’ll go through the pre-flight so we won’t keep him waiting any longer than necessary.”

Beyond the cockpit door, sitting alone in the back of the luxury private aircraft, Luther Harriman sat waiting for his chief of security, Peter Reich.  Reich, a retired CIA operative, was the man, who for eight years, was responsible for all security for Luther’s company,  Sanluelen Oil.  He also took care of occasional personal matters that Luther Harriman felt were necessary.  Today, he was summoned for one of those personal matters.  

Harriman’s day started out early.  He was physically exhausted and emotionally drained.  As the morning sun penetrated the windows of the jet, bright beams played off the white leather seats, illuminating the cabin.  Shadows of over-flying aircraft periodically darkened and then lightened the interior.  Harriman sat quietly staring out the window of the jet, squinting as he watched fuel trucks come and go and the occasional limousine drop of a corporate executive for his flight.  His eyes searched the surrounding area, but his mind was elsewhere.  The phone next to his seat beeped quietly.  Harriman retrieved the handset.

“Yes, what is it?”

“Mr. Harriman.  This is Kyle Strong in the cockpit.  The tower just radioed to let us know that Mr. Reich has entered the security gate at the north end of the field.  He should be pulling into the hangar at any moment.”

“Good.  Do we know why he is so late?”

“It appears that there was some sort of accident on the 610 loop.  He got hung up in the traffic.  His mobile phone is not working.  That’s why he had the security guard relay a message to us via the tower.”

“Very well.  How soon can we be airborne?”

“We’re ready the minute he gets on board sir.  We’re finished with our pre-flight and walk around.”

“Good.”  Harriman placed the handset back in its cradle and continued looking out the window.  Bright reflections fluttered about the cabin bouncing the sun’s rays off the brass Jaguar handle on his cane, as it spun around in his hand unconsciously.   The use of a cane became necessary fourteen years ago when Luther, inspecting one of his off-shore drilling rigs, fell victim to a rare accident.  While inspecting the platform with his well boss, Harriman became entangled in a large chain that had come loose from its mooring.  Before any of the workers could free him, the heavy chain had tossed him around like a rag doll and then pinched him up against the well housing, tearing off the lower portion of his right leg and depositing it in the sea.  Two months later, after recuperating from the injury, a prosthetic device was specially made for him.  The cane was initially necessary to help take the weight off the new device.  Now, it was not needed, but had become habit - almost an appendage to his body.

Squinting, he stared outside, hoping that something out there would take his mind off of the nightmare that had become his life.  Noises in the front of the aircraft momentarily accomplished the task.  His attention was drawn to the front of the passenger cabin.  He watched as John Potts made his way from the cockpit back to the front entry door.  Within moments, Potts was extending his hand and welcoming Peter Reich aboard the aircraft.  Reich handed Potts an overnight bag, which was immediately put in storage.

“Mr. Harriman” said the co-pilot, turning to face his employer, “we’ll be taxiing to the runway in just a moment.  It looks as though we’ll be third in line behind two commercial craft.”

“Very well.  Once we’re airborne, let me know our ETA.”

“Yes sir.  Mr. Reich, please take a seat and we’ll be on our way.”

Peter Reich, a tall, thin man of 54 years, nodded.  Sporting a silver mustache to match his hair, Reich smiled, revealing pearl-white teeth that stood out against his George Hamilton-like tan.  He wore no jewelry-he didn’t like to draw attention to himself.  As chief of security, it was his job to protect the executives of the company:  One of the methods he preached to the execs was the need to blend in and not stand out as a man of wealth.   A man who sports a Rolex or diamond rings is a man who is a target.

Harriman watched Reich as he made his way towards him, being careful not to make eye contact.

As Reich approached, Harriman’s gaze was directed at the front of the aircraft.  “Luther, I’m sorry for my tardiness.  I got caught in the damned traffic on……..”

“I know Peter.  Sit down.”

Reich looked at his superior, as he took the seat directly across and facing the man.  “Luther, forgive me for saying this, but you look like hell.  Didn’t you sleep last night?”

Harriman continued to avoid looking at Reich.  His eyes were now locked on something outside the window of the aircraft.  Reich, however, could see that the man’s eyes had welled up with tears.  “No I did not sleep last night” came the words.  “I’ve been up since three o’clock.  I’ve done some crying, some swearing and some praying.”

Reich leaned forward in his seat and touched his friend’s knee.  “Luther, what the hell is going on here?  First the early morning call to jet off somewhere-of which I still don’t know where we’re going, and then this.  What’s wrong?”

The cane began spinning around again, Harriman’s eyes focused on its brass handle.  “I got a phone call at three this morning.  It was Grant, my son-in-law.  He’s in a Miami hospital recovering from a gunshot wound.”

“Luther, I didn’t know.  I’m sorry.  Is he going to be okay?”

“Yes.  The bullet apparently hit a medallion he was wearing around his neck and prevented it from entering his body.  He’s going to be fine.  Grant also told me that…”  he paused to wipe his eyes,  “that my Sandy is dead.”

“Dear God, Luther!  What happened?”

“I don’t know.  Grant just said that she was killed by some madmen.”  The tears began flowing freely from his eyes.  Luther found great difficulty in forcing the words past his quivering lip.  “They killed my only baby girl.  The fucking heathens cut her finger off and sent it to him in a bag!”  Luther leaned forward and buried his face into his hands, sobbing.  

Reich reached over and moved the cane that had fallen against Harriman’s shoulder.  He then placed his hand on Harriman’s back.  “Luther, I don’t know what to say.  If there’s anything I can do to help you through this, please……”

“There is” came the instant response.  Harriman sat upright and wiped the tears from his eyes, only for them to be replaced by others.  The tears were rooted in the soul of a man who cherished his family.  The ensuing feelings for revenge came from the fiery heart of a man who built an oil empire with his own hands.  “Peter, that’s why you’re here and that’s why we’re going to Miami.”  Harriman took a deep breath.  “You don’t know just how much my Sandy means to me….meant to me.  She was my only child and the whole reason that I built this multi-billion dollar company.  It was all for her.  I wanted her to have something that I made so that she would have a constant reminder of her mother and I.”  Luther looked out the window again, as the jet began taxiing toward the runway.  “After her mother died twelve years ago, it was just Sandy and I.  I remember her sitting next to me at the funeral service.  She was only 19, but was as mature as any person I had ever met.  She was strong and so wise.  I know that her mother’s death tore her up inside, but she never let me see it.  I think that, inside, she knew that I would fall to pieces if I saw her pain, so she kept it from me.  So this teenager had to grow up overnight and take care of her daddy.  I ended up selling the house she grew up in because I couldn’t take the daily reminders of not having Helen around.  I also ended up in therapy, trying to overcome the guilt and the extreme sense of loss.  The therapy helped, but it was Sandy who gave me the strength to go on.  She had a way of saying just the right things and looking at you in just the right way.  Before you knew it, she would make you forget your problems and just be glad to be alive.”  A smile came over his face.  Once again, Sandy was taking away his problems.  “I remember looking into her eyes and seeing Helen all over again.  She showed me how to live and gave me reason to live.   I even named the company after Sandy and Helen.”  His voice cracked and he began shaking lightly.

“Luther, we’ll find the people who did this.  I will not rest until we do.”

“Peter, they took my grandchild too.  Sandy was pregnant with my grandchild.  She was returning from the doctor when these people, whoever they are, took her and killed her.”

“Jesus, Luther.  I’m sorry.  I didn’t know that she was expecting.”

“It was something that she and Grant didn’t want to share with others until after they were certain that she could carry the child for the full term.  She was supposed to call me the night of the doctor’s appointment.  Those bastards took my Sandy and my grandchild.  That’s why we’re going to Miami.  I want to be there for Grant and I want you to find the people who did this to my little girl.”

Reich nodded.  “Of course sir.  I’ll do everything I can to assist the local police in finding who did this.”

“That’s not good enough.”

“I don’t understand sir.”

“I don’t want you to just find them.  I refuse think of Sandy’s murderer, or murderers, sitting back and enjoying the comforts and conveniences of our penal system.  They will not be warm, eating three meals a day and enjoying full medical and dental benefits on my tax dollars.  Peter, when you find them, I want you to kill them!”

Reich sat back in his seat and looked into Luther’s eyes.  “You know that I don’t personally involve myself or participate in matters like this.”

“I’m not asking you to do it personally.  I don’t care what it takes or how much money it costs, but I want you to hire someone to give me my revenge.”

“I understand.  I’ll take care of it.”

“Do you still have contacts at the CIA?”

“Yes, but I doubt that they’ll be able to assist us in any way.  They wouldn’t be involved in a Florida murder case where local jurisdiction is handling it.”

Harriman pulled a small notepad from his breast pocket.  “Grant told me some things during our phone call.  He said that the police came to visit him last night.  They’re the ones that told him about Sandy’s death.”  Luther flipped through the pages and stopped at one with a full page of notes written on it.  “Peter, Grant did not tell the police everything that happened to him.  He was sedated, so they’re coming back today to ask him some more questions.  I asked him not to share any of the information he was giving me.  I want a head start on these people.”

“Luther, I don’t know that we should be advising him to withhold evidence.  We may be hindering their ability to find Sandy’s killer.”

“I don’t want the police to find her killer.  We’re going to find him or them.  Hear me out on this, Peter.  I think that your CIA friends might be more help than you think, once you hear what Grant told me.”

“What is it?”

“The people who took Sandy were using her to get to Grant.  They called him at home.  He said it was a guy with a thick Spanish or Cuban accent.  The man said they would kill Sandy if he didn’t take two men out on one of his yachts the next day.  Grant said that when they went out to sea, they were met by two airplanes.  One of the planes dropped a number of containers into the water.”

“This was all for a drug deal?”�“I think that they wanted it to look that way, in the event that somebody did see

 them.    Grant said that he was able to get a look at the contents of the containers before the men packed them away on the yacht.  He said that the boxes contained shoulder-fired missiles.”

“Was he certain?  They could have been something that resembled missiles.”

“No.  Grant served in the army for four years.  He knows a surface-to-air missile by

sight.  He saw the SAMs in the boxes.  These guys weren’t smuggling drugs, they were bringing in weapons!”

	“But for what purpose?  Why on earth would they be bringing that kind of weaponry into the US?”

	“I don’t know why, but that’s why they grabbed Sandy and Grant.  They’re not leaving any witnesses either.  Once they find out Grant is still alive, they’ll certainly try to kill him as well.”

	“We’ll get Grant…..” the speaker above their heads sounded off, interrupting Peter.

“Gentlemen” came the pilot’s voice.  “We’re next in line.  You might want to fasten your belts.  We’ll have wheels up in about two minutes.  Estimated time of arrival in Miami is just after twelve noon.  We’re expecting clear skies with little turbulence, so once we’re airborne, you can remove the belts.  Thanks.”

Reich reached behind him and pulled out both ends of the safety belt.  Clasping the belt and puling it tight, he directed his attention back to Luther Harriman.  “As I was saying, Luther,  we’ll get him out of the hospital and into a private facility where we can protect him.  I can assure you sir that they will not get to him.”

	Harriman left his seat belt loose around his midsection.  “That’s a good idea.  I think the police will put a guard there, but I don’t trust them.”  Harriman looked at  Peter, his eyes reflecting the sadness that encompassed his soul.   “Although she is gone, Sandy is still my reason to live.  If it takes my last breath to avenge her death, then so be it.  In all of my life, I have never felt so much hatred.  With every ounce of my being I want to punish those who were involved in her death.”

Peter nodded.  “I can only imagine how you must feel.  I know that if anyone hurt either of my kids, then I too would kill them with my bare hands.  Did Grant have anything else that may be useful to us?”

“He said that the two men aboard the yacht were also Cuban or Spanish.  One was named Rico and the other a guy named Benito.  Do you suppose that your friends at the CIA might have anything on these two?

“Perhaps.  They may be international terrorists.  I’ll have them run the names through CIC and interpol.  We might get lucky.”

“I also want you to get as much information as possible on the local case.  The police have Sandy’s car and are putting together their investigation.  I want to know everything that they know.”

	“I will.  I may have to use one of your friends in Washington to get it, but we’ll find out what they know.”

	The familiar sound of the jet engines revving up, caused Harriman to look out the window.  The jet began its acceleration for takeoff.  Nothing more was said as the plane began to rotate and lift off of the ground.  Quickly, the buildings on the ground grew smaller and smaller.  Within minutes the jet was leveling off at 23,000 feet.

“I meant what I said, Peter;  I don’t care what we have to do or how much I have to spend - I want the people who killed Sandy to answer to me.”

	“So do I, Luther.   I’ll start making the phone calls right away.  May I use the private office?”

	“Absolutely.  It’s unlocked.”

	Reich removed his seat belt and stood.  Standing beside Harriman, he reached down and placed his hand on the man’s shoulders.  “I want you to know how sorry I am.  I’ll see to it that your daughter’s death does not go unanswered.”

	Harriman brought his hand up and patted Reich’s hand.  He did not look at Reich.  “Thank you friend.”

	�Chapter XIX

	Had it not been for the persistently ringing phone, Carla Perkins would have slept well past the noon hour.  Although the late morning heat and humidity were kept at bay by the oscillating fan in the corner of her bedroom, Carla still felt the cool tingling on her perspiration-dampened skin.  Judging by the clothes strewn about and the general disarray of the room, it was apparent that she had not wasted any time getting to bed the night before.

Rolling over, on to her side, she pulled the spare pillow up over her head, attempting to drown out the maddening noise.  The covers on the bed were also tossed about on the floor, so her body was covered in nothing but her panties and oversized tee-shirt.  The phone continued ringing.  Her patience waned  as the pillow could not hide the unnerving sound.

	“Shit” she said, pulling the pillow down and sitting up straight in bed, her hair tussled and flying in all directions.  Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, Carla glanced over at the alarm clock, squinted and saw the blurry outline of the time flashing brightly on the red LED display.  Without her contact lenses, she couldn’t quite make out the numbers.  Leaning closer to the unit, a look of surprise came over her when she could finally recognize the numbers;  all four of them!  

“I’m in trouble” she murmured, as she grabbed the handset, pulling the phone base off of the night stand table.

	“Hello” she said, quietly, making a vain attempt at disguising her voice to persuade the caller that she had been up for hours.

	“For chrissakes, Perkins, when I told you to go home and get some sleep, I didn’t mean for you to take the entire day to do it.”

	“Is that you Captain?  I’m sorry.  When I got home, I was so tired that I forgot to set the alarm.   I’ll be up in just a minute.  Hey Cap, have you heard anything from the hospital?  How’s Lyle?”

	“That’s right, change the subject on me.  Let’s avoid the issue of  your being late.”

“I am sorry Captain.  You know that I’ve never done this before.  I promise you that….”

“Relax Perkins.  I’m just taking advantage of one of the rare opportunities to needle you.  I’ve got it out of my system now.  As for Lyle;  I spoke with him this morning.  He’s doing fine and is as awnry as ever and anxious to see you.  The doctor said that they’re going to perform the heart surgery in the next couple of days.  They want him to regain some strength before he goes under.”

	“I feel like shit.  My partner is sitting in the hospital and I can’t even be there for him.  Captain, I’ll be up and dressed in fifteen minutes.  I want to see him.”

	“Hold it Perkins.  I know you want to see him, but your free time today was used up under the sheets.  I need you to get on this Tilton case.  While you were sleeping, PD found another body on a boat owned by Grant Tilton.   Now we’ve got two dead and one that says they tried to kill him.  The woman had two bullets in her.  They’ve ID’d her as the office manager for Grant’s yacht shop.  I don’t know what the hell is going on here, but I want some answers on this one.  You’d better know that if I’m screaming, the Chief is screaming even more.”

	“Do the bureau boys know of the second murder?”

“I called them about an hour ago.  Since you were not available and Lyle is out of commission for God knows how long, I sent them over with a forensics team to inspect the Tilton residence.”

“Damnit Captain, this case is mine and Lyle’s.   I really wish that you would have called me…….”

“Don’t push Perkins.  Remember, I didn’t get much sleep last night either.  I’m overlooking your tardiness this morning, but understand I’ve got a job to do and pressure is on me to get it done quickly.”

“I’m sorry sir.  I’m just cranky in the mornings.”

“Yeah, I heard that about you.”

“Ha ha.  Why did they go over there today?   I thought that Harkin was going to go to the Tilton house last night?”

“He did, but that was before we found Mr. Tilton in the hospital.  They didn’t find anybody at the residence and didn’t have permission to enter, so they’ll do that today.”

“Okay.  I’ll get dressed and get over to the hospital.  Since I’ll already be at the hospital asking  Mr. Tilton some more questions, I’ll stop in real quick to see Lyle.”

“Fair enough.”

“If you talk to Harkin or his partner, please have them beep me on the pager.  I want to know what they found.  If not, I’ll try to catch up with them this afternoon to go over what they found in the house.”

	“Are you awake enough to remember some other things?”

“I’m awake.  What else is there?”

“We’ve got the print results from the dusting of the patrol car.  The print on the light switch belongs to a Jorge Mariposa.  He’s an habitual criminal with a sheet that could wallpaper your bathroom.  Mostly small stuff: B&E, burglary, criminal trespass and a couple of assault convictions.  He’s out on parole, so his PO should be able to give you a current residence.  And, the blood on the switch was the same type as Mrs. Tilton’s.  The lab is doing a DNA on it now, but it’s my guess that it’ll come up a perfect match.  That’ll put this perp at the murder site.  Once we question him, we’ll turn him on the murder of the patrolman as well.”

“Do we have the name of his parole officer?”

“I’ve got Leonard on that now.  You two work together on this one until Lyle is back.”  Larson paused, waiting to hear the combatant response over this revelation.   Surprised that there wasn’t one, he continued.   “I’ve put an APB out on this Mariposa creep.  When we get his address, you call me.  I’ll request some uniforms for back-up.”

“Cap, did the blood in front of the car belong to Sandy Tilton as well?”

“It was the same type.  The lab will have exact match on that in the next couple of days as well.  Let’s go on the assumption that it is her blood.  I want this Mariposa guy collared.  I want to know if he was working alone or not.”

“Yes sir.  I’ll be in touch.  Oh, and cap, sorry again for this morning.”

“Hush, you’re due more than one sleep in.  Come see me in my office after you’ve worked Tilton.  Oh, Lyle is in room 118.  Tell him I said hello.”

	“Okay.  I’ll see you later this afternoon.”

	It took only ten minutes for Carla to shower and apply only lipstick.  Quickly, she brushed her hair back and  pushed it into a green hair clip.  She then pulled on a soft-green, silk, button-down  blouse and black, figure-enhancing, stirrup pants.  Turning sideways, she made certain that her white bra was invisible beneath the fine fabric.  No lumps, no bumps, no see-through.  She was ready.   Removing her purse from the dresser, she opened it and checked for both weapon and badge.  She bolt-locked the front door and made her way to the car.

	The drive to the hospital took only twenty minutes.  There was no true rush hour at eleven thirty in the morning.   After parking the car in the underground parking facility at the hospital, Carla immediately took the elevator to the first floor and made her way to room 118.  Entering the room, she noticed that the big man was sound asleep.  A nurse was changing the fluid bag on Lyle’s  I.V. 

“I’m sorry, but visiting hours don’t start until three this afternoon.”

“I just wanted to check in on him.  I won’t wake him.”

“Are you his wife?”

“No, I’m not.  Have you not met her yet?”

“That would be impossible, since she hasn’t shown up here yet.”  The nurse looked away from Carla, busying herself with another matter.  Slowly, she turned her head.  “He’s a very nice man with a kind demeanor.  It’s none of my business, and I don’t know him that well, but I get the impression that he deserves better than that.”  She smiled, looking down at Lyle.  “I just hoped that you were her.  I hate to see anyone go through something like this alone.”

 “Are you sure that Mrs. Jenkins has not been here to see Lyle?”

“Yes ma’am, I’m certain.  None of us on the nursing staff had any idea he was married until he began talking about her.  At first we thought that maybe administration had made a mistake and not contacted her.  We checked.  She was notified.   All of us have kind of taken him under our protective wing.  Maybe it’s best that she doesn’t show up.”

“I don’t understand.”

The nurse smiled.  “You know….we’ve taken a liking to the guy.  If she walked through the door, who knows how I, or the other nurses, would react to her.”  The nurse stood silent for a moment.  “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t act in such an unprofessional manner.  Please forgive my inappropriate behavior.”

Carla looked down at Lyle and then at the nurse.  “I haven’t heard anything yet that could be construed as inappropriate.  I rather like your attitude toward my partner.”

“Then you’re CJ?”

Carla was puzzled.  “Yes, how did you know?”

“Mr. Jensen likes to talk.  He speaks of you frequently.  It’s evident that he must care about you a lot.”

Carla beamed as she looked at Lyle.  “You were right in your assessment of him.  Lyle Jenkins is a great man and he deserves better than what life is giving him.”  I can’t stay, but promise me that you’ll take good care of him.”

“We will.”

“He is doing okay though, right?”

“He’s stabilized and is doing well.  Would you like me to tell him that you stopped by?”

“I’d appreciate that a lot.  I don’t know if I can swing back by this afternoon, but I’ll try.  Thanks for giving him the message and thanks for watching out for his welfare.”

“It’s my pleasure.”  The nurse stepped closer to Carla and spoke in a whisper.  “If she does show up, I’ll give her a good whack on your behalf.”

Carla winked at her.  “Deal!”

Carla looked down at Lyle again.  The numerous monitors attached to his body made him appear to look like a puppet.  She reached down and gently touched his arm, remembering almost the exact same scenario last night with Grant Tilton.  Bending over the bed rails, she lightly kissed his forehead.

	“I’ll be back to see you later” she whispered.

	As Carla approached the nurse’s station just outside Grant Tilton’s room, she noticed the well-dressed gentleman standing at the counter, speaking with the nurse.  She also noticed that the man had an ebony cane with a shiny gold or brass handle on it.  As she strode closer, she then spotted another male, standing several paces further down the hall, closer to Grant’s room.  This man was using a cellular phone, yet was concentrating his vision on the elder man.

Carla slowed her walking pace and lingered behind the man for a brief moment.  The years of being a cop made her suspicious of every situation.  A quick glance from the man using the phone caused her to pick up the pace and move quickly towards Grant’s room.  She walked by the second man and stopped in front of Grant’s room door.  The empty chair sitting beside the door, immediately got her attention.  She remembered that Captain Larson was going to station a guard at the door for Grant’s protection.    Carla’s heartbeat began to pick up speed.  She slowly turned to see where the man with the phone was.  As she did, a voice rang out behind her, causing her to jump instantly, dropping her purse.

“Miss, can I help you” came the booming words from the man directly behind her.

Carla turned to see the man standing behind her, his face reddening.  “Who are you?” she asked.

“That’s not relevant at this moment.  I suggest you tell me straight away, your reason for being here.  The man watched her carefully as she reached down and retrieved her purse.  As she opened the bag, the man quickly stepped forward and grabbed the bag from her.  “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

The man said nothing, as he scanned the interior of the bag.  Spotting the weapon, the man stepped back.  “What were you planning to do with the weapon?”

“I’m a Miami detective.  We tend to carry guns you know.  Since you’re not concerned with my privacy, dig a little deeper into my purse and you’ll also find my badge.”

Still saying nothing, the man  examined the bag further and found the plastic fold-over with the badge inside.  “Okay” the man finally said, handing the bag back to her.

Carla snatched the bag quickly and looked in at the contents.  “I’m detective Carla Perkins.  I’m handling Mr. Tilton’s case.  Now, who the hell are you and what gives you the right to search my property?”

Luther Harriman stepped up behind Peter Reich.  Smiling at Carla, he extended his hand. “I apologize for Peter’s demeanor, detective Perkins.  I’ve hired the man because he’s the best in the world when it comes to security and safety precautions.  My name is Luther Harriman.”

Carla looked at Peter and scowled.  She then directed her attention to Luther and accepted his handshake.   “Mr. Harriman” she said courteously.  “I still haven’t heard the answer to my question.  Who is the guy rifling through my bag?”

“Detective Perkins” continued Harriman.   “My daughter was Sandy Tilton.  I flew in this morning from Houston after Grant called me.”

Carla’s head lowered.  “I’m sorry Mr. Harriman.  I didn’t know.”

“How could you know, dear?  Anyway, this brazen fellow standing beside me is Peter Reich.  Peter handles the security for my family as well as for my corporation.”

Carla extended her hand.  “I’m sorry Mr. Reich.  It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

He smiled at her and took her hand.  “It is I who should apologize detective Perkins.  What with everything that has happened with Sandy and Grant, I’m a little on edge.  These folks are family to me and I’m rather protective of them.”

“I understand Mr. Reich.”  Carla looked at the vacant chair.  “Speaking of which, did you two happen to see an officer posted outside this room?”

Peter nodded.  “Yes.  I have repositioned the man inside the room.  In doing so, the guard can monitor all activities within the room.  With the guard fully exposed in the hallway, he too becomes an easy target.  This way, if someone comes calling, he will at least hear them coming.”

Carla nodded.  “I suppose you’re right.”

Harriman pat Reich on the shoulder.  “Now you see why I put so much faith in this man?  Detective, if you don’t mind, I would like to be brought up to date on your findings in this case.  In addition to my being here to support Grant, I am also here to provide you with all of the resources necessary to find my daughter’s killer.”

“I appreciate your concerns Mr. Harriman, but I don’t know what resources you could bring to the table to help us solve this case.”� 	“I will be meeting with your Mayor this afternoon.  I am prepared to offer a one million dollar reward for information leading to the arrest and conviction of the person or persons who did this to my little girl.”

“That’s very generous Mr. Harriman, but I think you should know that many times when a reward is offered, all the nut cases and wackos come out of the woodwork with all sorts of phony leads.  Naturally, we’re obligated to follow up on all leads, so the strain on the department is rather great.  Not to mention the fact that our officers are chasing down crack leads instead of using those resources to follow up on true leads.”

“I can appreciate your position, detective Perkins.  I, took, know what money can make people do.  I am also aware of the fact that money can turn one friend against another.   I’m willing to take that risk and I shall relay that very message to your Mayor this afternoon.”

Carla nodded.  “I can’t stop you from offering the reward sir.  I’m merely giving you the history.”

Reich put his hand up.  “Detective Perkins, do you have any solid leads in this case?”

Carla was reluctant to tell the gruesome details.  “Mr. Harriman, I understand your desire to find out who did this to your daughter, but I don’t know if you want to hear all of the details of what happened.”

Harriman stood silent.  “I have to know” he finally said, quietly.  “I have to know.”

“We  know that your daughter was stopped by a patrol car on the highway.  For whatever reason, she was handcuffed to the rear door of the car.  After severing two of her fingers, the perps shot her at point-blank range with two fatal shotgun blasts.”

Peter Reich reached out quickly and grabbed Harriman’s arm, as the man faltered.  Harriman’s face was white and tears had formed in his eyes.  Being held by Reich, he was steadied.

Carla spoke quietly.  “I’m sorry Mr. Harriman.  I know how you feel.”

“How the hell would you know how I feel” the elder shouted, falling back against the wall.  “My baby girl has been taken away from me.  They killed her with a shotgun and you stand there and tell me that you know how I feel?”

Carla’s eyes welled up with tears, as well.  “I know the pain and the anger and the urge to take revenge.  Mr. Harriman,  I lost my husband to a gunshot last year.  He was shot six times by a crack cocaine addict.”

Luther looked at Carla with the eyes of a loving father.  He reached out and touched her hand gently.  “I’m sorry, dear.  I’ve brought the pain of your loss back to the surface.”

She shook her head.  “No, you didn’t.  It’s always there.  He’s never out of my thoughts and prayers.”

“Perhaps once this is all settled and you’ve incarcerated those who took my daughter from me, you and I will sit down and I may learn of what to expect in the days to come and how to deal with the loss of my daughter?”

Carla smiled and grasped the man’s hand.  “I would like that a lot, sir.”

“Please call me Luther.”

“I would like that, Luther.  It helps to talk about him.”

“Have you found anything else that may lead you to her killer?”

“The only real lead we have is a print we found in the patrol car that stopped her.  Her blood was found on a print that belongs to a known criminal:  A guy by the name of Jorge Mariposa.  We’ve got an alert out on him now.  He’ll show up sooner or later.  I need to speak with Grant to find out if this same guy was involved in his attempted murder.  I promise you, Luther, that whatever we find, I’ll keep you abreast of what’s going on.”

“I very much appreciate that, detective Perkins.  As I stated earlier, if there’s anything I can do from my end to assist, please let me know.  I still have friends in high places.” 

“Have you seen Grant yet?”

“Yes.  We talked a bit and cried a lot.  He’s devastated by her death, as we all are.”

“I hate to bother him, but I have to ask him some questions.  Because he saw these people, he can help us to bring this case to a conclusion in a hurry.”

“Perhaps we should go in then?   I should like to hear his responses as well.”

Carla reached down and pulled the door open.  As Harriman began to enter, Peter Reich touched his shoulder.  “Sir,  before you go in, I’d like to talk with you about my phone conversation.”

Harriman looked at Carla.  “I’ll be in momentarily.”  He watched her go into the room and then allowed the door to close behind her.  “What is it, Peter?”

“I know you want to go in with Grant, but I didn’t want the detective to hear this.  I spoke with my friend at Langley.  The boys on the boat with Grant; well, she ran their names through CIC.  I told her that we suspected them of being drug dealers.  The computer cross-matched the names and came up with two probables.”   Reich was now whispering.  “Grant said one of the guys was named Rico.  The computer says there’s a high-ranking Colombian named Rico Baerga.  He’s affiliated with the Cali cartel.  He takes his orders from Ernesto Borrero.”

“Borrero, the drug kingpin?”

“One and the same.  The other guy is a Benito Mendosa.  He also runs with the Cartel.  Luther, these are professionals.  They’re also animals who would kill their parents if it meant more money in their pocket!”

“Then who the hell is this Mariposa guy  the detective just told us about?”

“I don’t know the connection here, but the cartel has goons and order takers all over the world.  They may have even hired some locals to grab Sandy.  We’ll know when we find Mariposa.”

“Can you find him before the police do?”

“I can’t promise that, Luther.  I don’t know the city well enough to put eyes on the street.  You know that I’ll do everything I can to grab him before he gets into the system.”

“What about the guys who tried to kill Grant?”

“Well it’s obvious that they didn’t  hire out for the transfer of the weapons.  This must be one hell of an important matter for the cartel to be putting one of their higher-ranking lieutenants on the boat.   From what you’ve told me, Grant has not given the police the names of the two on the boat, right?”

“That’s right.  I reiterated to Grant this morning, the importance of keeping this information to himself.”

“Good.  Bonnie, the gal at Langley, also told me that the number two man in the cartel, a guy by the name of Carlos Enrique Espinosa, is here in the US.  She said that the DEA was watching this guy in Atlanta.  Apparently, the same night Sandy was killed, two DEA agents were killed as they staked out Espinosa’s hotel.  Whatever these guys are up to is very big.  When someone that high up in the cartel chain is on US soil, it’s big.  It doesn’t appear that they’re taking any chances either.  They’re eliminating anyone who gets in their way or even sees them.”

“Can you get to them?”

Reich paused and gazed down the empty hallway.  “Not by myself.  There is a group I can bring in for a price.  Is that what you want me to do?”

“Yes.  And, I don’t care what it costs.”

“Luther, remember that chain I just spoke about?  I need to know just how far up that chain you want me to go on this.”

“The man who pulled the trigger on my little girl must suffer.  The man or men who gave the order to pull the trigger must suffer no less.  I want everyone involved in the circumstances surrounding her death.”

“You’re talking about the elimination of several of the most powerful drug lords in the world.  We won’t be able to keep this one quiet.”

“The more noise, the better.”

“Do you want me to use the Cayman bank for payment on the mercs?”

“Yes, for now.  You’ve got up to ten million available there.  If you need more, let me know and I’ll move some of the Swiss money.   Do you have  confidence in this group you’re going to bring in?  Can they do it?”

“They’re the best in the world.  I’ve used these guys in the past.  Remember when the tanker Emancipation  was blocked and hijacked in the straight of Hormuz?”

“Yes.  They’re the ones who went in?”

“They’re the ones we hired.  All of the soldiers are veterans of elite special forces units that have fought in South Africa, Angola Namibia and Rhodesia.  These boys even have their own air force.  They’re pros and they’ll handle it with discretion.”

“I don’t care about discretion.  I care about making these bastards pay.”

“I’ll put the call through to Pretoria right away.”

“How many men can they send?”

“In Sierra Leone, the group sent 500 mercenaries to put down the Revolutionary United Front.  I’ll fill them in on what we want done and they decide how many soldiers it will take to accomplish their task.  Luther, let me reiterate;  this won’t come cheap.”

“They took my Sandy from me.  No amount of money will bring her back, but know that I will spend every last dime of my fortune visiting revenge upon all of those involved.  I don’t care about the money.  How soon can they make this happen?”

“I can have the money wired to their account tomorrow and  have their team briefed within the week.  I would think that insertion could be within six to ten days. These guys aren’t concerned with local politics or the ramifications of an invasion, but we should probably be prepared for the repercussions of this act.”

“Insulate us from the whole affair.  Use one of the dummy shell corporations to put this thing together.  The Cayman account can’t be traced to me, so there won’t be any connection.  You know Peter, with all the turmoil going on there, I don’t think they’ll look outside the country to point the finger.  I really don’t care.  They can come after me if they want to.”

“I won’t let that happen, Luther.      Hell, you’re probably right.  That group, what is it…the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia is reeking havoc down there all the time.  They’ll probably think that those folks were responsible for our actions.”  Peter paused.    “Luther, we now have to concern ourselves with the local problem:  One thing is for certain.  As for this  Mariposa character, we’d better hope that either the cops or us  find him soon.”     

“What do you mean?”

“Like I said, the Colombians are not taking any chances by leaving witnesses.  If they did hire out a local to grab Sandy, I seriously doubt that they would leave him walking around out there.  This man could finger them.  If he isn’t found soon, I don’t hold out much hope of finding him alive.”

“Then get on it.  I’ll be here at the hospital.  The limousine driver is out front.  He’ll take you anywhere you need to go.”

“Luther, I’m going to need the jet.  I need to be in Atlanta, to be close to Espinosa.  I think that we’re going to find everything leads back to him.”

“Do it.”  The elder gentleman turned and opened the door to Grant’s room.

	�Chapter XX

	Carla Perkins had a small notepad out and was writing down Grant’s responses, when Luther Harriman entered the room.

	“Are you certain you don’t remember any unusual characteristics about the two men aboard your boat?”  

Grant sat silent, staring straight ahead.  Carla stood patiently beside him, not wanting to push him.  

“I remember a song she wrote” Grant said quietly.  “It was a ballad about a young girl who fell in love with a man who was dying.  She could put into words what people felt.  Each time she sang it, I cried.”  Grant’s eyes watered.  “I loved that song.  Now I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to listen to it again.”

Carla gently touched his shoulder.  “I know how the memories can be painful, but they can also be beautiful.  I can tell you from experience, that it will get better.  There will come a time when you remember something about her and you’ll smile or laugh, instead of crying.”

Grant shook his head.  “No.  I don’t think that I’ll ever get past this……”

“You will” said Luther, moving closer to the bed.  “We all have to be strong for Sandy.”

Carla smiled at Luther.  She could see in his face that he was kind.  “Mr. Tilton, I don’t want to bother you any longer than necessary.  I just need to know if you remember anything unusual about the men on your boat.”

“I’m sorry detective Perkins.   My mind is not real clear right now.  From what I recall I truly don’t remember much about the ordeal.  I do know that the one guy, the tall one, seemed to be in charge.  The other guy ran around doing as the tall guy told him.  They had a high-priced computer that they hooked up to the boat’s GPS navigational system and they had guns.”

	Luther quietly stood at  the foot of the bed and 

listened intently to the conversation between the detective and his son-in-law.  The uniformed officer, assigned to protect Grant, sat quietly in a chair just to one side of the doorway.

	“Did you hear them call one another by name?”

	Grant looked at Luther and then back at Perkins.  “No.  They were very careful not to use names.”

	“What about the cargo that you picked up at sea.  Did you actually see the contents of the containers?”

	“No.  I was instructed to stay in the cabin and keep an eye on the radar screen.  I did as I was told so they wouldn’t hurt Sandy.”  Grant looked at Luther once again.  “Luther, I’m so sorry.  It’s my fault that she’s gone.”  Grant began to cry softly.  “I did everything that they told me to do.  I wish it were me instead of Sandy.”

	Harriman’s eyes began to water.  He reached into his pocket and pulled out a white handkerchief and handed it to Grant.  “I know you did everything you could, son.  I don’t hold you responsible for her death.  You shouldn’t either.”

Carla looked at Luther and then back at Grant.  “Mr. Tilton, I don’t think these people had any intentions of letting either one of you live.  Regardless of what you would have done, they weren’t going to let you go.”  She  jotted down another quick note and then sighed.  “Mr. Tilton, I would like to ask you about Christie Candell.”

	Grant’s face gave immediate indication that he was bewildered.  “What do you need to know about her.  She’s my office manager and has been with me for over six years.”

“Was she on the boat with you as well?”

“Of course not.  I was instructed to go alone with the two men.  I really don’t know.  She was supposed to open the shop that day.  You don’t think she had anything to do with this do you?”

“No sir, that was not my assertion.  Now, you said that when you docked the Lady Tiffany, the one man went to get a van and that’s when the second guy shot you?  Is that correct?”

“Yes, that’s how it happened.”

“Did you see miss Candell anytime during that day, either before you went with these men or when you returned to the docks?”

“I already told you, no.  Why are you asking me these ridiculous questions?”

“Mr. Tilton, when our officers went to inspect the Lady Tiffany this morning, the body of  Christie Candell was found on the boat.  She had been shot twice.”  Carla watched his reaction very carefully.

	“Oh for God’s sakes.  When is all of this going to stop?”  Grant shook his head.  “I don’t know how….I mean she wasn’t on the boat with us.  Did they go back into the shop after they shot me?”

	“We don’t know, Mr. Tilton.  Ms. Candell may have gone looking for you on the boat and surprised these two.   Mr. Tilton, I hate to do this, but I must ask you some questions that will seem a bit personal.”

	Grant and Luther both stared at the detective.  “What questions?”  Grant finally asked.

	“Were you and your wife having any financial difficulties?”

	“Son of a bitch!” stormed Grant.  “What has this got to do with finding Sandy’s killer?”

	“These are just routine questions, Mr. Tilton.  I need to find out as much as possible about you and Mrs. Tilton.  I know it may seem ridiculous to you now, but one minor detail could lead us to her killer.”

	“Detective Perkins” interrupted Harriman.  “I can assure you that my daughter and Grant never had any financial problems.  If they did, I would have known about them and I would have rectified the situation.  You see, detective, I am the sole shareholder of a company called Sanluelen Oil.  The shares alone are worth over four billion dollars.  My daughter and Grant would never have financial difficulties, as you put it.”

	“I’m sorry for the questions.  I’m only doing my job.”

	“I understand your job requirements, detective Perkins.  I, however, must ask you to concentrate your efforts on finding my daughter’s killer, this  Mariposa guy.”

	“Mr. Harriman, we don’t know that it was Mariposa that killed your daughter.  Let’s use caution in our assumptions.  Yes, his prints were found in the patrol car, but we have no substantial evidence that would link him to a weapon or a motive.  Until we find him and talk to him, he is innocent of the crime until we can prove otherwise.”

	Harriman glared at Perkins.  “You do what you must, detective.  I’ll do what I must do.”

	Carla, ready for a response, was interrupted by Grant.  “Shhhh” he said, pointing to the television screen that was hanging from the room ceiling on the far wall.  “I missed the President’s press conference this morning.  They’re swearing in the new Vice President this afternoon.”

	All three stood silent and watched as the news correspondent stood in front of what appeared to be a podium situated somewhere on the North lawn of the White House.  A bevy of secret service personnel and White House aides scurried about in the background, preparing for the afternoon’s ceremony.

	“Today” the reporter began, “President Andrew Cummings will welcome a new Vice President into the White House.  The ceremony, a rite of passage for the Speaker of the House, could turn out to be a thorn in the side of the President.  Here, on the North lawn of the White House, the Speaker, Lawrence Burton, will be sworn in as the new Vice President and take his position as the second most powerful man in the world.  In his morning press conference, President Cummings expressed his deep sadness over the tragic death of Trevor Lichtner, an accident that is still being investigated.  In his statement, Cummings also told the American people that even though his heart is full of sorrow, he must move beyond his pain and his differences with Burton and continue to lead the country toward the future.  It certainly has been  no secret to the public that there is no love lost between Cummings and Burton.  We are reminded of this rivalry by recalling the recently televised battle between the two:  A battle fueled by the debate over campaign contributions from companies that were affected by the proposed tobacco legislation bill.  So, today begins a new era in Washington politics.  If nothing else, this new partnership, and I think we can use that term lightly,  could prove to be an interesting source of future news for the American public.  This is White House correspondent Paul Roybal in Washington.”   

	As the channel began to continue with other news, Grant pushed the remote button and the screen went black.  “We finally get a man with integrity into the White House and now he has to be saddled with a putz like Burton.”

	“It could be worse” said Harriman.  “At least Cummings is still at the helm.”

	Carla ignored the comment and turned to Grant.  “Mr. Tilton, I will be working with two detectives from the central precinct on this case.  Because your wife’s body was found in their jurisdiction, it’s technically their case.  As we have extenuating circumstances connecting your wife’s murder with the death of the patrolman, we’ll be working together to solve the case.”

	Grant nodded.  “I don’t care who is working it.  I just want the people found.”

	“I need to go now” said Carla, folding her small notebook.  “I’ll be back later to give you an idea of our progress.”  Carla smiled at Harriman and left the room.

	When the door had closed, Harriman stepped closer to the head of the bed.  He looked over at the uniformed officer sitting by the door.  “Officer, would you mind excusing us for a brief moment.  I need to go over the burial arrangements with my son in law.”

“No problem.  Just give a knock on the door when you’re done and I’ll come back in.”

“Thanks.”  When the officer had gone, Harriman leaned close to Grant and whispered.  “Peter has obtained some information on the two men who were on your boat.”

Grant’s eyes lit up.  “Who are they?”

“They work for the Cali drug cartel.”

	“Shit” said Grant, shaking his head.  “If they find out I’m still alive, they’ll come back after me.”

	“Peter has already made preparations for that very occurrence.  Remember what I told you; this information does not get shared with the police.”

	Grant nodded.  “No way.  I want these bastards to die for what they did to her.  What do we do next?”

	“You do nothing.  Peter will handle everything.  I want you to get some rest.  Later this afternoon, we’re moving you to a private facility that is more difficult to get into than Fort Knox.”

	Grant reached his hand out and touched Luther’s arm.  “I want to know that these people suffered when they died.”

	Harriman nodded.  “Trust me, they will.  Peter’s starting the process as we speak.  Get some rest.”

�Chapter XXI

	 

	Smoky Rivers, a large, weathered man, adjusted in his seat, as the tingling sensation grabbed at his side once more.  Almost as if being shocked by a low-voltage charge, the small pager hummed and vibrated against the bone in his hip. Slightly embarrassed by the way he jumped when the pager went off, Smoky  stood from his seat at the blackjack table and adjusted his dark sunglasses.   His tight-fitting jeans, covering an even tighter back side, drew the attention of several female players at the next table.  The snakeskin cowboy boots and long-sleeve button shirt completed the western look that he was famous for.  

A familiar face in the Trump casino, Rivers had made and lost small fortunes every week.  The house always welcomed him with open arms, as he was a big tipper, a big spender and a very polite player, who displayed a great sense of humor.  Around him, the clanging of slot machines and the excited shouts of winning gamblers echoed through the casino gaming area.  He casually eyed those around him. 

Reaching down for the pager on his belt, again drawing more attention to his rear quarters, he pressed a button and read the number that was displayed on the LED screen of the unit.  “Shit” he said quietly, reluctant to walk away from his winning streak.  He slowly  pulled the large stack of chips back and motioned for the dealer to rack them.  “Gotta go, Jimbo.”   With this, he flipped one of the $100 tokens onto the table.  “Don’t spend it all in one place,” he said, smiling.  “Please see to it that they are credited to my account.”

	“Thank you Mr. Rivers.  I’ll take care of it right away.” replied the dealer, placing the chip in the slot dedicated for tips.  “You have a wonderful evening.”

	Rivers walked away from the table and motioned for one of the pit bosses to come over to him.

“Mr. Rivers” the man said, recognizing him.  “I hope that everything is to your liking this evening?”

Smoky removed his sunglasses, folded them and placed them in his shirt pocket. 

He smiled at the man.  “As usual, everything is fine Carl.  I would like ask for the use of a private phone, though.  I have an urgent matter to take care of and I don’t think you want your patrons to be subjected to my words.”

	“Of course sir.  I’ll have security escort you to the Manager’s office right away.  You’ll find the privacy you need there.”

“Thank you Carl.  Please be kind enough to hold my spot at the table.  Hopefully I’ll be back before the evening is through.”

“I’ll handle it personally, sir.  I look forward to seeing you then.”  The pit boss waved his arm and within seconds two large men appeared before him.  “Mr. Rivers will be using the phone in the manager’s office.  Please see to it that he is not disturbed during his call.”

Without saying a word, the two men began walking, with Rivers trailing close behind.  As they entered the plush office, the two stood just outside the office.  “The phone is on the desk sir.  We’ll be outside here until you’re done.”

“Thanks guys.  I won’t be long.”  With this, Rivers stepped into the room and watched as one of the security men closed the door behind him.  He made his way to the large desk in the middle of the room and sat down in the leather chair.  Picking up the handset, he punched the memorized numbers and waited for a response.

“TJ, this is Smoky.  I got your page.  This had better be good.  I was on a winning streak.”

“Sorry to bother you at the table, but I figured you would want to know about the call I just got.  It seems that one of our past clients needs our services once again.”

“Can you secure this line?”

“Yes sir.  It will take just  a moment and we’ll know if it’s clean.”  There was a lengthy pause during the process.  “It looks as though we’re okay.  I’m going to encode the transmission and run it through a scrambler.  If anybody’s listening from a remote unit, they’re in for some static and high-pitched whining.”

“Cut the commentary and just do it!”

“Yes sir.”

“I’m using one of the casino’s phones.  You’re sure that it’s clear?”

“Absolutely.”

“Okay then.  Which client?”

“Remember the oil company that had problems with one of their tankers?”

“Yes.  Sanluelyn Oil.  Did you verify the call?  He had the proper code?”

“Yes sir.  It’s the German guy.  He’s calling us again.  It seems as though they have another situation that calls for our services.”

“Go ahead and put together a team and handle it then.”

“I can’t on this one, sir.  It’s big.  This isn’t another tanker problem.  He didn’t go into a great deal of detail, but he said that this one will involve a large number of men and the use of our aircraft.  He mentioned Colombia and he said he wanted you to handle it personally.”

There was a pause on the line.  “Are you sure he said Colombia?”

“I asked him to repeat it.  That’s what he said.  He wants to talk to you to discuss the situation.”

“Did he leave a number to reach him at?”

“Yes sir.”  Rivers pulled a small book and pen from his shirt pocket and wrote down the number that was relayed to him.

“Give Gunner a call.  If we tackle this one, I want him in on the team.  Also, have the crew go over the two planes in the West hangar at Bradley.  I want those birds in shape if we go.”

“Will do sir.”  The call was terminated and Rivers hung up the phone.

It took Smoky fifty minutes to exit the casino and drive to the small apartment in Manhattan.  The apartment, well kept and clean, was very small.  It had been under lease by Smoky for over four years, yet he had never spent a night in it.  The small studio unit was furnished with a large wooden table and four cane back chairs that surrounded the table.  There was no TV, no dishwasher and no sofa.  The room, save for the table, chairs and the equipment that sat atop the table, was bare.    

The hardwood floor creaked under his feet as Smoky entered the room.  A small rug, placed just inside the front entry, padded his footsteps momentarily.   Turning, he immediately latched the dead bolt locks and pressed one of the buttons on the alarm center box next to the door.  Immediately, the LED readout read CLEAR. Satisfied that there had been no intruders or visitors,  Rivers proceeded to the kitchen and retrieved a small bottle of cranberry juice from the refrigerator. The unit was stocked only with juices, fruits and yogurt…a health food fanatics delight!  Smoky had his vices, like gambling, and women but when it came to his health and physical condition, the former Navy seal kept his body  in prime condition.  He refused to take part in the systematic “poisoning” that so many Americans found a part of their daily life.

With a long swig, he emptied the juice bottle.  It was then discarded in the paper sack that served as a trash receptacle.  Two carrots for a snack and he was satisfied.  Standing by the kitchen sink, munching on the remainder of a carrot,  he spotted a  large cockroach  darting across the kitchen counter.  With a quick flinch, the bug was immediately crushed under the palm of his large hand.  The carrot still dangling from his lip, he held his hands under the stream of water from the kitchen sink and washed the remainder of the bug from his skin.  Using the towel that hung from the refrigerator handle, he quickly dried his hands and made his way into the main living area.

Proceeding to the big wooden table, Smoky  flipped on several switches on two of the box-like units sitting on the table.  Lights began to flash, needles on the dials began to jump and a faint hum could be heard coming from the machines.  The phone, sitting next to the equipment, was also connected to the box units.  Pulling the handset free, he listened for a dial tone.  Turning two of the dials on the first box, he listened for the familiar buzzing sound in the phone.  When the buzzing became too loud and noticeable, he slowly turned the dials backward until it was gone.  Satisfied that his call would be completely untraceable and impossible to monitor, he pulled the notebook from his pocket and dialed the number that TJ had given him.

“Hello”

“I’m calling for Mr. Reich.”

“You’ve got him.  Who’s calling?”

“I’m returning your call Mr. Reich.  You called to inquire about the use of our services and left this number to reach you at.”

“Is this Smoky?”

“Yes.  If you are Mr. Reich, then you must have the Swiss account number that I gave you prior to our last contract work for you?”

“I don’t know if I have it with me.”

“We don’t talk until you provide me with that number.  You see, in my business, one can never be too careful with whom he is talking to.  I’ll call you tomorrow at this same time to see if you have the number.”

“Wait!  Let me look in my portfolio.  If it’s anywhere, it should be in there.”  There was a pause.  In the background, Smoky could hear papers rustling and Reich issuing swear words as he searched the contents of the case.

“Wait, here it is.  I think that this is the number you gave me.  It was for Banco Nationionale, the account number was 0500135584……”

“Okay.  That’s good enough.  You’ve passed the test.”

“Good.  Look, you guys did some work for us in the past.  I need your services again.”

“What exactly are you trying to accomplish and why do you need our services?”

“Several days ago, a young lady was brutally murdered in Miami.  Her husband was also shot and left for dead.  The lady was the daughter of a very powerful man, my employer.  We’ve determined the identity of the people responsible for the attacks and we’re looking for retribution.”

“Look, Mr. Reich, we’re not hit men who hire out for small jobs.  You told one of my men that this would require a large number of men and that it involved Colombia.  I do hope that you have not wasted my valuable time this evening.”

“Colombia is involved.  That’s why we want you and you team.  We believe that the trail will lead us to Cali, Colombia.  The people who were involved in these attacks are attached to the Cali cartel.  As for the number of soldiers needed, I have to leave that to you.  I don’t know what it will take to penetrate their perimeter and defenses.”

“Whoa!  You’re talking some pretty big cajones here.  You want us to mix it up with the most powerful drug organization in the world?”

“Based on your reputation, I didn’t think that you would fear an organization such as this.”

“I didn’t say that we were afraid of them.  I’m simply pointing out that you’d damned well better be serious about going all the way when you tangle with these people.  If we take the job, we can’t afford to leave anyone standing in the aftermath.  These are the kind of folks that will spend the rest of their lives chasing down a soul that crossed them.  I’m not overly fond of looking over my should every day!”

“I don’t care if you wipe out the entire cartel or the country for that matter.  My employer wants these animals to pay for his daughter’s death.  We are prepared to provide you with all of the necessary intelligence to bring this off.”

“Man, we contracted for a job that put us head to head with the Sandinista guerrillas…this won’t be easy, or come cheap.”

“Name your price.”

“Hold off just a minute there.  Let’s not move too quickly on this.  First, you will wire one million US dollars to that account number you just read off to me.  Upon receipt of the funds, I will call you again and we will move forward from that point.  If, after our discussion, we are not able to help you, then the money will be transferred back to your account.  We will discuss the contract price only after I have had an opportunity to review just what we’re looking at.  Where are you now?”

“I’m in Atlanta.  We’ve tracked the number two man to a hotel here.”

“Is he still there?”

“Yes.  I’ve rented  a room in a hotel across the street.  I can see into his suite.  He’s still there.”

“Does the job have to be accomplished off of US soil?”

“I don’t care where it’s done.  Whatever we decide, we’re going to have to move quickly on it.  These guys are planning something pretty big.”

“How do you know?”

“My boss’ son-in-law saw them smuggling crates of surface-to-air missiles into the US.”

“I want to know everything when we meet.  If I’m subjecting my aircraft to possible attack from those missiles, the price is gonna have to go up.”

“Whatever it takes.  How soon can you move on this?”

“I’ll be on the next plane to Atlanta.  I’ll call you at this number when the funds are verified.  We’ll set up a meet and plan the operation.  What hotel are you at?”

“The Executive Plaza.  I’m in room 3912.”

“Nice hotel.  I’ll call you tomorrow.”

Peter hung up the phone and sat motionless, on the edge of the bed,  for a brief moment.  After several moments, he reached over to the lamp beside the bed.  Turning the switch, he turned the light off, leaving the room in complete darkness.  Feeling around, he found and picked up the high-powered binoculars that were laying in the center of the bed.  Moving to the window and parting the curtains, he focused the lens on the hotel across the street.  Finding the suite of Carlos Espinosa was easy.  It was on the top floor of the hotel and it was the only balcony that was occupied by a number of heavily armed men.  He watched as the man whom he had guessed to be Carlos, sat at the table on the balcony and was waited on by several others. 

“You’re gonna die soon, you bastard,” Peter said quietly, studying the man whom he would watch die.

�Chapter XXII



	Mohammed Nouri made his way through the customs line at JFK Airport in New York.  Approaching the US Customs agent, he smiled and handed her his weathered passport.

	“Good day, sir.  Are you visiting the US for business or pleasure?”

	“Thank you and good day to you.  I’m on business this time, ma’am.”

	“What type of business is that Mr….” She looked at his passport again.  “Mr. Nouri.”

	“I am an economics teacher at the University in Baghdad.  I have been blessed to be invited here by your State Department.  I am very happy to tour several of your educational complexes and learn the methods of Western learning.  With your country experiencing such a robust economy, my timing could not be better.  It will be a great learning experience for me.”

	“Yes sir.  Do you have the letter from the State Department?”

	“Oh, thank you, yes.  I was instructed to carry this document with me at all times.  Please, be it not necessary for you to retain this paper?”

	“No sir.  I just need to see the document.  I’ll return it to you as after I have inspected it.”

	“Very good.  Here is the kind letter from your State Department.”  Nouri handed the woman an official document bearing the Presidential seal.  The letter was indeed from the State Department.

	“Do you have any university identification given to you by the school?”

	“Yes indeed.”  Nouri pulled a small leather pocket purse from inside his suit coat.  Unzipping the purse, he pulled a laminated identification card that carried the university’s name and his.

	“Very well, Mr. Nouri, everything seems to be in order.  Is there anything you would like to declare?”

“I have nothing to declare.”

“How long will you be in the US?”

“Only a matter of days, perhaps a week.”

She handed the document, his passport and the university ID back to him.  “I would like to welcome you to the US.  I hope that your visit to our educational facilities is a pleasant one.”  The customs agent waved him through.  “You’re clear to pass through, Mr. Nouri.  Thank you and have a good day.”

Nouri smiled and replaced his papers and documents.  Off to one side Rico Baerga stood close by and watched with great concern.  He relaxed and sighed with relief as Nouri left the customs area and made his way through the crowd of people.  As Nouri  stood under the large Ground Transportation sign, he looked around for his escort.  Rico watched a little longer, making certain that the man was alone and was not being watched.  After several moments had elapsed, Rico felt it was safe to approach the newcomer.  As he walked past the man, he looked straight ahead and whispered loud enough for Nouri to hear him.  He did not want to draw undue attention to himself or the other man.

“Follow me, Mr. Nouri.”

The man did as was instructed and began to follow at a distance of at least ten feet.  Weaving through the large crowd, Nouri picked up the pace, trying not to lose sight of the big man.  From his vantage point, on the upper deck rail, Benito obeyed his instructions and watched the two make their way to the front glass doors, where the limousine waited.  Like a vulture eyeing its prey, Benito scoured the crowd, looking for any sign that their Iraqi friend had drawn attention to himself or their operation.  He could see no trailers.  The American government was not forewarned of this arrival.  When the two men had made their way through the glass doors, Benito quickly made his way down the escalator and out the doors as well.

  From the back seat of the limousine, Rico leaned out of the car and waved his hand, as Nouri neared the car.

“Get in quickly!” he said motioning in an animated fashion.

Nouri looked around and then stepped into the long, black Lincoln, taking a seat directly across from Rico.  As he sat down facing the man, he shrugged his shoulders.  “Did I act incorrectly?”

“I don’t want to hang around here any longer than necessary.”  

“I was somewhat nervous with the customs procedure.  I hope that I did not err.”

“You were fine.  They do not suspect anything.”  With an annoyed look, Rico pointed to the car door.  “Close the door behind you.  We don’t need to sit out in front of the eyes of the world, now do we?”

Nouri did as he was instructed.  Sitting back, his hands played upon the heavy leather seating.  “I have never had the pleasure to ride in such a fine automobile.”  Nouri looked around the interior of the vehicle, his eyes wide open.  “Is this auto equipped with a phone as well?”

“Yes.”  He paused and looked at the man with a steely glare.  Mr. Nouri, we’re in business together, but that doesn’t mean we have to be friends,  so let’s cut with the chit chat.”

Nouri nodded, not attempting to hide the hurt of the comment.  

Out of the corner of his eye, Rico noticed motion near the back of the car.  Quickly, he leaned forward to spot Benito approaching the rear of the vehicle.  The door opened, startling Nouri.  Without hesitation,  Benito got into the car with the other two.  He pushed Nouri over, assuming his seat in the car.  He then slammed the door behind him.  “It’s clear.  You weren’t followed.”

“Good.”  Rico brought his hand up and tapped on the divider glass that separated the passengers from the driver.  “Let’s go!” he shouted.  The car immediately shot forward.

Nouri, after Rico’s statement, sat back and studied the face of the  man.  “It would appear that I have angered you.  You say that I have done no wrong, yet your voice tells a tale that would lead one to believe otherwise.”

“Stop talking in circles, for chrissakes!”    

Nouri paused, selecting his words carefully.  “You do not seem to be pleased at this moment.”

“I’ve got a job to do.  We’re not here to have a jovial time.  We’ve got business to do and little time for anything else.”

“Very well then.  I, too, shall get down to business.  I have waited long for the day when I would avenge the death of my Iraqi brothers.  We prayed that Allah would bless us with a day of retribution, as we watched thousands of our countrymen die as the United States declared war on Iraq.  This day will be celebrated by all loyal Iraqis and I shall be the one to deliver  vengeance for the people.  When will I be arriving at the craft?”

“Soon” was all Rico offered this time.  “You’ll have your chance soon enough.”

Benito stared at Nouri.  “Are you sure you’re capable of handling this?”

Nouri glared at the man.  “In my country, it is a true honor to die a martyr.  I do not look upon this as my death, but as my after life in the kingdom of Allah.  Do not fear that I would sway from my task.”

Rico ignored Benito’s comment and the ensuing response.  “You said that you were nervous as you came through customs.  It did not appear that they questioned your documents.”

“No, there was no trouble.  The State Department document that your friend arranged for me worked well.  They believed that I was a professor visiting the country.  Perhaps you would be kind enough to tell me how your friend was able to put his hands on such a valuable document?”

“Never mind how we came up with the paper.  Your job is to concentrate on your task.  A great deal of planning has gone into this operation.  We need to be certain that you will see it to its end.”

“I can assure you, sir, that my country did not flip a coin to come up with your assassin.  I am well-qualified and highly-trained for just such a mission.  We have tried many times, with no success, to destroy the American infrastructure.  The small bombings of buildings and subway systems are merely a nuisance to the Americans.  An opportunity, such as the one you have provided to my people, provides us with the means to finally deliver a fatal blow to the President and his people.  He will now know the pains we suffered during the gulf war.  Trust that my words are sincere.  I will not fail in this mission.”

Rico nodded but said nothing.  He stared out the window of the car.  

The three men sat back, Nouri opting to discontinue trying to persuade speech from the two men.  He, too, peered out the rear window, at the sights of America….sights that would be the last visions of his life on earth.

�Chapter XXIII

	

Special agent Lloyd Forrester stopped and held up his hand.  Seeing that the other agents responded to his silent command, he rested on his hands and knees, watching his target in front of him.  Satisfied that there was no motion in front of them, he sat upright, checking his weapon.  Another quick hand signal and the others did as well.  Not more than fifteen feet away a bevy of heavily-armed officers, wearing SWAT attire, crouched as well.  The Baltimore SWAT team leader, Captain Jerry Roberts, huddled his men together.

“Gentlemen, this is our operation” he said to the group, “but we’ve got three agents from the secret service who will be tagging along.  They will be taking the suspect into custody after we grab him.”  He waved to Forrester and the other two agents.  The three quietly made their way to the SWAT team.  “Recognize these guys.  They’re with us.” Roberts looked at Forrester.  “You guys will stay at the rear of the entry team.  You will not be using any weapons tonight.”  Forrester nodded.

Roberts pulled a walkie talkie from a pack situated near him.  “Rear team, are you in position?”

“Roger that lead.  We’ll wait for your signal.”

Pulling a pair of night-vision goggles from the same pack, he peered through them, searching for signs of any movement around the complex.  Breathing heavily, he lowered the glasses.   He looked over the entire apartment building situated on the lot in front of them.  Each man was outfitted with bullet-proof vests, assault rifles and a variety of small personal weaponry.  The large SWAT letters on the back of the black uniforms, stood out in the night sky.

“Sentinel” came the words through Forrester’s earpiece.  “This is command.  Do you read?”

Forrester brought his wrist up and spoke quietly  into the small microphone, drawing a perturbed  look from Roberts. “Affirmative command.”

“Do you see target?”

“Negative, command.  We’re with BWI SWAT,  just outside the building.  Their team is preparing to go in.  We haven’t seen target through the windows.”

“Are you sure about the confirmation that he’s in the unit?”

“Affirmative” came the quick response.  Captain Roberts told me that BWI police spotted target entering the apartment, alone, not more than one hour ago.  Surveillance didn’t see him exit the building.”

“Have you run an infra-red heat check on the unit?”

“Negative command.  The infra-red unit isn’t working for us.  We scanned the apartment, but we’re getting no heat source readings…not even a stove or a light bulb.”

“Damnit!  If he slips through our fingers, we’re going to have a pissed off President by morning.   He didn’t spot your team and bolt, did he?”

“No.  Like I said, SWAT is in position.  We’re going in.”

“Just remind the SWAT team that I don’t want this guy shot up.  He’s got some questions to answer to, so make sure their guys don’t kill him!  You are going in aren’t you?”

“Affirmative”

“Let me know the minute you have him.  I have to make a call to the Chief of Staff to let him know that we’ve got the guy.”

“Roger command.  I’ll advise after we enter the unit.”   

Forrester looked at Roberts.  “Sorry about that.”

“Just make sure that we don’t get another call like that as we’re going into the unit.”

“Okay.”

“Gentlemen, let’s move in..  Any questions?”

The men shook their heads.

“Okay, let’s go.”  Forrester and the other agents followed the group of SWAT agents as they darted from behind a truck and ran across the parking lot, resting against the wall of the apartment building.   Within moments, the team was positioned a few feet to the side of the South entrance.  Roberts assumed his position near the stairwell, making certain that he and his team were concealed from the view above.  Quietly  making their way to the third floor, the group paused two steps from the top.  Weapons were checked and all radios were turned off.  Their objective, unit 308, was closer to the south stairwell.  Once upon the third level, it would take only a few seconds to make it to the door, thereby not exposing them to the openness of the hallway any longer than necessary.

The hallway was quiet, but extremely well-lit.  If their target were to enter the hallway shooting, there would be no taking cover here.

Roberts quickly made his way to the door to unit 308.  Another of the SWAT team members stepped forward with a small ramming device.  Waiting for a signal from the Captain, he and another team member grabbed the handles of the device and stood in front of the door.   Making certain that everybody was in place, the captain held up one finger, then two, then three.  On three, the  men drew the device back and stepped forward toward the door, allowing the rammer to slam into the door.  The impact exploded the wood surrounding the catch and lock and bolt units on the door.  With a loud crashing sound, the door flew open and banged against the wall on the back side.  Splinters of wood flew to the floor as the door jamb shattered.  Before the sound had even entered the hallway, two of the team had entered the unit, crouching down low to allow the second wave team a line of sight into the apartment.

“Police!” echoed the words in the apartment, as each of the SWAT team identified themselves, one after another rushing into the small confines of the dwelling.

“Left is clear” said one of the team

“Right’s clear” said another.

Moving in unison, the team quickly made their way through the small living area and into the kitchen, continually calling out “police”.  Finding nothing there, the hallway leading to the bedroom was their next intent.  It was entered and cleared.

Forrester began to panic, fearing that perhaps Dempsey had made them and escaped the surveillance net.  As he and the other two agents slowly moved down the hallway, behind the other SWAT team members, they were stopped by Captain Roberts, who, with two other team members, had  just exited the rear bedroom.  He stopped.  His face was ashen white and he had lowered his weapon to his side.  The two other team members came out into the small hallway.  Forrester could see them fighting  back the urge to vomit.

“What the hell is going on?”

No response.

“He got away, didn’t he?” asked Forrester, a disgusted look on his face.

“He’s gone all right, but he’s still here.”

A puzzled look came over Forrester’s face.  He made his way around several of the SWAT team members and stood beside Roberts.  “Is he here or not?”

“He’s here, but you can’t talk to him.  He’s dead!”

“Shit!  How? I didn’t hear any gunshots.”

“He was already dead when we came in.”

“He committed suicide?”

“Unless he’s got some special hidden talent, I doubt that he did this to himself.”

Forrester tried to translate the comment by reading the man’s expression.  Confused, he stepped beside Roberts and began to enter the bedroom.  “I’ll find out for myself.”

“Have you got a strong stomach?  It’s not a pretty sight.”

Forrester ignored the comment and moved further into the small room.  Unsure of what to expect, he moved slowly.  There was no movement, no sound and no smell.  As he cautiously moved around the foot of the bed, his eyes caught sight of what Roberts had referred to.  His stomach began to convulse.  Unconsciously, his body started to heave.  He tried to move his head, but could not bring himself to do so.  The grotesque scene before him defied humanity.  He could not believe that his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him.  Everything he had been subjected to, in his duties as a secret service agent, paled in comparison to what lay on the blood-soaked floor  before him.   There, not more than ten feet away, lay the body, or what remained of the body, of secret service agent Kyle Dempsey.  The blood was only now beginning to cling to the organs exposed to the air.  A large pool of blood saturated the floor beside and under the bed.  Forrester gagged as he studied the carnage in front of him.  He quickly brought up his arm and buried his nose in the fold between his upper arm and forearm.  Tears, brought on by the pain of this indecent act, filled his eyes.  

From a point just under Kyle’s chin to just above his scrotum, he had been opened up and filleted like a fish.  His internal organs from his heart to his colon had been pulled from the safety of the body and laid out on the carcass, probably while they were still working.  His rib cage was openly visible, exposing two of the ribs that had been snapped off and used to penetrate the heart.  No longer able to take any more, he turned and quickly left the confines of the room, finding himself, once again, in the hallway with the SWAT officers.

Leaning against the wall, he bent over, his hands on his knees, gasping for the air that would clean his inner soul.  “What the hell happened in there?” he asked, between gasps.

“Somebody got here before us” said Roberts.  “And, it looks like they were a little more aggressive in their attempt to subdue the target.”

“Why did they take the time to do this?  They could have just shot him!”

“Whoever it was, didn’t just want this guy dead.  They wanted him to suffer and send a message with his death.  I’ve never seen anything like it, but I’ve heard of things like this being done in Miami and New Orleans.  Most of these occurrences are the work of the Jamaican or Colombian drug lords.”

“How long ago could this have happened?  PD said they saw him come in here only a little over an hour ago.”

“Well, the body is still warm, so it couldn’t have been too long ago.  Are you gonna tell me what the hell you guys wanted him for?”

Forrester paused, contemplating whether or not he should speak truthfully.  The entire SWAT entry team stood in the hallway, awaiting the response from him.  “He was a secret service agent.  We suspected he was bad...maybe on the take.”  Forrester watched the reaction from the men standing before him.  Some shook their heads.  Roberts did nothing.

Another of the secret service agents stepped forward.    “Captain, did your team covering the rear see anybody leave the building?”

Roberts brought the radio up.  “Rear team, did you see anybody leave the building after you were in position?”

“Negative team leader.  We’ve been in position for fifteen minutes.  Not a soul has come our way.”

Forrester shook his head and raised his eyebrows.  “Could the killer still be in the building?”

“Doubtful, but we’ll give it a thorough check.”  Roberts motioned to two of his junior officers, both of whom immediately went about the search.

“So do your people want the body?”

Another shake of his head.  “I’ve got to get out of here and get some fresh air.  I assume that you can call this in to the proper authorities?”

“We’ll notify the county morgue that they’ve got one here.  We’ll tape off the apartment until forensics gets in here.  I suppose that you’ll want to be here during their investigation?”

He nodded.  “How soon do you think they’ll be here?”

“I’d give them about an hour.”

“Okay.  That will give me time to prepare my report and call this in to command.” 

�Chapter XXIV

Ryan Pulliam hesitated outside the White House office of the Chief of Staff.  He glanced up and down the hallway, hoping that someone, or something, would interrupt this task.  The hallway was empty and there did not appear to be any fires that would allow him the opportunity to run from the building.  With the altercation with Henning only days earlier, he was not looking forward to this meeting.  Standing in front of the large white door, his mind played back and forth, debating whether or not a phone call would suffice in this instance.  Knowing that this was far too important a matter to discuss over the phone, he rapped lightly on the door, lowering his head.

“Come in” came the response from inside.

Taking a deep breath, Pulliam slowly turned the handle and opened the door.  Stepping inside, he deliberately and quietly closed the door behind him, still facing the door; not yet willing to face his detractor.  

Seeing the Deputy Director, Henning raised his voice.  “Pulliam!  I’m glad it’s you lad!  Come in and sit down.”  The elder politician quickly stood and moved around his desk, hurriedly,  his hand extended in a warm greeting.  He had a broad and almost sincere smile on his aged face.  “I’ve been meaning to call you to get an update.  Please, sit down.”

Ryan had to force himself to move.  He was dumbfounded with the change in personality he was witnessing.  “Surely,” he thought to himself,  “the man is simply luring him in and will unload on him at any moment, much like a lion stealthily approaching its prey.”  As he reluctantly grasped Henning’s hand, he walked alongside the man, making his way toward the large leather, high-back, chairs that sat in front of the oak desk.  Being in such close proximity to  him, Ryan could smell the definite odor of alcohol on his breath.  It became clearly evident why the change of heart was so visible this particular evening.   The man had sucked his kind demeanor from the bottom of an 80 proof bourbon bottle!

“Can I get you a drink?” offered Henning, not noticing the stunned look upon Pulliam’s face.

“No thank you” he said as he sat down and watched Henning move over to the bar cabinet along the wall of his office.  The man appeared to be steady, yet sporadic slurs in his speech were dead giveaways to his intoxicated state.  “I haven’t eaten yet” Ryan continued, “and I’ve got a long drive home this evening.”

“Of course!  I forgot that you reside quite a distance from here.  If you don’t mind, I think that I’ll partake in a short nip.”

“Of course not.  Please go ahead.”

Henning turned and held his glass up.  “One of the many benefits of having your own driver!”  With this, he took a long swig of the brown-colored liquid.  Grimacing, he coughed.  “Whoa, that’s good stuff!”

Pulliam chuckled, knowing full well that the man could probably guzzle the entire bottle without feeling the burning power of raw booze.

“Ryan, how do we stand on the issue of your rogue agent?”

Pulliam glared at the man.  “With all due respect, sir…….”

Henning  winced.  “I am dreadfully sorry, Ryan.  I didn’t mean to convict your man.  You said that you were going to look into the matter of your agent and his possible connection with the death of Vice President Lichtner.”

“Let’s get one thing straight, Walter, he is not MY agent.  You make it sound like I am personally responsible for the actions of every man and woman in the service.”

Henning turned his back to Ryan, moved to the bar and began to pour another drink for himself.   Without turning around, he continued his conversation.  “Of course you’re not.  My implication was merely that the man was a member of your agency.”  The sound of ice cubes clinking against the glass, echoed out.  “Let’s forget the semantics.  Where do we stand on this issue?”

“Well sir, it would appear that your initial assertion that agent Dempsey may have been influenced by an outside party, may be correct.”

Henning turned, sipping his drink again.   He leaned back against the bar counter top, resting his free hand on the Formica.  “May have been?”

Pulliam hesitated, trying to find the best way to tell the Chief of Staff.  “As you know, we’ve been trying to find agent Dempsey.  We got a break when the Baltimore police called us.  They finally spotted him at his residence.  Their SWAT team and three of our agents raided Dempsey’s apartment.   Unfortunately, they found his mutilated body inside.”  Pulliam waited for a response.    Henning offered none.  “Speculation is that whomever he was working with, eliminated the possibility that he could finger them.”

“Shit!  You say he was mutilated?”

“Yes.  They literally gutted him on the floor of his apartment.”

“Are you  assuming his affiliation with an outside party, or do you have evidence of his being influenced?”

“We checked on Dempsey’s financial records.  He lived within his means, however, we did find several large wire transfers that were traced to his parent’s bank account in Omaha, Nebraska.  Over $50,000 was wired within the last three months.”

“If he was taking payoffs, was he trying to hide the money by giving it to his parents?”

“I suppose that could be the reason.  During our initial investigation, we discovered that the guy was suffering with AIDS.  According to medical records, he was beginning to suffer from complications associated with the disease.  I guess that impending death has a way of persuading people to do things they normally wouldn’t do.”

Henning nodded in agreement.  “Can you track the funds to find out where they came from?”

“Only if his partners, if there were any, were stupid enough to write him a check.”

Henning maneuvered  his way back to the chair behind his desk.  With a sigh, he fell into the chair.  “This is getting worse by the minute.”

“I’m not sure I understand your meaning….”

“Clyde Ragsdale called me this afternoon.  The FBI has come upon some new information that could possibly tie in with the death of your agent.”

“Why wasn’t I informed of this information?”

“Calm down, Ryan.”  Henning set his glass down on the desk.  “Until you came to me with this latest information, I sure as hell wouldn’t have put the two together.  Apparently, the Miami police department was investigating a murder in their jurisdiction.  They had a photo of their suspects.  The idiots drove the woman’s car and their own vehicle through the toll booth.  The detectives found the ticket stub which showed the time they came through the toll area.  They went through the films for that particular time and found the picture of them with the car.  The dopes didn’t realize that their photo was being taken by a sophisticated camera system.  When the photo was blown up and clarified, Miami detectives got the license number of the van.  They ran the plate and also sent it to the FBI to have it put through their computer.  Ragsdale said that the FBI had current information on the owner of the van; a habitual criminal.   Ragsdale gave me the guy’s name, but I didn’t write it down and I can’t remember it.”  Henning squeezed the bridge of his nose.  “I guess  it really doesn’t matter.  Anyway, detectives from Miami found their suspect this morning.  Problem is when they found him, he had been cut open like your boy and his internal organs were laid out on his chest.”

Ryan had a quizzical look on his face.  “Other than the similarity in their cause of death, is there any other connection?”

“Could be.  I’m just getting to the best part.  The police chief from Miami personally called Ragsdale not more than two hours ago. Evidently, while the detectives and coroner were investigating the murder site, uniformed officers found another guy cowering in a closet.  They drew weapons on him, so he went ballistic and hysterical.  The guy was scared shitless.  When they finally got him calmed down, they realized that he was their second suspect.  They had his picture from the toll booth camera.  He was the guy driving the van.  Anyway, he was in the house with the other suspect.  They had been snorting coke, or something like that, when the killers came into the house.  The guy who’s still alive was in the bathroom when the killers broke into the house.  He told the officers that he sneaked into the closet without them seeing him.  Apparently, from his vantage point, he saw them kill the guy.”

Pulliam closed his eyes and shook his head.  Looking up, he spoke quietly.  “Did he say who they were?”

“Yeah.  For a little protection, they guy is singing like a songbird.  Problem is, he tells a story that is so bizarre that we don’t know whether to believe it or not.”

“What’s your gut feeling on it?”

“To be honest,  I‘m inclined to take his word as truth, now that I’ve heard what happened to your agent.  At least I’ve got to go on the assumption that he’s telling the truth.  The ramifications of his tale would be devastating to the US.”  Henning played with the glass in front of him, rolling it back and forth on the desk top, the ice cubes clanking against the sides.   Feeling that he had paused enough to stir interest, he stared over the top of his glasses, at Pulliam.  “This guy says that it was the Colombians who killed his partner.  They mounting some sort of assault on the US.”

Pulliam sat up straight, a slight smile on his face.  “I see why it’s hard to believe.  The entire world knows that the US spends more on national defense than the combined GNP of all of the third world countries.  Even the Colombians aren’t dumb enough to pull a stunt like that!”

Henning shook his head.  “No, I haven’t finished.  This guy alleges that he and his partner were paid by the Colombians to kidnap some woman in Miami.  They were going to use her husband and one of his boats to smuggle something into the US.”

“Cocaine smugglers!” Pulliam shouted.  “This has nothing to do with national security!”

Henning held his hand up.  “He said the Colombians were not smuggling drugs.  They were bringing in surface to air missile launchers.  They want to take out the President.”

“Look, Walter, you know as well as I do that we get over 1500 threats on the President’s life each year.  It sounds to me like this guy has pissed off a supplier and he’s making up this cock-and-bull story so the police will protect his ass.”

“What if I told you that this guy said the Colombians were the ones responsible for the death of Trevor Lichtner?”  Henning watched for a response.

“Does he have any proof?”

“He’s giving up the names of everybody involved.  We won’t know if his story is true until everybody involved is questioned.”

“How does this guy claim to have so much knowledge of all of these things?”

“From what I gather, he told the detectives that one of the Colombians was trying to prove his importance within the organization.  The guy evidently got loose-lipped and revealed some of the details of their operation.”

Pulliam shook his head.  “And now we’re taking the word of a bragging drug smuggler?”

“Ryan, I’m not getting into a pissing match with you.  Everything this prick has said so far checks out.  Peters has two men on their way to Miami now.  They’re going to personally interrogate the bastard.”

“What else has he told the Miami detectives?”

“He said that the Colombians were aided by someone in the US.  That someone was responsible for  making certain that the Coast Guard would be preoccupied at the time the Colombians were at sea, smuggling in the weapons.”

“And?”

Henning seemed to be distracted by a photo on the wall.  The picture, one of he shaking hands with the President, had been taken a year ago at a party function.  He continued staring at the photo as he continued speaking. “I called Peters not more than two hours ago.  He  contacted the Coast Guard.  Ryan, this guy told Miami detectives that the Colombians are being helped by a high-ranking US government official.  According to the  Coast Guard, they were on requested maneuvers for a small group of politicians.   His story checks out. They did not have the manpower to track the craft, much less board it.”

“Did Peters find out who requested the maneuvers?”

“It wasn’t just one individual.  It was the arms appropriations commission.  It could have been anyone involved in the commission or another politician calling for the inquiry.  This guy in Miami came right out and said that the Colombians have somehow smuggled weapons into the states and now they’re preparing for an attack on the President.”

“Bullshit!  This is complete and unadulterated  bullshit!” stormed Pulliam.  “We’re all desperate to find the people who killed Lichtner, but I refuse to play a part in propelling the myths generated by a  reckless punk whose only motive is to save his own sorry ass.” For God sakes, Walter, we’re grasping at straws here!”

“Ryan, he knew about the Secret Service agent!”

Pulliam sat back with a stunned look on his face, unsure if he heard the Chief of Staff correctly.  “He what?”

“Damnit, Ryan, he knew that one of your agents had gone bad!  He said that a Secret Service agent helped the Colombian hit squad to kill the Vice President!”

Pulliam closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose.  He sighed and then rubbed his eyes.  “That’s why they’re killing everyone involved?”

“Peters believes that the Colombians will eliminate everyone who knows anything about their intent.  They made the mistake of sharing information with too many people.  Now they’re cleaning up their mess.  So far, they’ve done a pretty good job.  There are only two people left who have had contact with them and are still alive. ”  

“Does the President know about all of this?”

“Not yet.  I want all of the information before I encourage several agencies to go into overdrive on this.  Maybe this guy knew enough to be dangerous and is making up the rest.   Peters is  sending two agents from the Washington office down to Miami.  They’re going to pick up this prick and bring him back.   We need to find out everything he knows - firsthand.  If we deem his story to be true, then we’ll make the necessary adjustments for the safety of the President.  Unless these people can penetrate the security of the White House, he’s perfectly safe.  We do, however, have a major concern:  The President will  be leaving on Friday morning for Akron, for the funeral for Trevor Lichtner.  You heard his tirade the other night, he will not allow us to cancel his appearance.”  

“Walter, I think that with the recent occurrences the President might reconsider our suggestion to cancel everything, including his attending the funeral.  Particularly if we can attribute any credence to this guy’s story.  The President should not attend the funeral for Lichtner.  It’s far too dangerous.”

“I agree, but like I said, you heard him the other night.  He will not miss the service for Lichtner, regardless of what we tell him.”

Pulliam became visibly agitated.   “What’s it going to take for us to act here?  If this guy’s story is true, we cannot allow the President to be at risk until we’ve put this to bed!  Somehow, Walter, you’ve got to make him understand that these people are ruthless killers and will stop at nothing to get what they want.  They’ve already succeeded in killing the Vice President, you can be assured that they will do everything possible to finish their task.”

“I’m perfectly aware of the Colombians and their penchant for killing.  Hiding the President is not an option, at least not for the funeral.  Our only option here is to limit his exposure and surround him with security.  We can only see to it that they can’t get to him.”

“Shit!  If they do have an ally in our midst, then there’s also the possibility that they’ll know every move we make.  How the hell can we protect him if the Colombians know what we’re doing in advance?”

“I’ve contacted the National Security Advisor.  The NSA and FBI are putting all of their  available resources on this.  Eventually, they’ll find the traitor responsible for aiding the Colombians.”

“Eventually?  Walter, if these people act with the same stealth and professionalism that took the life of Lichtner, we don’t have the luxury of having the FBI and NSA leisurely finding our leak.  We’ve got to act now!”

“Don’t raise your voice with me, Ryan.  I’ve already made the same speech you’re making now.  It’s a waste of breath and non-productive.  The President will not go along with anything that prevents him from attending that funeral.”  Henning sat quietly, rotating his chair so that his back faced Pulliam.  “Put together your security plan.  We’ll wait for the FBI to give us their interpretation of the truths this guy is offering.  Once that’s done, we’ll  meet to discuss our options here.”

“Walter, for the record…..just know that I am totally against this.”

Henning did not move.  “I’m aware of your displeasure over this.  Just have your people ready to protect him.  We’re finished.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”

�Chapter XXV



Margaret Jensen, “Maggie” rose from the couch and moved toward the front door.  Crumbs, from her Ritz crackers snack, fell to the floor, creating a trail back to her well-worn seat on the sofa.  Her loose-fitting blouse and sweat pants were soiled and smelled of perspiration.  They were badly in need of laundering and could hardly hide her slight, bony, frame.  Exhibiting the physique of an anorexic, the woman was pale and drawn.  Her cheeks stood out and her eyes were sunken deep into the sir sockets.  Brushing back several stray strands of coal-black, matted hair, she looked back over her shoulder at the television program she was intent on seeing to its conclusion.  Thoroughly peeved that she was disturbed during her favorite program, she moaned as she peered through the front window to see who was at her door.

“What do you want?” she said through the glass.

“I only need a moment of your time.  I’d just like to speak with you.  Please open the door.”

Maggie hesitated, trying to think of an excuse not to open the door.  She could think of none.  “Give me a minute” she shouted, kicking several pieces of dirty laundry into the hallway, hiding them from initial sight.  Swearing at her misfortune, she then hastily removed the chain lock from the door.

As the door opened several inches, Carla Perkins pulled on the screen door and stepped up closer to the entry.  “Mrs. Jensen, thank you.  May I come in?”

“You can talk from right there.  You have no business here.”

Although she was not looking forward to this meeting, her relationship with Lyle prompted her to risk an altercation.  Carla looked in the direction of either side of the house and leaned in, her face only inches away from the open door.  She spoke in a quiet yet authoritative voice, one loud enough for the woman to hear her.  “Look, if you’d like for your neighbors to hear what I have to say, I really  have no problem with it.   I’ll speak to you from here on your porch.” 

Maggie studied Carla’s face, trying to gauge her level of sincerity.  There, she found  immediate indication that Carla was not in the mood to play games.  Bathed in the light from the front porch, Carla’s bright blue eyes glared as she stood steadfast on the stoop, not budging.  Maggie, hoping that a deliberate delay would cause Carla’s resolve to falter, stood motionless as well.  

“Look, Maggie” Carla finally said.  “I’m not leaving until I speak with you.”

Maggie looked over her shoulder at the television.  “I’m busy.  I don’t have the time to speak with you!”

Carla’s voice softened.  “I understand Maggie.  If you’re busy, then you’re busy.  It’s just that I thought you might want to know about the policeman’s benevolent fund.  There may have been some money available to you as the wife of an officer who was injured while on duty.  If you don’t have the time to talk about it, I understand.”  Carla quickly turned and stepped down from the porch.

“Wait!” hollered Maggie, her attitude changing dramatically.  Her voice now grew sweet and soft.  “I can take care of my business later.  My goodness, after all you’ve come all this way.”  

Carla was pleased that she didn’t have to wait long for the anticipated reaction from Lyle’s wife.  “Are you sure?”

“Sure.  I can put these things off until later.  Come on in.  Maggie quickly stepped back and unbolted the chain lock on the front door.  She was now smiling and waiving her arm.  “It’s so good to see you again” she offered, as she stepped aside to allow Carla to enter.  Gently touching Carla’s arm, she smiled.  “It’s been much too long since we’ve had the chance to visit.”

Carla fought the urge to slap the woman where she stood.  Just the sight of the woman made her jaw tighten and her stomach to knot up.  “Yes it has.  I don’t know where the time goes.”  

“Can I get you some coffee or tea?” Maggie asked, allowing the wood door to close.

“No” replied Carla.  “I can’t stay long.  How have you been?”

“I’m doing okay.  This has been a difficult week, but maybe you bring some news that will ease the situation?”

Carla didn’t want to be in the presence of this bitch any longer than necessary.  “Get this over with” she thought to herself.  “Can we sit down?” she asked.

“Where are my manners?  Of course, please come on over and sit down on the sofa.  You’ll have to excuse my mess.  What, with Lyle in the hospital and all, I haven’t found much time to clean the place up.”

 “I can only imagine how busy you’ve been” said Carla sarcastically, as she sat down on the couch.  “Maggie, I know that if you could find the time, Lyle would love to see you.”

A scowl came over the woman’s face.  “Like I said, I really haven’t much time.  It’s been so busy - you know.  I’ve been trying to take in a little ironing on the side to make some money.  Did you say that there’s a fund that may help us out?”

“Mrs. Jensen, if there’s anything I can do to free up some of your time, I know that he’s been looking for you.”

“We’ll have to see how my schedule works out.  Now, what did you want to discuss about the police fund, or whatever you call it?”

“Let’s address this other issue first…..”

Maggie was now becoming visibly agitated.  She interrupted Carla.  “I thought you said you came here to discuss the benevolent fund?  You said something about money.  Am I getting some money or not?  With Lyle laid up, I could sure use some extra cash.”

“To be honest, Mrs. Jensen, I think that the benevolent fund is only for widows of officers who are slain on duty.  I don’t think that the funding would be approved in your situation.”

Maggie’s level of agitation abruptly elevated to furious.  She quickly turned and sprinted to the front door.  Yanking the door open, she let it slam against the door stop on the wall- a loud boom echoing through the house.  As it rebounded into her foot, she screamed at Carla. “You lied to me!  Get the fuck out of my house!”

Carla did not budge.  “I’m not leaving until we discuss this matter.  I owe it to your husband to find out why you haven’t come to see him.”

“I don’t give a shit if you feel you owe it to the Pope.  You have no business interfering in my personal life.  I have my reasons and they’re none of your business.  I’ve asked you to leave.  Now get out of my house!”

“It’s not your personal life that I’m concerned about” Carla said, standing once again, turning toward the door.  Taking several steps toward Maggie, Carla spoke louder.  “Lyle is my partner and a very dear friend.  I care about him and his health.  After what he’s been through, he sure as hell doesn’t need the added stress of wondering why his wife hasn’t even bothered to visit him in the hospital.”

Maggie looked away, pretending not to hear Carla.  She wanted no part of this conversation….she wanted absolutely nothing to do with this attractive, smart woman who was defending her husband.  Her mind reeled, desperately searching for a way out of the situation.   Carla approached  the door and stood in front of the woman.  Standing only inches away, Carla put her finger in Maggie’s face.

“That man deserves better than you, but for whatever reason, he has chosen to tolerate a coexistence with you.  He’s too good of a man to give up on your marriage.  That part of his life is none of my business, but when you refuse to be by his side while he fights for his life, then I will get involved.  He’s laying there all alone,  wondering what he’s done to deserve the solitary treatment that he is getting from his own wife.  Why won’t you go to him?”

Maggie’s face grew beet red.  “You’ve said only one thing that makes sense!  It’s none of your business.  You little bitch!  You think that you can come into my home on the premise of pure lies and then demand an answer to something that you have no right to question.  Unless you’re sleeping with the fat slob, I can’t even imagine why you’d even care.”

Carla could hold back her emotions no longer.  Before Maggie could utter another word, and with a reaction as quick as a cat, she brought her hand up and slapped her across the face.  “That’s for Lyle.   I’m certain that he has wanted to do that a million times, but he’s too much of a gentleman. You’re one pitiful excuse of a woman!  I’ve arrested whores who have more compassion and class.”

Maggie, stunned by the blow, cocked her head to one side and, with the back of her hand, touched her reddened cheek.  Tears streamed down her face and her lip was quivering.  “How dare you come into my home and assault me!  I’ll see to it that you lose your badge for this!  You can kiss your job goodbye.”

Carla smiled.  “And you can kiss my ass.  Mark my words, if you do anything more to inflict hurt upon that man, I’ll be back.  And when I do, they’ll have to lift up your filthy skirt and search up your ass for my shield, because that’s where I’ll put it!”

“Get out!” yelled Maggie, shaking from complete rage.  “Get out!”

Carla slowly moved toward the door, holding out her detective badge, as she did.  “Remember what I said.”  The badge was tilted back and forth for effect.

�Chapter XXVI



     With his arms folded behind his head, Peter Reich, who only moments earlier had closed his eyes and dozed off to sleep, stirred slightly.  The soft pillow and the mere fact that he was exhausted, combined to take him into sleep, fully clothed with his reading glasses on.  The short nap, much needed after hours of staring through the telescope at his target, was into its thirtieth minute.  A rap on the door interrupted his light snoring and caused him to jump.  Snorting, he sat up quickly as the sound drew him to consciousness.  A Popular Science magazine fell to the floor, having been on top of his chest while he slept.  He looked around the room, spotting  the television set on top of the small desk on the other side of the hotel room.  It was turned on, but the sound was off.    Peter leaned back against the headboard, thinking his imagination had caused him to wake.  Another loud rap brought him quickly to his feet.  “Who is it?” he hollered across the room, still standing by the bed.

“Room service.”

Peter tried to clear his head, rubbing his eyes.  “I didn’t order room service” came the delayed response.  Peter, because of his years in a dangerous line of business, grew uneasy.  Uninvited guests always drew suspicion.

There was a pause and silence.  Peter stared at the door as he deliberately moved towards it.  He could hear very little from his location in the room, but the definite sounds of metal on metal could be faintly detected.  Pausing momentarily at the desk, Peter pulled a 38 revolver from the top drawer.  He then turned off the television and the lamp by his bed.  Moving in the darkness, he slowly continued negotiating his way closer to the door.  As he neared the bathroom, which was only a few feet from the front door to the room, he could hear the handle on the door turn.  His heart began to race as the door slowly opened inward, allowing a small ray of light to penetrate into the room.  

Peter quickly, and clumsily, stepped back into the bathroom, almost falling against the mirrored wall.  His eyes were still riveted on the front door.  The shadow of a body fell upon the wall.  Slowly, Peter brought up his weapon and aimed it at the door, leveling it at what he deemed would be the chest area of a medium-sized man.

From behind the door, a deep voice rang out.  “Mr. Reich” a man said, sticking his head in through the door.

“Don’t come any further.  I have a gun!” said Peter, now sweating profusely from within the confines and darkness of the bathroom.

“Put your gun down.  We have business to discuss.”

“Who are you?”

The man peered in even further, his eyes trying to see into the darkness. “You summoned me.  Remember that little Colombian matter?  If you choose not to pursue the situation, then I’ll be on my way.”  The door began to close.

“Wait!” he said loudly, taking a deep sigh of relief.  He lowered the weapon.  “How did you get the door open?”

The man said nothing.  Peter watched as the man’s hand came out from behind the door.  The outside hallway light revealed a small metallic pick.  “You really should use the chain lock in these hotels.” 

Reich stepped out of the bathroom, eyeing the device.  “Not bad.”

“I’ll ask that you not use this as an example of my expertise” the man said casually.  “These cheesy hotel locks are as easy as the lock on my kid’s toy box.  If a guy really wanted to work, he could make some real dough cleaning out the thousands of hotel rooms in the city.”  

Peter pulled the front door all the way open.   “Come in.  Sorry about the gun.”

The man half-laughed, lifting two briefcases off of the floor.  “If you’re the last bastard to point one of those things at me, then I’ve got it made!   The man slowly entered the room and studied Reich from head to toe.  “Besides, that’s not a gun, it’s a pea shooter.  Just make sure you hit your target in a vital spot or you’re just gonna piss him off.”

Peter smiled, and flipped one of the light switches on the wall, illuminating the room.  As the man stepped in, Peter surveyed the man who would conduct the operation against Carlos.  The man was considerably shorter than he and judging by the loss of hair on his head, Peter assumed he was a tad younger than he, somewhere in his mid forties.  A three inch scar climbed from the lower left side of his face, down his neck.  Although the man was small in height, he made up for it in mass.  His heavily-muscled forearms ballooned out from the short sleeve shirt.  The man looked like any Joe off of the street.  Peter found it hard to believe this was a killer.  “Is it true?”

The man turned.  “Is what true?”

“You said something about your kid’s toy box.  Do you have children?”

The man paused, deliberating whether or not he would answer.  “Yes, it’s true.  I have a son.  Is that a problem for you?”

“No, not at all.  I just wonder how a man can do what you do and then go home to his family.  Doesn’t it bother you……….”

The man held up his hand, the briefcase swinging in his fingers.  “Let’s not discuss philosophical convictions.  You needn’t worry about my conscience.  I sleep well at night.  If we’re beyond the inquisition into my personal values,  may we continue?”

“I’m sorry” Peter said as he put his weapon back into the drawer.  “Sometimes I get a little nosy.”

The man waved his hand again, walking further into the room.  

Peter  watched as the man surveyed the room.  “Is something wrong” he asked?

“Other than the TV and the alarm clock, do you  have any electronic equipment in the room?”

“No, why do you ask.”

“I’m just making sure.  I don’t want to destroy anything.”

Peter shook his head as the man  bent down and set the two briefcases he had been carrying, on the floor.  Opening one of the cases, he withdrew a small box-like device.  Depressing a button on the top of the unit, he made his way back to the front door, carrying the device with him.  Peter watched as the man pulled off the backing to double-sided tape and pressed the unit over the eye peephole in the door.

“What’s that for?” queried Peter, inching his way closer to the man.

“In layman’s terms, it’s a motion detector.”

“How does it work?”

“The unit sees through the eye hole and sounds an alarms when somebody stands in front of the door.  I invented the unit myself.  The unit also has another capability, however.”

“And what is that capability.”  Peter was now directly behind the man, looking over his shoulder.

The man pulled a small keychain from his pocket and held it up for inspection.  Attached to one end was a black, plastic mechanism, similar to a remote door lock device used on new cars.  “When the unit is in the alarm mode; that is, if it detects that somebody is standing on the other side of the door, all I need to do is to depress this button here” the man pointed to a red button on the small mechanism.   “The unit then becomes a small bomb and sends an explosive charge through the door.  I’ve never had to use the charge, but I believe it would just about take the top of a man’s head off.”

Peter whistled.  “How can I get my hands on such a toy?”

The man replaced the keychain device in his pocket and connected the chain lock on the door and turned to Peter.  “We can discuss our fine line of catalog items and prices at a later date,” the man said sarcastically.  Moving back over to the center of the room, he began digging into the suitcase again,  pulling out a wand-like device with a handle on one end and a looped metal bar on the other.  Pressing a button on the device, the man stepped closer to Peter and held the device close to his body.

“What the hell are you doing?” said Peter, stepping backwards.

“I haven’t been in this business for this long by being careless.  It behooves me to make certain that you’re not wired and broadcasting my comments to the world.”

“Look, I don’t play games like that!  This is completely unnecessary.”

The man continued sweeping Peter for microphones.  “This is part of the package, Mr. Reich.  If you don’t like it, then I’ll gladly leave and we’ll forget this entire matter.”  The man paused, waiting for a response.  When none came, he busied himself with his business.

It took only a minute for Peter to be cleared.  The man then used another device, from the same briefcase, to walk around the room, allowing the device to come within inches of all the walls, lamps, phone, etc.  This particular search, a “sweep” as the man called it,  took considerably longer than the first one.  He was extremely deliberate and meticulous in his search.  Only after receiving no alarms from any part of the room, was he satisfied.  When his search was over, he replaced the search device and set the briefcase on the bed.  Activating two buttons, he stepped back and watched two needles on the dials swing back and forth.

“That one’s not going to blow up is it?” asked Peter.

“This is a jamming device.  Technology has brought us all sorts of listening devices, such as laser-directional mikes and parablolics.  This unit sends a signal that jams all of the parabolic sweeps.  I’ll take care of the laser mikes and any video attempts with this.”  The man pulled a roll of material out of the case.

Peter watched as the man unrolled several sheets of what appeared to be a plastic-like material.  It was shiny on one side, creating a mirror-like appearance.  The man opened the curtains to the large windows in the room.  Placing the sheets on the glass, he taped the top and bottom of each sheet to the glass.  Only when the entire window was covered, did he step back.

“Okay, Mr. Reich, we can now discuss business.”

Peter was still eyeing the plastic sheets.  “What do those things do” he asked, pointing toward the windows?”

“Those are highly-polished light reflection and insulation sheets.  Video cameras and laser mikes cannot penetrate the sheet.  Their beams are merely reflected back at them. We can, however, see out of the glass easily”  The man took a seat in the small chair that sat next to the table by the window.  “We’re free from prying eyes and ears.  Why don’t you tell me how you would like to proceed with this.”

Peter moved closer to the window and peered out, testing the man’s statement.   He then backed up and sat on the edge of the bed, still marveling at the window coverings.  “You have some pretty amazing stuff.”

“We get by.  Now about this business that you’re going to pay so highly for.”

Peter smiled at him.  “You are pure business aren’t you?”

“I don’t make money by talking.  Besides, I have to get this over with and then clear my conscience before I go home to my family.”

Peter nodded.  “Touché.   I had that coming”

The man nodded, a wisp of a smile on his face.

“I don’t even know your name.”

The man said nothing, still staring at Peter.

Peter looked away,  “do I call you anything?”

“Call me RJ.”

“OK, RJ it is.  The guy in the hotel across the way there” Peter pointed out the window, “those are the Colombians I want eliminated.”

“What about those that are abroad?”

“Oh yeah, I want them too.  What would that entail for you?”

“There, we have a problem.  After you wired the initial monies to my account, I did some research on your Colombian pals.”  He paused, looking out the window.  “You’ve picked some pretty large and pretty well-protected cajones to go after.”

“Can you get to them?”

“Not them.  Him.  This Borrero guy you’re after is dug in deeper than a tick on a dog’s ass.  We can’t get to him.”

“As I said before, I don’t care what the cost is.  If you need more…..”

“The money has nothing to do with it.   The issue here is the fact that he is better protected than Fort Knox.  There’s only one way to get to this guy.”

“How?”

“From the air.”

Peter nodded again.  “Very well then, I’ll pay you whatever it takes to take him out from the air.”

“It doesn’t work like that.  I’d like nothing more than to use an air attack on this pussy.  If nothing else it would be great experience for my new recruits.  The problem here is that I don’t put any of our aircraft into a civilian perimeter unless there’s a civil war or a great deal of unrest.  A country like Colombia would not look kindly upon a group of mercenaries flying over their cities, taking out drug lords.   We’re good, but I refuse to put my name on the hit list of some of the most powerful people in the world.  Beside, even if I did put our planes on this guy, the entire country is his eyes and ears.  If we attempt any type of mass liftoff or fly-over, word is going to get to this guy before the wheels are up.”

“You said that the guy is well protected.  Why are you so certain that you can’t get to him?”

RJ reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a large, folded manila envelope.   Opening the envelope, he pulled several black and white photos out.  Each of the photos were fuzzy 8 X 10’s.  “These were taken from a satellite last week.  This light-colored section here” he pointed to the center of the first photo, “this is the compound where Borerro and his bodyguards are holed up.”  Flipping through the photos, he came to another one and laid it out on the bed.  “This is  a close-up of the compound.”

Peter looked closely at the photos.  “I’m sorry but I don’t see how these photos tell you that he is so well protected.  Am I missing something?”

“No, you’re right.  These photos don’t give us a clue as to their firepower and protection.  That’s why I sent an insertion team to Colombia.  They’re doing re-con on the compound.”

Peter’s eyes widened.  “They’re close to him?”

“They’re as close as they can get.  That’s the problem.  They can’t get any nearer than a couple thousand yards from  that damned fortress.   My team is camped at the outer perimeter of the compound.  They found motion detectors, trip wires, and thermal sensors.  Now, take a look at this” RJ pulled one of the photos out and pointed to a dark area surrounding the lighter square that was the main house in the compound, “this is what we call a kill zone.  All of the vegetation has been cut to ground level, for the first 300 yards from the house out.  If you did get past the motion detectors, heat sensors and trip wires, you’d have to negotiate the kill zone which would be impossible.”

“Is there any way to neutralize the kill zone?”

“The guards on the roof of the house have a 300 yard area to pick off intruders.  We could pick them off with high-powered rifles, but according to our intel, the zone also has mines planted throughout the area.  We can’t do anything with those things.  We watched the movement in the compound for two days.  Nobody ever goes into the zone.  They don’t even let their dogs in there.”

Peter shook his head.  “Dogs, mines and motion sensors?  How many guards are covering the compound?”

“We’ve spotted thirty five on the outside of the main house.  I’m certain that there are more inside.  This guy has surrounded himself with a massive army of heavily armed soldiers.”  The man paused.  “Look, if there was a way to get to him, I’d gladly do it.  But unless we involve the use of the military, the man will live until somebody in his team turns on him, or he dies from natural causes.”

“Then we’ll just have to see if we can’t involve the military.”  Peter stood and walked over to the windows again, staring out into the night.  “As for these pricks across the street, how long before you can make them stop breathing?”

RJ rose and stepped over to the  telescope.  Peering through the eyepiece, he stared at the target.  The man was, once again, sitting on the balcony of his suite.  “Tomorrow.   There’s going to be a great deal of bloodshed in that hotel.  You’re sure you want to move forward with this?”

“I’d be willing to pay even more if you can assure that they suffer!”

“The ammunition we use doesn’t leave a whole lot of room for a slow death. We’ll take out his bodyguards and then I’ll do my best to see to it that Carlos feels it for awhile.  After what his men did to that Tilton girl, I won’t charge you extra for that bonus.”

“How do you know what they did to Sandy?”

“I’m not a stupid man, Mr. Reich.  I make it my business to know everything about the people I work for.  When someone tells me they don’t care how much it costs to do a contract, then I want to know their reasoning.”

“Does it matter to you….I mean, whether or not you’ll take a job?”

“Nah.  It just makes me feel better.  I guess you can say that it provides me with a bit of motivation.”    RJ stepped back from the tripod and noticed a large scratch pad on the table.  Reading some of the handwritten notes, he looked up at Peter.  “Are you keeping tabs on this guy?”

“I got tired of just watching him.  I figured while I was waiting for you, I would chart everything he does in the room.”

The man flipped through several pages and stopped at one in particular.  “The guy doesn’t appear to leave his room much.”

“He never leaves it.  He’s not stupid enough to go beyond his security net.  Because the hotel is so public, a full, armed attack is not likely.  Too many innocent people would go down.  He knows that.”

Staring at the bright yellow sheet, he shook his head.  “What is this number you’ve written down here?”

Peter moved closer to RJ and surveyed the page in question.  “Like I said, I watch him pretty close.  He uses his laptop computer all the time.  Sometimes he sits on the balcony with his back to me.  I can zoom in and look over his shoulder.  I write down the things I can make out.”

“Are you sure this is the exact number you saw on the screen?”

“Positive.  I got that one last night.  With no light reflection from the sun, I could make out the screen real well.  Why?”

“It’s probably nothing.  Have you had the number checked yet?”

“No.  My concentration has been on his activities.  I really hadn’t even thought of having the number run.”

“May I?”

“Please, go ahead.”

The man pulled a cellular phone from his briefcase and dialed several numbers.  “Ace, it’s me.   I want you to run a number for me.  The number is 202-555-6329.  Tell me who it belongs to.”  He paused.  “Yeah, I’ll wait.”  He turned to Peter.  “This is a Washington number.  I get a little nervous when I find someone with this guy’s background carrying a phone number to our nations capital.”

Peter’s expression changed.  “You don’t think that….”

“Relax.  It could just be a whore house.”

Peter forced a smile.  “I hope you’re right.”

“So do I” the man said, still waiting for an answer from the other end.  After waiting for several seconds, RJ’s expression changed.  “Okay, I got it.  I’ll be in touch within the hour.”  He quickly hung up the phone and looked at Peter.  “You’ve got another target that’s holding the puppet strings to the Colombians.”

“Are you saying that somebody in Washington is connected to these people?”

“It looks that way.  There’s one way to find out.”  RJ picked up the phone and dialed the number that was written on the pad.  He held his finger up to his lips, indicating that he wanted silence from Peter.  “Yeah” he said when the phone was answered on the other end.  “Carlos told me to call you.”

The man whispered.  “I told him not to call me at this number.  Who the hell do you think you are?”

“I told you, Carlos told me to call you.  He said that we’re ready to move.”

“I don’t want the particulars!  Just make it happen and remind Carlos that he is never to contact me at this number.”  Dial tone indicated that the man had hung up on RJ.  The phone was placed in its cradle.  “Does Harriman have any contacts at the White House?”

“Of course.  He’s one of the top donors to the DNC.  Is Carlos connected to somebody in Washington?”

“Yeah” the man said, lowering his head.  “You’d best have Harriman make some calls to people he trusts.  They’ve got a politician who’s playing with the wrong people.”

“Who is it?”

“The number belongs to William Burton.”

Peter was astonished.  “William Burton, the Speaker of the House?”

“One and the same.  He answered the phone.”

“Oh Jesus!” cried Peter.  “These guys are doing business with the man who will become the next Vice President?”

RJ nodded.  “I’ll take care of the Colombians.  You’re going to have to deal with the politician.”  He pointed to the briefcase on the bed.  “You can have the toys.”  He reached into his pocket and pulled out the keychain activating device.  “Maybe you can put them to use?”

“Thanks.  I’ll see if I can’t do just that.”

RJ made his way to the front door.  Slowly removing the motion detector, he switched the unit off and handed it to Peter.  “Tomorrow your phone will ring once and then stop.  When that happens, you might want to watch out your window with the telescope.  It’ll all be over in less than five minutes.”

�Chapter XXVII





Carl Riggins lowered his head, attempting to conceal his face from the television news cameras.  A swarm of reporters encircled Riggins and the five security guards who were responsible for escorting him from the arraignment.  Cecil Martin, an attorney with the Public Defender’s office,  moved quietly alongside his client, putting his hand in front of the lens of a camera that was only inches away from his face.

“No comment” said Martin, as he gently pushed the camera away.  “Mr. Riggins will not be making a public statement.”  The questions continued, all being given equal treatment:  No response.  

Growing increasingly nervous of the mob that continued to grow around their charge, the security guards began pushing back the throng, opening a space to clear through the hallway.

Martin, in an effort to speed his client through the mob, grabbed hold of his arm and gently prodded him to move faster.   The guards also picked up their pace.  Rounding the corner of the hallway, the lead guard stopped immediately, attempting to draw his weapon.  Before his hand even touched the butt of the gun, the guard was cut down.  

The noise was deafening as a multitude of bullets shattered glass and ricocheted off cinder block walls.  From the moment the first rounds were fired,  people began screaming and diving for the cover of small benches that were lining the halls to the courthouse.  Reporters, no longer willing to risk their lives for a story, dropped their expensive camera equipment.  After the lead guard had fallen, the shooter directed the remainder of his clip at his target:  Carl Riggins.  The first of many bullets to strike him, hit Carl just under the chin.  The second and subsequent shots riddled his body, tossing him around like a rag doll.  His body fell upon another of the victims, a woman reporter who took two bullets in her face.  Cecil Martin was fortunate to have had Carl between him and the shooter when the melee began.  His luck ran out when Carl fell to the floor, leaving Cecil exposed to the rounds from the automatic Mac 10 machine pistol.  Although the wounds did not kill him instantly, it was only a matter of minutes before he would bleed to death and fall next to his client.  

The hallway immediately became a mass of bodies on the floor, some bleeding, some unscathed crawling for cover from the bullets that whizzed above their heads.  Hysterical screams rang out, only to be drowned out by the report and subsequent echoes that rang down the hallway.  Those that were still standing, frozen in terror, began slipping on the pools of blood that covered the white tile floor.  The acrid smell of gunpowder filled the air, leaving a cloud of smoke hovering near the ceiling.

The two escort officers that had been behind Carl, drew their weapons and fell to the floor, firing in the direction of the shooter.  Two of the reporters who had been walking backwards with their cameras rolling, were caught in the crossfire.  Neither had the opportunity to hit the floor.  One, after being hit by one of the rounds from the Mac 10, spun around only to be hit by a round fired from one of the officer’s pistols.   Because of the large number of people in the hallway, the officers were at a distinct disadvantage as they chose not to fire into the crowd, in an attempt to hit their target.  The shooter, after hitting his initial target, continued spraying the crowd, almost smiling as each body fell.  He stood in the middle of the hallway, untouched by the shots fired by the security officers.  When the clip in his weapon ran out, he immediately pulled another identical unit out from under his coat, never missing a beat.  He was so intent on firing into the crowd that he did not see, nor hear, the two FBI agents coming up from behind him.  The two had been sent to the courthouse to take Riggins to the local FBI office for questioning.  

As they entered the first floor hallway near the east entrance, the gunfire erupted.  Running down the hallway, their weapons were drawn.  As they peered from around a large, temporary, construction barricade, they saw the shooter only twenty yards away from them, cutting the crowd into pieces.  As if choreographed, the two sprinted into the hallway and began firing at the back of the shooter.  The first bullet tore through his spine, immediately paralyzing him.  The machine pistol fell to the floor as three more bullets struck the man in the back.  He was dead before he hit the floor.

Special agents, Forbes and Waters, quickly and carefully approached the shooter, their weapons still directed at the target.  As they neared the suspect, the true horror of the massacre came into view.  There, scattered about on the floor, not more than ten feet away, lay the bodies of men and women, entwined with one another.  The screaming continued, blending in with the moans of those injured.  Blood had splattered on both walls and pooled on the floor.  A knot grew in Forbes’ throat.  He stood over the man who had, just moments before, killed a large number of innocent bystanders.  Holstering his weapon, he bent down, feeling for a pulse, or hopefully a lack of one, on the victim.  Judging by the loss of blood from the victim, he knew it was a formality, but a necessary  one nonetheless.   His stomach revolted as he turned to survey the death that lay before him.

Within minutes, the hallway and the courthouse were sealed off by law enforcement officials.  Ambulances carried off those who were wounded.  White sheets, spotted with bright red spots where the blood had seeped through,  had been placed over those who had succumbed to death in the battle.  In addition to the death of Carl Riggins, three officers, seven reporters and attorney Cecil Martin, lost their lives.  Forbes counted another eight who were injured and taken away in ambulances.

Moving to the far end of the hallway, escaping the grisly sight in the central area, Forbes leaned against the wall, lighting a cigarette.  A building security guard approached.

“Sir, I’m sorry but smoking is not allowed in this building.”

Forbes stared at the man.  He spoke just above a whisper, his voice breaking.  “I just killed a man.  It’s either a drag on this, or I puke up my guts on the floor.”

The guard studied him, judging the sincerity of his comment.  “I think we can overlook it this one time, considering the circumstances.”

Forbes nodded and took another long drag.  Exhaling, he watched the guard walk away and then pulled a small flip cellular phone from his suit coat pocket.  With the cigarette perched between his lips, he dialed the number for the Director’s office.  The phone was immediately answered by Darren Peter’s assistant.

With the cigarette still pursed in his lips, Forbes spoke.  “Ms. Harper, this is Special Agent Forbes.  I need to speak with the director right away.”

“Mr. Peters is in a closed-door meeting right now, agent Forbes.  May I inquire as to your purpose for calling?  Perhaps I can take a message?”

“Please interrupt him and tell him that our pigeon in Miami has been assassinated.”

A sense of urgency immediately came out in the assistant’s voice.  “One moment agent Forbes.  I’ll relay the message to the Director.”

Within ten seconds, the phone was picked up by the Director.  “Forbes, what the hell happened down there?”

“Sir, not more than ten minutes ago, all hell broke loose in the courthouse here.  A single shooter opened fire with a machine pistol.  He took out our man and, from last count, another eleven civilians and security.  It looks like a goddamned war zone here.”

“God almighty!” responded the Director.  “Did you have a chance to question him?”

“No sir.  Waters and I had just entered the building.  We tried to speak with him earlier, but because of his court hearing, the public defender would not allow us to have contact with Riggins until after the arraignment.  They were escorting him out of the courtroom when the shooting started.”

“So we were not able to verify his claims about the alleged attempt on the President?”

“No sir.”

“Shit!  What about the shooter?  Can we question him?”

“Waters and I took him out.  He killed at least eleven people.  We had no choice.”

“Of course you didn’t.  Any idea who the guy is or was?”

“Not yet.  He wasn’t carrying any ID  If I were to guess, however, I’d say this guy definitely was not  a US citizen.”

“You’re certain of that?”

“I’m not certain about it, but it’s highly probable.”

“That’s good enough for me.  We’re going to have to move forward.  Are you and Waters okay?”

“Yes sir, we both came out of this untouched.”

“I want you and Waters to find the detectives who spoke to this clown.  I don’t care if you have to bring back a plane load of people, but I want to talk to everybody who interrogated this guy.   This is a matter of national security, so nobody gets a free pass on this one.  If they spoke with the guy, they’re coming to Washington.  Got it?”

“Yes sir.  We’ll escort them to your office, personally.”

“Forbes, let me know if you have any problems with this.  And make it happen right now.  The Chief of Staff is waiting for word from me.  He wants to arrange for a special briefing for the President.   Since the President will be attending the funeral for Vice President Lichtner, Henning needs word on this as soon as possible.”

“Yes sir.”  

 �Chapter XXVIII



“Sit down,” Walter Henning said to Franklin Peters, as he entered the briefing room.  Henning, a haggard expression on his face, motioned towards  one of the warm leather chairs situated around the large table.  He remained seated at one end of the ovular table, his attention directed at the table in front of him.  Peters hesitated for a brief moment, watching the Chief of Staff.  It was a rare occasion when the man could be caught silent.  Peters took his seat.

“Are you okay, Walter?”

Henning nodded and said nothing.  There would be no gracious greetings this day, no chit chat or relaxed talk.  Walter, like the remainder of the  White House staff, was in a somber mood.  

“The others will be here in a minute” he finally said.  “Is there anything you wish to tell me prior to their arrival?”  Henning now looked up at Peters.

Peters rotated his chair and  returned the stare offered by the Chief of Staff.  “I don’t think I understand your meaning, Walter.”

“I thought that you might like to tell me why your charges were unable to protect the only man who could tell us about these assassination plans?  Now, because of their ineptitude, we are completely in the dark as to the risk to the President.  If something happens, rest assured that any blood will be on your hands.”

Peters stiffened.  “Walter, I realize that this past week has put a great deal of stress on you, but start pointing fingers and looking for a scapegoat.  This situation calls for us to work together.  Anything short of that would be counterproductive.”  Peters paused, gaining his composure.    “Now, getting back to the issue of my men.  As I stated in my report to you, my agents were only just arriving at the courthouse when the shooting started.  They were not, as you put it, unable to protect him.  Hell, they hadn’t even gotten to him yet!  There was nothing they could do.”

Walter shook his head.  “Peters, the President has a big red and white target painted on his ass and your men were bringing back the only man who could give us information that would prevent………

“Walter,” the President said, smiling as he stepped into the room.  “I couldn’t figure out why all these people were following me around snickering.  It gives me some solace to know that they’re pointing and laughing at the appendage that appears to be growing out of my ass and not a tail of toilet paper or something.” 

Henning and Peters both stood.   Peters was smiling at the comment.   Henning recoiled into his familiar political backtracking.  “Sir, I didn’t mean anything……”

“Relax Walt.  Jesus, have we all gotten so serious that the President can’t say anything funny anymore?  I was pretty proud of that one.”

“I’m sorry sir.  I wasn’t expecting you until later in the morning.” Henning replied immediately, still showing no signs of a smile.  

“Shit, you guys have canceled just about everything it is that I do.  I finally have something I can contribute to and you’re telling me that you weren’t expecting me?  Maybe I should go back to bed?”

Henning shook his head.  “Sorry again.  It’s just that we’ve got a lot on our minds these days.  I guess that I am lacking in my ability to speak without offending.”

“No offense taken.  Make one note, however.  After all this shit is over, you’re getting a vacation.  And, if you come back from that vacation and you don’t laugh at my jokes, then I’ll find another Chief of Staff.”  Cummings  winked and sat down in the chair next to Henning.

“Sir, you always sit at the other end of the table.”

“Walter, aren’t you guys happy enough just running my life?   Now you’re telling me where I can sit?  How about we pass on the formality today.  Damnit, somebody out there is trying to put a bullet in my ass, as you put it.  I think that we can work without the normal protocol, don’t you?”

“Absolutely sir.”

Cummings banged his hand on the desk, signaling his willingness to get on with the meeting.  “Now, let’s get down to business.  I assume the topic of conversation today will be the procedures to keep me alive during the services?  By the way, good morning Peters.”

“And to you sir.  Great comeback on the ass and target comment.”  The reply was accompanied by a slight wave and broad grin.

Cummings sat back, momentarily proud of himself.

The Chief of Staff broke that moment.  “Mr. President, we’re waiting on Ragsdale, Cline and Pulliam.  They should be here any minute.”

“Very well.   Before they get here, let me give you fair warning.  I told you  before and I’ll tell you again,  I will not entertain the thought of restricting my appearance at the services for Trevor.  This is a non-negotiable issue.  Am I understood?”

Henning nodded as the door to the briefing room opened.  David Cline, Ragsdale and Pulliam entered the room together.  They, too, seemed a bit surprised that the President was in attendance.  Nods and glances were exchanged as the men were greeted.

“Come on in gentlemen” Cummings said.  “I was just telling Walter and Franklin here that I will be attending the services for Trevor.  With that in mind, sit down and let’s discuss how we proceed forward with my safety as the primary concern.”

“Mr. President” Pulliam said, taking a seat next to Franklin Peters.  “Are you aware of the recent occurrences in Miami?   It would appear that the Colombians…….”

“Relax Ryan.  Franklin called me a couple of minutes after the incident.  I’m well aware of the story we’re being told.  I’ve already discussed all of this with Barbara.  We both agree that the threat is very real.  I still cannot, however, allow it to prevent me from my duties.”  Cummings looked down at the table, his fingers playing on the top of the wooden table. “Let’s assume, for the moment, that this guy in Miami was telling the truth about an assassination attempt.   What would you expect from these people and what do we need to do to prepare for it?”

Just hearing the “A” word  brought each man to the edge of his seat.  Although death threats were an everyday part of life at this level of politics, this particular danger had everyone’s attention.  Henning squirmed uneasily in his seat.  He wanted this nightmare to go away.  

Ryan looked across the table.  His vision locked on to the fidgeting Walter Henning.  “Sir, the Chief of Staff said something a couple of days ago that, at the time,  seemed a bit outlandish.  He recommended that we contact the national guard in Ohio and request their assistance.  At first I balked at the idea, and as a group, we opted not to contact them.  In light of the new information we have received, I must now go along with Walter.  The risk has increased to such a level that I now believe we  should enlist the services of the guard.  If it was the Colombians who got to Vice President Lichtner, I don’t think that we should underestimate their ability to carry out an attempt on you.  They pose a definite danger to our national security.  It would appear that their resolve has driven them to a new level of courage and brazenness.”

Henning, although pleased with thought of Ryan Pulliam eating crow, took no joy in this victory.  His expression never changed as he  looked at the President, waiting for a response from the Commander and Chief.

“Do it” Cummings said quietly, and without hesitation.  “What else needs to be done?”

David Cline cleared his throat.  “If we are to believe this information, and I must add, it is unverified information, then the Colombians are alleged to have smuggled SAMS into the country.   We must act as if the information were factual. Priority one is to put the  military  on alert.  A briefing of the Joint Chiefs should accomplish that.  Second item is a survey of  all satellite sweeps for the last 72 hours.  Perhaps we can find some sort of unusual activity.  I’ll contact the Reconnaissance Office. ”  Cline lowered his head and sighed.

“What’s the matter?” asked Henning.

“This is one of those damned situations when you almost wish that it were Iranian terrorists who posed the threat.  At least we know who the world’s terrorists are and we can watch for them.  We’ve never had to worry about an altercation with the Colombians.  They could put several thousand people here, each who pose a threat, and we wouldn’t even know it.”

“Gentlemen” Cummings said, a worried look on his face.  “Rather than concern ourselves with who they are, let’s concentrate on what they can do to us.  If you were the Colombians, you wouldn’t need shoulder-fired missiles to shoot at carnival ferris wheels.  What would you want them for?”

“To shoot down a plane” Peters added, nonchalantly.

“Exactly” said the President.  “Now, if they do have these shoulder-fired missiles, as alleged, are they looking to shoot down a commercial airliner or a military aircraft?”

“Or, Air Force One” added Henning.

Cummins nodded.  “My thoughts, exactly.  Should we be concerned about their ability to take out Air Force One?”

Ryan shook his head.  “I don’t think we need to worry about that.  It’s a practical impossibility, sir.  Air Force One is a $600 million aircraft, equipped with electronic devices that scramble any lock-on or targeting devices.  With all of that capability, I can’t imagine any scenario where Air Force One could be shot down.”

“Can you say for certain that it can’t happen?”

Ryan thought for a brief moment.  “Sir, the craft is equipped with the most sophisticated electronics in the world.  In theory, a missile could not strike the aircraft.”

“In theory?  Ryan, I’m not looking for a sales pitch on the bird.  I know what she can do.  I sure as hell don’t want to be the first President to test out the “most sophisticated electronic equipment in the world” when it comes to dodging missiles.”  Cummings paused.   “Give it to me straight, gentlemen:  Do we know for certain that one of these shoulder-fired missiles will not and cannot hit Air Force One?”

Pulliam hesitated and then looked to his counterparts for support.   Cline spoke.  “Sir, going on the assumption that a shoulder-fired missile were to be fired at Air Force One, we have to remember that the air force escort would become automatic targets for any ordinance in the vicinity.”

“I’m not sure I understand what you’re saying.”

“Sir, as Ryan said, Air Force One has the ability to jam any electronic lock on her.  If these missiles are stingers, they would not have heat-seeking capability.  The air force escort jets would draw that fire away from Eagle, as Eagle jams any directional capability.  The missile, or missiles, if they are heat seekers, would lock on to the heat source offered by the escort fighters and Air Force One.  In that scenario, Eagle would drop alternate heat sourcing targets.  Between the escort jets and the decoy targets, the missiles would, in theory, be directed away from Air Force One.”

Cummings nodded, but it was clearly obvious that he was not altogether content with the theory.  He shook his head.  “Let’s get back to that issue.  First, somebody tell me that we’ve got some more information on our spy.  This shit about an American aiding them is pissing me off!  Where do we stand on this?”

Henning waved off any response from the others.  “Sir” he said, clearing his throat, “we’re working on that now.  We don’t have any solid information that would lead us to an informant.”

“Why the hell haven’t we found this person, if he or she does exist?”

“Sir” responded David Cline, “For the last 48 hours we have monitored every call that has come into or out of the White House and most of the others that have originated at any Federal facility here in Washington.  We have begun routine checks on unusual bank account activity for all first level employees and we’ve stepped up all internal monitoring of the staff and guests.  If there is a leak, the individual is very careful about how he does his business.  I realize that this is no consolation to you, sir, but we will eventually find this individual if he or she exists.  It will just take some time.”

“Just answer one question for me gentlemen:  Do we truly believe that there is someone within the White House who is giving information to the Colombians?”

Each of the men hesitated, hoping that another would speak first.  Franklin Peters finally gave in.  “Sir, it’s impossible for us to prove it at this time, but if I were a betting man, I would have to say that, yes, there could be an informant in the White House.  They were able to get to a Secret Service agent and then the issue of the Coast Guard being requested on maneuvers to pull them away from the boat carrying the weapons.”  Peters hesitated and then continued.  “With this in mind, I think that whatever moves we make need to be held in complete confidence.”

Cline nodded in agreement.  “Franklin is right.  Nobody outside of this room should know about our plans and security arrangements.  This is the only way we can assure that the President’s safety is not being compromised.”

Henning nodded.  “Very well.  We will put together…….”

Pulliam interrupted the Chief of Staff.  “Wait just a minute.  I can’t abide by that restriction!  For God sakes I’ve got to let Eagle detail know every item of the plan.  We can’t just put the President out there without the full protection of the Secret Service!”

“Hold on Ryan” said Cummings.  “I don’t think that we were including the Service in that distinction.”

“Sir” said David Cline, “with all due respect, I think that is exactly who we’re referring to.  After all, it was a Service agent who betrayed confidence in the death of Trevor Lichtner.  How can we trust…….”

“Hold it” said Cummings.  “Let’s not make the assumption that the entire service has gone bad.  I read the report on this agent.  He was dying of AIDS.  He sold out to put some money in his parent’s bank account before he died.  I still have complete faith in the abilities of the Service.”

“Agreed” said Henning, causing Pulliam to express a stunned look.    “Beyond the necessary individuals within the Service, we’ll limit the information to just those of us in this room.”  He paused.  “Now, let’s get back to the missile situation.   I am deeply concerned by all of this.  Ryan, David, your words were comforting, but I don’t think that I could relax knowing that the President is aboard Air Force with the possibility of these damn missiles flying at him.  In addition to this, we should consider our options in the event this information is verified.  We should prepare for retaliation against the Colombians.”  

The group nodded in unison.  “Notify the State Department and get the political wheels in motion” said Cummings.  “The U.N. security council should know of this.  In the event we do initiate sanctions or a retaliatory strike, we need to cover our asses with the rest of the world.”

Walter Henning nodded.  “Walter, there is something  else we should consider doing to avoid putting the President at risk in this situation.”   The words were offered by Franklin Peters.  The group listened intently to his plan.

Chapter  XXIX

From the secure wooded spot that had been chosen for them weeks before, a small group of eight men were busy stocking materials in the multitude of boats that lined the shore near their large rental van.  The wind blew gently, causing the trees overhead to sway in the breeze.  Slight ripples peaked on the water, slapping against the sides of the wooden boats.

“Don’t forget your fishing licenses” a man yelled, waving his arms frantically.  “You’re well paid to do this right, so no screw ups on this one!”  Each of the men nodded, some pulling the document from their pockets to show they had it in their possession.

While the loading of the boats continued, two other men stood in the back of the large rental van and slid the heavy wooden cases to the back edge of the truck.  As they stacked them up near the rear of the truck, those on the ground remove the cases and carried them to the boats as well.  A makeshift perimeter of four sentries was posted around the camp.  Each of the sentries was armed with assault rifles, their backs facing the commotion going on around the shore.

As the last crate was unloaded, the group was summoned to a site near the shore line.  As the men converged near the fold-away table, Alejandro, the leader of the team unfolded a large map and placed it on the table, using four rocks as paper weights on the corners of the paper.

“Everyone come close enough to see this.  I want to make certain that each of you understands your role in this.  As I said earlier, I don’t want anything to go wrong, so each of you will know your assignment and will carry it out, regardless of the consequences.  Is that understood?”

The group nodded in unison.

“Very well then, let’s go over it again.  The boats will be manned by two men.  Remember to stagger your position on the lake.  If they try to take out one of the teams, I want to be sure that they don’t get another two or three teams with the same shot.  You all know your assigned areas.”  The man pointed to the light blue shaded area that represented Berlin lake.  “I don’t want any of the boats on the water before nine tomorrow morning.  We will stagger the times of entry as well.  Four of the boats will be walked down the shoreline tonight.  Those boats will go out from this area here” once again, he pointed to a spot on the map.  “The remaining three will enter the water from here.  With the staggered entry times, we won’t have a mass invasion of boats all at once.  This could draw unwanted attention to us.  The boats have all been loaded with your weapons.  Before you enter the water tomorrow, I want the weapons uncrated by each team and checked for operation.”

“What about communications?” asked one of the men.

“None.  We will maintain complete radio silence at all times.”

“Should we expect other fishermen to be on the lake tomorrow?”

“That won’t happen either.  There’s only one entrance to this lake.”  The man held up a tan shirt.  “I borrowed this game and fish uniform from the ranger I killed earlier today.  This park ranger will kindly tell all visitors that the park is closed for some reason or another.  You will be alone on the lake.  I must remind you again that we will have only once chance to pull this off.  The moment you see my signal, I want all weapons aimed and fired immediately.  When your first round is off, reload and fire again.  Each of your teams has three of the missiles.  I fully expect that all of these will be fired before you return to shore.”

“When do we get our money?” asked another of the men.

“Once the mission is complete, you’re all on your own to get to your vehicles and get out of the area.  We’ll all meet at the rendezvous spot tomorrow night at 8:00pm. Remember, this area will be crawling with government agents within minutes of our little surprise, so the sooner you get out - the better.  Once the missiles have been fired, dump your weapons into the lake.  If you’re stopped, you were here fishing when the fireworks started.  This is why you want to make certain you have your licenses.”  The man hesitated, looking at the map in front of him.  “Any more questions?”

The group looked at him.  No one offered any.

“Okay, let’s get some sleep.  We’ve got a big day ahead tomorrow.  Ricky and Jake, your teams will be walking your boats down the shoreline.  Get to it and set up camp before it gets dark.”

The men nodded and left the group.  Within minutes, the remainder of the group had dispersed, going their own separate directions.

“What was that shit about stopping people coming into the park tomorrow?” Benito whispered into Alejandro’s ear.

The man smiled.  “I didn’t want them questioning my participation in the event.  Ten minutes after they go out in the boats, you and I are on our way out of here.”  Alejandro stopped and unzipped his pants.  Oblivious to the fact that Benito was beside him, he began urinating on the ground.  

Benito turned his head away.  “What about the signal you’re supposed to give them?”

“Ricky has been instructed to fire the minute he sees the aircraft approaching.  Once they see the first shot go up, the rest of them will begin firing.”

“You do realize that there’s no way in hell any of those men are going to make it off of that lake alive?”

“Of course, that’s the plan.  Their chances for survival are about as good as this piss finding its way to the Atlantic Ocean.  I would guess that within five minutes of the first shot, the vast majority of United States Air Force, based in this area, will come thundering down on them.  If they did survive that, the National Guard and Army troops would blockade the area for a hundred miles in each direction.  The fishing licenses are a placebo.  It makes them feel secure.”

“You’re earning your keep this week, my friend.”

Alejandro smiled and zipped up his fly.  “Just think of the money that I saved Carlos, too.”

“I’m certain that he will take that into consideration when this is over…..”  a ringing sound erupted from Benito’s breast coat pocket.  Retrieving the flip cellular phone, he pressed the button to activate and answer the call.  “Yes sir, everything is going very well.  The event shall be carried out without fail.  Alejandro and I shall join you in Miami tomorrow night.”  Benito paused.  “Carlos, are you there?  Carlos?”  He looked at the cellular phone and shook it.  “The damn thing went dead.”

�Chapter XXX

The small alligator clips were removed from the demarcation block in the telephone equipment room at the hotel Valcor.  Reece withdrew the small pair of cutting pliers and turned to face his superior.  “It’s done, sir.  They won’t be making or receiving any calls from the room.”

“Good.  Make note of the Miami meeting tomorrow night.  I don’t want this other guy to break free.”

“Will do, sir.”

“Now get me an outside line.”

The man turned back to face the board in front of him.  Placing the clips on two small screws, he held the telephone handset to his ear.  “Here you are” he said, handing the phone to RJ.

RJ quickly punched in a number.  Allowing the phone to ring just once, he quickly pulled the clip from the board, cutting the connection.  “We’re done here.  Let’s get upstairs and get this over with!”

The men entered the hallway outside of the equipment room.  Closing the door behind them, they turned to exit the area.  A voice echoed out from behind them, causing them to stop.  “Gentlemen” said the man, waving his hand.

RJ turned around to see a uniformed hotel employee coming down the hallway.  “It’s okay” he whispered to his soldier.  Waving back at the man, RJ put a smile on. “What’s the problem” he said nonchalantly.

“I’m an assistant manager at the hotel here.  I saw you coming out of the furnace room and   I wasn’t informed that we’d have construction or servicemen on this level today.”

“You’re absolutely right” stated RJ quickly.  “You were not informed of our presence here today.  And, I’ll ask that you keep our conversation to yourself, is that clear?”

The man walked up and stood a few feet in front of the men, unsure of how to answer.

“Look, son” RJ said,  removing a small vinyl item from his coat pocket.  Flipping it open, he held it up for viewing.  “We’re with the DEA.  I’m special agent Roberts and this is agent Thompson.”

The young employee studied the badge, acting as if he knew what to look for.  “What are you guys doing in my hotel?”

“I can’t answer that son.  Suffice it to say that we have a clandestine operation going on here.  We need your help to keep our cover.  If the perps found out about our presence, it could destroy six months of undercover work.  Can you keep this to yourself?”

The young man beamed, putting on his best manager-type face.  “I’m certain that we can accomplish that..  I didn’t see anything.”

“Good man” RJ said, patting him on the back.  “I’ll see to it that my superiors know of your cooperation when I return to Washington.  What did you say your name was?”

“Riddle.  My name is Charles Riddle.”

“Okay, Mr. Riddle, we’ve got to get back to our mobile communications van.  Remember, not a word.”

The man swiped his hand across his lips, indicating he had sealed his lips.

Walking down the hallway, Reece turned to RJ.  “Where in the hell did you come up with all that shit?”

He laughed.  “I saw it on an old episode of Hill Street Blues.  I got the badge from one of those kid’s junior detective kits.  Man, I’ve been waiting for years for the chance to use it.”

“You’re amazing, boss.”

“You ain’t seen nothing yet.  Ten minutes from now, when we’ve taken care of the zombies,  then tell me how good I am.”  Zombies were the mercenaries terminology for the walking dead-people; people who were going to die very soon.  “You go on out to the van and take care of the communications.   Make certain that sky rider has eyes on surrounding properties.  Also, I want you to intercept all calls to the front desk for the next ten minutes.  If a guest requires normal hotel operations, patch them through to the front desk.  If anyone calls regarding noises in the penthouse suite, tell them you’re sorry and advise them that the hotel is remodeling part of the suite. Monitor the scanner as well.  You contact me immediately if any call goes out to the police.  I’m not expecting too much noise, but if any of these zombies get off a shot from their weapons, it may draw attention to our operation.”  RJ patted Reece on the back.  “You ready?”

“Absolutely sir.  As soon as you give the signal, I’ll meet sky rider and the team at the LZ.”

“Good.  Get going!”

�Chapter XXXI

Luther Harriman stood in front of the door and gently rapped on it.  He nervously swayed back and forth as he glanced down the hallway in both directions.  It took only a few seconds for Peter Reich to answer the door.  Pulling the door open to the extent of the safety lock, he peered out of his room.

“Luther, thank God you made it”  Peter quickly unlatched the safety catch and opened the door fully.

“How’s Grant doing?”

“He’s getting better every day.  I wish he could be here to witness this.  It would probably do him some good.”

“When will they let him out of the hospital?”

“I spoke with one of the doctors yesterday.  He said that they’ll probably let him go home in a day or two.”

“I’m glad to hear that.  Well, come on in.  You look like you’re a little tired.  Are you doing okay?”

Luther nodded and stepped into the room.  “I’ll be fine.  Have I missed anything?”

“No, you’re just in time for the fireworks to begin.  Before I forget, did you have any luck with our friend Burton?”

Luther moved further into the room and stood at the window, looking out at the Hotel Valcor.  “Mr. Burton will have to make amends for his sins in this matter.  It’s being arranged now.”  Luther turned to face Peter.  “Are you sure they will succeed in removing Carlos?”

Peter moved nearer to Luther and placed his hand on the man’s shoulder.  “I can assure you that these people will carry out their mission.  Carlos and his men will find our justice to be swift and painful.”  Peter leaned forward, a sincere look upon his face.  “Are you sure you want to watch this?  The guy told me that it’s probably going to get pretty ugly over there.”

Luther turned around again and stared out the window, his steely eyes rimmed with tears.  “For Sandy and her memory, I want to see the bastards die.  As far as I’m concerned, the uglier it gets-the better.”

Peter pat the man’s shoulder gently and stepped away from the glass.  “All right then.  I’ve got an extra pair of binoculars over on the dresser.  Why don’t you grab those and we’ll  focus on the penthouse?  I received the signal not more than a couple of minutes ago.  We should start to see something happening in the next several minutes.”

“The signal indicates that they’re getting ready to go in?”

“That’s what he said” offered Peter, staring through the eyepiece on the telescope.  Focusing on the balcony of the penthouse suite, he zeroed in Carlos.  Once again, the drug lord was surrounded by a multitude of bodyguards and servants.  

Pushing the end of the scope to his left, Peter surveyed the remainder of the suite, at least all that was open to his view.  RJ had not shared with him, their method of operation or how they were going to accomplish their task.

“Look up on top of the building” said Luther as he stood beside Peter.

Peter quickly pulled away from the scope eyepiece and stared toward the top of the Hotel Valcor.  “What’s going on up there?”

“I don’t know if it’s your guys, but I see two men preparing ropes or something up there.”

Peter stared through the scope, focusing on two dark figures he spotted near the edge of the roof.  He could see the automatic weapons  strapped across the backs of the two.  They were hurriedly tying off the ends of two ropes and attaching repelling gear onto the lines.  “It’s them!”

“They’re going to take this guy out with only two men?”

“I doubt it.  They probably have several teams that will go in.  I can’t imagine that the two from the roof would go in first.  They’d be sitting ducks dangling from the ropes or standing on the edge of the balcony.”

Peter brought his scope back down to the penthouse suite.  He could see several of the bodyguards moving toward the front of the suite.

�Chapter XXXII

“Who is it?” yelled Rico through the door to the suite.

“Sorry to bother you sir, but it appears that we’re experiencing problems with the phone system.  We’re here to repair the problem.”

Rico motioned to another of the bodyguards.  “Check it out” he said, pointing to the phone.

The man quickly moved over to the phone on the wet bar.  Lifting the handset, he listened.  “It’s dead” he said, hanging the phone up.

Rico moved closer to the front door.  “We’ve got a cellular phone in here.  Let me call the front desk to verify this repair.”

“Very well sir.  I’ll wait” came the immediate response from RJ.  Stepping back from the door, he depressed the button on the small microphone strapped to his wrist.  “They’re checking us out with the front desk.  Make sure we’re covered.”  He once again stood in front of the door, two of his men standing on either side of him, hidden from view.

Within two minutes, Rico had made his way back to the door.  He casually unlatched the door locks and pulled the door open.  “You checked out with the front desk.  They said that you only need to get into the main suite area, right?”

“All of our business, sir, can be taken care of in the main area.”  RJ pointed down toward a tool box lying on the floor.  “I’ll need my tools.”

“Whatever” said Rico, turning around; his back now facing RJ.

RJ motioned to his men and made his way into the suite.  Rico never knew what hit him.  Clasping his hand over the big man’s mouth, he drove the large knife blade into his back.  His mouth was covered, yet Rico couldn’t have screamed anyway.  The knife immediately pierced his right lung, quickly filling with blood and taking the breath out of him.  Before he hit the floor, he was dead.

RJ quickly removed the knife and stepped over his first victim, his eyes scouring the room.  Pointing at one of his men, he directed him to the bedrooms of the suite.  The other was directed to the opposite side of the large room.  While the third man entered one of the bedrooms, RJ and the other man moved toward the rear of the suite.  RJ pressed on the mike button once again.  “Repel team.  You’ve got thirty seconds.  Watch for crossfire.”

As the two moved toward the large balcony, the bathroom door opened.  The man froze as he saw the two armed men standing in the living room of the suite.  A light puff of smoke erupted from the silencer on the end of RJ’s weapon.  The man in the bathroom doorway, dropped to the floor heavily.

RJ glanced down at his watch.  “We’ve got fifteen seconds to get their attention” he said to the other man.  As they approached the back sliding door, they moved behind the wall beside the glass door.  They could hear the voices out on the balcony.  RJ looked up to see his third man exit out of the last bedroom.   The man held up two fingers, indicating that he had taken out two more during his quick visit to the rooms.  RJ motioned for him to join them at the back door.  

RJ held up his hand, all five fingers reaching into the air.  The deliberate count then reduced to four, three, two, one and then his fist.  At that very moment, all three men rolled out from behind the wall and stood in the doorway, their weapons aimed at the men on the balcony.  

“Hi there boys!” yelled RJ, as he pulled the trigger to his weapon, immediately cutting down two of the bodyguards, the stunned looks still upon their faces.   The sounds of shattering glass accompanied their fall, as beer bottles exploded around them.  The other two men stood still for only a brief moment.  Judging the number of targets and their exact positions, the two also began firing their weapons at the crowd of Colombians.  A barrage of bullets streaked through the air, tearing into the men who had been enjoying beer and pizza on the back balcony.   The attack took them by surprise, keeping them from any opportunity to draw their own weapons.  

Although the attack team’s weapons were equipped with silencers, the hissing of the bullets, as well as the whizzing ricochets, filled the air.  Smoke clouds hovered just above RJ and his men, the smell of gunpowder heavy in the air.

The fortunate Colombians who weren’t hit, dove for the protection of the table which had been upended as bodies fell upon it and knocked it over.  Carlos had been hit in the shoulder, but he struggled, crawling through the beer until he, too, was hidden behind the table and two of his dead men.  Laboring with his good arm, he tried to remove the Mac-10 machine pistol from the body of one of his dead bodyguards.  As he pulled the weapon from its holster, he raised up and pointed the gun in the direction of his attackers.  With his attention directed toward RJ and his men, Carlos did not see, nor hear, the repel team gliding down the ropes behind him.  There, dangling several hundred feet off the ground, were two more attackers, both firing their weapons at the unsuspecting targets.

As he stood ready to fire his weapon, Carlos’ finger froze on the trigger, as a burning sensation tore through his back.  Unable to feel his hands, the weapon dropped to the floor.  His face twisted in agony as he sensed the pain beginning to shoot through his body.  The rounds fired by the repel team ripped through his spinal cord, paralyzing him from the neck down.  Even as he fell, the expression on his face gave full indication of his extreme torment.  Lying on the ground, his head turned sideways, he watched the carnage continue, unable to do anything about it.

RJ and the insertion team,  seeing the secondary team, discontinued firing and resumed their positions behind the wall, taking cover so they would not be struck by the friendly fire.   

It was only a matter of minutes until all of the Colombians were down.  Bodies covered the floor in all directions, some falling on top of others.  As the firing stopped, an eerie quiet fell up the scene.  A small radio played Latin music.  Beer that had been on two smaller verandah tables was now draining on to the floor, creating a water-like dripping sound.  Small droplets of foam began to form on the floor.  

It was all over in a matter of moments.  RJ peered out from behind the safety of the wall.  Bodies of their targets lay about the balcony floor.  Satisfied that he and his team would no longer be fired upon, he stepped out from behind the wall.  Surveying the scene, he cautiously moved closer to the death that lay before him.  He watched as the two repel team members stood on the balcony railing, their weapons still trained on the Colombians.  He motioned for them to come down.  They quickly obeyed, removed their harnesses and found their way to the balcony floor.

“Comm unit,” RJ said into the microphone,  “this is chaperone.   The dance is over.  Did we cause too much noise for the neighbors?”

“Affirmative, chaperone.  One call from the floor below.  They said it sounded like a party going on up there.  Advised we would take care of it.  Caller is content, I’ve got a small fruit basket on its way to them as we speak.”

“Nice touch.  Any calls to our friends in blue?”

“Nothing has come across the scanner.  You must have been playing slow music.”

“Affirmative.  It appears that our dance partners were in no mood to tango.”  RJ pointed to one of his men.  “One shot, make sure there are no breathers.  Leave Carlos alone.”  The man nodded.

“Comm unit, patch me through to sky rider.”

“Roger, chaperone.  You’re good.  Go ahead.”

“Chaperone to sky rider, over.”

“We’ve got you chaperone.  Flippers are flapping, sir” came the squawking response.

“Give me an update on the visual in adjacent buildings.”

“Roger, chaperone.”  The mike went quiet for a second.  “All spotters respond with an all clear.  We kept an eye on all properties that had a view of the dance floor.  Two birds were spotted on a perch across the way.  Both had eyes on you.”

“That would be our dance sponsors.  Everything else clear?”

“That’s affirmative, chaperone.  I don’t think anyone will be crashing your party.”

“Prepare the ride.  Dancers will be up in five.”

“Ride will  be ready, sir.  Out.”

RJ moved out onto to the balcony, studying the bodies that were strewn about before him.  

“This is the guy” said one of his men, pointing to Carlos Enrique Espinosa.

RJ stood quietly over the man, using his foot to roll the body over.   He could see that Carlos was still alive.  The man’s eyes, nearly lifeless, stared up at RJ, almost as if begging for mercy.  Leaning down closer to his victim, RJ spotted a small trickle of blood oozing out of the corner of his mouth as he tried to speak.  His words were garbled, yet audible.  “I’ll haunt you from hell” he said, deep gasps accompanying the sentence.

“Yes, you will” said RJ, smiling at the man as he loaded a fresh clip into his firearm.  “But first, you gotta get there!”  With that, he pointed his weapon at Carlos’ forehead.  After the top of the man’s head had been turned to hamburger, RJ moved over to the railing and looked in the direction of Peter Reich’s room.  He saluted and then turned. 

� �Chapter XXXIII

From the small regional airport in Franklin, Pennsylvania, the Learjet 35D sat alone on the runway, the bright white paint glistening in the brilliant sun.  The engines were quiet as the fuel truck finished filling the fuel cells.  The pilot,  Mohammed Nouri, sat alone in the cockpit, finalizing his pre-flight check.  The cockpit was quiet and still.  A religious saying had been typewritten and taped to the instrument panel in front of him.  Staring at the paper, Nouri became almost hypnotized by its meaning.  The crackling voice on the radio brought him back to the moment.

“November Whiskey three seven Tango, you’re full of av gas.  As soon as the fuel truck is cleared from taxi way, you’re clear for takeoff.  Winds are out of the south at eight knots.  Ceiling is eleven thousand feet.”

Nouri put the headset on and switched the lever to activate the unit.  “Roger, Franklin tower.  Thanks.”   Methodically, he checked each gauge as the engines revved.  Everything was as it should be.    His pre-flight check was completed  just as the fuel truck exited the tarmac.  Taking a deep breath, Nouri pressed forward on the throttle controls.  The small, sleek, jet slowly moved forward, carrying the man to his destination.  

Within moments, the aircraft had lifted off.  As the wheels came up, Nouri reached down and switched off his navigational equipment, radio and positioning beacon system.  Adjusting his flight computer, he programmed the craft to take a heading toward Youngstown, Ohio.  Removing the headset, he casually sat back and reflected on his life.

�Chapter  XXXIV



Lyle Jensen, having had a good night’s rest, felt considerably better today.  Color had returned to his face and he was able to sit up.  Sliding the breakfast food tray  over to one side, he retrieved the wired, remote control for the television.  Punching the buttons, he watched as the channels flicked from one to the next; a mind-numbing procedure that occupied his time.  With his fill of tiresome daytime programming, this little procedure gave him something to do.

The door to his room opened slowly.  Lyle braced for another visit from the overweight nurse who had taken it upon herself to personally look after Lyle and pester him incessantly.  She was nice enough, but her fondness for Lyle had taken a nasty turn as she had become overbearing and constantly badgering him.  

He sank down in his bed, hoping to assume a sleeping position before the woman entered the room.  He had found that the only time she left him alone was when he was asleep.  He quickly closed his eyes and feigned sleep.  Sensing that someone was in the room, he forced himself to keep his eyes shut.  His breathing remained shallow and he laid motionless.  Then the smell wafted through the room.  His eyes opened immediately and a broad smile came across his face as he saw Carla standing only a few feet from his bed.

“I didn’t mean to wake you” she whispered.

“I wasn’t asleep, honest.  I thought you were someone else and I didn’t want to see her this early in the morning.”

“Maggie?”

“Dream on.  Maggie is gone.  I guess that she’s decided she’s had enough of me.”

“The captain told me.   Lyle I am so sorry.  I……”

“Relax.  I know about your visit to the house.   I should be thanking you.  I guess that, for a long time now, I knew this was inevitable.  I kept trying to convince myself that we could make it work somehow.  Who knows how long we would have continued our charade.”    He winked at her.  “You didn’t cause this mess, you just brought it to a conclusion.”

“I am sorry, Lyle.  I shouldn’t have stuck my nose in your personal affairs.”  She shook her head.   “I knew better than to do it, but I just couldn’t get myself to stop.  I was so damned angry with her that I could have slapped her.  Now I feel like shit.”

“You shouldn’t.  I don’t.  In fact, CJ, I’ve got to tell you that  I feel like the weight of the world has been lifted from my shoulders.”  He reached his hand out.  She took it.  “My problems with Maggie have been going on for years.  You didn’t cause the problem and you didn’t make it any worse than it was.  I don’t want you to beat yourself up for this.  Like I said, you’ve done me a big favor.”  Lyle hesitated and then looked up at her.  “The captain told me the twists in your murder case.  You never know when something so local could be so global. ”

A stunned look came over Carla’s face.  “Oh geez, I forgot I left Mr. Tilton in the hallway.”

“Who?”

“Grant Tilton.  He’s the husband of the woman we found in the trunk of the Jaguar.  He wanted to come see you.  We wanted to make sure you weren’t asleep.  That’s why he stayed in the hall.  Do you mind if he comes in?”

“No.  Bring him in.  I don’t exactly know why he’s here.  Doesn’t he know that I  haven’t been involved in the case with you?”

“He knows, besides he’s not here to talk to you about the case.  Let me bring him in and let him explain.”  Lyle nodded.

Carla turned and made her way to the door.  A moment later, she came back over to the bed.  Lyle watched as Grant Tilton followed behind her, in his wheelchair.  Stepping aside, Carla allowed Grant to move closer to the bed.

Reaching his hand out, Grant smiled.  “Mr. Jensen, my name is Grant Tilton.  I want to thank you for all that you’ve done to clear up my wife’s murder.”

Lyle shook Grant’s hand.  “It’s nice to know you Mr. Tilton.  I’m terribly sorry about your wife.”

“Thank you.  And I’m sorry to hear about your heart condition.”

“I think you may be thanking the wrong person, however.  I don’t know what CJ has told you Mr. Tilton, but I’ve been on my back for pretty much the whole time this case has been worked.  If there’s any credit due, it belongs to the pretty lady standing behind you.”  Carla smiled.

“My purpose for being here is only remotely related to my wife’s murder.  I thank you for being a motivating factor for your partner here.  She speaks quite highly of you.”

Now it was Lyle’s turn to smile.  “She’s been filling you full of crap, Mr. Tilton.”

They all laughed.  Grant leaned forward.  “Your partner also tells me that you’re a boat aficionado.  Is that so?”

Lyle coughed.  “Again, she’s probably told you some stories, but I do have a fondness for the water and the sailing ladies that try to tame her.  My ultimate dream is to retire and surround myself with the sea.”  Lyle’s eyes gleamed as he imagined his dream.  “The sea can take your life in a matter of seconds, yet it provides life for so many things.”

“Would you really consider doing that?”

“What, retire?” 

“No, your comment about the water and boats.  I was referring to your living life surrounded by them.”

Lyle looked at Grant and then up at Carla.  He had seen that look on her face before.  She was up to something.  “What’s going on here?  What do you mean?”

“Mr. Jensen, I’ve been talking to Carla quite a bit lately.  We share a common element in our lives and she’s been a great comfort to me over the past several days; helping me to deal with the loss of my wife.  I’ve shared with her my intentions to leave Miami.  With Sandy gone, I have no reason, or desire,  to go home anymore.  I don’t think that I could walk through the doors to that house again.”  Grant wiped a tear from the corner of his eye.  He sighed lightly.  “Anyway,  my wife’s father has offered me a position in his oil company in Houston.  I’ve decided to sell everything here in Miami and move to Texas.  The reason I am here, is because Carla suggested that I speak with you regarding the sale of my boat shop.  With your love of boats, she said it would be a perfect fit.”

Lyle’s voice grew excited and he sat up in the bed.  His words were directed at Grant, yet his eyes remained focused on Carla.  “Which boat shop are you talking about?”

“It’s actually not a boat shop, it’s more of a  brokerage firm called The Yacht Shop.”

Lyle’s face grew calm and his shoulders drooped.  “I know your shop well.  Unfortunately, you’re way outta my league.  I could never afford to buy a shop like that.”

“Don’t underestimate your ability, Mr. Jensen.”

“Please call me Lyle.”

“Okay, Lyle, if you’ll call me Grant.   I don’t know what Carla has told you about my situation, but I am one of the fortunate ones who has a silver spoon waiting, if needed.  You see, Lyle, my wife’s father is Luther Harriman.  He is one of the wealthiest men in the country; perhaps even in the world.  He has made arrangements so that I will never have money troubles for the rest of my life.  Therefore, I ‘m not looking to make a killing with the sale of any of my Miami holdings.  I will offer the business at a very reasonable price.”

“Even so, Grant, it would be a great opportunity, but I really don’t think that I could afford…….”

Carla stepped forward and placed her hand on Grant’s shoulder.  “Lyle, I’ve been talking to Grant about you and I, the both of us, going in and buying his shop.”  She smiled at him.  “What do you think of that idea?”

Lyle was caught off guard.  He hesitated.  “CJ, you know that I would dearly love to do this, especially with you, but I don’t think you understand the amount of money we’re talking about here.   This isn’t just  a little shop with a bass boat or two.  Some of these crafts cost more than a million dollars!  There’s no way in the world that you and I could get financing for the whole shebang.  Even if I took my pension in a lump sum, it wouldn’t even cover one of the motors on some of these yachts.”

Grant waved his hand in the air.  “That’s where you’ve got it wrong, Lyle.  I don’t have that large of an inventory-at least not that I’ve paid for outright.  I have arrangements with some of the larger manufacturers to display and show their crafts on consignment.  Most of my customers special order their yachts anyway.  We just show them the model and options and then put the order through to the manufacturer.  So you see, you really wouldn’t be buying the large yachts.  You’d be buying the right to continue the consignment contracts, along with some of the smaller craft.”

Hearing this, Lyle perked up.  “Just how much are we talking about?”

Grant looked up at Carla.  “You tell him” he said to her.

A wide smile broke out on her face.  “I’ve made Grant an offer for $1.7 million.”  She paused, waiting for a reaction.  “Is that a fair price?”

“Jesus, Carla, you’ve already made an offer?  How do you propose to come up with that kind of money?”

“Answer me.  Is a million seven a good deal?”

Lyle looked down at his hands, evaluating his response.  “It’s hard to say because I don’t know the exact inventory and sales.  My first impression is that at that price, you’d practically be stealing it.”

She smiled again.  “I thought so.”

“Now let’s get back to the money issue.  You’re talking about almost two million dollars.  I know how much you make, CJ.  Where the hell do you propose that we come up with this money?”

Grant chuckled at the light-hearted banter between the two.  He sat back in his wheelchair and watched as they continued.

Her voice dropped to just above a whisper.  “Do you remember three years ago when my grandpa Jake died?”

“The guy in Montana?”

She nodded.

“I remember.”

“I was his only grandchild.  I remember going to Montana and spending a month every summer from the time I was eight.  Papa Jake and I were very close.  We were kind of like best friends, especially after grandma died.  Apparently, when he was younger, he bought a couple acres of land around the ranch.  When he died, he left the ranch and land to me in his will.  Grant has agreed to a portion of the land in exchange for his yacht shop.”

Lyle’s eyes squinted and his face wrinkled.  “You said he bought a couple of acres.  Just how many?”

Almost embarrassed, Carla turned away.  “I’ve got just a little over 13,000 acres.”

Lyle whistled. “Jesus Christ!  You’re a millionaire and you’re still working the job?”

She nodded.  “Yeah.  Until now, I couldn’t find anything I wanted to spend the money on.  I’m not the kind to just  sit around and count money.   And, I sure didn’t want to go sit on the land alone.  With this, I can get into a good investment and still keep most of Papa Jake’s ranch intact.  I love my job, but I’m not going to spend the rest of my life in this shit.  From you, I can learn a trade outside of police work and create something for the future.”  Carla looked at Grant and winked.  “Besides, I get the opportunity to work with a guy that I can tolerate most of the time.”

Lyle smiled at her comment.  “CJ, I can’t let you do this.  This is your money-your future.  I’ve been a cop all my life.  Even though I know boats, I’ve never run a business before.  I can’t let you take this risk with your money.”

“Hush.  I consider this an investment in my future.  Besides, my offer has been structured so that Grant will be available for help anytime in the first year of operation.”

Grant nodded at Lyle.  “She’s right, Mr. Jensen.  I’ve accepted her offer, so if you decide not to do this, it would appear that Ms. Perkins will be trying to run a yacht shop on her own.

Tears welled up in Lyle’s eyes.  His voice cracked.  “CJ, I……I really don’t know what to say.  Nobody has ever done anything like this for me.  You’ve given me reason to want to get out of this bed and live again.”

Carla fought back tears of her own.  “For us, Lyle.  Don’t forget, I’m benefiting from this as well.  I’m going to make you a partner in the business, but only after you’ve finalized everything with Maggie.”

Grant cleared his throat.  “Well you two, it looks as though you’ve just bought yourself a boat shop.  I need to get ready to check out of this disgusting place.  Call me in a day or so and we’ll discuss how to proceed with the transferal of the land.  We can then arrange a time to visit the shop and go over an inventory listing.”

Lyle extended his hand.  “Grant, thank you for everything.  I’ll…….we’ll do our best to keep up the fine reputation that you’ve built in your business.”

Shaking Lyle’s hand, Grant smiled.  “I know you will.  Best of luck with your new venture.  I know that you and Carla are going to fall in love with the place, just like I did.”

The door to the room opened.  A young man, dressed in a hospital jumper, peered in.  “Sorry to bother, but are you done with your meal tray?”

“Sure” Lyle said, waving the aide in.  “You can have the tray and the yellow shit on top that they call eggs.”  He pushed the tray away in an animated fashion.

The man grinned at him.  “You’re not the first one to tell me that!”  He could see that he had interrupted their conversation.  “I’m sorry to interrupt you folks.  If you’re bored,  you folks might want to turn the TV on.  All the stations are carrying a special news bulletin.  They’re saying that something happened to Air Force One.”

The trio grew silent as they watched the man casually lifted the tray onto his rolling bus boy cart.

“What exactly is happening?” asked Grant.

The man turned.  “Sorry, I really don’t know.  I just heard a couple of nurses talking about it.”  The man shrugged his shoulders and exited the room. 

“The kid must be nuts” Lyle said, a smirk on his face.  “He’s been eating too many leftovers from patient trays.”  He reached over to the table beside his bed.  Knocking a box of tissues to the floor, he grasped for the remote control.  He pressed the power button for the television.  All eyes focused on the set as it went from a black screen to the picture.

�Chapter XXXV



  “Eagle One, this is eagle escort” crackled the highly excited voice of Lieutenant Colonel  Steve Manley, on the cockpit speaker.  In the background a, highly-audible, shrill warning horn almost drowned out his voice.  “Take evasive action immediately!” he screamed.    “Increase altitude to 25,000 and assume new heading of thirty degrees north.  Do you copy Eagle One?”

“Roger, heading change, Eagle escort.  What’s the urgency?”

“Eagle One, we have confirmation of ground-fired ordinance.  Danger is high and imminent.  Clear the area as instructed, over.”

“Eagle escort, what’s our destination?”

“Andrews.  Escort four will stay with you.  Remainder of team will encounter threat.  Secondary team is leaving Pittsburgh now, they’ll pick you up within three minutes. Over.”

“Roger that Eagle escort.  Eagle One assuming flight pattern at thirty degrees north.  Increasing altitude to 25,000.  Good luck escort. Out.”

Manley glanced over at his team.  The bright sun reflected off of his canopy.  “Eagle escort this is eagle lead.  Escort one and two break left.  Three will break right and follow my lead.  Escort four stay with Eagle.” He broke formation and dipped below the large wings of Air Force One.  “Gentlemen, weapons are hot.  I repeat:  Weapons are hot!  Threat to Eagle One is confirmed.  Ground fired stingers are tracking.  As target is confirmed, fire at will.  Repeat: You are authorized to fire at will.  Eagle lead out.”

No response from the pilots was necessary.  They had seen the white-smoke trail of the stinger missile fly past the escort formation only moments earlier.  Four of the jets immediately broke off into their designated patterns, each dropping down from the sky, like a hawk searching for a rodent on the ground below.  Escort four moved his aircraft to the right side of Air Force One, slightly behind the large aircraft.  

Manley, turned and looked back over his shoulder, making certain that escort three had taken a position behind him.  His attention was directed no at escort four, but back on Eagle One. “No!” he screamed into his flight mask, pulling back on the stick, causing the aircraft to jerk upwards.  His face contorted, as the aircraft pulled several g’s in the turn.  Escort three maintained his wing position and followed.  Manley allowed his aircraft to continue the  rotation upward, forcing his backside deep into the seat of the aircraft.  In a matter of seconds the aircraft was upside down, traveling back toward Air Force One.

Maneuvering the aircraft to an upright position, Manley  leveled off and attempted to put the target in his computer sight.  “Eagle escort team, abort elimination run.  I repeat:  Abort mission.  Retreat to Eagle One.  She’s in trouble.”

As the words came out of his mouth, he watched in horror as the terrifying scene played out in front of him.  It all happened so quickly that he was unable to react fast enough to protect Eagle One.   

“Escort four you’ve got a bogey at six o’clock!  Break hard right and roll down!”

Escort four immediately rolled to the right, falling away from Air Force One.  The pilot of escort four could not see the small Lear jet approaching from under the 747.  The jet approached far too fast for him to react and intercept its path.    Manley quickly depressed the button that would ignite his machine guns.  Tracers followed the bullets past the Lear jet.  No joy.  The bullets had missed their target.  It was too far away.  “Shit” he screamed to himself.  “Escort four can you lock on to threat?”

“Negative Eagle leader.  Where the hell is he?  I can’t even see him!”

The threatening target, directly under the 747 and the escort jet, continued to rush upward, its throttles on full thrust-propelling the craft toward the underside of Air Force One.  Manley, and the remainder of the  Eagle escort team were completely helpless to do anything.   

“Get a shot off!” yelled one of the other escort pilots, hoping that Manley, who was closer to the target, could eliminate the threat.

“Eagle One” Manley shouted into the flight mask.  “Bank hard left!  Bogey underneath, break off!”  

His heart fell as the radio crackled with the response from Eagle One.  “Roger, Eagle escort.   Banking…………”  The voice cut off as the Eagle escort team  witnessed the explosive collision between Air Force One and the small Lear jet.  

The 747, her nose up in climb, had begun to turn left, as instructed.  As the nose dropped in accompaniment to the turn, the full left underside of the craft became exposed to the jet-turned missile.  Manley watched as Eagle One rocked forward, her speed decreasing in the turn.  The Lear jet, now moving upward like a rocket, aimed directly at the 747. Both exploded immediately as the  small jet penetrated the belly of Air Force One, igniting the fuel tanks in the wing section.  Almost like a slow-motion dream unfolding before his eyes, Manley blinked.  It happened on his shift.  The pilot lowered his head, disgraced that the President’s life would be taken right before his eyes.

Like the point of a knife, the nose of the Lear jet had split the underside of the 747, causing the wings to snap and fold downward.  The impact separated the aircraft at its midsection, exposing large fuselage braces, wire and plastic skins.  The area in front of the wings tore away and began to fall immediately to the ground, its engines and their propulsion no longer a part of it.    The rear tail section, still being temporarily fueled, continued pushing forward, fanning the flames that danced on her skin.  Large pieces of sheet metal tore back toward the tail section, the 170 knot drag tearing the pieces like cloth.  

The massive explosion caused the rear wheels to leave the protective cover of the fuselage as they opened and separated from the bird.  Escort four, just underneath and to the right of Air Force One when the impact occurred, was pelted with debris that now filled the sky.  Smoke erupted from the rear of the fighter jet, its engine having sucked small fragments into the fan blades.  The aircraft began to fall amidst the flame and debris of Air Force One.

“Eagle leader, I’ve got flame out.  I’m going down.”

“Escort four clear out of the debris field.  When you’re safe, eject!”

“Roger Eagle leader.”

Manley, the closest to the carnage,  had to break hard right to avoid hitting his team aircraft and  the pieces of Air Force One.   Seeing this, the other team members also took courses away from the barrage of metal, plastic and fire that rained down upon them.  

A bright orange flame, the result of aviation fuel ignited by the impact,  shot into the blue sky surrounding the 747, engulfing seats and interior items that had been ejected from the craft.  A white smoke trail now surrounded the flames, following the pieces to the earth.

Seeing the explosion of Eagle one, Manley filled with rage.  He immediately reversed direction once again.  “Eagle team, we’re go to eliminate ground fire.  Anything that moves in confirmation area is target.  Nothing is left standing. Out.”

�Chapter  XXXVI



            Lyle, after Grant and Carla had departed his hospital room, laid back and dozed off.   The television on the wall above his bed, was still on.  Lyle had searched for a report on the situation with Air Force One, but was unable to find anything related to what the hospital staffer had told them earlier.  His conclusion that the aide was nuts was now bolstered by the fact that nothing could be found.  Lyle’s decision to quit searching, however, was  a bit premature.

While he slept, the television, which was turned to MSNBC, broke in with a news bulletin.  A female reporter, with too much makeup,  shuffled papers on the desk in front of her.  In the background, a voice could be heard coming over a static-filled phone line.

“Mr. Davis” she said, looking into the camera lens, “from what we are to understand,  you and your brother were only a couple of miles away when the firing began.  Is that right?”

“Yeah, that’s right.  We were real close to it.”

“Can you give us a better idea of just exactly where you are?”

The audio cracked and the man’s voice echoed through the set.  “Yeah, we’re out here, just of interstate 80,  on our farm just west of Warren.”

“That’s Warren, Ohio, correct?”

“Yeah, sorry.  It’s Ohio.”

“Mr. Davis, you saw the missiles being fired at Air Force One?”

“Well, we saw ‘em being fired.”  In the background, another voice echoed quietly and the caller was distracted.  “Hush, I said I’d tell her.”    Davis then directed his attention back to the reporter.  “Anyway, we couldn’t tell what they was being fired at, at least not at first.   You see, me and my brother was working on a tractor when we heard some popping noises in the air.  We looked up and the sky just lit up with these little things that looked like them little fireworks rockets.  We watched ‘em go up into the sky and disappear.  We didn’t think nothing of it until we saw the fireball and then some air force jets swoop down low.”

“At any time did you see Air Force One?” she queried further.

“Not until after the military jets came down low.  We saw a big flash in the sky and then a couple seconds later we heard a loud pop.  A couple of seconds after that, this big ball of fire just fell out of the sky.  We didn’t see no more rockets after that, but the military jets kept shooting their missiles.”

“When the jets came down low, as you say, could you see what they were firing at?  Were there vehicles on the ground?”

“I don’t think there was any vehicles or anything like that.  They was shooting out towards the lake…..”

“Which lake would that be Mr. Davis?”

“It’s lake Milton.  They was shooting out over lake Milton.”

The reporter continued probing.  “Where would this be, in relation to where you are?”

The man cleared his throat, unaware of the fact that his voice was being broadcast to several million homes.  “Oh, lake Milton is about 30 some odd miles east of Akron.  I guess it’s a good four miles from us.  It’s a decent-sized pond…..”

“Mr. Davis, when you saw the ball of flame fall from the sky,  how did you know it was Air Force One?”

“I gotta tell you, I ain’t never seen anything like it before.  When it was falling, we didn’t hear no sound, but those big white pieces of plane against the blue sky was hard to miss.  The big ‘ol tail section fell into a field not more than a mile from our farm.  We grabbed  a fire extinguisher from the barn and got in the tractor and high-tailed it out to where it was on the ground.  That’s when we saw that  big seal thing that the President uses.  We didn’t know if it was real until we got surrounded by all kinds of secret service agents and national guard troops. They wouldn’t let us go near any of the pieces.”

“Mr. Davis, thank you for sharing your experience with us.  We can only imagine how difficult this situation must have  been for you.  We appreciate your taking the time to visit with us this morning.”  A click indicated that the line had been disconnected by someone in the production area.

She looked into the camera again, a somber look upon her face.  “To update the situation, we have received unconfirmed reports  that Air Force One, with the President aboard, has been attacked and apparently downed in a field somewhere in eastern Ohio.  Witnesses to the event state that missiles of some sort were fired into the sky, causing a large explosion and the subsequent downing of the President’s plane.”

Shuffling more papers on the news desk, the reporter gathered her composure and a breath.  “The White House has called a press conference to begin in ten minutes.  Stay with MSNBC as we continue to bring live coverage of this tragic event.  We’ll be back in just a moment.”

 �Chapter XXXVII

	President Cummings flipped through several pages of the GDP report, highlighting the key items he would include in his upcoming speech.  His eyes, tired and bloodshot, tried to focus as he read.  Although the smaller Gulfstream jet was fast and comfortable, it was considerably more bumpy than on the 747 and therefore made it difficult to read.  Pressing the highlighter to the page, it jumped as the plane dipped once again.  

Replacing the lid on the highlighter, he removed his reading glasses and closed his eyes.  Holding the glasses in his right hand, he rubbed his eyes with his left.  A slight moan indicated his exhaustion.

	An aide walked down the aisle of the aircraft and stood before the President.  “Sir” he said quietly.

	“Yes, what is it?” Cummins said, looking first at the aide and then out the window at two of the fighter escorts just beyond the wing.

	“I’m sorry to disturb you sir, but there’s a call for you.”

“Lyle, do me a favor.  Tell whoever it is that I’m not to be disturbed.  I’m tired and I really don’t want to talk right now.

“Sir, it’s General Hillibrand.  He is adamant about talking to you.  Apparently they are changing our flight plans.”

	Cummings attention immediately turned back to the aide.  His face grew ashen white.  “What the hell is it now?”

The aide shrugged his shoulders and pointed to the phone cradled in the side of the aircraft.  “He’s waiting.” The aid then turned to leave the President to his privacy.

	Lifting the receiver, Cummings held the piece to his mouth and pressed the orange button that would release the secure transmission.  “General, what’s going on?”

	“I’m sorry to disturb you sir, but it looks as though we’re going to have to reroute you out of the Ohio area.  Security has been compromised.  Precaution is that we take you as far away from the area as possible,  so we’re going to take route to Peterson Air Force Base just south of Denver.”

“Peterson?  Just how the hell did we become so compromised that I am now being forced to go all the way to Colorado?  Perhaps you’d better tell me what the hell is going on?”

 “Our fears concerning the Colombians was justified, sir.  Eagle escort leader has radioed command.  According to his transmissions, it would appear that someone attacked Eagle escort and Air Force One!”

	Cumming’s face now turned red.  His voice cracked as it elevated in volume.  “General, how the hell could this happen?  For God sakes we’re not talking about an attack over foreign soil.  How could they do this?”

	“Sir, the attack was very well-organized.  There were no indications of anything of this magnitude.  The shoulder-fired missiles were launched from boats on a small lake in Eastern Ohio.  Our flight pattern, which I stress was not shared with anyone outside of the White House, took escort over Erie, Pennsylvania.  The team made a southwest turn from there and entered Ohio.  Everything was routine until they crossed into Ohio.  It was only a couple of minutes after that when the firing began.”

	“Was there any damage to Air Force One or the fighters?”

	There was a long pause.  “Sir, we lost one of the escort fighters and…….the 747 went down.”

	Cummins sat quietly, the phone now only loosely held to his ear.

	“Sir, are you there?”

	“I’m here.  Son of a bitch!  I thought you guys told me that a damned missile couldn’t take her down?”

	“It wasn’t a missile that got her, sir.  The missiles were only used to occupy the fighter escort team; a distraction, if you will.  As the team took evasive action and then moved in for their retaliation strikes, a lone jet aircraft, flying low from the south, took a nose-dive into the belly of Air Force One.  There was no way on earth we could stop it.

	“You’re sure it was an intentional act?”

	“No doubt about it sir, it was a suicide attack.  The aircraft remained too low for our radar to pick it up.  Plus, it waited until all of the fighters were occupied with the missiles before it plunged into the 747.”

	“Were there any survivors?”

	“No sir, not on the 747.  The pilot from the escort fighter ejected to safety.  We’ve got the entire area cordoned off by national guard troops now.  The FBI is on scene as we speak.  They assure me that the identity of the shooters will be had within the hour.”

“Very well, general.  I assume that I’ll be remaining at Peterson until all of this is settled?”  

“Yes sir.” 

“Keep me abreast of further developments.  I’ll be in touch.  Good bye.”

President Cummings had heard enough.  It was now time to put this to rest.  He waited for the instant dial tone and then immediately punched in the numbers for the direct line number to Walter Henning’s office.  

Henning answered the phone, sounding out of breath and exhausted. “Walter,” the President stated matter-of-factly,  “general Hillibrand just told me about the attack.  I’m on my way to Peterson.  I want you to get Barbara out of Washington.  Have her taken there as well.  I want her safe with me.”

“Yes sir, it’s already being done.  There’s something else you need to be aware of, Andy.”

	“Andy?  You haven’t called me Andy for years.  Is the news that bad?”

	“Yes, I believe it is.  We just received a secure transmission from the NSA.  They have obtained intelligence reports that tie the funding for these attacks, to the Colombian government.  Our operatives have tracked fund transfers that allowed for the purchase of stinger missiles from the Soviets.”

Cummings said nothing for a brief moment.  The enormity of the words took a time to sink in.  “You’re saying that the government was in on the death of Trevor and the attack on Air Force One?”  

“Absolutely!  We’ve known for years now that the drug cartels have funded campaigns for their political parties.  Those political officers now appear to be returning the favors.”

“And why the hell are the Russians selling arms to the pricks?”  

“Selling arms to foreign armies and nations is nothing new to them, or most other nations, for that matter.  The end of the cold war has created a massive buildup of weaponry and now they’ve found a way to profit from it.”

“Son of a bitch!  The next thing you know the Cubans will have a nuclear device!”

“If that hasn’t already happened.”

“Walter,  why is it that the Colombian government is now siding with the very people they swore to rid their nation of?  I realize that there have been ties between the cartel and the government, but why did they jump in so deeply  with the cartel this time?”

“You’ve seen the economic reports, sir.  The entire lifeblood of their country revolves around the drug trade.  Those fucking drug lords give money away in the streets and build houses and churches with drug money.  The people and the governmental leaders recognize that even though it’s tainted money, it’s money nonetheless.  If your new drug policy passes and is enforced, the economic impact to Colombia would be devastating.   The entire country would collapse within a week.  If the position were reversed and something of this magnitude was going to affect the United States, I’m not so sure we wouldn’t do the same thing.”

“You’re saying that we would condone acts of violence, such as this?”

“Not at all, sir.  Remember the bay of pigs.  I’m only saying that when facing  a foreign threat, especially one that would jeopardize the economic viability of the United States, we would stop at nothing, hell, you would stop at nothing to prevent that from happening.”

Cummings thought about the comment.  “Perhaps.  I just can’t imagine that in this day and age, especially after our rout in desert storm, that a puny country like Colombia would challenge our abilities and resources.  It’s sheer suicide.”

“You corner an alley cat, you’re going to get scratched.”

“Oh that’s cute.  I’m not about to let this pussy get away with it.  Walter, this is an outright act of war against the United States.”  Another pause.  “You’re absolutely certain that the funding can be tracked to their government?”

“There’s no doubt about it.  They didn’t put too much effort into hiding the money trail, or gold, as this one goes.”

“What do you mean, gold?”

“The decreasing value of the Soviet dollar  has driven even the Soviets into the markets.  Instead of cash, a transfer of gold bullion was traced.”

“Where do we stand with the United Nations Security Council?”

“They’ve been presented with the evidence of the assassination.  I’m certain that with the shooting down of Air Force One, and the gold transfer verification, we’ll have their complete support for any action we deem appropriate and proportional.”

“If I authorize a retaliatory strike, how will we be viewed by the public?”

“With the mass of evidence pointing to a governmental conspiracy against the United States, you’re fully justified in this action.  The endorsement of the UN Security Council will only bolster our position.  The American people will rally behind your decision.”

“Do I need to gain approval from Congress?”

“No sir.   The War Powers act provides for this decision based upon the immediate threat to national security.” 

	“Do we even have a strategy for retaliation?”

“Yes sir.  As you instructed, after the death of Vice President Lichtner, the Joint Chiefs came up with a strike plan.  It’s quick and limits civilian casualty exposure.”

“What did they recommend?”

“CIA intelligence has provided us with exact locations of the strongholds of the drug cartel leaders.  We also have  locations of all of the cocoa fields and processing plants that are used in the process.  It is their recommendation that we simultaneously strike each of these locations and wipe out the production capability of the country.”

“Any economic sanctions?”

“No.  By destroying all of the cocaine production and the hierarchy of the cartels, we, in essence, break  the government’s back at the same time.”

“Are our forces prepared for an action?”

“Everything is ready, sir.  They’re only waiting for your authorization to strike.”

Cummings looked out the window, gazing at the clouds that moved beneath the aircraft.  “God forgive me for this.  Do it.  Have Corsen and the State Department hold a press conference after the strike has been completed.  You handle the UN Security Council.  I want them to have all of the facts and findings.  You mentioned that this plan assures minimal civilian casualties.  Do we have any idea on the estimated numbers that we should expect?”

“It’s impossible to say for certain just how many civilians will be caught  in the strikes.  We don’t know how many workers are at each of the processing plants.  We are fortunate in that most of these drug lords have holed up in remote parts of the country.  There will be little fallout from those hits.”

“Very well.  I want live connect from the moment it begins until it ends.  Is that clear?”

“I’ll see to it that a direct line is open into Peterson, sir.  There’s one more matter.”  He paused.  “The world, at this very moment, thinks you are dead.  Our little switch from Air Force One to the G4 has everyone believing that you were aboard when she went down.  The media is jumping all over this, making the assumption that you were aboard.”

“Shit.  Those damn vultures.  They can’t wait to be the first to break a big story, even if it does mean getting it wrong.    I suppose that we should also hold a press conference and show the world that I am alive and kicking.” 

“My thoughts exactly.  In fact, I think that we should have Lee Corsen and a spokesperson from the State Department with you and get it all over with in one fell swoop.”

“No argument.  Have Corsen start that process then.  I assume that I’m going to have to do this from Peterson, so have him get his butt and a camera crew out there.” 

“I’ll take care of it.  Andy, I know that this is not an easy decision.  If it’s any consolation, you’re making the right move here.”

“Thanks Walter.  Tomorrow when we review the number of dead Colombians, I hope that we both feel the same way.”

�Chapter XXXVIII



President Andrew Cummings stood in front of the bland white wall, Lee Corsen and Paul Mahoney from the State Department, standing beside him.  The podium, a makeshift one constructed for the occasion, sat alone in front of a lone camera.  Nervously, Cummings adjusted the small clip-on microphone that clung to his lapel.

“Remember sir, you are not to reveal that you’re at Peterson” Corsen whispered to him.

Cummings nodded.  “I think that I can remember that” he said sarcastically.  “Has anyone heard from Barbara?”

“The Secret Service held her up in Washington for a while.  They changed some of their operating procedures.  I’m told that she’s now aboard Marine One, sir.  She’ll be here in a couple of hours.”

“Good.  You’re certain that Walter has addressed the UN security council?”

“Yes sir.  They are not happy about the number of targets, but in general they go along with our decision.”

Cummings turned to Mahoney.  “These figures on the strike are all verified?”

“Yes sir, the State Department received direct confirmation of the hits only an hour ago.”

Corsen waved to the cameraman.  “Are we ready?”

“Just say the word, sir.  We’ll activate the camera and begin the feed to the national media.”

Cummings adjusted his tie and brushed his hair back.  “Let’s do it” he said, wearily. He motioned for Corsen and Mahoney to take their position  behind the podium.  Corsen  took the lead and waited for the small red light to illuminate.  Cummings adjusted his position beside and behind his press secretary, and took a deep breath.  Although he was perfectly comfortable in front of large groups of media, performing in front of a single camera felt odd to him.  The red light atop the camera grew bright and the cameraman pointed toward the trio.

“Go” he said, peering into the viewfinder on the camera.

Corsen, the consummate professional spoke in a clear and concise tone. “Today” he said quietly, looking at the script that lay on the podium in front of him,  “America has seen, firsthand, an example of the hostilities and animosity that lay beyond the shores of our envied  country.  We have also witnessed the greed that motivates individuals to stray from their patriotism.”  Corsen looked in the direction of Cummings.  The camera followed his gaze and focused on the President.  “Today, with the greed-motivated aid of a high-ranking US official, the President of the United States was supposed to die.  This plot was to be carried out by terrorists  who were financed by a country that has shown its disregard for our democratic society….terrorists who were given inside information by the very man who assumed the responsibilities of the Vice Presidency, Lawrence Burton.   As you can see, however, national security precautions and procedures prevented this  occurrence.  President Cummings was not aboard Air Force One, as believed.   The President, although shaken by this tragic act that has taken the lives of forty four Americans, has asked to say a few words.”

Cummings moved up to the podium.  Lee Corsen stepped aside and watched as the President looked at his notes and shook his head.  “To hell with the prepared statement” he said as he crumpled the paper and tossed it to the floor at his feet.  The act caught the attention of Lee Corsen, the man who had prepared the speech. 

“What we witnessed today was more than just a brazen act of terrorism against the people of the United States.  We saw what the power of money can do.  Even more than that, we saw what the power of drug money can do.  A man whom I have worked with for many years, found the need to turn against me and, in essence, put a contract out on my life. Let’s  forget, for the moment,  the fact that this attack was targeted at me.  Forty four  innocent Americans, employees of this government aboard Air Force One,  lost their lives because of this cowardly act.  An act concocted by a country that places their drug-tainted economy over the value of life.  An act that was condoned and abetted by a bastard whom I trusted.”  Cummings looked down at the podium, taking the moment to gather his thoughts and hold back the true words that fought to get out.  “These terrorists have brought hostility and death to our home.  They have caused the blood of Americans to soak our very soil.  Each of us has been threatened by these actions, purely for the advancement of their cause;  the drugs and the dirty money associated with it.  To those families whose loved ones were taken today, my thoughts and prayers are with you.  I’m at a loss for words, to explain this to you because it was a senseless act that defies reason.  I can say, however, that I will not stand by and allow this crime to go unpunished.  I have asked the UN Security Council for immediate retaliatory actions against those responsible for this assault on America.  In accordance with the powers given me by the war powers act, I have invoked the use of military force to punish those responsible for, and associated with, the attack on Air Force One and the death of Trevor Lichtner.”  Cummings was interrupted by Lee Corsen, as the aide moved closer to the him and handed him a small piece of paper.  The President read the note and then looked back into the camera.  “I have just been advised that Vice President Burton has committed suicide in his home in Virginia.  I apologize to the American people for having entrusted a man like this.  I’m ashamed that the man sat at my side, continuing to make me believe he was working for the people of America.  If I do not appear to be saddened by his death, I cannot apologize for that departure from accepted practice, for  I am not inclined to  mourn for a man who would sell out his country for personal gain.”  Cummings paused again.    “I have asked the State Department to send their spokesperson, Paul Mahoney, here to give a statement as it relates to the Colombian issue.”

Cummings stepped back and motioned for Mahoney to assume a position behind the podium.   Corsen forced a smile to  

“Before I get into my prepared statement, let me reiterate why the United States found  military reprisal was necessary  in this instance.   US intelligence agencies, in just the past twelve hours,  have learned that the plot to kill the President and the successful assassination of the Vice President, were acknowledged and partially funded by the government of Colombia.  The recruiting of Lawrence Burton was also condoned by the government.”  Mahoney paused, allowing the words to stay out for a moment.  “The death of Trevor Lichtner and Andrew Cummings would prevent the demise of their country.   Several years ago, another administration initiated a program called the war on drugs.  Over the course of many years, we saw the ineffective nature of the program, as it did not truly target those who continued to profit from the illegal activity.  President Cummings and his administration, in an effort to rid our society of these drugs, took the program to a new level and began to see dramatic results.  Because of those successful efforts, and the introduction  of a his new bill; a bill that would gradually implement a legalized program for controlled substances, the Colombians apparently felt that they could no longer afford to allow this administration to enact policies that dramatically affect their economic base.  In Lawrence Burton, the Colombians could control the drug policies enacted by the US.  The drug money, money that US policies would halt, is imperative to Colombia’s current viability and economic future.    With that in mind, I shall now read the statement prepared by the State Department.”

Removing eyeglasses from his breast coat pocket, Mahoney placed the glasses on and focused his eyes on the sheet in front of him.  “One hour ago, after receiving concurrence from the UN Security Council, the United States reacted to the terrorist acts committed on American soil.  A squadron of Ghost Fighters -F-117 bombers- left Howard Air Force base in Panama at that time.  Fully armed, the squadron, only moments ago,  performed surgical strikes on strategic targets within the confines of Colombia.  These targets, obtained from intelligence and satellite reports provided by numerous agencies, were known drug processing plants, cocoa fields and the compounds belonging to reputed drug lords.  These  strikes were in direct response to the acts of war committed against the people of the United States.  Bomb damage assessments have not yet been received, but naval intelligence has given the State Department preliminary reports that indicate one hundred percent destruction of intended targets.   No US aircraft or service personnel were lost in the strikes.  In addition to the international targets identified, intelligence reports also give us reason to believe that a number of these terrorists are still at large in the US.  State and federal authorities are currently searching for these individuals.  Until such time that all of these terrorists have been accounted for, the President will carry out his duties from an undisclosed location away from Washington.”  Mahoney removed his glasses and looked directly at the camera.  “We, as a nation, have been challenged once again.  Those around the world will once again witness the resolve of the American people.”

The light atop the camera went out.

�Chapter

Carla Perkins polished the brass railing on the Sidewinder, a 64 foot pleasure yacht, moored at a slip behind The Yacht Shop.  Lyle came running out of the rear door, waving his hands frantically and yelling at the top of his lungs.

“We did it!  Hot damn, we did it!”

“Slow down” she cautioned him, as she watched him sprint down the ramp to the dock area.  “Remember what the doctor said.  For God sakes, you had bypass surgery only three weeks ago!”

“Okay, okay”  Lyle slowed down to a brisk walk.  He was approaching the craft.  “Carla, do you remember the Watkins couple out of Bimini?”

“Were they the couple who sold the electronic business in LA and moved to the islands?”

“Yeah, that’s them” he said, breathing heavily as he stood at the base of the ladder to the Sidewinder.  He held up a piece of paper and shook it in the air.  “Well, those two islanders just called.  It would appear that the new owners of The Yacht Shop just sold their first boat to those lovely people.  They’re wiring us a deposit on this beauty that you’re standing on.”

A broad smile exploded onto Carla’s face.  She immediately sprang down the ladder and wrapped her arms around Lyle’s neck.

“You’re the greatest” he said, hugging her in return, spinning her around.”

“WE are the greatest” she whispered into his ear.  “And WE need to celebrate.”

“How do you propose that we do that?”

“Well, we haven’t properly broken in this vessel.  I hate to think that she’ll go off to a strange couple without us having tested the lower berth.”

Lyle leaned back and looked into her eyes.  “Have I told you recently just how happy you’ve made me?”

She gently kissed his lips.  “You don’t have to.  I’m enjoying myself so much that I haven’t had time to think of anything else.”

He smiled at her.

“What are you smiling at” she said coyly.

“I was just thinking of how the boss would react if we were to pull this stunt when we worked the job.”

She laughed.  “Somehow, I don’t think that he would appreciate us breaking in his office. Speaking of which, I talked with Rollie yesterday.  First off, he’s jealous as hell and he doesn’t want to hear about how we come to work in tennis shoes and shorts.  Secondly, he wanted me to tell you that you and I can come back anytime.”

“Judging by what I read in the papers, it doesn’t appear that they’ve got a lack of work.”

“Rollie said they just grabbed a case where two Colombians were killed in a hotel.   Apparently the two got their heads blown off as they stood in front of one of the room doors.  Haley and Rupert took the case.  Rollie said they found some sort of device attached to the door.  The device was intentionally  set to up to explode  and kill the Colombians when they knocked on the door at the hotel.”

Lyle shook his head.  “I can’t tell you how glad I am that we are no longer a part of that life.”  He looked at her amorously.  “Does the offer still stand?”

Carla tilted her head.  “What offer is that?”

His face reddened a bit.  “You know….break in the lower berth?”

She smiled and took his hand.  Gently, she led him up the ladder and on to the deck of the Sidewinder.
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