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ONE

The morning fog had finally burned off and the sunlight was coming through the open garage door.
“Okay, turn it over.”
Sarah, sitting in the driver’s seat of the little car, reached over and turned the ignition key, and the tiny little engine in the 1962 Triumph Spitfire spun over twice, then suddenly came to life. It purred like an overly content kitten, and Sarah looked up at Noah and smiled.
“It’s running,” she said delightedly. “Running pretty doggone well, in fact.”
Noah Wolf, her husband, nodded his head as he stood beside the right front wheel of the car, looking down at the idling engine. He had spent every possible minute of the last week stripping it down completely and painstakingly bringing it back to life one part at a time, and this was the culmination of his efforts. The idle was smooth and even, and he reached down and tugged on the accelerator linkage. Both carburetors opened up, and the engine revved instantly.
“That’s good,” he said. “Shut it down.”
Sarah turned off the engine and it sputtered once and stopped. “It sounded great. How soon can we go for a ride?”
“Not today. I’ve still got to put the radiator back in, and I haven’t even started on the suspension yet. It’s going to be a little while before it’s on the road.”
Sarah climbed out of the car, walked over to him, put her arm around him and rubbed his back. “That’s okay,” she said. “I’m just glad you’re having fun.”
Noah looked at her and raised one eyebrow. “I guess it’s fun,” he said. “It keeps my mind occupied, and I enjoy putting all the precision parts together. Of course, the idea is to finish the job at some point.”
She nodded and grinned at him. “Uh-huh, then you will be looking for something else to tinker with. Has anybody ever mentioned to you that you have an expensive hobby, Mr. Wolf?”
“I’ve heard that,” Noah said, “but it doesn’t seem like it to me. By the time I get this finished, I could sell it for five times what I’ve got in it.”
Sarah looked at the car, then looked back up at him. “Don’t you dare,” she said. “I want to drive this baby.”
There was a knock on the garage door, and they turned around to see Neil standing there.
“Hate to interrupt all the mechanical fun,” he said, “but the Dragon Lady wants us in the com center in fifteen minutes. You might want to wipe off the grease.”
“New mission?” Noah asked.
“Undoubtedly. She didn’t say, but I don’t imagine this is a social call.” He turned and walked away, and Noah picked up a rag and started wiping the worst of the grease off his hands.
“Well,” Sarah said with a hint of resignation, “I guess nothing lasts forever. It’s been a nice month, though.” She stood on tiptoes to kiss his cheek, then turned and headed out of the garage and toward the big manor house.
Noah closed the hood on the car and followed her. He’d been expecting another mission any time, so this wasn’t that big a surprise. He went up the stairs to his room and into the bath, washed his hands and face quickly and then made his way to the room they had set up as a videoconferencing center.
Neil, Jenny and Sarah were already there, and Marco and Renée came in a moment after Noah. Noah took the chair beside Sarah and she handed him a bottle of water.
“Still got a couple of minutes,” Neil said. “I got the system on, so as soon as the signal comes through, we’ll be connected.”
“But we don’t know what’s going on yet?” Marco asked.
“Your guess is as good as mine,” Neil said, “and I’m guessing our vacation is over. It’s only about two o’clock in the morning over there, and she’s calling a conference? Sounds to me like it’s time to go back to work.”
“Yeah,” Jenny said, “but where? I’m starting to think they ought to buy us a jet. You’re a pilot, right, Noah?”
“Not quite,” Noah said. “I could get my light license, I think, but it would be a while before I could qualify for a jet rating. Besides, it’s not that hard to get a charter when we need it.”
“That’s true, I guess,” Marco said. “There’s enough charters in London that we could have one waiting for us by the time we got to the airport.”
The big screen on the wall suddenly flashed, and the computer it was connected to chimed.
“Okay, here comes the call,” Neil said. He tapped on the keyboard for a moment, and the screen lit up with the face of Allison Peterson, the director of E & E. “Hi, boss,” Neil said. “We’re all here.”
Allison nodded on the screen. “So I see,” she said. She motioned to someone offscreen, and then scooted over on the couch to let Donald Jefferson and Molly Hansen sit down beside her. “And so are we. Everything scrambled?”
“Like a great big omelette,” Neil replied. “I take it there’s a mission?”
Allison nodded again. “There is. You had a month to relax, but I got a sanction request a few days ago that I believe is going to require your particular talents. You’ll be coming home for this one, because it’s a domestic mission within the U.S.A. I’m going to let Donald explain what it’s about, but then Molly has a few things to say as well.”
She glanced to her right and Donald Jefferson looked into the camera. “Camelot, the situation is grave, but somewhat delicate at the same time. The actual request came from the CIA, who have identified a human trafficking organization that seems to be operating out of the Galveston area. This case is particularly heinous, because the vast majority of what they do involves harvesting and selling human organs on the black market. Working with the CIA on this case, the FBI has identified more than two hundred missing persons whose organs have turned up in connection with this investigation.”
“Oh, my God,” Sarah said. “What you’re saying is that they are murdering healthy people just to sell their organs? Is that right?”
“Not just killing them, Sarah,” Donald said. “In many cases, the organs are coming from children, teenagers and young adults who disappear without warning. This organization is kidnapping people, and literally working through the dark web to post a catalog of available organs and other body parts. What makes the case particularly gruesome is the fact that the victims are probably being kept alive until such time as an organ removal causes them to die.”
“Good Lord, I’m not even that vicious,” Jenny said. “How long are they keeping them alive?”
“Well, we know that they post relevant information on the dark web regarding transplant compatibilities of all their victims. Somebody can purchase the entire person, or they can order a single organ, such as a kidney, and it will be removed from the victim immediately after the order is received. The same applies to a single cornea or lung, but the victim will be kept alive until the other cornea, kidney or lung is sold. At that point, the heart, liver, etc. will be announced as available for immediate sales.”
“Then they need to be stopped,” Noah said. “What about intelligence? Do we know who is behind this?”
“The CIA picked up one name, a surgeon from Galveston named Barry Linden. Bear in mind that we do not know for certain that he is involved, but there’s no doubt that the organs are originating from the Galveston area. The FBI has determined that there is some sort of network that is collecting victims from all around the country and transporting them to the Galveston region. We have no idea where they’re being kept, and current estimates say there could be as many as a hundred victims currently being held in captivity.” He reached forward and picked up a glass of water, took a drink from it and set it down again. “Your mission in this case is threefold. First, you must identify as many of the participants in the organization as possible before taking any action. Second, we need to find the location where the victims are held. Third, and this must happen before the victims are rescued, the participants must be eliminated. The president himself has endorsed this request, and he wants the elimination to be as obvious and horrendous as you can possibly make it. The idea is to send a message to those participants outside the country that the United States is not going to allow them to harvest our citizens.”
“I've got a question,” Neil said. “If they have a lead on this doctor, why isn’t the FBI handling this as an investigation? Why send us in?”
“That's a valid question,” Jefferson said, “but the answer isn’t quite that simple. The FBI has been unable to find any concrete leads of any kind, and it was the CIA who identified Doctor Linden. They’ve had him under surveillance for the last few weeks, but haven’t been able to see any confirmed activity. It’s possible his name was only a smokescreen, so you could be going into this blind.”
“I still work on the theory that where there’s smoke, there’s fire,” Noah said. “Just to have his name come up in CIA chatter indicates that he’s involved somewhere, even if he’s doing it under duress or possibly even unaware of the entire situation. We’ll start with him when we get there and go from there. Neil can work on the dark web angle; if nothing else, we can put in an order to buy a whole person and let him try to trace it down. If he can’t, then we can go after them when we pick up the delivery.”
Neil was shaking his head. “Okay, hold on, let me make sure I understand what’s going on here,” he said. “We need to go to Galveston and let Noah and Marco and Jenny work on Doctor Linden while I pretend to be some pervert who wants to buy a human pet. Again I ask, why can’t the FBI do that crap?”
Allison leaned toward the camera. “As Donald just told you, the FBI has been working on it. Unfortunately, Doctor Linden is either completely innocent or a lot smarter than the agents who have been following him. On at least five separate occasions over the last few weeks, they have lost him completely for more than twenty-four hours. We presume this is because he’s cautious enough to be certain he’s not being followed whenever he involves himself in the organization’s activities, but it could be, and I stress that it could be, that he’s just the kind of guy who likes to disappear now and then. Should that be the case, it’s not necessarily a reason to blow his freaking head off. We need to be absolutely certain of the targets, and I have reached the point where I would prefer to trust the judgment of Team Camelot over the judgment of any other governmental agency. Now, does that answer your question well enough, Neil?”
Neil scowled, but refrained from making any further comments. Allison turned back to Jefferson and he went on.
“As I said, the president wants to make sure we send a message,” he said. “While it’s highly likely the top people in this organization are outside the United States, they seem to be considering our citizens as their prime prey. We want to make sure they understand that their hunting license is revoked, and any further attempt at poaching on our people will only result in even greater retaliation. To tell you just how important this is, you should know that the CIA and NSA are both working to identify other countries where this organization may be operating. If we can gather enough intelligence about the way they work, it’s always possible we can identify the leadership, in which case Team Camelot will almost certainly be sent in to eliminate them, as well.”
“I would think so,” Noah said. “In fact, I think we should modify this mission to include interrogation of participants. If we can identify the top leadership now, I believe we should do so.”
Allison grinned at him. “I agree, which is why Molly is sitting here. Molly?”
Molly Hansen, Noah’s childhood friend who had grown up to be part of one of the most renowned think tanks in America before joining E & E, looked directly into the camera.
“Noah, I know you’ll be able to handle what I’m about to say, but the rest of your team might find some of it disturbing. With the help of some of the cyber-intelligence people at the NSA, we’ve had some limited success in tracking where some of the money goes, the money that buyers are paying for people and their organs. So far, we’ve identified three possible targets, wealthy individuals who have received portions of the money. Each of them is a high-ranking member of a wealthy family in Europe, which indicates that all three of these families may well be involved. If they can be confirmed that they are aware of what this organization is doing, that they are willing and active participants in the leadership of the organization, it is highly likely that you will be tasked with eliminating all of them.”
Sarah looked directly into the camera, trying to meet Molly’s eyes. “Are you saying we might have to kill the entire families? But, what if the rest of the family doesn’t know anything about it? I thought one of our rules was that we do our best never to kill innocent people?”
Molly nodded. “That’s very true,” she said. “The problem is that it may be impossible to determine exactly which family members are involved. Should that be the case, because this is such a horrendous series of crimes against humanity, we have to take the position that any collateral damage is justified. If any of them who are involved were to escape, they would simply increase their security to protect themselves and continue doing whatever it is they do.”
She paused for a moment, as if carefully considering her next words. “There’s more, I’m afraid. These families are also some of the biggest movers and shakers in the world’s economy. We had to consider the fact that simply eliminating them will do less damage to the global economy and financial stability than if the criminal activities they involve themselves in could be revealed and proven, which would probably turn out to be impossible. These people have layers of protection and security around them that reach the highest levels of many governments, possibly even including our own. While many of them have been shown to be involved in horrendous crimes in the past, not one has ever been successfully prosecuted. If there is no hope of putting them in prisons, then we need to simply remove them and let the economic and financial chips fall where they may.”
Jefferson had remained quiet while Molly held the floor, but then he nodded. “I want to clarify that just a bit,” he said. “If it turns out that these families are involved, we run the risk that eliminating them could result in a global financial disaster. They control so many money markets and financial institutions that their sudden loss could destabilize a number of countries’ monetary systems. Our president has determined, and we concur, that the risk of such destabilization is justified in order to bring this type of operation on such a monstrous scale to an end.”
Noah nodded his head. “I would have to agree,” he said. “People who will profit from such things do not deserve the benefits of life.”
“Very good,” Allison said. “Make whatever arrangements you need to, but we need you back here by tomorrow, so I’ve already reserved a Gulfstream G650 at Heathrow. Noah, you can be thinking about how you plan to handle the situation, and what you might need from R&D. Neil, Molly will have a lot of information for you regarding the organization’s presence on the dark web when you arrive. Any questions?”
Jenny held up her hand. “I have one,” she said. “Can we get our own private jet?”
Allison looked sternly at her, but then her face softened slightly. “While it may seem like a good idea, I don’t know that it’s feasible. We have several jets in our own fleet, and we simply assign one to you as needed, or else we use charter services when we need to move you in a hurry. I’ll think about it, however. You are my star team, after all.”
Jenny looked around the room and grinned, quietly clapping her hands together. Sarah and Renée rolled their eyes while Neil and Marco only chuckled.
“You'll want to go by the armory when you get here,” Allison said, “and pick up any weapons you might want to take along, and I've already told Wally to be expecting you. You'll be driving from here to Galveston, so you’ll pick up your vehicles at R&D as well. Anything else?”
“I think that covers it,” Noah said. “You might tell Wally to get the Charger ready for me. I don’t think we need to do much to get ready to go, other than pack, so we’ll be on the way to the airport within the next couple of hours.”
“Excellent,” Allison said. “Then we’ll see you later today sometime. Donuts and coffee will be waiting when you get here.”
The screen went dark and Neil shut down the system. He turned in his chair and looked at Noah. “So,” he said. “You want to leave within the next two hours?”
Noah nodded. “Yes. The sooner we get there and get set up, the sooner we get on the mission, and the sooner we have a chance of rescuing victims. I understand that the primary mission objective is the elimination of the participants, but I want you all to understand that, as far as I’m concerned, our first job is to find where the victims are being held and save as many of them as we possibly can.”
“Hear, hear,” Marco said. “You heard what she said, kids and young people. These people deserve everything we can possibly do to them.”
Jenny giggled. “And that’s me,” she said. “Right, Noah? You’ll let me do my thing again, right?”
Noah looked at her, and it almost looked like the corner of his mouth was twitching upward. “Jenny,” he said. “I’m counting on it.”
* * * * *
Noah sent Sarah to begin packing their clothes while he went to find Thomas, the butler who maintained control over Feeney Manor when they were gone. The man was downstairs in the Great Hall, and looked up with a smile when Noah entered the room.
“Good day, Mr. Lightner,” he said. “I believe I heard your little automobile running not long ago?”
Noah smiled at him. “Yeah, finally got the engine together,” he said. “She’s purring like a kitten. When I get back, I’m going to start on the suspension, then I can get to work on the body restoration.”
“When you return? I take it you will be leaving us for a time, then?”
“Yeah, I’m afraid so. Business calls, and all that. We have to go back to the States and handle some business matters, make a few appearances here and there. You know how it goes.”
Thomas gave him a knowing smile. “Indeed, sir. While I regret the necessity of your departure, I feel comfortable that you will be doing your part to make the world a better place while you are gone.”
Noah grinned back. “Just business as usual, Thomas,” he said.
“Indeed, sir.” The smile remained on his face, and Noah didn’t bother to respond any further. The butler had been watching the television during their most recent adventure, and had let Noah know that he had seen him on the screen as he was helping to protect the queen and stopping a terrorist from spewing poison across most of London. While they had not discussed it openly, Noah realized that Thomas was fully aware that his employer was far more than just the dot-com entrepreneur he claimed to be.
It was almost ten a.m., less than an hour after they had spoken with Allison, that they finally climbed into the van Noah had purchased almost a month earlier. It was a Chrysler Town and Country, and Noah had decided to get one because it was a nuisance to travel into London together in separate vehicles. Since they often went into the city, he had decided that a vehicle big enough for all of them was a necessity.
It also allowed plenty of room for their luggage, which Marco, Neil and Noah hauled down and loaded up. Neil ran back inside to get his laptop and a few personal items and then they were in the van and on the road.
The drive to Heathrow airport took about an hour, and Noah put the van into the long-term parking lot. They gathered their luggage and headed toward the charter gate, where they found the pilot and crew of the Gulfstream waiting at an outdoor table.
“I believe you’re waiting for us,” Noah said. “Direct flight to Kirtland, Colorado?”
“Oy, guv,” said the pilot, getting to his feet with a smile. “’S right, then. Charles Grosvenor, senior pilot.” He held out his hand, and Noah shook it. “Peter Appleby, my copilot, and this is Stacy Warren, our flight attendant.”
They all shook hands with the man and woman the pilot had indicated, and then the pilot and copilot took the luggage from the ladies and carried it to the plane. They all climbed aboard and chose their seats. The plane had seats for two on one side and one on the other, allowing the six of them to sit facing each other. Noah and Sarah took one of the pairs and Marco and Renée got the other, leaving Neil and Jenny to sit in the single seats.
The flight would take just short of seven hours, putting them into the Kirtland Airport at just before seven p.m. London time, but that would make it almost noon in Denver. Noah took out his phone to call Allison and let her know, so that transportation could be waiting for them when they got there.
“Brigadoon Investments,” answered the receptionist. “How may I direct your call?”
“Allison, please,” Noah said. “Noah Wolf calling.”
The hold music lasted less than five seconds.
“Camelot, report.”
“We’ve just boarded the plane, and will be in around noon, your time. Can you have someone there to pick us up?”
“Absolutely. I’ll get on that right now, and I’m looking forward to seeing you kids. This is a terrible mission I’m sending you on, but it’s one that has to be handled by the best.”
“All in a day’s work,” Noah said. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”
He hung up the phone and put it into his pocket as the engines came to life. Stacy, the flight attendant, asked them all to fasten their seat belts, then took her own seat just outside the cockpit and applied her own. The plane began to move, rolling forward as it turned to the left and headed toward the runway.
“Ready in the back,” came the captain’s voice over the intercom. “We are next up for takeoff, so everybody get comfy and hang on.”
The plane turned onto the runway and the pilot stood on the brakes while he shoved the throttle forward. They could all feel the plane straining to go, and then he released the brakes suddenly. The big aircraft shot forward and Noah looked out the window at the runway markers, watching them move faster and faster past his field of vision.
The plane leapt into the air, and they were on the way back to Neverland.
A few minutes after takeoff, when the plane was not climbing at such an angle that it was impossible to stand, Stacy got to her feet and approached them. They had left the manor before lunch time, so she quickly went through the choices for the in-flight meal before going to the galley to prepare them. In less than twenty minutes, they each had a tray set before them.
Afterward, with the tables stowed away once again, all of them leaned their seats back to relax. They all chose to watch a movie, then relax even more to try to get some rest. The gentle vibration and smooth motion of the aircraft lulled them to sleep within a short time.
The flight lasted almost ten hours. They were all able to get a decent amount of sleep, even though each of them woke at least once. None of them could be sure when they would get the opportunity to really rest again, so they took advantage of it while they could.
Noah woke again when the plane began its descent some hours later, and returning his seat to the upright position woke Sarah. They talked softly, but it was only a few minutes before the rest of the team was awake. They all took the opportunity to use the plane’s lavatory before the aircraft went into final approach and they had to buckle into their seats again.
Thirty minutes later, the plane touched down on the Kirtland runway and they prepared to debark as it taxied toward the small terminal. The copilot was the first out of the airplane, opening the luggage compartment to help them get their bags. As Noah and the others came down the steps, a blue Ford van came through the gate and pulled up beside them. On the side, big letters proclaimed “Brigadoon Investments Courtesy Vehicle.”
Team Camelot had returned to Neverland.




TWO

“Hey, Noah,” they heard, and they all turned toward the van. Glenn Howard, a former United States Marshal who now worked for Allison as her personal security, was climbing out of the driver’s seat of the van. Almost a year earlier, Howard had been required to arrest Allison on bogus charges and had worked with others to help her get back into her position. As a reward, Allison offered him a better job and he took it.
“Hello, Glenn,” Noah said. “You got the duty to come pick us up?”
“Hey, I volunteered,” Howard said with a grin. “This place just isn’t the same when you’re not around. I wanted to see you all again.”
He opened the back end of the van and helped them all with their luggage, and then they climbed inside. Howard got behind the wheel and put the van in gear, then glanced over his shoulder at Noah.
“Allison said there’s a slight change in plans,” he said. “She figured you guys might be hungry for lunch, so she made arrangements for a private dining room at Charley’s. You can leave your gear in the van and I’ll drive you all wherever you want to go after breakfast and your briefing.”
“That sounds fine,” Noah said. “I think we could all use something to eat.”
“I can,” Neil said. “Steak sandwich, here I come!”
It took about twenty minutes to get into downtown Kirtland, where Charley’s Restaurant sat on the corner of Washington and Fifth Streets. Howard pulled the van into the parking lot, then followed them all inside. As Allison’s personal bodyguard, his security clearance was high enough to allow him to be present during the briefing, so he showed them directly into the private dining room she had arranged.
Allison, Donald Jefferson, Molly and Doctor Parker were already seated at the big table. Jefferson and Parker got to their feet as Sarah, Jenny and Renée were seated, and then all of the men sat down together. Carafes of coffee stood in front of each of them, and they all reached out to pour some for themselves.
“Good to see you,” Allison said, grinning at Noah. “Videoconferencing is fine for business, but every once in a while I really miss having you guys here. I take it the manor is as nice as ever?”
“Even nicer,” Sarah said. “You need to come and visit us over there again. I found some stores in London you would absolutely love.”
Allison chuckled. “I’ll put it on my calendar,” she said. She turned back to Noah. “Okay, I know it wouldn’t matter to you, but the rest of us probably want to eat before we start discussing the particulars of the mission. Take a look at the menus, and as soon as you’re ready to order, I’ll signal the waiter.”
Most of them picked up a menu, but Neil didn’t bother. They all looked them over for a moment, then set them down again. Allison tapped a button on a small device in front of her and a waiter appeared seconds later.
“Hi, everyone,” he said. “I’m Jonathan, your server today. Are you all ready to order?”
Jonathan scribbled furiously on the pad as he listened to what each of them wanted, then hurried out of the room.
“Okay, we’ve got about fifteen minutes or so before the food comes. Tell me about Merry Olde England. Everything going okay over there?”
“It seems to be,” Noah said. “Catherine Potts tells me that they still haven’t located the last remnants of Balakrishnan’s death powder, so MI6 is remaining on high alert where that’s concerned. Other than that, she says her superiors have accepted the fact that we will be staying over there from time to time.”
“Yes, I know,” Allison said, dryly. “She sent me a communiqué from her boss, Director Lambril, asking if he can call on you for nonlethal missions from time to time. I said no, because I couldn’t afford for you to be tied up on something for them when a mission like this comes up. Besides, I’m not sure Jenny could contain herself well enough to serve as a British secret agent. They’re always so stuffy, you know what I mean?”
“Ugh!” Jenny said. “Thank you, thank you. Catherine is okay, but the rest of those people all act like they’ve got corncobs stuffed up their butts.”
Allison snickered. “Wow, what a mental image. Anyway, don’t worry, I don’t loan you out unless it’s on a mission I have personally approved.” She looked at the newest member of the team. “How are you doing, Renée? Getting used to being part of the field team?”
“I guess so,” Renée said. “I haven’t really done much of anything, yet.”
“Enjoy it,” Molly said quickly. “When it comes time for you to do something, that’s when the pressure will really be on. I’ve never been out in the field, but I’ve seen a lot of what Noah and the team go through. I personally thought it was a great idea to add you in, if for no other reason than to give the team somebody who can serve as a communications overwatch.”
“I agree,” Allison said. “Don’t worry about it, Renée, you’ll know what to do when you need to do it.”
They talked for a few more minutes, then Jonathan came in with a cart loaded down with their food. He took a moment to pass it all out and then left them.
Lunch at Charley’s was always good, and they all admitted that they had been missing it from time to time. It didn’t take long for them to finish eating, and then Allison signaled Jonathan to come and clear the dishes. When he was gone, she looked at Jefferson.
“Donald?”
Jefferson cleared his throat. “Just a quick recap,” he said. “You’ll be going to Galveston, Texas to identify and eliminate the operators of a human trafficking organization that is selling human organs on the black market, as well as human slaves. Each of you has been assigned an identity that is compatible with this mission, and we need to get you into place as soon as possible. It’s Friday morning right now, and we would like the mission to begin in earnest by Monday.”
Jefferson reached down beside his chair and picked up a satchel. He reached inside and withdrew six large envelopes, which he passed out to all of the team members. In each one were wallets, jewelry and cell phones.
“When you get the chance,” Jefferson said, “turn on the cell phones and look in the secure documents folder on each of them. Inside that folder, you’ll find specific information for each of you regarding this mission. That will save a little time on the briefing, and there are relevant bits of information for each one of you. The password for each of them matches the last five digits of your E & E ID number. Go ahead and review your identities now.”
They all took a moment to look at their IDs and poke through the wallets and such to learn more about who they were supposed to be for the mission.
Noah’s new identity was Robert Townsend, who was an organ transportation specialist originally from Sacramento, California. The wallet he’d been given contained a driver's license, several credit cards and a few hundred dollars in cash, along with several photos. Some of them showed Noah with Sarah, even though he was fairly certain they had never posed for them. It also contained quite a bit of typical wallet trash, such as business cards, scribbled notes, receipts and other things.
There was also a key ring in each package with a couple of keys on them. Noah held his up and looked at Allison questioningly. “Keys?”
“Yes,” Allison said. “We already made arrangements for your living quarters. You’ll all be staying at the Seawall Apartments, so you’ll be right on the beach. A couple of the victims have disappeared off that beach, so it seemed like a good place to start. And incidentally, Noah, you will be working at the Galveston University medical center. You start there Monday morning, and hopefully it will let you get close to Doctor Linden.”
“That should work fine,” Noah said.
“We hope so,” Allison said. “And there’s something else. Donald?”
“Noah, as always, we’ve done a lot of work on your cover identity. It goes all the way back to childhood, and you will find all the information about where you grew up, where you went to school, all those things in the documentation. However, we added something that might make you a little more valuable to our targets. First, we made you an organ transportation specialist at the Galveston University Medical Branch, which means that you will be replacing the man who had the job previously. While we believe he was involved, there is no evidence to support that belief at this time. In order to clear the way for you, he was arrested a few days ago on drug charges and will be denied bail for the duration of this investigation.”
“All right,” Noah said. “So he’s out of the way?”
“Yes. Now, in order to do this job, you need to have the skills and knowledge to arrange safe transportation of human organs, and all the information you need has been provided. It’s not really that difficult a job, so you should be able to pull it off with no problem. However, we are hoping that the organization will recruit you into their illegal operation. Toward that end, we added something that we believe will make them think you are exactly the man they need. According to your complete background, you were charged with murder two years ago. According to the detectives who investigated, you deliberately cut the throat of a man who was stalking your wife, and there was no doubt of your guilt. However, the case was thrown out on a technicality, being that the only evidence against you was the murder weapon and it was found during a warrantless search. As such, it was inadmissible as evidence and there was nothing else they could use against you. Inadmissibility was revealed during the final day of your trial, and the judge had no choice but to direct the jury to return a verdict of not guilty.”
“So they’ll see me as a killer,” Noah said. “I can see where that might be attractive to them. If I’m willing to commit murder, I’m probably also willing to look the other way when it happens.”
“Exactly. When it comes out, be sure to act smug about it. You got away with murder, and you’re sort of proud of that fact.”
Sarah had sat quietly during all this, but she grinned when she glanced at his ID and then showed him her own. She was Marsha Townsend, his wife. That was usually the case since they had actually gotten married, and Allison had once told her it was because she couldn’t stand to see Sarah pouting. There were no indications of a business affiliation, so she was apparently a housewife.
Marco's new name was James Coolidge, and Renée was his wife Diana. James was a paramedic, which fit with training Marco once had. He and his wife were from Louisiana, which also fit. Marco, though he usually suppressed it, was capable of the thick Cajun accent he had grown up with.
Neil’s IDs said Brett Wilson, and he was listed as a commercial computer security consultant. He glanced over to see what Jenny’s ID had to say, then frowned.
“Hey, why aren’t we married?” he asked. Jenny’s ID listed her as Jennifer West, and she was apparently a college student. “Everybody in England thinks we’re married.”
Jefferson grinned at him. “That’s because Jenny is going to be out there as bait,” he said. “Several of the female victims have been of her general physical type, and we’ve added in details to her identity that are more likely to make her attractive as a possible victim. She is an orphan with no living relatives, and something of an introvert. You know what I mean, the kind of person who is unlikely to be missed if she happens to go missing.”
Noah looked at Jefferson. “All right,” he said. “What’s the rest of the briefing?”
“You already know the basics,” Jefferson replied. “The most important thing for you to remember is that there is a strong possibility that a number of these victims are alive and could possibly be saved. If you can learn anything about where they might be, we can put the FBI on standby to rescue them once you have taken out the organizational participants. Eliminating them has to be the mission priority, or this problem is only going to continue and get even worse.”
“I'll do all I can,” Noah said. “I take it the information about this doctor is in the documents in the phone?”
“Everything we know,” Molly said. “And I mean that literally. His background, references for medical school, everything. What makes this so strange is that the guy has never even had a parking ticket. He volunteers his time as a surgeon for children who need surgery but don’t have insurance, he spends two weeks every year in one of the poorer countries volunteering with Doctors Without Borders, the guy almost seems like a saint.”
Noah nodded. “I’ll get as close to him as I can,” he said, “and see if he has a halo or not. Like I said before, I believe that when you see smoke, there’s probably a fire somewhere. His name got connected to this somehow, and I want to know how.” He looked back at Allison. “Did you mention the Charger to Wally?”
Allison suddenly laughed. “Yes, I did,” she said. “He said it was waiting for you, but that they’ve added a new feature that you might like. I told him you would be out sometime this afternoon to pick it up, and he can’t wait to see you.”
Noah glanced around at the rest of the team, then turned back to Allison. “Then, unless there’s something else…”
“I think it’s all covered,” Allison said. “As Donald said, check the documents in the phones. Those will give you all the rest of the information you need, and that way you have it all with you.”
“Then, I think it’s time to head out. If we are driving to Galveston, I’d like to get started today. It isn’t that far, and we can be on the road and headed there by tonight.”
“I agree,” Allison said. “And, Noah? Best of luck on this one.”
Noah rose to his feet and the rest of the team followed. Howard, who had sat quietly through the entire exchange, got up with them and hurried out to the van. He retrieved it from the parking lot and was waiting at the front door of the restaurant when they came out.
“Where to, Noah?” Howard asked when they were all seated inside.
“R&D,” Noah replied. “I think we might as well pick up the vehicles we’ll be using.”
“And I want to see what the new feature is,” Sarah said, “on that big, beautiful Charger!”
Noah and the rest of them showed their IDs at the guard shack that stood at the entrance to the restricted area of the gigantic compound. While it looked a lot like a major industrial park, the restricted area was where the top-secret aspects of E & E could be found, and those not connected with the organization simply thought it was some sort of military complex. Howard drove them through the maze of steel and concrete buildings, headed toward the largest of them, at the center of the area.
The van pulled up in front of the R & D building and Noah told Howard to wait there. He and the rest of the team got out and entered the building, going directly to the front desk, which was manned by security officers. They had to produce their IDs again and the guard studied them intently for several seconds, comparing the photographs to the faces in front of him before giving them back and picking up a telephone.
“Mr. Lawson?” he said. “Sir, Team Camelot is here to see you.”
He pulled the phone away from his ear when Wally gave an excited shout, and then grinned as he replaced the handset. Wally Lawson could be heard running up the hallway, and then he burst into the foyer, saw Noah and broke into a big grin.
“Camelot!” Wally shouted, and then he reached out and grabbed Noah's hand, pumping it vigorously. “It's about damn time! We have certainly missed you around here, you’ve got to come see us more often.”
He threw his arms around Sarah and gave her a hug, grabbed Neil by his shoulders and shook him a bit, turned to Jenny and pulled her into a hug, then shook hands with Marco. He turned then to Renée, who had been working for him for quite some time, smiled broadly and then took her hands and kissed her on the cheek.
“We really miss you around here,” he said to her. “Is this big ape treating you right? I can fix him, if he’s not.”
Renée laughed with delight. “He treats me great, Wally. I miss you guys too, but I’ve never been happier in my life.”
“Well, that’s what’s important.” He turned to Noah. “Have I got some surprises for you!”
Noah's eyebrows rose slightly. “So I heard,” he said. “I’m curious about what’s new on the Charger, but we need some additional vehicles, as well.”
Wally's face lit up in a gigantic smile. “Oh, you are gonna love it! Come on, follow me!”
Wally took off down the hall without another word and they all fell in behind, hurrying a bit keep up with him.
“Now, before we get to the car,” Wally said, “Leo has been working on the subcom systems, and he wants to tell you about the latest upgrade.”
They followed him to the Clandestine Communications Lab, where they had originally gotten the subcoms. Leo was waiting when they entered and looked up at them with a smile.
“Hey, you guys,” he said. “When I heard you were coming, I wanted to get the chance to let you know about some new features we’ve added into the subcoms. Have they been working well for you?”
“They’ve been working wonders,” Noah said. “They saved lives at least a few times, already.”
“Well, this might help them accomplish that in the future, as well. You see, we got to thinking about the way they connect to Wi-Fi. That’s a great feature, but suppose your people are someplace where they can’t get the password. Every Wi-Fi router has a backdoor, digital access that allows certain devices to log on without a password at all. It’s mostly for repair technicians and such, but it can also be used by government law enforcement agencies and such, when they get a warrant to check your Internet activity. We found out how to use that logon and included it in the latest update to the subcom software. If you guys will go ahead and upgrade, your subcoms will be able to log on to the nearest Wi-Fi in the future, even if it is supposed to be secure. If you tell it to log on to Wi-Fi, it will grab the strongest Wi-Fi signal nearby and connect to it.”
Noah nodded. “And we can upgrade it right now?”
“Yep,” Leo said. “Just like before, just say ‘activate software upgrade,’ and the computers do the rest.”
All six of them whispered the command, and a moment later, the subcoms beeped to let them know the upgrade was complete. Leo smiled and shook their hands once again, and then it was time to go choose their vehicles.
Wally led them through the facility and out into a parking area behind the building. There were quite a few vehicles there of all types, shapes and sizes. It was surrounded by a chain-link fence with concertina wire on top, and a couple of security guards sat in a raised booth to watch over everything. Wally waved at them and they waved back.
He led them to a steel building that sat at the back of the lot, where he used a keypad to enter a combination. The overhead door rolled up and Wally waved them all inside.
“Ta-da!” Wally said. There in front of them was a black ’69 Dodge Charger convertible. With the exception of the soft, retractable top, it appeared to be almost identical to the Charger that Noah had used once before. The tinting on the windows was so dark that it was nearly impossible to see through them at all, and the blower and scoop sticking up through the hood had been painted in satin black, as well.
Noah stared at the car for a moment, then looked at Wally. “What happened to the one I used before?” he asked. “This one is a convertible.”
Wally giggled. “Oh, boy, is it ever,” he said. “It’s the same car, but Rodney has been making some changes and improvements. Making it a convertible was necessary to some of those new features we were telling you about.”
Noah walked up to the car and looked it over, then turned back to Wally. “The paint looks a little different. A bit shinier.”
Wally’s head bobbed up and down. “Yes, it’s been repainted. Do you remember about electroluminescence? The car that changed colors?”
Noah nodded and Sarah smiled. She had once driven a Chrysler with the special, electrical current-controlled paint that changed colors depending on the amperage applied to it.
“Well, my boy Rodney got together with Keisha, the one who developed that paint, and they came up with some improvements. Since the Charger is Rodney’s favorite of all the cars, he wanted it to be the first one to get the new system.” Wally walked to a door in the wall of the building, right next to the big overhead doors that led into the R&D garage, opened it and shouted inside, “Hey! Rodney! He’s here!”
Rodney came hurrying out a second later, jogging up to Noah with his hand out and a big smile on his face. Noah shook hands with him and Rodney said, “Oh, man, you are gonna love this!” He opened the door on the Charger and motioned for Noah to look inside. “Right there, on the center console. See the color bar? Black on this end, white on the other?”
Noah looked where he indicated and saw a narrow rectangle stretching across the console. It was made up of a strip of small blocks of different colors, running from black to gray to green and so forth, all the way down to white. “Just touch it anywhere, and you can slide your finger side to side until you get the color and shade you want.”
Noah touched the bar and the car quickly turned red. He stepped out and looked at the car and his eyebrows went up.
“The convertible top turned white,” he said, “and where did the pin striping come from?”
Sure enough, the soft top had turned from black to white, and the car suddenly had black pinstriping and a wide stripe across the back end that was marked “R/T.”
Wally giggled again. “Tell him, Rodney.”
Rodney grinned. “It’s a new feature,” he said. “Whenever the car is any color except black, pinstriping and trim in a complementary color appears, and it’s different for each main color. It adds another visual difference, so a witness who saw you doing something in the car five minutes ago won’t be able to say it’s the same vehicle, even if they got video. As for the top, it changes from black to white and back every time you alter the color of the car. Oh, and by the way, the top is made of Kevlar reinforced by nanotube fibers. It’s every bit as bulletproof as the rest of the car. Isn’t that awesome?”
“Guys,” Noah said solemnly, “I can honestly say I am amazed. But it still has all the original features, right? The guns, explosive rounds, all that stuff?”
“Oh, yes,” Rodney said. “Self driving capability, video recording, heads-up display and all that are still there, and we added in a satellite-based Wi-Fi system. All of our cars now have that, and not just for those of you with subcoms. Even people like us need to get on the Internet sometimes, no matter where we are.” He grinned. “The only other change to this car is one you may never actually use, but I want to show it to you anyway. Slide back behind the wheel, will you?”
Noah got back into the car and Rodney leaned in beside him. “Pull out the ashtray,” he said, and Noah did so. “Now, reach up inside above it. Feel that button up in there?”
“Yes, I found it.”
Rodney grinned again. “One of the neat things about this car is that, despite how powerful it is and all its goodies, it weighs less than a ton altogether. That’s primarily because of the aluminum engine block, along with an aluminum chassis and all the carbon fiber, Kevlar and polycarbonate. However, that made it possible for us to make one more serious modification. Push that button, then step out and look the car over again.”
Noah pushed the button and felt the car settle lower. He stepped out and took a couple steps away, then turned around and looked. The wheels had retracted almost completely into their fender wells and the bottom of the car seemed to be sitting on the concrete floor. He turned and looked at Rodney.
“You made it a low rider?”
Wally laughed out loud and Rodney chuckled. “Not exactly,” he said. “Go look at the back of the car.”
The rest of the team was standing there staring, but they followed Noah toward the back of the Charger. Noah spotted the major difference instantly, but the rest of them had to stare for a second.
Neil was the first to grasp what he was seeing. “What on Earth are those?” He pointed out a pair of pipes that were sticking out under the rear bumper, each of them with some sort of fin attached.
“Hydro-jets,” Rodney said. “We put a carbon fiber sheet over the entire undercarriage of the car, everywhere except over the wheel wells. When you push that button hidden in the ashtray, the wheels retract and the marine drive system deploys. The impeller for the hydro-jets is driven by a PTO from the transmission, so you just leave it in gear. They are connected to the steering, so they act as your rudders, as well, and they can push the car to over sixty miles per hour on the water.”
“Holy jumping…” Neil said. “An amphibious Charger?”
“Yes!” Wally said, still giggling his head off. “When Rodney told me what he had done, I got so excited I had to go test drive it myself. We took it out to Temple Lake at two o’clock in the morning, and it was awesome! You just drive into the water, then push the button. Absolutely incredible!” He rubbed his hands together, giggling again. “We even put the top down and did a little fishing.”
Sarah suddenly began to chuckle and Jenny looked at her. “What’s so funny?”
Sarah pointed at her husband. “That is the first time I have ever seen Noah completely speechless,” she said. “I’m going to mark this on a calendar, trust me.”
“Well,” Noah said. “Considering that we are headed for an island, it could actually come in handy. Is there anything else I need to know about the car?”
“No, everything else is the same,” Rodney said. “All the weapons are loaded, and the hard drive is clean and ready for whatever you want to do with it.”
“It’s all yours, Noah,” Wally said. “And just so you know, nobody but Rodney and I have driven it since you did. We don’t even show it to any of the other teams.”
Noah looked at him. “All right,” he said. “We need four more vehicles. Marco and Renée will need one, Jenny needs one, Neil needs one and I want one more for Sarah. What have you got for them?”
Sarah touched his arm. “Wait a minute,” she said. “Is the Chrysler I used before available? It changed colors, also, but it drove like a dream.”
“Oh, yes,” Rodney said. He pointed off to the right. “It’s right over there.”
Sarah looked where he pointed and smiled. The Chrysler was currently green, but that was because it would remain whatever color it was last when the engine was shut down. “There is my baby,” she said. “That’s the one I want.”
“Okay,” Noah said. “What about everybody else?”
“We’ve got just about anything they want,” Wally said. “Do they need anything special?”
“That depends,” Noah said. “What kind of special features are available on what kind of cars?”
Rodney furrowed his brow for a second, then grinned. “I think I know just the cars,” he said. He led them across the lot and pointed at a five-year-old Chevy SUV. “We call this one the tank,” he said. “It’s all wheel drive, a turbocharged V-8 with eight hundred horsepower, and it has the same guns as the Charger. It looks like something a suburban couple might drive, but it’s ready for just about anything.”
Noah looked at Marco. “What do you think?”
“Suits me,” he said. “And I wouldn’t mind playing with some of those toys.” He grinned.
“That’s fine, then,” Noah said. “What about Neil and Jenny?”
“I want something sporty,” Jenny said. “Got anything like that?”
Rodney led them past the Chevy and pointed again. “How about that?” he asked. “It’s  not one of the fastest things we’ve got, and it doesn’t have any weapons, but it’s about as sporty as you can get. Its only real advantage is in its suspension system; it was originally built for a mission that involved infiltrating a murder ring in San Francisco, so we built it to take corners at high speed and always land on its wheels during a jump.”
Jenny squealed with delight. The car he pointed out was a BMW Z3, a bright red two-seat convertible. “I’ll take it,” she said.
Neil rolled his eyes, but then he suddenly froze. “What about that one?” he asked. “For me, I mean?”
The car he was pointing out was a 1966 Pontiac GTO.
“That’s a beauty,” Rodney said. “We upgraded the drivetrain with a turbocharged LS3 Chevy engine that puts out over seven hundred horse, mated to a six speed automatic transmission that will let it get very close to two hundred miles per hour. It’s a classic, and bound to draw a lot of attention. That’s the only drawback to driving a car like that, everybody is watching it.”
Neil shrugged. “Like I care,” he said. “I’m supposed to be some kind of super computer consultant, anyway. Who would be surprised if I had an expensive car?”
Noah nodded. “That’ll work,” he said. He turned to Wally. “One other thing,” he said. “I want one of the explosive printers.”
“Not a problem,” Wally said. “If you want to bring the cars around front, I’ll have one brought out for you.”
“You heard the man,” Noah said. “Everybody mount up, let’s go.”
Rodney opened the gate and watched as all five vehicles were driven out with Noah in the lead. They went around the front of the building and gathered their luggage from Howard in the van, and then a couple of technicians came out with a big 3D printer on a cart. Wally was right behind them.
“I had them throw in some extra supplies,” Wally said. “You might not need them, but it’s better to have them.”
Noah nodded. “I appreciate it,” he said. He shook Wally’s hand and they got the printer loaded into the back of the SUV. As soon as that was done, Noah got into the Charger and they headed toward the armory. An hour later, after selecting a number of weapons to carry with them, they finally hit the highway that led to the interstate.
As soon as they were rolling, Noah said, “Activate all.” He waited a couple of seconds, then said, “Noah to everyone, I’ve got the subcoms on. We should all be close enough to stay in communication, so everybody speak up to stop for anything.”
“Roger that,” Marco said.
Neil followed with, “You got it.”
Jenny said, “No problem, I will.”
Sarah waited till everyone else answered, then said, “I’m right behind you, Noah, no worries.”
Their convoy rolled toward whatever the future might hold.




THREE

The subcoms were subdermal communication devices, and each of the team had one embedded against their skulls, right next to the auditory canal of their right ears. They were powered directly by the electrochemical processes of the human body and operated on frequencies similar to what was used for Wi-Fi systems. It allowed the team members to stay in constant contact, even across great distance, if the subcoms were connected on each end to Wi-Fi signals.
The team cruised down the highway with Noah in the lead and Sarah right behind him, chatting about everything from the mission to inconsequential thoughts and ideas. Neil was next in the GTO with Jenny right behind him, while Marco drove the SUV with Renée as his passenger, bringing up the rear.
“Okay,” Noah said to everyone, “the drive to Galveston is gonna take almost twenty hours, when we add in stops for gas and eating, so I’m planning to spend the night in Oklahoma City. Everybody okay with that?”
“That sounds fine,” Neil said, “but don’t forget to stop for dinner somewhere. I know we just had lunch a couple hours ago, but I’m getting hungry already.”
“You’re always hungry,” Marco said. “I’ve never seen anybody who can eat as much as you can.”
“Oh, really?” Neil shot back. “I noticed you can keep up with me pretty well.”
They stopped for coffee in a little Kansas town called Colby, swinging through a fast food drive through and getting back on the road almost immediately, and stayed on the road after that until they reached their stopping point. They were all ready for a break by that time, so they found a restaurant and had a decent dinner, then got rooms at a Holiday Inn. After the flight from England and the long drive, they were all tired. They went to their rooms and went to bed, and Noah suggested they should meet in the continental breakfast room at eight in the morning.
“As soon as we get some breakfast,” he said, “I want to get back on the road. I’d like to get down there and settle in to our apartments this evening. I’d like a day to relax before I have to report to work the day after tomorrow.”
They rolled in to Galveston at five o’clock on Saturday afternoon and had no trouble finding their apartments. They were quite nice, and all of them were furnished even down to linens, dishes in the cabinets and everything.
“Somebody came in and set them all up for us,” Jenny said through the subcoms. “Holy crap, they even stocked up the groceries. Ooh, my favorite cereals!”
They all heard Sarah chuckle. “Jenny, they know just about everything about us. I’m pretty sure they would know what your favorite cereal might be.”
The apartment complex had two buildings, and the apartments they would occupy were all in the same one. Neil’s apartment was directly across from the one Noah and Sarah were using, and Marco and Renée were on the next floor up. Jenny’s apartment was next door to theirs. Fortunately, that would make sure they were close enough to each other to allow the subcoms to work without having to log onto Wi-Fi.
“This gives us a good base of operations,” Noah said. “Tomorrow is Sunday, so we could rest up a little bit. Jenny, you should probably hang out on the beach a bit tomorrow. Neil, I want you to get your computers and the printer all set up at your place tomorrow, so Marco and Renée will be down on the beach, as well. Marco, keep a close eye on Jenny. Try to spot anyone who might seem to be scouting potential victims on the beach.”
“Hey,” Neil said, “I can have everything set up in the next hour here. Can I go to the beach tomorrow, too?”
“That sounds okay. Everybody just relax for now and get settled in, because the mission really begins Monday morning.”
“Okay, can we shut the subcoms off for tonight, then?” Marco asked. “My wife and I would like a little bit of privacy, if that’s okay.”
“No problem,” Noah said. “Just remember to turn them back on in the morning.”
They all said goodnight and Sarah went to the kitchen of their apartment to start something for dinner. Noah sat down in the living room and turned on the television, flipping through channels to look for something worth watching. He found the Netflix app and chose a movie that he thought they might both enjoy, then went into the kitchen to see what Sarah was doing.
“What's for dinner?” he asked, coming up behind her quietly and putting his arms around her.
Sarah grinned and snuggled into his arms. “Pizza,” she said. “There were several in the freezer, and it was quick and easy. I’ll make something more serious tomorrow night.”
Noah nodded, then leaned down and kissed the top of her head. “Pizza sounds just fine,” he said. “I found a movie I think you might like. As soon as the pizzas are ready, we can go sit down and eat while we watch it.”
“Okay, babe,” she said. “There’s beer and soft drinks in the fridge.”
Noah let go of her and went to the refrigerator, took out a bottle of beer and twisted off the lid. “You want one?” he asked.
“You know what?” Sarah said with a grin. “A beer actually sounds pretty good right now.”
Noah reached into the fridge again and took out another bottle, twisted off the cap and handed it to her. She tilted it back and took a long pull, then let out a sigh. “Oh, that’s good.”
By the time the pizza came out of the oven, both of them had finished the beers. Sarah cut the pizza into slices and put it onto a tray while Noah grabbed two more bottles of beer and then they both went back to the living room. They sat on the sofa and Noah started the movie.
For the next couple of hours, the two of them were lost in the science fiction universe that played out on the screen before them. Between the epic space battles and the efforts of a few rebels to undermine the authority of the evil Galactic Empire, they were able to relax and put reality aside for a while.
When it was over, Sarah cleaned up while Noah went to get his shower. It was only eight thirty, but they both decided they were tired enough to call it a day. Noah wasn’t surprised when Sarah came into the bathroom and slid the shower door aside, stepping in with him.
“Turn around and let me wash your back,” she said. “Then you can do mine.”
They slept until nine the next morning and were awakened by someone knocking on the door. Noah rolled out of bed and pulled on his pants, then went to the door and looked through the peephole. Neil was standing there, so he opened the door and let the tall, skinny young man come inside.
“Good morning,” Noah said. “Everything okay?”
“Sure, why not?” Neil said. “My girlfriend gets to go down the beach and play bait, today, and I’m supposed to hang out in my apartment and do nothing. What could possibly be wrong with that?”
Sarah came out of the bedroom in a bathrobe. “Neil, that’s not what Noah said,” she replied. “He already told you you can go to the beach with her. What’s got you all upset this morning?”
Neil sat down on the sofa. “I don’t know,” he said. “It’s just—Jenny and I have been together constantly now for the last couple months, and I don’t like the idea of her being down there trying to get the attention of people like this. I know, I know, she’s probably just as dangerous as you are, Noah, but she’s still my girlfriend, remember? I have a little trouble coping with her being bait.”
“She’s doing her job, Neil,” Noah said. “That’s what we do in this team, we do our jobs. Are you trying to tell me you’re not going to be able to do yours?”
“No, and don’t put words in my mouth. I just—and I guess I just needed to come over and vent a little bit. You know, you’re the guy I always go to when I need to let off steam.” He gave a slightly sarcastic laugh. “That’s probably because you’re the only one who can listen to it without getting mad at me.”
“Neil, she’ll be okay,” Sarah said. “Realistically, trying to kidnap her would probably be the biggest mistake these people ever made. I’m pretty sure that’s why they gave her this particular assignment, you know?”
“I know, I know. Like I said, this is really just about me needing to be the man, I guess.”
“I understand that,” Noah said. “When is she heading down to the beach?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know she’s even out of bed yet. I didn’t want to wake her up, you know? I thought she should get as much rest as possible before she goes out looking for trouble.”
“Oh,” Sarah said, giving him the eye, “but you didn’t think anything about waking us up? Gee, how sweet of you.”
“Yeah, I’m sorry,” Neil said. “I just needed to talk to somebody, and you guys were it. I’ll go back home and leave you alone.”
“No, it’s too late for that, anyway,” Sarah said. “You might as well stay for breakfast. I will put the coffee on and get it started. We are all neighbors, so it shouldn’t surprise anybody if we know each other.”
The two men followed her into the kitchen, and a few minutes later, they were drinking coffee at the table while she was scrambling eggs in a bowl.
“So, anyway,” Neil said, “I went through my mission files. They got me scheduled to visit the university medical center on Tuesday to start going through the computer system there. I’m supposed to be a computer security consultant, but the idea is for me to look for any kind of emails or other communications that might involve the black market organ business.”
“Yes,” Noah said. “Marco will start as a paramedic with the local fire department tomorrow, as well. There have been a couple of people who disappeared after being carried to the university emergency room by ambulance, so the idea is to look for a connection there, as well.”
“Yeah, but we already know they aren’t just hunting around here. You know, if you look at all the actual, genuine people who go missing each year in the United States, you’re talking about seven hundred to a thousand or more that vanish without a trace. The vast majority of people turn up alive, much smaller percentage were found dead, but I think the average of people who disappear without a trace is like two or three a day. If we assume these people are responsible for at least some of those, then they find victims all over the country.”
“Yes, we know that,” Noah said. “Only a few have actually been connected directly to the Galveston area, but this seems to be where the organs are shipped from. There have been several intercepted in different countries, and the people caught transporting them all left Galveston shortly before. It’s the only thing they all have in common, so it makes sense that this is where the organs are coming from.”
“But none of the people they’ve caught know anything about who’s behind it, right?” Neil asked. “That makes it very difficult to know where to look. The only name they’ve come up with is this Doctor Linden, but nobody knows for sure if he’s really involved or not.”
“That’s what I’m going to try to find out,” Noah said. “I’ve been given a lot of information regarding how organs can be transported safely, keeping them basically alive and viable until they get where they’re going and can be implanted into a recipient. I think the idea is to try to infiltrate the organization. They certainly need someone with those skills, and there are only a couple of people connected with the university that would have them. There’s a fair possibility I might be approached.”
They continued talking while Sarah made breakfast, and then the three of them sat down to eat. They had just finished when Jenny’s voice suddenly came through all of the subcoms.
“Hey,” she said. “Everybody awake?”
“I’m here,” Neil said. “What are you doing?”
“I’m getting ready to head down to the beach,” she replied. “Have you looked outside? It is an absolutely beautiful day. I love it in England, but I am certainly going to enjoy getting some sun on the beach here. Are you coming?”
“You bet I am,” Neil said. “I’m over at Noah’s place, so give me a few minutes to get home and change. I’ll be ready in about fifteen minutes.”
“So will we,” Marco said suddenly. “Just finishing up breakfast, and then we’ll head down to the beach. See you there.”
“Okey-dokey,” Jenny said. “I’m going to go find me a spot before it gets too crowded down there.”
Neil was up and headed for the door, but Noah called him back. “Remember,” he said, “Jenny is supposed to be introverted and shy. Don’t sit too close to her, and don’t make it obvious that you’re watching over her.”
“Oh, it will be obvious,” Neil said. “You ever seen Jenny in a bikini? Every man within a hundred yards will be watching her. Nobody’s gonna pay any attention to me.” He hurried out the door, and Noah turned to Sarah.
“He’s right, you know,” Sarah said. “Nobody’s going to notice one more guy watching her.”
“I know that Jenny is supposed to be attractive,” he said, “but I don’t personally see it. The only woman I actually react to, in any sort of sense of attraction, is you.”
Sarah giggled. “Every man says that to his wife,” she said. “The only difference is, when you say it, you’re actually telling the truth.”
The rest of the day was uneventful. Noah and Sarah decided to go down to the beach for a while themselves, but deliberately chose a spot some distance away from where the others would be. They spent time playing in the surf and Noah rubbed lotion into Sarah so she wouldn’t burn, but they still only stayed a couple of hours.
Sarah put a roast in the oven and  asked about inviting the rest over for dinner. Noah looked at her for a moment before responding.
“I think that’s a good idea,” he said. “Being seen together shouldn’t have any disastrous effect on infiltrating this organization. I don’t think we need to keep any kind of distance between us.”
“You didn’t say anything when Neil came over this morning, but I wanted to ask before I said anything to them. It’s okay, then?”
“I think so,” Noah said. “We can use the fact that we all live in the same building if anybody ever asks how we became friends, and it might even help somewhere down the line to be able to be seen together.”
Noah busied himself looking through the documents related to his new job. It seemed to consist mostly of preparing paperwork to help confirm that the organs being delivered were definitely the ones that were requested, but it also involved arranging the transportation. There were special companies that dealt with that sort of work, and the paperwork had to be perfectly in order before they could take possession of an organ, and deliver it to the doctors waiting to perform the transplant. None of that was particularly difficult, and it took him less than two hours to feel confident that he could do it properly.
Everyone else showed up at six, and they all sat down to dinner. Noah looked around the table once they were seated.
“Everybody ready for tomorrow?” he asked.
Marco nodded. “I’m set,” he said. “I’m headed to work at the ambulance service, gotta be there at six a.m.”
“And I start classes tomorrow at nine,” Jenny added. “Poor Neil has to sit around his apartment all day and play computer games.”
“I won’t be playing games,” Neil said. “I’ll be watching every move you make. I’ve got your cell phone tracking set up, and I’ll be listening to you on subcom. And no flirting with the college boys!”
“All right, then,” Noah said. “I’ll be at the medical center, getting into my new job. It’s time to find the people behind this and get it shut down.”




FOUR

Sarah kissed him goodbye as he got ready the next morning. “I love you,” she said.
Noah felt the corners of his mouth twitch upward, and the sensation surprised him. “I love you, too,” he said.
Sarah giggled. “I love hearing you say that,” she said, “even if…”
“I love you, Sarah,” Noah said, cutting her off and holding her close. “I really do. I know it may not be exactly the same way you feel it, but I definitely do.”
“Okay.” Sarah sighed. “Say it again?”
“I love you, Marsha,” Noah said, slipping into their mission identities. “I’ll see you tonight, babe.”
The Charger was sitting where he had left it, although there were a couple of men standing close and staring at it. When Noah unlocked the door and opened it, one of them hurried over.
“Man,” the fellow said, “that’s got to be the most beautiful car I’ve ever seen. Is she fast?”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Noah said, and he slid behind the wheel and shut the door. With the Robert Townsend documents in his wallet, Noah decided that being in character would mean driving under the speed limit. He pushed the car up to forty-five and cruised on his way to the university medical center.
Twenty minutes later, Noah parked the car in the employee parking lot of the medical center. He had to walk all the way around the building to get to the front door, where a sign directed him to the second floor for the personnel office.
He rode the elevator and found the office with no trouble. The receptionist asked him how she could help, and Noah handed over the documents he had been given for this purpose, along with his driver’s license.
“Oh, yes,” the receptionist said, “Mr. Townsend. Mr. Daniels is expecting you. Just have a seat for a moment, and he’ll be right out.”
Noah sat in one of the chairs in front of her counter and waited a moment before Nathan Daniels stepped out and walked up to him. Noah rose as Daniels extended a hand.
“Robert Townsend? I’m Nathan Daniels, I want to welcome you aboard. Your references and credentials were outstanding, and we are certainly delighted to have you coming to work with us.”
“Thanks,” Noah said, with a bit of humility in his voice. “I’m really glad to be here. It’s not often I get a chance to work with such a prestigious university.”
Daniels grinned. “Oh, be careful with your praise. We are not much different than anybody else, but we do like to do the best we can. Come on in and we’ll get all your paperwork ready so you can start work today.”
He turned and walked past the receptionist’s counter and Noah followed him into an office. Daniels shut the door and sat behind his desk, pointing to a chair in front of it. Noah took the seat he indicated and waited patiently while Daniels pulled out several different forms he would have to sign.
“Okay, then,” he said. “We got all the information regarding your tax status and such, but I need you to sign the forms. Also, I’ve got your insurance and benefits program, you’ll need to fill out dependents and beneficiaries and such.”
Noah nodded. “No problem,” he said. “I didn’t think insurance would start right away, though.”
Daniels looked him in the eye for a moment, his grin never leaving his face. “Like I said, we pride ourselves on doing the best we can,” he said. “There are an awful lot of opportunities available here at the university, and I’m not just talking about advancement. I don’t suppose you’d be open to some extra chances to make money, would you?”
Noah tried to look confused. “Who, me? Of course not, but I don’t know much of anything other than my own craft. Well, I’m a pretty fair mechanic, if you need somebody to tune your car up for you.”
“Uh-huh,” Daniels said with a grin. “Well, here’s the deal. We are always looking for people to teach seminars and special interest groups. You’re an organ transplant specialist, and there could be some interest in that. Would you be interested in teaching a short course?”
“Wow,” Noah said. “I’ve never given that any thought, it never occurred to me that the opportunity might arise. I really need to think about it.”
Daniels reached down beside his desk and picked up a urine sample cup and held it out. “No problem,” he said. “They did tell you about our mandatory drug testing policy, right?”
Noah took the cup and got up from the chair, stepped out of the office, and found the bathroom. A few moments later, he returned and set the cup on Daniels’s desk. It was nearly full.
Daniels glanced at it and then grinned at Noah. “Okay,” he said. “You’re all set. Follow me and I’ll take you down and introduce you to your supervisor.”
Noah followed him out of the office into the elevator and they rode up to the fourth floor. The organ security office, in charge of making sure any harvest organs were properly prepared for transport, was directly across from the elevator when they stepped out, and Daniels let him inside.
“Linda?” Daniels said to the woman sitting behind the desk. “This is your new prep tech, Robert Townsend. Robert, Linda Phillips.”
“Robert?” she said, standing and extending a hand. “It’s good to meet you, finally.”
Linda Phillips was about five foot six and athletically built. She was wearing a dark business suit that emphasized her red hair, which hung to her shoulders.
“Same here,” Noah said. “I’ve heard some great things about your department.”
Linda smiled at him. “Now, now,” she said. “There is no need for flattery around here. Follow me and I’ll show you to your office.”
As an organ transport specialist, Noah didn’t have to work with the organs directly. His job was to ensure that all the paperwork was properly prepared and that the shipping containers were properly labeled with the right identifiers and the blood type of the donor, so it was primarily a clerical position. Linda led him to an office that was lavishly appointed and pointed at the stack of file folders on the desk.
“Those are already in the pipeline,” she said, “so I’d appreciate if you would dive into those as soon as you can. All of those organs will be harvested today, and they have to be shipped out pretty soon.”
“I’ll get right on them,” Noah said. There had been a lot of information on how to do the job, as well as a couple of videos, in the hidden documents in his phone. He was pretty sure he could handle it without a problem.
“Well, well,” he heard, and he turned around to see a man dressed in an expensive suit enter the office. “This the new guy?”
Linda grinned and nodded. “This is him,” she said. “Robert Townsend, this is Harold Conley, the director of the transplant program here. He’s our boss.”
Noah turned and shook his hand. “Pleased to meet you, sir,” he said. “I’m looking forward to working here.”
“Well, your resume was pretty impressive. I’ll confess I can’t imagine what prompted you to leave California for Texas, though. Seems to me we might be just a bit too primitive for you folks.”
Noah grinned. “Let’s just say that I’m not quite as liberal as a lot of my neighbors,” he said. “My wife and I talked it over and decided we’d be happier in the Lone Star State.”
Conley broke into a smile of his own. “Now, that’s the best answer I could’ve imagined. I got a feeling you’re going to fit right in around here.”
“I hope so,” Noah said. “The pay is definitely better than I was getting back in California.”
Harold grinned at him. “I do like a man who knows a good deal when he sees one. Well, you kids have a good day. I’ve got some things I need to attend to, so I’ll be tied up for a while this afternoon. Call me if you need anything.” He turned and walked out the door without another word.
“Don’t let him get to you,” Linda said. “He likes to give the impression he’s some kind of big shot, but the truth is that he’s just a higher ranking peon. If he’s got something to attend to, it’s probably got more to do with his secretary than anything else, I’d bet.”
Noah met Linda’s grin with one of his own. “Rank does have its privileges,” he said. “You know, they say it’s good to be the king.”
“He’s not a king,” Linda said, chuckling. “Although, now that I think about it, he certainly seems to think he is.”
There were a couple more introductions as people wandered by, but then Noah was alone in his office. He sat and picked up the file folders and began going over them.
Each of the file folders contained information on an available organ, one that would be harvested from someone who had passed away within the last few hours. There were eleven folders, and it didn’t take Noah long to discover that all of the organs listed were from only two fatalities. There were four kidneys, four lungs, two livers and one heart that had triggered matches on the transplant waiting list. All of them had already been harvested from the donors and were only awaiting the proper paperwork to be shipped out.
None of these organs were involved in the black market. These were going directly through the organ transplant system, and all of them were going to recipients within the United States. Noah completed the paperwork as quickly as he could, ensuring that there would be no delays in getting them to the people whose lives they were going to save.
His day went smoothly, and he got to spend a good part of it learning more about his job. When it was time to break for lunch, Linda took him down to the cafeteria.
“Hey, Linda,” called out a nurse as they entered. “Got yourself a new boyfriend?”
“Behave yourself, Jill Leoson,” Linda said. “This is Robert Townsend, the new transport manager. He’s on his first day, so I figured I’d show him where to get lunch. Don’t get yourself all excited, girls, he’s married.”
“True, very true,” Noah said with a  grin. He followed her through the line and then they went to a table to one side and sat down.
“So, anyway,” Linda said as if continuing the conversation, “you met all the important people today, so that’s good. They’re always around, sometimes it feels like they’re trying to catch us doing something we shouldn’t. Don’t let it get to you, though, just do your job and you’ll get along fine.”
Noah looked around the cafeteria and noticed that several of the patrons seemed to be trying to listen. “Oh, I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe I’ll come work down here. I’ve always been a pretty good cook; I’m sure I could get a job stuffing burgers into buns here, don’t you think?”
“You? A cook? Robert, come on. I know you’re only kidding, but I can’t imagine anything more miserable than trying to be a cook down here.”
The two of them continued chatting through lunch, and Linda introduced Noah to several more people who worked around the medical complex. It seemed like just about everyone in the cafeteria knew her, and she was apparently pretty well-liked. Noah met several doctors, a number of nurses and even a couple of paramedics. One of them was a new guy, a big, dark-haired fellow with a hint of a Cajun accent.
Finally, lunch was over and they went back to their offices. Noah made it through the rest of the afternoon with no problems, although he was no closer to learning anything that might help with the mission. Doctor Linden had not been among those he met, but he didn’t want to draw attention to himself by asking about the man.
He headed for home at four o’clock, making the drive back across Galveston Island to the apartment building. He parked the Charger in his slot and noticed that Marco’s SUV was already in its own. He climbed out of the car and locked it, then walked inside and up the stairs.
Neil and Jenny were sitting on his couch when he got there, and Neil seemed to be somewhat excited. He sat there and grinned for a moment, waiting as Sarah hurried to greet her husband.
“Hey, babe,” Noah said. “How was your day?”
“It was pretty good, actually,” Sarah said. “I went down to the beach for a while, and I made a new friend, Jenny West. She goes to college here, she’s in the kitchen helping me get dinner ready. How was yours?”
Noah grinned and looked at Neil. “It was a day at work,” he said. “I was stuck in the office, just trying to get all the transport paperwork ready for several organs. Nothing exciting seemed to be happening.” He playfully smacked her. “Would you get me a glass of tea?”
“Sure, honey,” she said. She turned and headed toward the kitchen as Noah sat down in the chair beside the couch.
Neil nodded to him, saying he understood what Noah had been saying. He hadn’t learned anything that would help the mission, but he had made it through the day and managed to at least look like he knew what he was doing. “Oh, well. Life is what happens while you’re making other plans, right? Hey, I wanted to tell you about this new 3D printer I got. It’s really awesome, I can make just about anything with it. If you think of something you need, let me know.”
“That sounds cool,” Noah said, pretending to be surprised. “I can’t think of anything we need at the moment.” He turned and looked at Sarah, who was just coming into the room from the kitchen. Jenny was right behind her. “Marsha? Brett has a 3D printer, can you think of anything you need him to make for you?”
“Yeah,” she said. “I need a new head. This one is getting frustrated trying to figure out how to follow recipes.”
Neil looked at her and blinked. “I don’t think I’m quite ready for that kind of project, not just yet.”
Sarah walked up to Noah and put her arms around him, then pulled him down for a kiss.“Don’t worry about it, then,” she said. “The cure just got home.”
Noah raised his eyebrows. “I’m a cure?”
Neil chuckled. “I guess you are for her. By the way, this is Jenny, the girl Marsha met on the beach. Jenny, this is Rob Townsend, Marsha’s husband.”
Jenny grinned and waved her fingers at him. “Yeah, I kinda thought that,” she said. “Hi, Rob.”
“Hello, Jenny,” Noah said. “You’re in college?”
“Yep, Texas A&M. Marine biology, if you’re curious.” She grinned.
“Wow, that’s awesome,” he said.
There was a knock on the door, and Noah went to answer it. Marco and Renée were standing there and he invited them in.
“Hi, Robert,” Marco said. “I was telling Diana all about meeting you today, and how you live in the same building. I do hope this isn’t a bad time, I just thought we ought to come over and get acquainted.”
“Sure, no problem,” Noah said. “Have you met Brett Wilson? He lives across the hall. He’s a security cnsultant, computer geek type.”
“No, I hadn’t. Hello Brett, I’m Jim Coolidge, and this is my wife Diana.”
“Good to meet you,” Neil said. “And this is Jenny West, she just started college here.”
“Marine biology,” Noah said. He closed the door as they all pretended to be meeting for the first time, and then turned back to Neil. “So tell me, Mr. Security Consultant, are we secure around here?”
“We are,” Neil said. “I ran a very thorough scan, there are no bugs or cameras anywhere in our apartments. We can talk freely.”
“Good,” Sarah said. “All the different names get confusing.”
“I agree,” Noah said. “Jenny, are you seeing any indications that this group is actually operating around here?”
“Nothing specific yet,” she said. “On the other hand, one of the first things I had to do this morning was decide whether I wanted to be an organ donor if something happened to me. There’s an organization on campus that promotes it, they offer a hundred dollars to everybody who signs up. I figured it would be in character to want the hundred bucks, so I had to fill out my organ donor preference sheet and give a blood sample.”
Noah narrowed his eyes. “That would certainly fit,” he said. “That means they could be building a bank of potential victims. Who is behind this organization?”
“Supposedly it’s just a student group,” Jenny said. “It’s called Life Gift America, and it’s part of some big organization started by a student group somewhere. It has branches at colleges all over the country, now.”
“And maybe other places. Being an organ donor is considered a good thing, so it shouldn’t be hard to recruit people, and the blood sample probably gives them enough DNA or whatever to let them evaluate prospective organ matches. Neil, find out if Life Gift America is really all that widespread.”
Neil picked up his computer from the coffee table and went to work. “They are everywhere,” he said a moment later. “Colleges, big corporations, even in high schools. Depending on local laws, they might pay cash to sign up, but some branches offer other incentives like gym memberships and such.”
“And all of that information is going into a database somewhere. We need to know where, and who has access to it.”
“That’ll take some research, but I’ll get it. By the way, now that we’ve all ‘met’ each other, is it okay for me and Jenny to hang out together?”
Noah looked at him for a moment, then nodded. “I think so,” he said. “Nobody would think it amiss if a couple of young people seemed to like each other.”
“That’ll be fun,” Jenny said. “I can play hard to get.”
“Yeah, but not too hard,” Neil said.
“Noah,” Marco said. “Any sign of our targets yet?”
“I haven’t seen anything yet,” he said, “but this organ donor recruitment program makes me think we could be on the right track. What about you?”
Marco shrugged. “Hey, I’m just a paramedic,” he said. “But I’ll be sure to let you know if we bring in any fatalities.”
* * * * *
For the next three weeks, nothing seemed to be happening. Noah, Marco and Neil all went to work when they were supposed to, but none of them were coming across any information that would help with the mission.
The new software upgrade allowed them to stay in communication. Noah’s subcom connected to the medical center’s Wi-Fi that first day and they were able to keep in almost constant communication.
Jenny, even when she was hanging out at the beach, would turn on the mobile hotspot on her phone. This worked out very well for Neil, who could talk with her whenever he wished. The same applied to Noah and Sarah, and to Marco and Renée. Because the subcoms had five channels, each of the couples was able to have one for themselves. They could all be brought to a single channel by any of them saying “activate all,” so Noah didn’t object to letting them have privacy.
Noah finally got to meet Doctor Linden, but it was just a brief introduction. He didn’t see the man again for almost two weeks, and there was still no evidence available that he was actually involved in the black market operations.
In fact, there didn’t seem to be any such operation going on. During occasional calls back to Neverland, Noah was informed that no further interceptions of organs had occurred, and the FBI was about to conclude that they had been sent on a wild goose chase.
“I’m not ready to pull the plug just yet,” Allison said in one such call. “If something else comes up that we need you on, I might, Noah, but at the moment, I want you to sit tight. Keep working on this, because if we can find any evidence at all on where the victims are being held, my gut says it’s going to be there. You’re the best shot we have, so keep at it.”
Noah agreed and they kept going to work. Everything was becoming routine, and even Sarah and Renée were starting to feel like they were just marking time. Jenny was attending her college classes, then hanging out with Neil in the evenings now and then. They often compared notes in the evenings, gathering at one of their apartments to talk, but day after day, there was no sign that the black market operation even existed.
And then suddenly, that changed. Noah went to work one morning and was immediately called to Harold Conley’s office. He looked at the stack of folders on his desk and silently promised himself that he would get back to them shortly, then went up two floors to get to his boss.
The receptionist recognized him and told him to go right in. Noah stepped into Conley’s office and was surprised to find Doctor Barry Linden sitting there.
“Come on in, Townsend,” Conley said. “There’s something we want to talk to you about.”
“Certainly, sir,” Noah said. He closed the door behind himself and took the seat next to Doctor Linden. “What can I do for you gentlemen?”
No one noticed that Linden seemed to be looking him over, but Conley smiled at him. “Robert, you’ve been doing an excellent job,” he said. “In fact, I’ve never seen it done more efficiently. The last guy we had was an idiot, I swear.” He leaned forward and put his elbows on his desk. “Tell me something, Robert,” he asked. “Are you making all the money you want to make?”
Noah glanced at Linden, then back at Conley. “Does anybody ever make all the money they want?” he said, putting a grin on his face. “I don’t suppose you’re getting ready to tell me I’m getting a raise, are you?”
“Well, possibly,” Conley said. “Robert, what if there were an opportunity for you to make ten, maybe fifteen times as much money doing what you do?”
Noah let his eyebrows shoot upward. “I’d ask you where to sign up,” he said. “That would be quite a raise, though.”
“I’m not talking about a raise on this job,” Conley said. “Let me ask you another question. How do you feel about the transplant program in this country? Do you feel that it’s handled properly, that the people who really deserve the transplants are the ones who get them?”
Noah licked his lips, trying to look like he was considering how to answer. “Well, to be honest,” he said, “I don’t guess I ever really thought about it. I mean, there’s some kind of transplant committees who decide who gets each organ that becomes available, right?”
“Yes, that’s the way it’s done, but what if there were another way, a better way? You know, a lot of these organs go to people who only end up with massive medical bills that destroy their lives, or to people who don’t contribute anything of value to the world at all. Do you think that’s right?”
Linden was still watching him, so Noah tried to look nervous. “Well—not really, I guess. Seems to me that they ought to go to people who are going to be, you know, more of a benefit to society.”
Conley glanced at Linden. “See? I told you he was our kind of people.” He looked back at Noah. “Robert, would it interest you to know that there might be another such system? One that bases the decision on who gets each organ on the oldest criterion possible, which is who is willing to pay the most for it?”
Noah shrugged. “I don’t guess I’d really be all that surprised,” he said. “Of course, that’s actually illegal under our laws in this country. You would have to be extremely careful not to get caught.”
“Which happens to be exactly why we called you up here. Robert, how would you feel about helping such a system by ensuring that the organs are properly shipped and arrive at their destinations ready to be implanted into the recipient, just as you do now?”
Noah grinned. “I’m guessing that’s what you meant about the high pay? I’d be very interested, but I’d like to know more about what I’d be doing, and how we avoid getting ourselves into serious trouble. I’ve got a wife, you know, and I wouldn’t want this to end up ruining our lives.”
“And nor would we,” Conley said. “I believe you know Doctor Linden?”
“Yes, sir, we met a couple weeks ago.”
“Doctor Linden helps me run the program I’m talking about. There are a few people other than him involved, but you only answer to the two of us if you decide to come aboard. However, let me warn you about this: if you do not come aboard, then you need to understand right now that this conversation never took place. If you ever mention it anywhere else, I can absolutely assure you that it will destroy your life.”
“I’m no fool, Mr. Conley. I figured that out as soon as you started talking, and I’d much rather get a piece of the pie than be baked into it.”
Conley burst out laughing and turned to Doctor Linden. “He’d rather get a piece of the pie than be baked into it,” he said. “I’ve never heard that one before, but I like it.” He turned back to Noah. “All right, then,” he said. “Doctor Linden will give you his cell number, and I’d like you to meet with him tomorrow morning rather than come to your office first thing. I think there are things we three need to discuss, and now is the time.”
Linden handed Noah a business card with his cell number written on the back. “Give me a call tomorrow morning around eight,” he said. “I’ll tell you where to meet me.”
Noah accepted the card and left the office. He knew a dismissal when he heard one.
He worked the rest of the day like usual. As soon as he was back in his office, he used the subcoms to tell everyone what had happened. He didn’t get to call Allison until he was on the way home.
“I finally got an opening,” he said. “Turns out my own boss, Harold Conley, is one of the people involved in this thing, and my predecessor was actually working with them unwittingly. They’ve been watching me for a little while, trying to decide if they wanted to bring me in or not.”
“Well, it’s about time,” Allison said. “Do you think it’s his operation?”
“Conley isn’t that intelligent,” he said. “Linden is involved, as well, but I don’t think he’s running the show, either. There’s somebody else, higher up on the totem pole. Give me a little time and I’ll find out who it is. With any luck, it’ll lead right back to the European connections.”
“All right, but bear in mind that time is running out for the victims. The sooner we can find out what’s happening to the people they take, the better. Shutting them down is still mission priority, but we can always feed the location to the FBI, let them get a feather in their cap.”
“That would be great, but I’d like to take out the operators at the same time, if possible. If the victims are rescued before we’re ready to move, the people involved will go underground, and I doubt they’d let me stick around. The last thing we need is for this thing to rise from the dead on its own, with no way to know who steps up to run it.”
“I absolutely agree,” Allison said, “but it can’t take too long, Noah. Those are innocent people, and we need to save as many as we can.”
“Yes,” Noah said. “And I’ve got a couple ideas on how we can do that. I’ll be talking with Linden tomorrow, and maybe I can get those ideas across.”




FIVE

“So,” Neil said when Noah got to the apartment, “how do you want to handle this?”
“We’ve already got easy communication,” Noah said, “so I don’t want any of you guys getting close to the situation. Jenny, is anything happening with you?”
“I have a lot of guys following me around,” she said, “but nothing seems to be connected to the mission. I suppose they could be scouting me, but I haven’t had any kind of issue with anyone. Anytime somebody tries to talk to me, I just put on my shy little kitten act, and then they tend to leave me alone after that.”
Noah nodded. “Once I get into the organization a bit, if I’m still in the dark about other participants, there might be a way I can point someone your direction. If you get snatched, we can use you to lead us to the rest of the victims.”
“Yeah,” Neil said grumpily, “as long as there’s Wi-Fi nearby. What happens if she’s taken somewhere she can’t communicate with us?”
“I thought of that,” Noah said. “It’s almost certain that the victims are being held somewhere on Galveston Island. If we all split up, we should be able to cruise the entire island and keep searching for her, because one of us would end up in range of her subcom. Once we know where she is, then we decide how and when to attack.”
They talked over a few more ideas, but then concentrated on acting like a group of friends having a dinner party. Neil, Jenny, Renée and Marco all left around ten o’clock, and Noah and Sarah headed to bed.
“I wish there was something I could do,” Sarah said. “I’m feeling pretty useless just sitting around here in the apartment.”
“You can go hang out with Jenny when she’s not in class,” Noah said. “Just be careful, of course, and keep your hotspot on. While it isn’t likely they would try to take both of you the same time, you are the right age and general shape of a lot of the girls who have gone missing.”
Sarah looked at him, then reached up to caress his face. “Really? You wouldn’t get upset with me?”
“I’m not going to get upset,” Noah said. “To be honest, I have my doubts whether any of the victims who disappeared around here had anything to do with the black market organization. It seems to me it would be pretty stupid for them to hunt in their own backyard. I don’t think Jenny is really in any danger of being snatched, so I don’t think there’s much risk to you, either.”
Sarah kissed him, then snuggled up close. “Good,” she said. “Because I’m going a little stir crazy here. I’ll talk to her tomorrow and we can go do something fun for a while.”
Noah called Linden the next morning as soon as he got into his car.
“Doctor Linden?” he said. “It’s Rob Townsend. I was supposed to call you this morning?”
“Yes, Rob,” Linden replied. “Do you know Doctor Steve O’Brien? He’s the chief pathologist at the medical center.”
“I’ve heard the name, sir,” Noah said. “I don’t think I’ve ever met him.”
“Okay, that’s not a problem. Why don’t you meet me at O’Brien’s office? We got some new intakes that he wants to discuss, and there are some high bids coming in, so we need to get ready for the removals and shipping. I’ve already got a call in to the air ambulance people, now…”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Noah said suddenly. “Shipping that way leaves us open to exposure. I think we need to do something a little different, something that will keep us covered.”
Linden laughed. “Robert, relax,” he said. “We got it all covered. Nobody is on to us.”
“Yeah, you know what those are? Those are famous last words. Doctor Linden, we are talking about something that could send us both to prison for the rest of our lives, and I’m not fond of that idea. If there’s one thing I know about, it’s how to ship things like these without having to do tons and tons of paperwork. Paperwork is the thing that could blow up in our faces, don’t you agree?”
Linden was quiet for a few seconds, and then he chuckled again. “Okay, I see your point,” he said. “I’m certainly willing to listen to what you’ve got to say. If you can honestly make this work with less risk, you may be the best thing to happen to us in a long time.”
“A long time?” Noah asked. This was exactly the kind of opening he was hoping to come across, but he needed to be careful how he played it. “If you guys have been at this for a long time, then I’m a little nervous. There’s a pretty good chance somebody has already spotted you, and I don’t want to be dragged down into something that could destroy my life.”
“Oh, relax, Rob,” Linden said. “We’ve been doing it for a couple of years, yes, but we’ve been extremely cautious. Believe me when I tell you there’s no possible way anyone could have any of our names, so nothing can come back on you. And from what you’re saying, you can help keep it that way.”
“There’s always a risk,” Noah said. “No matter how careful you are, there are things that can go wrong. There are plenty of ways to improve the odds, however. Maybe we should all sit down and talk about some ideas. Think you could get Mr. Conley to agree to that?”
Suddenly interested, Linden said, “I think I could. What have you got in mind?”
Noah sighed. “I’ll meet you at O’Brien’s office. We can talk about it then.” He ended the call and put the phone into his pocket as he drove the Charger toward the medical center.
It took him another ten minutes to get there, and then a few more to make his way down to the pathology department.
Linden was in the small inner office with Steve O’Brien, and Noah tapped on the door. Linden looked around and waved him inside and smiled when Noah walked in.
“Hey, Rob,” Linden said. “This is Steve O’Brien, the senior pathologist here. He and I handle the processing of our, um, products, you might say.”
Noah shook hands with O’Brien, then took a chair in front of his desk. “Good to meet you,” he said. “I was wondering how we actually get the organs to sell. I gather you can control that situation from down here?”
Linden nodded, a grin on his face. “He certainly can,” he said. “You know, when there is a fatality that comes in, it’s the pathology department that has to determine whether the organs are viable or not. When we’ve got good bids coming in, it’s a lot more lucrative for us to divert some of them our direction, you might say.”
Noah nodded. “That’s what I figured,” he said. “There has to be some source for the organs, and it’s not like we’re going to go out and kill somebody to get them, right?” He grinned, and the other two men chuckled along with him.
“No, of course not,” Linden said, and Noah caught the nervous glance between the two men. “That would be crazy. Listen, I called Conley. He wants to hear your idea right away, but he won’t be in his office for another couple of hours. You mind taking a ride with me? He says we can come on out to his place and talk, so nobody can overhear anything.”
Noah shrugged. “Fine with me,” he said. “I guess I can’t get in trouble for being late if I’m out with my boss, right?”
Still grinning, Linden said, “Hey, sounds to me like you got it figured out. Doctor O’Brien and I learned a long time ago that keeping Mr. Conley happy is the way to happiness and wealth, but it goes both ways. He can’t gripe at you for being out of your office if he’s the reason you’re out of the office, right?”
“Okay,” O’Brien said, “let’s go. I need to get back here within a couple of hours, I’ve got plenty of work today. I would imagine Mr. Townsend does, as well, so the sooner we get this out of the way, the better.”
“Agreed,” Linden said. He rose to his feet and O’Brien followed. The three of them walked out the door and headed toward the parking lot, where they got into Linden’s car.
“So, tell me,” he said as he put the car in gear and cruised onto the street, “how is it that you are so much more efficient than the last guy we had handling organ transport?”
“Am I? I suppose it’s because my last job was working with the company who invented the latest technology for safely transporting human organs. You know, until just recently, organs like hearts, kidneys and such were transported in picnic coolers and packed with ice. The problem with that is that the ice itself can do some damage to the cells of the organ, but it also can’t preserve it for more than just a very few hours. The maximum is about four hours, and even then, it’s possible the organ will have suffered enough cellular breakdown to keep it from being able to survive in a new host.”
“But now there’s a better way?” Linden asked.
Noah nodded. “Absolutely,” he said. “Current technology actually reconnects the organ to an artificial circulatory system, with a blood-like fluid that circulates oxygen and nutrients to the cells. The organ is basically kept alive until it’s ready for transplant, but even this method has its limitations. The organ still has to reach its destination within twelve hours, because that’s the maximum they can be kept healthy with this system.”
“Then how do we take advantage of that system for our purposes? Those people are probably entirely with the current powers that be in transplant, right?”
“Yes, and no,” Noah said. “There are several dozen smaller organ transport companies who have purchased life sustainment technology transport cases. A lot of them have spent small fortunes getting set up this way, but it’s kind of a gamble for them. Getting enough work to justify the investment isn’t easy, and some of them could be useful for what we’re talking about.”
“And you would know who to approach about that?” O’Brien asked.
“I think so. I know just about everyone in the business from my last job. It shouldn’t be too hard to find a couple of them who would be willing to overlook a few little details in return for cash.”
Linden was nodding. “Harold said you were the right guy to bring in,” he said. “Maybe he was right.”
Conley’s home turned out to be a short distance away, a large house that sat by itself at the end of a cul-de-sac. Linden pulled into the driveway and the three of them got out and walked up to the door. Linden rang the doorbell and a tall, elegant-looking lady opened it for them.
“Come on in, Barry,” the woman said. “Harold’s in his office, he said to tell you to just go on in when you got here.”
“Thanks, Wendy,” Linden said with a smile. “Wendy, you know Steve O’Brien. This is Robert Townsend, he works in Harold’s department at the center.”
She held out a hand and Noah shook with her. “Hello, Robert,” she said. “I’m Wendy, Harold’s wife.”
“Delighted,” Noah said.
The three men followed her down the hall, then stepped into the office when she opened the door for them. “Harold, they’re here,” she said. Harold was alone, sitting behind his desk, and looked up with a smile.
“Robert,” Conley said, rising enough to reach across and shake hands with each of them. “Barry tells me you’ve got some ideas he thinks we ought to listen to.”
Noah nodded, trying to look modest. “Well, sir, I’ve just been thinking about the things we talked about yesterday,” he said. “I’m just a little concerned with how things are being handled, especially with using conventional shippers. That comes with a lot of risks, and I thought maybe I could make some suggestions.”
Conley invited them all to sit down, then took his own chair. “Okay,” he said. “What is it that you got in mind?”
“Well, I was talking to Barry about using some smaller, independent companies to ship some of the product,” Noah said. “I have a lot of connections in the industry, and it seems to me that we want to get a relationship going with some that we can really trust. Does that make any sense?”
Conley nodded for Noah to go on. “I’m listening, keep going.”
“Maybe I’m just being overly cautious,” Noah continued, “but the last thing we want is for any of our shipments to draw the attention of people who might figure out what is really going on. In order to avoid that, I think we need to establish relationships with companies that will handle things the way we want them to, which is quietly.”
“I’m assuming you have someone in mind?” Conley asked with a grin. “You’re absolutely right, we need to make sure this is done properly, but so that nothing traces back to us. As long as the organs get where they’re going in condition to be used, our customers are happy. Now, can you tell me more about who you want to use?”
Noah grinned and tried to look a little more confident. “There are several possibilities,” he said. “I’ll need a little time to check out the ones I think might be best suited, but I should be able to give you an answer within a couple of days.”
Conley narrowed his eyes. “That quickly? Really?”
“Yes, sir,” Noah said, “I’m sure I can. There are a number of smaller companies out there, and some of them are already pretty good at keeping secrets. For the kind of money they can make doing what we want, they’ll make sure nothing can come back our way. After all, it isn’t that hard to change the origin point on a shipping contract.”
Conley sat and looked at him for a long moment without saying anything, then suddenly sat forward. “Okay,” Conley said. “It makes a lot of sense, so let’s get started on it. The sooner you can make the arrangements, the better.”




SIX

The next few days were spent learning about the new system and trying to figure out who was actually involved in the organization. It was made clear from the beginning that Conley and Linden were only some sort of local management. Noah wanted to identify the people higher up, so he was cultivating his relationship with both of them.
The trick was to make sure the paperwork was all in order so that everything went where it was supposed to go, but without leaving a trail coming back to them. Over the next three days, there were five organs available for transport through the official channels, and three that required “special routing.” All of them had originated from traffic fatalities, so they provided no clues to where the victims were being held.
In the evenings, he and the team would talk over what they were learning, but it wasn’t much.
“Okay, so tell me,” Neil began. “You’ve actually been shipping, but everything traces back to the center?”
Noah shrugged. “It does at the moment,” he said. “Genetic markers, blood types, everything says that all of the organs came from the same two victims. If this is such a big operation, I would expect to be moving a lot more.”
Marco looked at him. “Okay, is it possible this is really a small operation, and it’s not connected to the one we were sent to look into? I mean, you hear about black-market organs going out of hospitals and such every now and then, could this be just a separate, small operation?”
“I suppose that’s possible, or it could be just that they are keeping me in the dark while they decide how far they can trust me.” Noah was quiet for a moment, then glanced at Neil. “What about the dark web? Are you finding anything that connects back to this area?”
“Not yet. I’ve just been watching some of the bidding, the activity. It’s actually pretty intense, intense enough that I would expect there to be a lot more shipments going out.”
“But you’re not seeing anything that leads you to Linden or Conley?”
Neil shook his head. “Nothing,” he said. “Of course, it’s not like they’re going to use their real names. The guy who runs the website is known simply as ‘Doctor Ghoulie,’ you know?”
“What kind of website is it?” Sarah asked suddenly. “I mean, is it just like eBay for body parts?”
“Well, in a way,” Neil said. “There’s an auction set up, where people can bid on certain organs, but there’s also a place to put in specific requests. You can list, for example, that you need a heart of a certain blood type, with certain parameters like age, gender, etc. There are a lot of other factors involved in transplants, and some of those can be listed along with the request.”
“So it’s more like a cross between eBay and Amazon,” Renée said. “You can buy what’s available or order something special. God, that’s horrible.”
“Yes, it is,” Noah said. “Neil, could you place an order?”
“I could post a request, yes,” Neil said. “What have you got in mind?”
Noah looked at Jenny. “How about a strong, healthy heart for a young woman matching Jenny.”
Neil frowned. “I can do that,” he said, “but there are probably dozens of candidates on the donor list. And speaking of that, I finally got into the main database for all the recruited donors. It’s run, believe it or not, by the National Institute of Health. Just about every doctor and hospital in the western hemisphere has access to it.”
“So somebody like Doctor Linden could scan it to look for a potential donor? Literally pick somebody?”
“Yes, that’s possible. It’s not unheard of to actually approach someone on the donor list if they come up as a possible match for a kidney transplant, which is why they keep names and contact information.”
“Is that actually successful?” Marco asked. “Calling up a perfect stranger and asking them to donate a kidney or something?”
Neil nodded. “Believe it or not, it often is. While it’s not legal to pay someone to donate an organ, there are some gray areas in the law that allow certain types of compensation. For instance, the organ procurement organization can offer to pay for the donor’s recovery time, since they’re going to be off work for a while. There’s no actual law that says that compensation can’t be pretty substantial. I found a few cases where somebody got as much as a hundred thousand dollars for recovery time compensation, even though they would’ve made less than three thousand dollars if they had been at work during that time.”
Renée shook her head. “If there’s a law against something, somebody will find a loophole so they can do it anyway.”
“Okay,” Noah said. “Neil, go ahead and put in the request. Make it as specific to Jenny as you possibly can, so that we have at least a small chance of having her get their attention. Jenny, if you start to notice anyone following you or anything like that, let us know instantly by subcom.”
“No problem, I will,” she said. “I’m keeping my Wi-Fi hotspot turned on in my phone all the time, now. That way I can reach you guys no matter where you are.”
Noah looked at her for a second. “That’s very smart,” he said. “We should all do the same anytime we are not in a normal Wi-Fi network.”
“Absolutely,” Marco said. “Just bear in mind, the hotspot does drain the battery faster.”
Jenny reached into her purse and pulled out a pink, oblong device with a USB port in one end. “Battery booster,” she said. “About ten bucks at Walmart. I charge it overnight, and it gives me enough battery power to get through the whole day, even with the hotspot on.”
Noah nodded. “We all need them, right away.”
“I’ll go fetch,” Renée said. “That’s kind of my job, anyway, right?”
Everyone but Noah chuckled, and Renée got up and walked out the door. With the Walmart Supercenter a mile away, the rest of them continued talking until she returned a half hour later.
“Okay, I got purple ones for me and Sarah and black ones for all you guys. That okay?”
“Absolutely,” Noah said. “Everybody be sure to charge them tonight and keep them with you at all times. The mobile hotspot means we can stay in touch no matter what.” He turned to Jenny. “If anybody makes a move on you, let us all know immediately. They would undoubtedly take your phone, but it might be close enough for you to continue using the hotspot for at least a little while. Tell us everything you can about your attackers, vehicles, anything that might help us track you during that time.”
“Also,” Neil said, “keep trying the subcoms. They automatically log on to any Wi-Fi, now, so there’s a good possibility you might end up within range of one. Even the place where victims are held probably has a Wi-Fi network somewhere nearby, even if they don’t have one set up for whoever is running it. The subcoms have a pretty good range, so any Wi-Fi router within a quarter mile should be able to give you at least a faint signal.”
“That’s also good thinking,” Noah said. “And don’t forget, all of our cars have a Wi-Fi router built-in.”
“I know, I use mine all the time,” Neil said. “As soon as I get in the car, my subcom is on it automatically.”
“Same for all of us,” Marco said. “Makes sense, since it will be the strongest signal available. But he’s right, I’ve noticed mine trying to log on to different ones when I’m riding in the ambulance. You hear a little ‘tick-tick’ sound whenever it connects to a Wi-Fi router.”
“Right, I’m sure we all noticed that,” Noah said. “Jenny, bear in mind that if you are taken, you need to be as cooperative as you can at first. We don’t want them to drug you, so don’t put up a fight.”
“Well, not until they try to take me into an operating room. At that point, all freaking bets are off.”
“Of course, I understand that. In fact, if you are conscious when you arrive at the holding facility, do everything in your power not to let them drug you after that. That would be a disaster.”
“You think? You’re going for a heart, couldn’t you have asked for a kidney or something? At least that way, they might keep me alive a little while to sell the rest of my parts. If they go for a heart and actually get me into the operating room, I’m dead.”
Noah looked at her for a moment, then turned to Neil again. “She’s absolutely right,” he said. “Request a kidney instead.”
Neil rolled his eyes. “Okay, boss,” he said. “One short, blonde kidney, coming up.”
* * * * *
The next morning, Neil reported to Noah by subcom that the request had been placed overnight.
“Okay,” Noah said as he drove toward his office. “Any idea how long before you get a response?”
“Yeah, well, I already got one,” Neil said. “I got up to a response this morning saying that Doctor Ghoulie is looking for one and will let me know as soon as it’s available. That made me a little nervous, so I went into the database and compiled a list of all the potential donors that match the criteria I put in. There are over four thousand of them altogether, and more than thirty within a hundred miles of Galveston. The odds aren’t very good that Jenny will be the one they pick, so I set up a routine to scan for all of those names. If one of them turns up missing, I should know it within a few hours.”
“That’s good thinking, Neil,” Noah said. “Let me know immediately if one of those names pops up.”
“Will do,” Neil said. “Neil out.”
It was a few minutes later when Noah arrived at his office, and there was a message for him to see Conley immediately. He went to his boss’s office and was told to go in. Conley was alone this time. He looked up when Noah entered and smiled, motioning for him to close the door and take a seat.
“Robert, how’s it going?” Conley asked.
“Pretty smoothly so far,” Noah said. “I notice we only had three specials this week. Is that about the norm?”
Conley looked at him for a moment, then leaned forward and put his elbows on the desk. “Not always,” he said. “Sometimes it gets pretty busy. In fact, I think it’s going to get a lot busier this week.” He stopped and looked at Noah for a few more seconds, then pursed his lips before he began to speak again. “Robert,” he said slowly, “when somebody comes to work here, they automatically run a background check. I just got the results of yours, because it takes a little time.”
Noah gave him a sideways grin. “I was acquitted,” he said.
Conley returned the grin without thinking. “Yes, you were,” he said. “However, it appears that you might actually have committed a murder.”
Noah shrugged. “That’s what they say,” he said. “But I was acquitted.”
Conley sat quietly for a few more seconds, then slowly nodded his head. “Robert, I know you were acquitted. Says so in your background investigation, very clearly, but it also says you were acquitted on a technicality. However,” he said, pausing for a couple of seconds, “let me say that I found it quite interesting that you are the kind of man who can take a life.”
Noah started to protest his innocence again, but Conley held up a hand to stop him.
“Don’t worry, this is not going to negatively affect your job here, because you were acquitted, regardless of how. We can’t hold it against you officially, so there’s no problem. Oh, there might be a few people who hear about it and look at you funny, but they’ll probably just try to stay on your good side. I’m more interested in your bad side, at the moment.”
Noah cocked his head and narrowed his eyes. “Go on,” he said. “What do you mean by that?”
“You know, Robert, there is often a shortage of organs available for those who truly need them. The way the system works, people on the transplant list have to wait until somebody who could be a match has the good grace to get themselves killed in such a way that the organs are viable. Unfortunately, many, many people die before that happens, and a lot of organs go to waste because accident victims don’t make it to the hospital in time.”
Noah stared into his eyes. “That’s the way it works, yes,” he said. “Are you saying there might be an alternative?”
“Would it trouble you if there were?”
Noah sat quietly and stared into his eyes for another five seconds. “That would depend,” he said. “It would depend on how it affected me.”
Conley fell back in his chair and let out a laugh. “And what if it affected you positively, in a financial sense?”
Noah grinned, but didn’t answer for a few seconds. “Well,” he said after the pause, “if I understand what you’re saying, I’d prefer not to be too directly involved. However, I also wouldn’t be asking a lot of questions. The bigger my paycheck, the happier I’m going to be, and I don’t really care a whole lot where the money comes from before I get it.”
Conley laughed again. “Son of a bitch, I knew you were my kind of guy. I think you understand exactly what I’m saying, but if you have any questions, let me hear them now.”
Noah looked around to make sure the door was closed firmly, then turned back to Conley. “Are we talking about procuring organs in a somewhat unethical manner? Perhaps from unwilling donors?”
“Let’s just say that we have access to donors who might not expect to be donors so soon. Most of them are young and very healthy, but they haven’t made any great contribution to society. By ensuring that those who truly need their organs are given the chance at a long and healthy life, they make the most powerful contribution they can.”
Noah nodded. “So, these donors can be acquired, their organs harvested quietly?”
“That seems to be the case, yes.”
Noah continued to look him in the eye. “Seems a waste,” he said. “I mean, if somebody just wants a liver, for example, what happens to the heart, lungs, the kidneys, the pancreas? What about all the other organs that could be sold? They just go to waste?”
“Oh, not at all,” Conley said. “The donor can be kept alive and well until such time as more of their organs are needed. That’s just common business sense, not to waste potential inventory. Of course, occasionally we end up with a need to market the other organs as quickly as we can, but we have the means of doing that. If, for instance, we have to procure a donor for a heart, we have a system that allows us to make the remaining organs available. In most cases, we can find buyers for several of them, at least. Kidneys go pretty fast, and livers. Corneas, too.”
Noah nodded. “And just how lucrative could this be?” he asked.
“It can be very lucrative, for someone who can move those organs quietly and quickly. Up until now, we had to rely on your predecessor, but he was an idiot. I don’t think he ever even noticed that we were shipping out more organs than the morgue was taking in. He knew we were selling them, but he wasn’t privy to the things I’m telling you about now.”
“Okay. So why are you telling me?”
“Because, with your connections and experience, I think we can expand our operations drastically.” He leaned forward again. “Robert, how hard would it be to set up a separate office to ship from? Someplace away from the medical center?”
Noah pretended to think about it for a moment. “It really shouldn’t be that hard,” he said. “We could set up something quietly, somewhere out of the way. But what if we take it a step further?”
“A step further? What have you got in mind?”
Noah leaned forward in the chair, forcing his body language to look excited. “What if we set up our own organ transport company? It would look completely legitimate and none of the employees would have any idea what was going on. It doesn’t take any special skills on their end, all they have to do is pick up the organ in its preservation container and drive to the airport, get into a plane and then turn it over to somebody on the recipient’s end. All we would need is a small office somewhere and a supply of containers. Those are reusable, so they’ll be coming back to us. That means we’ll need a place where they can be cleaned and sterilized before they are used again.”
Conley chewed the inside of his cheek for a couple of seconds. “Okay, and how many organs could such an operation move without drawing any unwanted attention?”
“That’s the beauty of it,” Noah said. “We would contract with hospitals around the area to handle transporting theirs, and that’s what would show up on the paperwork. Our special ones don’t end up in the books. As long as we pay our employees in cash, there won’t be any paper trail that could blow up in our faces.”
“Wouldn’t the employees want a regular paycheck? Employee benefits, that sort of thing?”
Noah grinned. “We give those to them,” he said. “Here’s the way I would set it up. We put everybody on a small salary with the basic benefits package, but then they get a cash bonus whenever they have to actually transport an organ. That way, their pay doesn’t reflect the actual transports they make, and we can record only those we want to show up on our books.”
Conley’s face lit up in a smile. “And we could deliver just about anywhere, couldn’t we?”
“Anywhere within about ten hours of here. The preservation cases can keep an organ viable for twelve hours, so allow an hour on this end to remove it and pack it, then another hour on the destination end to get it to the hospital and into the recipient. If we use charter air services, we could reach anywhere in North or South America, Hawaii, maybe more.”
Conley sat and stared at him for several seconds, then began nodding his head. “Tell me what we need to get this started,” he said. “I need to run this up the flagpole, but once I get approval, then I want you on this immediately. And Robert? Get ready to be very, very busy.”




SEVEN

Noah left Conley’s office a few minutes later, returning to his own. As soon as he was in his office with the door shut, he whispered, “Activate all. Noah to team, everybody there?”
“Neil here.”
“Jenny on the line.”
“Sarah is here.”
“Renée here.”
There was a pause of a few seconds, and then they heard, “Marco here.”
“I’ve just been given confirmation that Conley is involved in the target operation. I’ve been recruited into it as the organ transportation operator. Sarah, contact Allison and let her know. I will likely be setting up a private company to operate in organ transportation, and Conley has warned me that we are going to be very busy. I do not have information about where victims are being held, but Conley has confirmed that organs are being harvested from living, unwilling donors.”
“Holy shit,” Neil said. “I wonder if he is Doctor Ghoulie?”
“Negative,” Neil said. “Conley has to go to someone higher for approval on this project, but he’s confident of getting it. We need to start watching his communications, see if we can get a lead on who it is he is going to.”
“I’m on it,” Neil said. “I’ll be getting his phone records here shortly, both from his office phone and his cell. By the time I see you this evening, I’ll have names for all the numbers I can possibly identify.”
“Excellent. Sarah, keep me in the loop while you call Allison.”
“Yes, sir,” Sarah said. “Calling her now.”
* * * * *
Sarah took out her phone and dialed the number for their headquarters.
“Brigadoon Investments,” came the receptionist’s voice. “How may I direct your call?”
“Allison Peterson, please, Sarah Wolf calling.”
“One moment.”
Sarah listened to hold music for about seven seconds.
“Report,” Allison said as she came on the line.
“This is Sarah,” Sarah said. “Noah wanted me to call and tell you that he has confirmed that the target organization is here, and that he has been recruited into it. His boss at the medical center, Harold Conley, is the one who recruited him. He said he’s probably going to be setting up a private company for organ transportation, and that Conley is asking someone above him for approval.”
“Excellent,” Allison said. “Do we have any idea who he’s going to for that approval?”
“No, but Neil is working on getting his phone records and identifying the numbers he calls. I’ve got Noah on subcom, if you have any questions.”
“Yes, ask him about the current victims. Do we have any idea where they are being held?”
“Not just yet,” Sarah said. “Sorry, I should’ve told you that already.”
“Tell her,” Sarah heard Noah say through the subcom, “that I’m deliberately playing it as if I don’t want to know. I want it to be obvious that I’m not asking too many questions just yet, so that they won’t get nervous about me.”
Sarah relayed the message to Allison, who said it was a good idea.
“Tell him not to wait too long, though,” she said. “The sooner we can locate them, the better. If nothing else, we can put people on watching the place to see who goes in and out. That would give us another avenue to explore in tracking down the people behind it.”
“Noah says he agrees,” Sarah said. “I got the phone on my right ear, so he can actually hear you. The subcom is picking up your voice from the phone.”
“Good. Noah, good work. Now, go find out who is in charge so you can kill the bastards and get out of there.”
Sarah chuckled. “He says he’s working on it,” she said. “Anything else?”
“Not at the moment,” Allison said, “but this is a good system. You being able to call, and having him on subcom means faster communication. I like it.”
The phone went dead and Sarah set it on the table. “She’s gone,” she said to Noah. “Did you hear that last part?”
“Yes, I did. I agree, the subcoms are the best thing Wally has come up with yet. I’m going to get to work and wait for Conley to get back to me. I’ll let you know as soon as there are any developments.”
“Okay, babe,” Sarah said. “Love you.”
“I love you, too,” Noah said. “Noah out.”
* * * * *
Noah spent the next couple of hours concentrating on doing his job, preparing paperwork for a liver and a pair of kidneys from an overnight fatality. All three organs had quickly been matched by the authorities involved and were ready to ship. The liver was going to Vancouver, one kidney to Los Angeles and the other to Louisville, Kentucky. The victim had died of blunt force trauma to the head, suffered in an automobile accident. He was only nineteen years old, another college student.
Despite the fact he was often the cause of it, Noah didn’t think about death very often. Sitting at that desk, however, preparing to distribute organs from a young victim of a tragic accident, he suddenly found himself considering his own mortality. He wasn’t worried about what might happen after his death; his grandfather had been a minister, and he had learned things about the Bible that his logical mind interpreted as evidence of its veracity, and he considered himself a believer. On the other hand, he knew that his death would have a substantial impact on those around him.
Sarah, of course, would be devastated if he died, and he knew that the rest of his team considered him to be part of their family, as well. They would also suffer grief, but Noah knew enough about human nature to realize that grief would pass. While they would hurt, they would get over it and move on with their lives for as long as they lived.
However, his logical mind also realized that he was of great value in the job that he performed. He had been instrumental in saving many lives, and he was forced to realize that his death would mean that other lives in the future might be lost without him. This had nothing to do with conceit; Noah was not capable of pride in that sense. It was simply a matter of logical deduction to him, that he was probably the very best that E & E had to offer. There had been a few situations that he felt the other teams could not have handled as well as Team Camelot had done.
Therefore, he concluded, it was incumbent upon him to do the best he could to remain alive. He pushed the thought to the back of his mind, but didn’t shut it down.
It was almost 11 when the phone on his desk rang and Conley’s secretary asked him to report to the office once more. Noah finished the final document he was working on and headed upstairs again.
Once more, he was told to go right in, and he closed the door behind him automatically. Conley was smiling and continued as Noah took the chair in front of his desk.
“Robert,” he said, “we need to talk. I’ve bounced your idea upstairs and they just got back to me. They have a couple of questions, and I need you to give me the most honest answers you possibly can, okay?”
Noah grinned and shrugged. “That’s all you’re going to get out of me,” he said. “What did they want to know?”
“Well, first off, are you going to have to run this operation personally? I mean, are you going to have to leave this job in order to do it?”
Noah put a contemplative expression on his face. “Well, I would say probably. Unless you’ve got somebody else that we can trust completely, I think I would prefer to be the one setting up all the paperwork and arranging the transports. It can’t be an actual employee, because they might start to question why so many of them were off the books.”
Conley nodded. “That’s how I felt, too,” he said. “I don’t want to put somebody else in charge of it, and especially not somebody who wasn’t in my inner circle, if you know what I mean. Now, the second question is just blunt. How much money are we talking about spending to get this set up?”
“Well, I’ve been thinking about that this morning,” Noah said. “Just getting a location won’t be that expensive, probably a few thousand a month for rent and utilities. We’ll need to set up a room specifically for cleaning and sterilizing the containers, and then they can be kept on hand wherever the organs are harvested. We’ll need—how many organs do you think we will move in a week?”
Conley thought for a moment. “Let’s say forty, maybe fifty, just to be safe. Won’t be that many, at least not at first.”
“Then we’ll need at least fifty containers. I can get the ones I want to use for about ten thousand each, so there’s half a million dollars. I would suggest having some vehicles, maybe two or three, like those little mini vans that locksmiths use. Those would be ideal for local deliveries that can be reached on the ground within a few hours. They can be designated as ambulances, emergency vehicles, with lights and sirens and such so that they can exceed posted speed limits. Scholes Airport, here on the island, can handle charter jets we’ll use for air transport to anywhere else. That’s crucial when we’re trying to get an organ delivered on time.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them and looked directly into Conley’s. “I’d say we’re looking at about a million dollars.”
“Is that all? I figured almost three times that.” Conley shook his head with a grin. “Okay, next question. You said you don’t want to be too deeply involved in the, shall we say, procurement end of the operation. How is that going to affect getting the organs on their way, if you’re not right there?”
“I don’t need to be,” Noah said. “All I need to know is the relevant information and where it’s going. The containers can be taken to wherever procurement happens and then brought back to me when it’s time for them to ship out. Nobody will know what’s in the container when it’s brought in, except me. All I have to do then is assign somebody to carry it and the whole thing is over and done with.”
“I’m sure the surgeons know how to prepare the organ and put it in the case, right?”
Noah grinned. “Any doctor who ever harvested organs would know how, yes. If you got somebody new, it would take me fifteen minutes to explain the process.”
“No, they all know what they’re doing. Now, here’s the big question. The company has three different procurement centers around the country. Would you be able to set up one of these companies for each of them? How would that work?”
Noah let his eyebrows shoot upward. “Three of them? Well, we could set up satellites of the main company for each of the other two, but then we have the problem of who’s going to run them. Do you have people at those other locations that you trust that much?”
Conley grinned again. “I think we can provide somebody, yes. You might have to teach them what to do, but they’ll be trustworthy.”
Noah shrugged. “Shouldn’t be a problem, then. We’ll just have to register the business in each state involved. And of course, we’re talking the same money to set up each one of them.” He grinned. “If we do things right, we could end up with offices in every major city. That would cut down some of our costs, because we would have our own people on the receiving end to carry the organ to the destination hospital.”
“And then we would probably be making legitimate money on the side, right?”
“Oh, yes,” Noah said. “It might not be as much as we make on the specials, but there’s some serious money involved in legitimate organ transportation.”
“So, we’re talking about roughly three, maybe three and a half million dollars to get started. Is that right?”
“Yes, sir, that sounds about right.”
“Then, congratulations, Robert. You are about to be installed as the CEO of the new company, and I’ve already arranged funding. You’ll get a salary of a hundred thousand a year and a bonus for each item you ship, somewhere between five and ten thousand apiece. I’m giving you two weeks notice right now, and I’m going to arrange for the medical center to become your first client, to give you legitimacy. You okay with all that?”
Noah put a big smile on his face. “Absolutely,” he said. “I’m the CEO? I’m assuming we’re going to incorporate, with a board of directors?”
“Oh, of course,” Conley said. “Barry and I will be on the board, and you’ll meet the rest once you get everything set up. How long before we can start running?”
“Hell, I can have it ready to go by the weekend, if you want. I can start out running it part-time, then move to full-time after I leave this job. All I need is some money to get started with. It’ll take a little time to get the containers, but we can start out using coolers like we always have.”
“Somebody will call you this afternoon, a lawyer,” Conley said. “He’ll be able to give you more information about setting up the company, and he’ll have all the bank information ready for you. You’ll have access to money by the time you leave your office today.”
Noah got to his feet, pacing around in front of the desk as if he was excited. “Mr. Conley, I don’t know what to say,” he said. “I mean, yeah, I came up with this idea, but I didn’t think it would happen this quickly. I can’t wait to tell my wife, she’s going to be thrilled.”
Conley chuckled. “I’m sure she will be,” he said. “Incidentally, I do have one more question.”
“Sure, go ahead,” Noah said.
Conley leaned forward and looked him in the eye again. “I’m just curious,” he said, “but—how did it really feel when you cut that bastard’s throat? Did it feel good?”
Noah stared at him for a couple of seconds, then grinned. “I felt like God,” he said. “I’d been telling him to stay away from Marsha for weeks, but he kept hitting on her. I finally decided I’d had enough.”
Conley nodded. “You are definitely my kind of guy,” he said. “Now, go on. Go have yourself some lunch and be ready to get started on all this this afternoon.”
“Yes, sir,” Noah said. He made a show of saluting, then did an about-face and marched out of the office. He kept the grin on his face until he got into his office, then whispered, “Activate all.”
One by one, the team reported that they were on the channel. As soon as he’d heard from all of them, Noah said, “I just got confirmation. Whoever is up line from Conley gave the okay to start the company I was talking about. I’ll be provided with funding sometime this afternoon, and I just got my two weeks notice on this job.”
“Wow,” Neil said. “These people don’t waste any time, do they?”
“No, and there’s more. It turns out there are two other locations in the country where victims are apparently being taken for organ harvesting. I was just informed that I’ll be setting up satellites of the company for each of them. I’ll probably know within the next few days what cities they are closest to, so we can pass that on up the line. It may get the FBI closer to finding leads if they know where to look.”
“Good,” Jenny said. “Maybe we can just go in and kill these sons of bitches before they get around to trying to cut me up.”
“I’m for that,” Neil said.
“Yeah, me too,” Marco added in. “And the sooner, the better.”
“All right,” Noah said. “Sarah, you can relay this to Allison? I’m going out for lunch in a few minutes, but I was told to expect a call from an attorney this afternoon who will provide me with funding. I have to assume the attorney is involved in this, somewhere along the line. I’ll be certain to get his name.”
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The call didn’t come in until almost three o’clock, and Noah was sitting at his desk pretending to be busy when it came.
“Robert Townsend,” he said.
“Mr. Townsend,” said a deep voice. “This is Roger Bettinger. I’m an attorney with Bettinger and Carson, in Houston. I need to schedule an appointment for you to come to my office. Would you have time this afternoon?”
“In Houston?” Noah asked. “Of course, I can be there in about forty-five minutes. What’s the address?”
The lawyer gave him the address and Noah said he would be there as soon as he could. He called Conley’s office to tell him he was going to be stepping out for a bit, but the receptionist said Mr. Conley was gone. He thanked her, then walked out of his office and locked the door behind him.
As soon as he got into the Charger, he logged onto its Wi-Fi and told Sarah what was going on.
“Okay,” she said. “You want me to call Allison?”
“Not just yet. Let me go talk to the lawyer and then we’ll figure out what to do from there. Conley said there will be others on the Board of Directors of this new company, so I’m assuming they will be more of the participants in the organization. Once I know who they are, there’s a good possibility they could lead us to the top people.”
“Okay, honey,” she said. “Just be careful, Noah, please? If there’s one thing we know for sure, it’s that these people are extremely dangerous.”
“Yes, they are,” Noah said. “But so am I. I don’t think I have too much to fear from them.”
“I hope not,” Sarah said. “I wish you could take Marco with you, though.”
“That gives me an idea,” Noah said. “I’ll be hiring people to do organ transport, so I can probably hire him away from the ambulance service. If this takes any time, I might be able to work him into the organization with me.”
“I wish you could. I’d feel better if I knew he had your back.”
“I’ll be careful, babe,” he said. “I’ll let you know what happens when I get done with the lawyer.”
“Okay, but you could at least talk to me while you drive. Okay?”
“Of course, Sarah. How are things going at home?”
“Boring,” she said. “Renée is out grocery shopping, so there’s nobody around for me to talk to. I mean, I kinda like being here by myself sometimes, but I just never really got into soap operas, you know? TV isn’t any fun when you aren’t here.”
“I understand. With any luck, we’ll be able to finish this mission off sometime in the next week or two. I’m looking forward to getting back to the manor.”
“I know, right? I don’t know about anybody else, but I enjoy the pampered life.”
They continued talking as Noah drove into Houston, but then he arrived at the office building where the lawyer was waiting. He left the subcom on so that Sarah could hear what was going on, then parked the car in the underground garage and locked it before taking the elevator to the fourth floor.
Bettinger and Carson were the sole occupants of the floor, and it was obviously a very large law firm. The elevator opened directly in front of the receptionist’s desk, and Noah stepped up to where a young lady was smiling up at him.
“I’m Robert Townsend,” he said. “Roger Bettinger is waiting for me.”
“Of course, Mr. Townsend,” she said. “If you’ll just follow me.” She got up from her desk and led him down the hall to the last office on the left. She tapped lightly on the door, then opened it and stepped inside, inviting Noah to follow. “Mr. Bettinger, this is Mr. Townsend.”
Roger Bettinger was a short, heavyset man in his late fifties. He got up painfully from his desk and limped around it to shake hands, then invited Noah to take a seat in the chair in front of his desk.
“Thank you for coming so quickly,” Bettinger said. “I was asked to get with you as soon as possible to help you set up your new company. I’ll handle all the legal aspects, incorporation and such, while you take care of the logistics. That okay with you, young man?”
Noah grinned. “Suits me fine,” he said. “I’d probably get lost in all the legal parts, anyway.”
“Hey, it’s what I get paid for,” Bettinger said. “Let’s get started, shall we? I understand you’re going to be in the organ transport business?”
“Yes, sir, that’s right.”
“All right, and have you come up with a name for the company?”
Noah blinked. “I’m afraid I hadn’t gotten that far. I guess it’s pretty important, though, isn’t it?”
“Yes, I’d say it is,” Bettinger said with a chuckle. “Anything come to mind?”
Noah shrugged. “How about Galveston Transplant Services?”
“Oh, that sounds generic,” Bettinger said. “Let’s be a little more personal, shall we? How about Townsend Transplant Services? Doesn’t that sound better?”
Noah shrugged his shoulders. “I guess so,” he said. “Let’s change ‘services’ to ‘logistics,’ though. Townsend Transport Logistics. I think that’ll sound a little more professional.”
“And I agree with you,” the lawyer said. He wrote it down on a pad in front of him, then looked up again. “Do you have an address yet?”
“Well, no,” Noah said. “I was told to wait till I heard from you to get some money to go look for a location. It’ll be in Galveston somewhere.”
“Not a problem, not a problem,” Bettinger said. “In fact, everything else can wait until you get that settled.” He opened the desk drawer and pulled out a large manila folder. “My clients arranged to set you up with an account at First National, and I have all the documentation here. I’ve got about thirty places you need to sign, and then the checkbook is all yours.”
At the attorney’s direction, Noah signed “Robert Townsend” several times, and then he was handed a large business checkbook. It looked like a three ring binder, but there were three checks on each page and a duplicate was recorded for each one he wrote out.
The attorney also handed him another envelope, and Noah glanced inside it to see a large amount of cash in one hundred dollar bills. “That’s your petty cash,” Bettinger explained. “There’s about twenty thousand in there, and arrangements have already been made to allow you to pull out large amounts of cash when you need to. Just go and see Charles Whitmore at the Galveston branch, and he can approve large cash transactions without having to file any of those pesky reports to the government.”
Noah chuckled and tried to look relieved. “That’ll come in handy,” he said. “I’ll pick up a ledger to keep track of all the cash transactions.”
“Don’t bother,” the lawyer said. “My client made it clear that there will be no auditing of your books. I don’t think they really care how much cash you take out, since it’s all for the business in one way or another.”
“Well, I think I should make some effort to keep records, anyway. What else do we need to do?”
“That’s about it, for the moment,” Bettinger said. “What you need to do right now is go find the location for the business, and then come back to see me once you’ve got it secured. It’s probably the most important thing that we need to have before I can start the incorporation, but you can go ahead and start buying office furniture and any equipment and such that you might need.” He looked up at Noah. “Do you have any questions?”
Noah shook his head. “I don’t think so, not right now,” he said. “I’ll get busy and look for a place to rent, then start looking at what equipment I need.” He got to his feet and the lawyer did likewise. “Thank you for doing all this so quickly,” he said as they shook hands one more time, then he left the office and took the elevator back to the garage.
“Noah to Neil,” he said as he turned onto the street. “Are you there?”
“I’m here, boss,” Neil said. “Everything okay?”
“Better than okay,” Noah said. “I need you to start looking at commercial properties, someplace to run this new business. I need three or four rooms, maybe a garage entrance. Probably something in an industrial park, away from heavy street traffic.”
“I’ll get on it. I take it things are proceeding pretty well?”
“I would say so. Within the next week or so, I should know the names of most, if not all, of the principals involved. Once we have those, and locate the holding facilities, it’ll be time to take these people out.”
“You won’t mind if I say that can’t happen soon enough to suit me, will you?”
“Not at all, Neil. I understand this must be a little nerve-racking for you, with Jenny out there as bait.”
“Oh! On that note, I got a message back from Doctor Ghoulie. He says they should have a kidney for me within a week.”
“Interesting,” Noah said. “Where does he think you are?”
“Well, I figured I should be not too far away. I put down that I’m in Dallas. Now that we know they have other facilities, I’m hoping that’s close enough to draw the attention of this one.”
“I think it will be. I have a gut feeling the others are probably near the coasts. That would make sense to me, anyway.”
“Yeah, probably. In that case, the customer in Dallas would probably do business with the local one here in Galveston. Now I’m more nervous than ever.”
“Relax, Neil. Jenny’s a pro, and we’re going to be right on top of her. As you pointed out, there’s a pretty good chance she’d be able to tell us where she’s taken if they were to grab her.”
“Yeah,” Neil said wistfully. “I sure hope so. I’ll get busy looking for your building, Neil out.”
Noah relaxed into driving, but then: “Sarah to Noah.”
“Go ahead, I’m here,” Noah said.
“I overheard what you were saying to Neil,” she said. “Do you want me to call Allison?”
“No, I think I’m going to call her myself. I want to bring her completely up-to-date and let her know what the plan is.”
“Oh, okay,” Sarah said, sighing. “Sorry, babe, but I get to feeling useless just sitting around here. You don’t even need me to drive for you right now.”
“You are certainly not useless. And you’re probably going to be doing a lot of driving shortly, because I’m going to need you to help scout out where the victims are being held. Once this place is started up, somebody is going to be bringing organs from that location. You, Renée and Neil, because of the subcoms, can probably follow whoever it is without giving away that they are under surveillance.”
“Really? Hey, at least it would be something to do other than sit around here. And that reminds me, Renée wants us to come over for dinner tonight. She’s had a roast cooking all day long, so we’ll be going over there about six. Neil and Jenny already know.”
“All right, that sounds good. We can talk about everything then. I’m going to call Allison, so feel free to listen in.”
He heard her chuckle. “Okay, I will. If you hold the phone on your right ear, I can probably hear what she has to say, too.”
“Okay.” Noah took out his phone and dialed the number for headquarters, then put the phone to his right ear.
“Brigadoon Investments,” he heard. “How may I direct your call?”
“Allison Peterson, it’s Noah Wolf calling.”
“Yes, sir, just one moment.”
The hold music didn’t last five seconds. “Camelot, report,” Allison said.
“The plan seems to be working so far,” he said. “I just left an attorney who is setting up the corporation for the new organ transport company. We’ll be looking for a location tomorrow, and I’ve actually got Neil working on it now. I’ve just been handed a checkbook worth several million dollars to start setting up the business, and I should have the names of the Board of Directors within the next few days. That should give us the people behind this operation, I think.”
“Good work, Camelot. Sarah told me that there are at least two other locations?”
“Yes. I don’t know where they are yet, but I will within the next few days. As soon as I have that information, we will let you know. I thought perhaps the FBI could try to locate the facilities once we know what cities they are in.”
“Yes, and I’ll be getting a couple more teams ready to go in and eliminate those involved. Pegasus is ready for a solo mission and Angel is due back in within a couple of days. I’ll have both of them briefed and prepared as soon as you can give me general locations.”
“That sounds good. And you can tell Ralph I said hello.”
“I’ll be sure to do that,” Allison said. The phone went dead and Noah dropped it into his pocket.
“What are you doing now?” Sarah asked through the subcom.
“Heading for home. It’s after four o’clock already, so there’s no point in going back to the office. Maybe we can have a little time alone before dinner.”
The smile on Sarah’s face came through the subcom in her voice. “You all heard that, right?” she asked. “Everybody stay away. I want some time alone with my husband.”
“No problem, Neil signing off,” they heard, and Renée and Jenny echoed him. Marco chimed in a moment later to say he was giving them the channel.
Sarah giggled. “When you get here,” she said, “I bet you can’t find me.”
“What?” Noah asked. “Are you not in the apartment?”
“Oh, I’ll be in the apartment,” she said. “You’ll just have to figure out where.” She giggled again and then went silent.
It took Noah a moment to realize that she was teasing him, and he drove home wondering what she had in mind. When he entered the apartment, she was nowhere in sight, so he walked into the kitchen, then turned and went to the bedroom.
He found her.
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At dinner that night, which was at Marco and Renée’s apartment, Neil showed Noah several potential locations.
“This one was my favorite,” he said. “Twenty-seven hundred square feet, two overhead doors leading into a large garage area, seven rooms including a front lobby, and a nice size parking lot. It’s available for only eighteen hundred a month and it’s located just west of the corner of Eight Mile Road and Sportsman Road, on the back side of the island. The only traffic out there is people headed toward the marinas, and very little of that will go past this particular spot. And as a bonus, it’s only fifteen minutes from the airfield.”
“That sounds perfect,” Noah said. “Nobody will have any reason to come there unless it’s on business, then. Send the information to my phone and I’ll go see about it first thing in the morning.”
Neil did so and then Noah brought the rest of the team up-to-date on what was happening. They enjoyed a quiet dinner, and then talked about the plan to have Sarah, Renée and Neil follow anyone who brought organs to be shipped out. All three of them said they would welcome the chance to do something other than just sit around.
“I’m thinking of hiring you away from the ambulance service,” Noah said to Marco. “To be honest, I think you would be more valuable to me if I could keep you closer.”
“I can see that,” Marco said with a grin. “Kinda hard to watch your back when I’m several miles away, trying to get a fat lady out of a tiny car that she wrapped around a telephone pole.”
“All right,” Noah said. “Put in your notice tomorrow, and you can start with me as soon as they let you go. I can make it clear that your ambulance experience will come in handy, if anyone questions my decision to hire you.” He turned to Neil. “I’m gonna need to hire a dozen more people. As soon as I secure the facility, I’ll need you to place some help wanted ads.”
“Not a problem,” Neil said. “Just say when.”
It was still fairly early when they called it a night, and Sarah and Noah went back to their apartment. They showered together as they usually did, then crawled into bed and were asleep moments later.
Noah got up the next morning and called his office to let them know he would be late. It wasn’t a problem, but he wanted to maintain appearances until such time as he actually started running the transport company. Sarah made him breakfast and they sat down to enjoy it together before he left to visit the real estate company in charge of the building Neil had found.
Renting the building was easier than he had expected. According to the broker, the building had been empty for almost a year and the owner was anxious to get somebody in it. Noah paid three months rent in advance along with the security deposit and then started working on getting the utilities turned on. He called Bettinger and gave him the address and was told to watch his email for the paperwork necessary to finalize everything involved in starting the business.
That also proved easy. He had the electricity on less than an hour later, and the telephone and Internet would be installed that afternoon. He forwarded the office calls to his cell phone, then called Conley to give him the address and let him know he would be tied up all day. Afterward, he went shopping for office furniture and supplies. The store offered delivery, and followed him directly to the building shortly after lunch.
By three o’clock, he was almost ready to open for business. He sat at his desk in the newly furnished office and turned on the computer he had bought, logged onto the Internet and began ordering the rest of the equipment he would need. That included fifty transport cases, as well as the special sinks and other equipment necessary for sterilizing them. All of those things would be coming in over the next few days, and the rush delivery cost him several thousand dollars extra. Since he was spending the money of a criminal organization, he didn’t worry about it. He used the subcom to tell Neil to place the help wanted ads using his new office number.
“Okay,” Neil said. “I posted on Craigslist, that looks like the best spot. You’ll probably be getting calls before the day is over.”
“The sooner the better,” Noah said. “I need to make this thing look as real as possible until we know who the main players are.”
Neil was correct. Noah’s phone rang less than thirty minutes later and he scheduled six interviews for the very next day.
The front door was set up with an announcer that chimed whenever it was opened, and Noah heard it go off at just before four o’clock. He got up from his desk and stepped into the lobby to find Conley, Linden and two other men standing there. He put a smile on his face and held out his hand.
“Robert,” Conley said, “you know Barry. This is Jim Harmon and Bill Mayweather. Gentlemen, this is Robert Townsend, our newest associate.”
Noah looked both men over quickly. Mayweather looked like a young Mr. Rogers, but Harmon gave off a sense of strength and power. He was probably in his late thirties or very early forties, and had the build of a professional wrestler.
Mayweather smiled broadly. “I understand you are about to revolutionize our little business,” he said. “It’s nice to have somebody in your position, somebody who can think about what we need to keep us expanding.”
Noah shrugged modestly. “I’m just happy to be part of it all,” he said. “Will you gentlemen be on the Board of Directors?”
“Oh, no,” Conley said, “not them. Jim runs the outside procurement operation, and Bill—well, Bill takes care of our inventory, you might say.”
Noah nodded. “Okay, then I’m doubly glad to meet you.”
“How soon will you be ready to begin operations?” Mayweather asked.
“Well, officially, not for another ten days or so,” Noah said. “On the other hand, we could start running specials out of here right away. Of course, at this particular moment, it would mean I’d have to transport them personally, but I’ve already got several potential candidates for people to handle that sort of thing. I’ll be interviewing some of them in the morning, so it shouldn’t be a problem.”
“What did I tell you?” Conley asked. “This guy doesn’t waste time, does he?”
“Obviously not,” Mayweather said. “Robert, I…”
“Just call me Rob, please,” Noah said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt. Please, go ahead.”
Mayweather smiled. “Well, Rob, I was just going to say that we’ve been holding back just a bit the last couple of weeks, sort of letting you get your feet under you, but we do have some inventory that needs to be moved. I’m thinking of about twelve items that could be ready to go by the day after tomorrow. Would that work for you?”
“It shouldn’t be a problem,” Noah said, thinking to himself that he had just signed the death warrants of at least a couple of innocent people. Unfortunately, the mission required him to stay in character until such time as he had identified all of his targets. Since these men answered to the same people Conley did, he was going to have to play along and ship the organs that would be harvested from those victims.
“Excellent, excellent,” Mayweather said. “What about preservation? I understand you have some new equipment coming for that?”
“I do, but it won’t be in that soon. We’ll have to continue to work with the old-school method, picnic coolers and ice. That does limit the range a bit, because it’s only good for about four to six hours of travel time. If you can get me the destinations in advance, I can already have the logistics taken care of, set up the flights and such.”
Mayweather nodded, his head bobbing like a bobble-headed toy. “Not a problem, I can get all that for you tomorrow.”
Noah gave both men his phone number, and then turned to Harmon. “Outside procurement?” he asked. “Do I even want to know what that means?” He grinned.
Harmon returned it. “Let’s just say I get the pleasure of bringing in the inventory,” he said. “I’m pretty good at it. They never even see me coming.”
Conley chuckled. “Jim used to work for the government,” he said. “One of those alphabet soup agencies, the ones who snatch people up and make them disappear.”
Noah’s eyebrows rose. “Really? The government really does that?”
“They sure do,” Harmon said. “I could tell you some stories, you can bet on that. I worked for an offshoot of the CIA, an outfit that specializes in getting rid of people who are too big to handle through legal channels. You probably never heard of them, most people haven’t. It’s run by a woman, and officially it doesn’t even exist.”
Noah shook his head, still grinning. “Sounds like some outfit I wouldn’t even want to think about,” he said. “You don’t think they’ll ever come after us, do you?”
“I doubt it,” Harmon said. “And I’m pretty sure I would see them coming if they did. I still have a lot of connections back there, friends I can count on. If that old battle-axe ever finds out about us, I’ll know.”
“That’s a relief, then,” Noah said. “I never would’ve believed our government would do things like that, so it’s good to know you’re on our side.”
His phone chose that moment to ring, and he pulled it out to see that it was a local number.
“If you’ll excuse me for a moment,” he said, walking some distance away. He hit the button to answer the phone and put it to his ear. “Townsend Transport Logistics,” he said. “How can I help you?”
“Hey, listen,” said a woman’s voice. “My name is Sheila Burnett, and I saw an ad on Craigslist. You’re hiring drivers?”
“Yes, we are,” Noah said. “Although it’s a little bit more than just being a driver. We are an organ transport company, so the job involves carrying sealed cases with human organs to various hospitals so they can be transplanted into patients who need them. It means flying around the country a lot. Does that sound like something you might be interested in?”
“Well, yeah,” Sheila said. “So, does it pay pretty well?”
“Actually, it does. All of our transport personnel get a base salary of about twenty thousand a year, but then there are cash bonuses for each time you have to go out on a run. Those will probably add up to another thirty-five to forty thousand per year.”
“Wow,” Sheila said. “And is there, like, a lot of overnight travel?”
“No, you’d usually be coming back the same day. I won’t say it’s impossible that you might have to stay overnight, but it won’t be something that happens often. I’m conducting interviews tomorrow, if you’d like to come by and apply.” He gave the woman the address and then continued talking into the phone after she promised to come by the next morning and hung up.
Carefully, still talking as if he had someone else on the line, Noah turned himself around so that the camera lens on the back of his phone was aimed toward the four men. He tapped his thumb on the screen where he remembered seeing the icon for the camera, and was rewarded with a click.
“Well, very good then,” he said. “I look forward to speaking to you tomorrow. You have a good evening.” He took the phone down and glanced at the screen, seeing that he had captured a clear photo of all of them, then hit the button on the side to clear the screen so they wouldn’t see it. He dropped it into his pocket as he rejoined Conley and the others.
“Another interview for tomorrow,” he said with a grin. “I think that makes seven, and I probably just need to hire them all.”
Harmon chuckled. “You might need more than that,” he said. “Rob, when we get back into the swing of things, we could probably move a dozen products every day. Are you going to be able to keep up?”
Noah grinned, nodding his head. “We’ll be able to handle it,” he said. “Don’t you worry about that. How long does it take to get here from the, um, warehouse?”
“You know, that’s funny,” Conley said. “It’s not even thirty minutes away from right here.”
Noah let his grin get wider. “That’s excellent,” he said. “Figure it’ll take fifteen minutes or so to prepare it for transport on your end, then another thirty minutes to get here. The airfield is only a few minutes from here, so we should be able to have them in the air within not much more than an hour after removal. That’ll save a lot of time, and help get them out to the people who need them.”
“Absolutely,” Harmon said. “I gotta tell you, Rob, it was a lucky day for us when you came along."
Conley slapped Harmon on the back. “Didn’t I tell you? This guy is awesome. Hey, Rob, tell him about your plan to make money off other hospitals and such.”
Noah shrugged. “Well, we need to look legitimate to cover what we are really doing. In order to do that, we can contract with other hospitals around the area to handle shipment and retrieval of organs for them. I know it might not be as profitable as our private operation, but it’ll make another few million a year.”
Harmon and Mayweather congratulated him on coming up with such a brilliant idea, and then the three of them got into Conley’s car and drove away. Noah waited until they were out of sight, then took out his phone and looked at the photo he had taken. His thumb flew over the screen, and then he called Allison.
“Camelot, report,” she said when she answered.
“I just sent you a photo. The man on the right goes by the name of Jim Harmon. He’s the guy who actually kidnaps the victims, and he claims to have worked for a government organization that sounds suspiciously like E & E. Any idea who that is?”
Allison was quiet for a moment, then cleared her throat. “Actually, I do,” she said. “That man was originally known as Richard Belcher, and he was the first team leader of Team Unicorn. Until this very moment, we all believed that he was killed on a mission to Bosnia, about a year and a half before you came to Neverland. Noah, we need to get Marco out of there. Belcher would recognize him, because he worked with him twice before you came on board.”
“I can keep Marco out of sight,” Noah said. “The trouble is, Harmon or Belcher, whoever he is, claims that he still has friends back in Neverland. If he does, it’s possible he could be aware of this operation. He even implied that he would be notified if you ever decided to sanction them.”
“This is very bad, Noah,” Allison said. “Fortunately, only our logistics group knows what missions are assigned. I’ll put a security lockdown on this one to make sure no one else finds out. My worry is that Belcher really did have friends in high places around here. He was very close to Mr. Jackson, and used to spend a lot of time with Wally. God only knows who else he might have been close to, but I’m going to find out.”
“Then I have an idea,” Noah said. “Rather than keeping Marco away from him, I’m thinking we might want to bring them face-to-face. If Belcher were eliminated, they would certainly need somebody to take over his position. If I can get Marco into that spot, we could learn a lot more in a short time.”
“And how do you plan to do that?”
“Can you make some changes to Marco’s back story? Let’s make him a disgraced CIA agent who is hiding from a murder charge, living under a false identity. We’ll need some way to expose him, of course, but that would make him an ideal candidate to replace Belcher if something were to happen to him. And according to Belcher, the holding and surgical facility is only a half hour away from my new location. If Marco gets the job, he’ll have to know where it is.”
“I can get those changes made,” Allison said. “Noah, Richard Belcher is an extremely dangerous man. He was the first assassin I recruited, right after the agency was formed. He was an ex-cop from Chicago, serving time for murdering a number of teenage drug dealers. I would strongly suspect that he isn’t working alone, he’ll have some sort of team of his own.”
“Do you think there’s any chance he has others from our organization with him?”
“No. He’s the only one we’ve lost without recovering a body.” Allison was quiet for several seconds, then cleared her throat again. “Camelot,” she said, “you are hereby authorized to terminate Richard Belcher with extreme prejudice. I will write and sign the order right now. If you can do so in such a way that it allows you to insert Marco into the organization, then you have my blessing.”
The line went dead.
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“Noah to Marco,” Noah said softly.
“Marco to Noah, I’m here. What’s up?”
“Potential opportunities. Do you remember Richard Belcher?”
“Belcher? There was a Belcher at Neverland a couple years ago, one of the team leaders. Is that who you mean? He got killed in Bosnia.”
“That’s the one, but he isn’t dead. He’s the guy running the victim snatch for these people. Allison is concerned he might recognize you.”
“I’m pretty sure he would,” Marco said. “I was assigned to his team as backup a few times. Damn, I never would’ve believed he would have bolted. Before you came along, he was one of the best.”
“We have to take him out, now. What I’m hoping to do is create a vacancy that will get you into his position. Allison is making some changes to your cover identity as we speak, making you a former CIA agent who is hiding from a murder charge. I’m probably going to have to set it up to look like you killed Belcher, in order to keep him from exposing you.”
“Whatever we gotta do, boss,” Marco said. “Just let me know how to play my part.”
“It shouldn’t be difficult. Listen, can you figure out a way to get yourself fired? I don’t think we have time to wait for you to give notice, I need to put you on my crew now.”
Marco chuckled to the subcom. “No problem at all,” he said. “I’ll be out of work by ten o’clock tomorrow morning.”
“All right, good. I’ll see you when I get home.”
He locked up the building and got into the Charger, then reached for the button that put the top down. It had been a nice day, and not excessively hot. He decided to enjoy the wind a bit.
Sarah told him, through the subcoms, that they were all having dinner at their place that evening. Noah stopped at a grocery store on the way home to pick up an assortment of soft drinks and some chips, and arrived at the apartment just after five. He put up the top and locked the car, then went to his apartment. Neil and Jenny were already there and Marco and Renée showed up a moment later.
“Okay, we have a new development,” Noah said when they were all gathered in the living room. He took out his phone and showed the photo of Harmon/Belcher. “This is Richard Belcher, now going by the name of Jim Harmon. He was introduced to me today as being in charge of ‘procurement,’ which means that he is the guy who actually snatches people to harvest their organs. He is a former E & E assassin, and he actually brags about it. Allison says he’s extremely dangerous and that she suspects he would probably have a team of his own working with him. Because he would recognize Marco, we need to eliminate him right away.”
“Yeah, like now,” Neil said. “If he figures out who we are, we can all end up dead.”
“That is a possibility,” Noah said. “Are we secure here?”
Neil nodded. “I scan the whole building several times a day,” he said. “There are no bugs in this building, so we can speak freely.”
“Good,” Noah said. “As far as we know, Belcher isn’t aware that Marco is around yet. I’m going to orchestrate things so that they come face-to-face the way I want them to. Allison is making some changes to Marco’s back story, making it look like he is a former CIA agent who is wanted on a murder charge. When he and Belcher meet, he’s going to kill Belcher to avoid being exposed. That’s going to leave a vacancy in the organization that I’m hoping Marco can fill.”
“You want Marco to be their new snatch master?” Jenny asked. “That would certainly help. He’d know where the victims are, that’s for sure.”
“Yes, and he would probably be able to find out who else is involved in that part of the operation. When it comes time to shut them down, we need to shut them all down at once.”
“The question is,” Marco said, “how do you want me to take him out? I remember Belcher, and he’s not a man I would want to go up against unarmed. For that matter, you can bet he doesn’t go anywhere unarmed. Should I start packing heat?”
“Absolutely,” Noah said. “How are you doing on getting yourself fired?”
Marco grinned. “That’s easy,” he said. “The ambulance service has a no tolerance policy on drinking. All I gotta do is show up drunk tomorrow, and I’ll be headed for the unemployment line.”
Noah nodded. “Good. Make it believable, because I need you working with me.”
“Easy. I’m going to go in half crocked, whining about how me and the wife got into a big fight. I’ll give them some sob story, swear up and down it will never happen again, but the policy says I have to be fired immediately. It won’t be a problem.”
“Then come out to the new office as soon as you’re free. I don’t know when Belcher will show up again, but I need you there when it happens. The moment you see him, you take him down. I’ll back you if I have to, but it would be best if you can handle it on your own.”
“And suppose these other guys are with him again? What happens then?”
“That would only play into my plans. You’ll have to explain why you decided to kill him, and that’ll make you attractive to them as his replacement.”
“Oh, yeah, sure,” Marco said. “You really think they’re going to offer me the job?”
“I think I can sell them on it, yes. Ex-CIA? Wanted for murder? You’re exactly the kind of man they are going to need to replace this guy. It shouldn’t be all that difficult to make them understand that.”
“But it’ll be just the two of you?” Jenny asked. “What happens if this team of his is with him, and they take exception to seeing the boss get killed?”
“We’ll handle it,” Noah said. “We can’t afford to have you step out of character, so you can’t miss any classes. I’d love it if I could have you on a sniper rifle, just backing us up, but you have to stay in character.”
“What about me?” Renée asked. “I’m qualified with a rifle.”
“Yes, but you’ve never actually killed. We can’t afford to rely on you and then have you hesitate. It’ll be better if we simply handle it ourselves.”
Renée stared at him, her mouth open. Marco reached over and put a hand on her shoulder.
“Relax, honey,” he said. “Noah isn’t trying to be insulting, he just doesn’t have any tact. He’s probably right, because shooting at a target and shooting at a man are two different things. If you hesitated for even a second when we were counting on you to take a shot, it could get one or both of us killed.”
“I wouldn’t hesitate,” Renée said. “Not when it comes to protecting you or Noah. I wouldn’t.”
“The day may come when we have to put you in that position,” Noah said, “but this isn’t that day. When Belcher shows up, I’ll have Marco get out of sight. If the situation isn’t controllable, I won’t let them meet. Please understand me, it’s not that I don’t trust you. It’s simply a matter of knowing exactly what is going to happen. I can’t afford any variables, not in a situation like this.”
Renée managed a slight smile, and nodded. “Okay, I get it. I still say I wouldn’t hesitate, though.”
“Then what about me?” Neil asked. “I’m no good with the sniper rifle, but you could have me there with the mini machine gun I usually carry. You know I won’t hesitate, not anymore.”
“Yes, but that might be a bit too much. The whole point is that we need to make this look like something that happened on the spur of the moment. If you were there with a machine gun, it would look staged. Besides, you’re supposed to be a computer security consultant. How many of them carry machine pistols around?”
Neil shrugged. “I’m just trying to help,” he said. “What about calling in somebody from Neverland? At least have a sniper to cover you, just in case.”
“No,” Noah said. “Belcher claims that he still has friends back at E & E, so we can’t afford the possibility that someone got wind of reinforcements being sent here. We have to handle this on our own, but I’m confident Marco and I can do it.”
“Yeah, of course we can,” Marco said. “Besides, we can probably take him by surprise. He’s not going to expect somebody to kill him when he’s part of the team, right?”
“That’s what I’m counting on. I didn’t get any hint that he was suspicious, so I don’t think he’s going to expect to face any dangers coming by the office. He didn’t have a team with him today, so hopefully he won’t when the time comes.”
Sarah shook her head. “You know, I’ve been doing real good lately,” she said. “Now I’m starting to get nervous again. This guy is as much a pro as you are, Noah, and I think it would be hard to take you by surprise. Just be careful, please? Both of you.”
“We will, babe,” he said. “Don’t worry.”
Neil had picked up his ever present computer and opened it on his lap. He looked up suddenly and crooked a finger to get Noah’s attention.
“Boss? I hacked the picture out of your phone and ran it through facial recognition. Belcher, or Harmon or whatever, also goes by another name. I found him on a corporate website for Blackwell Investigations, as John McGinty. Blackwell specializes in tracking people down, and McGinty is the CEO.” He looked up at Noah. “He’s got a team, all right. Blackwell employs seven ex-Navy SEALs as skip tracers.”
“Where is the company located?” Noah asked.
“About four blocks down the street. It’s a good sized building, used to be a car dealership.”
Noah looked at him for a moment, then took out his phone. “Change in plans,” he said. “If he’s operating out in the open, we might be able to do this with even less risk.” He dialed a number and then put the phone on speaker.
“Camelot, report,” Allison said as she answered her cell phone. “Anything new?”
“Yes. It turns out Belcher is running an investigations company out of Galveston. Have you ever heard of Blackwell Investigations?”
“No, but that’s no big surprise. What does this have to do with anything?”
“If you’re sure that this is Belcher, then operating so publicly is basically flaunting his continued existence in your face. Rather than risk a confrontation between him and Marco, why can’t we just let the feds come in and take him down legally? You wouldn’t even have to bring up anything about this current operation until after we’re finished.”
Allison was quiet for a couple of seconds. “Neil found all this?” she asked a moment later.
“Yes. He took the picture and ran it through facial recognition, and that led him to the company’s website. Belcher is apparently using the name John McGinty, and he’s the CEO of the company.”
“That son of a… Fine, I’ll handle it. If he’s operating publicly, he shouldn’t be that hard to find. I’ll let you know what happens.”
The line went dead again, as it always did when she was done talking. Noah put the phone away and the entire team seemed to breathe a sigh of relief.
* * * * *
The next morning, Noah reported to his office at the medical center and was immediately told to see Conley. He went up the elevator and into his boss’s office and was surprised to see his supervisor, Linda Phillips, sitting there.
Conley pointed at a chair and Noah sat down.
“Is something wrong?” he asked.
“Not really wrong,” Linda said. “I’m just a little irritated that you’ve only been here a month and you’re already leaving us. What brought that on? I thought you were really happy here, Robert.”
“I actually have been,” Noah said, watching Conley from the corner of his eye. “I’m not leaving because of any kind of dissatisfaction, it’s just because I got an opportunity to start my own business. I’ve had some ideas along this line for quite a while, and I just got approved for the financing. I’m sorry if it’s creating problems for you, I really didn’t mean for that to happen.”
Linda shrugged, grinning. “I don’t guess it’s that big a deal,” she said. “We had a few other applicants for your job, so I told personnel to pick one and get them in here so you can show them how you do things, but Harold says we won’t need to hire anybody.”
Noah smiled. “That’s the plan,” he said. “I’ll still be here a few more days, but I will have to spend some time each day working on getting my new operation set up. I hope that won’t cause any problems.”
“Nothing we can’t cope with,” Linda said. “And believe me, I understand. If I had the chance to start a business of my own, I would be out these doors like a rocket. Harold says your new business is going to be handling all of our organ transports from now on. How is that happening?”
“Actually, it’s basically just the same thing I do here. I’m starting an organ transport company, because there are a lot of hospitals that don’t have their own transport specialist. I was planning to approach the administration here about contracting with us, but Harold beat me to it.”
“Which I think was a great idea,” Conley said. “That way, we still have Rob doing all the paperwork and keeping us out of trouble, but we wouldn’t have to maintain a complete department for it. Linda, I happen to know that the powers that be are interested in promoting you to a higher management position. Farming out our transport responsibilities to Rob’s new company will undoubtedly give them the impetus they need to do so.”
“I wouldn’t have any problem with it,” she said. “I’ll try to talk to Mr. Alvarez this morning, and bring up the idea. What’s the name of your company, Rob?”
“Townsend Transport Logistics,” he said. “I’m setting up out on Eight Mile Road, not far from the airfield.”
Linda nodded. “I’ll bet I can sell it,” she said. “Alvarez has mentioned once or twice that he’d like to have me move up to the operations office.” She got out of her chair. “Let me go see what I can do. Rob, best of luck and I’m glad we’re going to be your first customer.”
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As soon as she was gone, Conley turned to Noah with a smile.
“Well, there you go,” he said. “Not only will we have our own little operation going, but you’ll still be handling all the work for the center here. Pretty slick, wasn’t it?”
“I’d say so,” Noah said with a grin. “You really got the contract set up already? That would look good, you know what I mean?”
Conley was nodding his head. “I do, which is why I already got the ball rolling,” he said, “and why I set up this little charade. Trust me, Linda wants that promotion. She’ll convince Alvarez to agree to this with no problem at all.” He leaned forward, rubbing his hands together excitedly. “Now, she just told me there’s really nothing for you to do today. You think you can get started on some of our specials today? Bill says he can have them ready by the end of the day, if you can.”
“I could,” Noah said, “but I’d really rather wait another day. I want to get some people hired this morning, so I need to get out to the office right away. I’ve got interviews starting at ten o’clock.”
“Okay, I’ll tell Bill to hold off until tomorrow.” He chuckled. “It’s not like the sources are going anywhere.”
Noah grinned, then got to his feet. “No problem, then,” he said. “I’ll get busy and get as much done today as possible, so we can start shipping tomorrow. Of course, that means I’m going to be out of the office. You’ll cover me on that?”
“Don’t worry about it,” Conley said. “I’ve got your back.”
Noah walked back to his office, told the office manager that he would be out for the rest of the day and then headed to the parking lot. He got into the Charger and started it, then turned onto the street and headed toward his new office.
He got about half a mile when Marco suddenly called on the subcom. “Okay, I’m officially fired,” he said. “Want me to come on out to the office?”
“Yes. I’m on the way there myself, now. I’ll see you when you get there.”
“Marco out.”
The drive from the medical center to the new office took about twenty-five minutes, most of which was getting through town. Marco’s SUV was sitting in the parking lot when he pulled in, and the two men got out of the vehicles at the same time. They shook hands, then Noah led Marco inside.
“I’m going to have you running errands this morning,” Noah said. “I’m setting up a break room, but we need a small refrigerator, a microwave and a coffee maker, plus all the supplies and goodies to go with it.” He went into his office and opened the locked door on his desk, reached into the envelope full of cash and pulled out five hundred dollars. “This ought to be plenty. Stock us up on coffee, soft drinks, snack items, maybe even some of those frozen sandwiches. Also, grab a television set, the kind that hangs on the wall. There will be people hanging out here a lot, so we might as well keep them entertained.”
Marco nodded. “You got cable here already?”
“Yes, came with the Internet service. You probably ought to pick up some extension cable, I’m not sure where you have to tap into it at.”
“No problem, I know how. I’ll pick up the tools I need while I’m out.” He turned and walked out the door, got into the SUV and drove away.
* * * * *
Four miles away, Richard Belcher, a.k.a. Jim Harmon and John McGinty, pulled up in front of his building at precisely nine a.m., as he always did. He stepped out of his car and started toward the front door of the building, then suddenly came to a stop. The back of his neck was crawling, the way it always did when someone was watching him. He stood where he was for a moment, then slowly turned and looked at the four men in business suits who were approaching him.
“Something I can do for you gentlemen?” he asked. He had put his hands on his hips, but was trying to look relaxed.
One of the men removed a sheet of paper from inside his jacket and held it up. “Richard Belcher,” he said, “we have a warrant for your arrest.”
Belcher moved instantly, throwing himself to the left so that a car was between him and the other men. A split second later, he came up over the hood of the car with a pistol in his hand, and two of the men dropped instantly as his bullets struck them in the head. The other two dove for cover and Belcher ducked back behind the car.
“Son of a bitch,” he muttered. “How the hell did they find me?”
He turned and moved along the car, hoping to make a break for his own vehicle and get away before the other two men could get a bead on his location. His car was only twenty feet away, and he jumped to his feet and ran for it.
Suddenly, a Ford van whipped into the parking lot and slid to a stop. Belcher raised his pistol, but men were pouring out of the vehicle and raising automatic rifles. He froze, still ten feet away from his car, and slowly lowered the pistol to the ground.
“You got me,” he said. “I surrender, hold your fire.”
The two remaining suits came rushing up behind him and he was quickly handcuffed. They bent him over the hood of his own car and searched him, removing another pistol from an ankle holster and a pair of knives.
“Mr. Belcher,” one of them said, with barely-controlled rage in his voice, “I am Special Agent In Charge Ronald Dickerson, and you are hereby under arrest for the murders of federal agents, along with violation of your agreement with the United States government under Special Executive Order 12 – 755 – 300.” He was yanked to his feet and the armed men kept him covered as he was loaded into the back of the van.
“Was this really necessary?” he asked, but no one bothered to reply. “I guess you’re taking me back to the Dragon Lady?”
Dickerson looked him in the eye. “My orders are to deliver you to the director of E & E in Kirtland, Colorado. After that, what happens to you becomes so classified I’m not even allowed to think about it.”
The other men piled inside, still keeping their weapons trained on him. No one spoke to him as the van started moving. Belcher gave out a sigh and sat quietly until they arrived at the airfield, where he was loaded into a Gulfstream jet. His escorts filed in behind him, still keeping him covered.
Moments later, the airplane was in the air. Richard Belcher, formally known as Unicorn, was on his way back to Neverland.
He knew it was likely to be the last journey he would ever take.
* * * * *
Thirty minutes later, Noah’s phone rang, and he glanced at it to see that it was Allison calling.
“Camelot,” he said.
“I thought you’d be pleased to know that Mr. Belcher has been taken into custody and is en route back here as we speak.”
“That is definitely a bit of relief,” Noah said. “Was there any trouble?”
“He fought,” Allison said. “He killed two FBI agents, but they had enough reinforcements to take him. They already have him in the air, and he’ll be landing at Kirtland in about an hour and a half. It’s going to be up to Parker to handle the questioning, and we’ll let you know what we learn about your current mission. After that, Mr. Belcher is finished. Donald is going to see to that personally.”
“Very good,” Noah said. “I’ll see what I can do to make this useful on my end.”
Allison hung up the phone and Noah put his own into his pocket.
He got up and made himself a cup of coffee, and then his first interviews began to show up. Of the seven people he interviewed, six were hired on the spot. The last one turned out to be terrified of flying and decided to withdraw his application when he learned what duties would be expected of him.
Marco returned just before noon, and then he and Noah went out for lunch. It was while they were having lunch that Noah told him about Allison’s call. “Belcher is gone,” he said to Marco. “Apparently he put up a fight and killed a couple of FBI agents, but he’s already back in Neverland and being questioned by Doctor Parker by now.”
“Couldn’t happen to a worthier bastard,” Marco said. “You think Parker will get any serious intel out of him?”
“If anybody can,” Noah said. “Now we just wait for Conley’s reaction. If Belcher was the only one running procurement around here, he and Mayweather should be just about in a panic before long.”
“Yeah,” Marco said. “But how you gonna approach them about putting me into his job? I mean, how would you know if I was the kind of guy who could do that sort of thing?”
“Why, that’s easy,” Noah said. “I got my good friend the computer whiz to run a complete background check on all the new hires today. He’s so good he found out that you are another rogue government agent, wanted for murder under another name. Since you don’t want anybody turning you in, you’d probably be willing to do just about anything to avoid that, right?”
Marco grinned. “They won’t think it’s funny I turn up at just the right moment?”
“It’s possible,” Noah said, “but these guys are so confident in themselves that they may see it as some sort of divine providence. You’ll see what I mean eventually, they seem to think they have the right to do whatever they want. I think they’ll jump at the chance to get somebody like you.”
* * * * *
Parker walked into the room and looked at the man shackled to the table, then sat across from him.
“Richard,” he said. “It’s been a while.”
“Yeah, few years. How you been, Doc?”
“I’m still the same old bastard I always was,” Parker said. “You, on the other hand, have been a pretty busy boy. I’m sure you know why you’re here.”
Belcher nodded. “Sure. You want me to give up the rest of the people in my most recent project, right?”
“That’s correct,” Parker said. “And you know we’re going to get the information out of you. I’m sure you also know that, once we get it, you will be terminated. You can save yourself a lot of pain and suffering if you just tell me what I want to know.”
“I don’t really know that much,” Belcher said. “It’s a compartmentalized operation, and I only knew the people directly involved in my end of it. There are people much higher that I never met, and I have no idea who they are.”
“Oh, come now, Richard,” Parker said. “Are you honestly going to try to tell me that your curiosity never got the better of you? There’s no way in the world I could believe that, not of you. I read too many of your after action reports, your curiosity was your biggest failing.”
“It’s true,” Belcher said, shrugging. “All of us in Galveston were kept in the dark about who was above us. I can tell you about Harold Conley, Barry Linden, Bill Mayweather, Steve O’Brien and John Whitfield, but those are the only people I actually know who were involved.”
Parker nodded. “Conley, Linden, O’Brien and Mayweather were already on our radar. Who is Whitfield?”
“Doctor John Whitfield,” Belcher said. “He and Linden handle the organ removals, just depending on which one of them is available at the time. There also are a couple of nurses, Dina Casey and May Jackson, they help in the surgeries. Then there’s a couple of guys who keep the livestock, but I’m not sure what their names are.”
“I’m sure we can find them,” Parker said. “Now, where are those livestock being held?”
Belcher grinned. “Going straight for the mother lode, aren’t you?” he asked. “I knew you were going to want that information, so this is where we begin the negotiations. You’re right, you can get the information out of me at some point, but I’m willing to bet I can hold out a lot longer than you think I can. Or, we can work out a deal, and I’ll give it to you right now.”
“The only deal I’m authorized to offer you,” Parker said, “is a merciful bullet between the eyes. Anything else requires bringing in Allison, and I don’t really think you want to come face-to-face with her. She’s pretty pissed, Richard.”
“I’ll risk it,” he said. “I’m willing to deal, and it won’t even be that bad a deal for you guys. I might even have a little extra information you really want, like the names of a couple people here at Neverland that you shouldn’t be trusting. Don’t you think that might be worth a little negotiation?”
“People we shouldn’t trust? Are you saying we have security problems?”
“Remember the ISIS leader you sent Team Beowulf to take out a year ago? The mission went sour, and he got away?”
Parker’s eyes narrowed. “Somebody here tipped him off?”
“Yes. I was approached to go and prevent the assassination. Somebody here collected a ten million dollar payday for keeping the bastard alive. And before you ask, I only got a million.”
“If that was you,” Parker said, “then you killed two of our people. You honestly think Allison will agree to keep you alive after that?”
Belcher shrugged. “The name of the person involved should be worth something, don’t you think? I’m not going to ask for my freedom, but there are ways I could still be useful to the outfit. And let’s face it, I know you can fix me up to monitor everything I do.”
“Tell me what you’ve got in mind.”
“I’m kinda sick of fieldwork. I’ll give you two people who have sold out information from Neverland, and I’ll give you the location of the holding facility near Galveston, and all I want is an instructor’s position. Let’s face it, I can train new operatives in techniques that I developed out there in the field, techniques that can keep them alive and help them accomplish their missions.”
“Well, I can ask her,” Parker said. “But if I were you, I wouldn’t get any hopes up.”




TWELVE

Allison walked into the room a half hour later and sat across from Belcher.
“Parker told me about your offer,” she said. “Richard, you deserted your post and now we know that you killed two of our people. There’s no information that you have that we can’t get out of you, so what on Earth would make you think you’re in a position to deal?”
Belcher grinned at her. “Time is on my side,” he said. “If you sent people to pick me up, then I have to believe that you got a team working on the project I was involved in down there. If we can work out a deal, I’ll give you all the information I have, to help you shut it down and rescue about three dozen people before they go under the knife. I’ll also give you the names of two people here in your organization who have been communicating with me. If we don’t, then I’m willing to bet I can hold out against whatever you throw at me for quite a while. Several of those people will be chopped up within the next forty-eight hours, and I don’t think there’s any way your team is going to find them before that happens, not without my help.”
“And you want an instructor’s job here?” Allison asked. “What makes you think I would ever trust you again?”
“Wire me up,” Belcher replied. “We both know you can rig it so you know everything I do, everywhere I go. I’m pretty tired of being out there looking over my shoulder, anyway. I was pretty sure you would find me sooner or later.”
Allison stared at him for a couple of seconds. “And if I refuse?”
Belcher shrugged. “I’ll do my best to hold out and not give you any information,” he said. “If I’m going to die anyway, Allison, I can probably figure out a way to kill myself before I break. Wouldn’t you think so?”
“That might be hard to do if you’re strapped down to a table. Do you think I would be silly enough to give you an opportunity to check out like that?”
“Ever heard of biofeedback? I’ve been studying it for quite some time, and I’ve got to the point that I can slow my heart enough to make me pass out. I’m willing to bet I could find a way to stop it completely. Are you? Are you willing to gamble the lives of the innocent victims and leave a couple of security risks in place? Look, all I’m asking for is the chance to come in out of the cold. I can still be valuable to you, and you know it. I accomplished missions that nobody else could. Don’t you think my experience would be valuable to your new trainees?”
Another ten seconds went by before she replied. “Richard, I’ll rescind the termination order I already signed on you in return for all of that information. As for making you an instructor, I’m not sure I’m willing to do that just yet. How about a position at R&D while I decide whether I trust you or not?”
“R&D? What would I do out there?”
“As you said, you did accomplish a few missions that should have been impossible. I think your imagination might be valuable to Wally. What do you say?”
Belcher looked at her and then he grinned. “If you rescind the order, that means I won’t be killed here at all? No termination?”
“Not anytime soon, unless you walk out in front of a truck or something,” Allison said. “Of course, I’m going to implement corporeal monitoring. You’ll be implanted with monitoring equipment that will listen to everything you say and record everything you do. We have an AI computer that can watch you twenty-four hours a day now. That’s the deal, take it or leave it.”
Belcher rolled it around his mind for a few seconds, then nodded. “All right, deal,” he said.
Allison leaned forward. “Then start with the location of the holding facility,” she said. “Where is it?”
“I can’t give you its exact location,” Belcher said. “Unfortunately, that’s impossible, because it keeps moving. What I can tell you is that it is somewhere in the Gulf of Mexico, about fifteen miles out. It’s a yacht in international waters, so it might be hard to claim any actual jurisdiction.”
Allison narrowed her eyes. “Fifteen miles out in international waters? According to my sources, it’s within thirty minutes of a location in Galveston.”
Belcher cocked his head to one side and grinned. “Holy shit,” he said. “That new kid is one of yours, isn’t he? Townsend, the guy who’s going to be shipping the organs out.”
“That’s right,” Allison said. “He’s Camelot. I’m sure you’ve heard of him?”
Belcher let out a whistle. “Indeed I have,” he said. “There are a lot of people in intelligence who really want to know who he is. If I were you, that would be a really good reason to close up those security leaks.” He shook his head. “Is he really as good as they say?”
Allison grinned. “Richard,” she said, “he makes you look like an amateur. Now, if the holding facility is on a boat in international waters, how can it be less than thirty minutes from his facility?”
Belcher returned her grin. “Allison, Allison,” he said. “Haven’t you ever heard of a helicopter? That kid picked the ideal spot, because there is an empty field right beside his building. The chopper can land right there.”
Allison stared at him. “You’re shipping harvested organs using a life flight helicopter?”
“Of course,” Belcher said. “We were originally shipping them right out of the medical center. Nobody ever bothered to pay attention to the helicopter when it landed there, it wasn’t any big deal. Townsend’s new location is even better, because it’s almost completely out of sight.”
Allison nodded. “I can see that,” she said. “Now, tell me about my security leaks.”
Five minutes later, Allison walked out of the room. Parker was waiting for her in the hall, and she motioned for him to follow her. When they got outside and away from the building, she turned and looked at him.
“Have him taken out to Wally,” she said. “He’s to be implanted with monitoring, and tell Wally to make sure he adds that little trick we learned from Monica Lord. As soon as that’s done, he’ll be working for Wally at R&D.”
“Are you sure that’s wise, Allison? He and Wally used to be pretty good friends.”
“Which is exactly why I’m doing it. I trust Wally, don’t get me wrong, but we should be able to analyze their interactions to make certain Wally isn’t compromised. Besides, Belcher says he wants to make a contribution around here. I’m pretty sure he can come up with some ideas that Wally will find interesting. I’m giving him a thirty day reprieve, under full twenty-four hour monitoring. If he makes it through that, I’ll consider extending it.”
Parker nodded. “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “And our security leaks?”
Alison’s eyes suddenly grew dark. “I intend to handle those personally,” she said. She turned and walked away without another word and Parker watched her go for a moment before turning and reentering the building.
* * * * *
Noah spent the early part of the afternoon lecturing his new employees about their responsibilities, explaining the necessity of making sure that nothing happened to the package they would be carrying. His instructional class lasted more than an hour and a half, after which he allowed them all to go home for the day. They would report the following morning at nine, ready to scatter to the four corners of the world, if necessary, in order to deliver their precious cargo.
At ten minutes after three, the door chime announced someone entering and he stepped out of his office. As he had expected, Harold Conley was standing there with his face pale.
“Rob, we’ve got a problem,” he said.
They went into Noah’s office and Conley told him about the arrest of the man he knew as Jim Harmon. He had known about the security company, and about Harmon’s other identity as John McGinty, but the arrest had sent him almost into a panic.
“Is he going to talk?” Noah asked. “About what we do, I mean?”
Conley shook his head. “No, I’m sure there’s no chance of that. Good Lord, he’d have to be an idiot to tell them anything. No matter what they might think of the rest of us, he was the one who actually kidnapped people and brought them back to be butchered. I’m just worried about what’s going to happen when the people above us find out he’s gone. They don’t like it when there’s a problem, and we sure as hell don’t want them getting pissed off over this. You’d probably be safe, they don’t even know who you are yet, but some of us—well, some of us would probably disappear.”
Noah leaned back in his chair for a moment, steepling his fingers in front of his face. “What if I had a way to solve the problem?” he asked.
Conley looked up at him sharply. “What? Are you willing to take on that part of the operation yourself?”
Noah let his eyes go wide. “Me? Oh, no way,” he said. “On the other hand, I got a friend who’s really, really good with computers. Considering what we are into, I wanted to know exactly who my new employees really are. Last thing in the world we could stand would be for some undercover cop to get on here, right? Well, turns out one of them is a lot like Mr. Harmon.”
Conley’s eyebrows lowered as he grew curious. “Like Harmon? What do you mean?”
Noah picked up a sheet of paper off his desk and passed it to Conley. “That’s a background report on James Coolidge, a guy I hired this morning. My buddy Brett can find things that nobody else can, and he figured out that Coolidge is really a guy named Carl Wilson. Wilson was a CIA agent up until about four years ago, when he murdered three people. He’s been on the lam ever since, and there are a few more bodies that have turned up that are probably connected to him. I think he might be willing to take over the job, if we approach him right.”
Conley read the report, his eyes growing wider by the moment. “Holy cow,” he said. “This guy was some kind of major bad ass.” He looked up at Noah. “Trouble is, how do we know he isn’t still working for the government? Might be pretty dangerous to let him know what really goes on here, don’t you think?”
“I don’t think so,” Noah said. “When I read that, I called Brett up and talked to him. He says there is no doubt this is the guy, and he killed a cop six months ago in Denver, when they almost caught him. He’s not going to go running to anybody about us, but he’s probably got the kind of mindset we need. He’s here. Should we talk to him?”
Conley shook his head. “No, not while I’m here,” he said. “If you want to feel him out, go ahead. Don’t make any promises, don’t tell him too much just yet, but if you really think he’s got potential—well, hell, I guess we might as well get it over with. Go ahead and call him in, but you need to understand one thing.” Conley reached inside his jacket and pulled out a pistol. “I get the slightest bad feeling about this guy, I’m going to put a bullet through his head right here and now.” He slid the pistol down beside his leg in the chair, where it couldn’t be seen.
Noah watched him for a couple of seconds, then nodded his head. “Understood,” he said. He got up from behind his desk and stuck his head out the door, shouting down the hall for Marco to come to his office.
Marco arrived a few seconds later and looked at Conley before sitting in the chair beside him. “You called me?”
“Yeah,” Noah said. “Listen, Jim, I need to talk to you about something pretty serious, but first I want you to understand that you don’t have to worry about anything. Nothing that gets said in here right now is going to leave this room, okay?”
Marco had been expecting a conversation similar to this at some point, so he narrowed his eyes and nodded. “Okay,” he said. “What’s up?”
Noah pretended to take a deep breath, then picked up the report that Conley had passed back to him. “I ran a background check on you, Jim,” he said. “I just wanted to be sure of who I was hiring, you know? The thing is, I learned some things that make me think you might be a lot more valuable than just as a transporter.”
Marco kept his face impassive as his eyes were locked on Noah’s. “Yeah? And what did you learn?”
Noah passed over the report and Marco took it carefully. He looked it over quickly, then tossed it back onto the desk. “Somebody’s screwed up,” he said. “That isn’t me.”
“Jim, relax. Like I said, you don’t have anything to worry about. This is Mr. Conley, he’s sort of my boss. He and I think maybe we’ve got a place for you, a place where you’ll make a hell of a lot of money and can put your talents to work.”
Marco sat silently for several seconds, then glanced at Conley before turning back to Noah. “Assuming I had any idea what you’re talking about, go ahead.”
Noah looked at Conley, who seemed to be relaxing. “Jim, you know what we do here. We transport organs, human organs, to be transplanted into people who need them. Right?”
“Yeah,” Marco said. “That’s what you said this morning, anyway.”
“Well, here’s the thing. In order to deliver those organs, we have to have a supply of them. Now, we had a guy who was making sure we had that supply, but something happened to him. He’s gone, and we need somebody else to take over.”
Marco looked at Conley again. “And after you read that report, you think maybe I’m the guy?”
Conley grinned. “It looks like it,” he said. “Look, the way we maintain our supply of healthy organs is by locating certain people and—well, we make them disappear. We check them out, and if they are as healthy as they seem to be, we let the word out that we have certain organs. Kidneys, lungs, liver, pancreas, heart, there’s a lot of things that can be transplanted nowadays. Skin is a big thing, especially in burn centers. When we find the right buyers, then we do what’s necessary to procure the organs and ship them out. That’s why we make a hell of a lot of money.”
Marco looked him in the eye for several seconds. “So you need somebody to be your kidnapper,” he said. “Snatch up people and hide them somewhere until the doctors are ready to operate?”
Conley shrugged, with a grin on his face. “That’s a pretty fair job description,” he said. “If you’re the guy we can trust to do it, you can make an awful lot of money. I’m talking like thirty grand for every one you bring us.”
Marco nodded thoughtfully. “And how do I pick the people for this? Is there some kind of guideline?”
“You don’t have to pick anybody,” Conley said. “We can actually give you names, photos, address, everything. All you have to do is locate the person and pick them up when nobody’s looking. You bring them to a certain location and somebody else takes them to the holding pens. Pretty simple, right?”
Marco let his eyes bounce between the two men, then look back calmly. “Thirty thousand each? Is that for real?”
“It’s for real,” Conley said, “and the stuff on that report stays between the three of us. Nobody else will ever know about it, I guarantee it.”
As if to punctuate that point, Noah picked up the report and held it over his trashcan. He took a lighter out of his pocket and set it on fire, held it until it was about to burn his fingers and then dropped it into the can.
“What report?” he asked. “I don’t see any report, do you?”
Marco sat quietly for a few more seconds, then looked back at Conley. “I’m game,” he said. “Just one thing I want to make clear before we go any further with this. Anybody tries to doublecross me, I’m going to be pretty pissed off. And that little automatic you’ve got tucked down beside your leg isn’t going to do you any good.”
Conley’s face went white. He glanced at his leg and then up at Marco. “I can’t even see it from here,” he said. “How did you know?”
“The way you’re sitting,” Marco said. “Your left leg is all relaxed, but the right leg is being held tightly against the side of the chair. I can also see the outline of a shoulder holster under your jacket, and it’s a slim one. Looks like the kind that would hold maybe a nine millimeter automatic.”
Conley carefully reached down beside himself and withdrew the pistol, then tucked it into the holster. “Very good,” he said. “That was quite amazing. So, you’re interested in the job?”
“Do I look stupid? Hell, yes, I’m interested. When do I start?”
Conley chuckled. “You just hang out here with Rob and I’ll be in touch. I need to find out who was still on the list that our other man had and then I’ll bring you one tomorrow. The only thing is, we have sort of an agreement among us all. If one of us gets caught, we never give up the others. Can you live with that?”
Marco nodded. “As long as it goes both ways,” he said. “I’m a little bit overcautious, though. One of you guys disappears, I’m probably going to vanish as quickly as I can. I don’t need to worry about people coming after me, right?”
“Like I said,” Conley repeated. “We have an agreement.”




THIRTEEN

Allison left her office at eleven thirty for lunch, a little earlier than she usually did. She got into her car and drove to the Assassin’s Club, a restaurant and nightclub in the restricted area that catered to E & E staff. The place was secure and nobody had to worry about someone overhearing details that were not for the public. She walked in and took a table, sitting where she could watch the door.
Her guests entered a short time later, and she smiled and waved to show them where she was sitting. They both came over and sat at her table and she greeted them.
“Been a while,” she said. “I guess you guys have been too busy to drop by and visit.”
The man sitting directly across from her smiled and shrugged. “You know how it is,” he said. “No rest for the wicked.”
The young woman beside him nodded. “It has been pretty busy, lately,” she said. “I’ve had a lot going on in personnel, just trying to keep track of all the new recruits.”
“Oh, new recruits are no big deal,” Allison said. “There’s always plenty of them, right? Actually, the reason I asked you to join me here for lunch is to talk about somebody we used to know. Do you guys remember Richard Belcher?”
Both of her guests hesitated, but only for a second. “Sure,” said the man. “We used to hang out here together, in fact.”
The young woman nodded. “I remember Richard,” she said. “I had a little bit of a crush on him, to tell the truth.”
“Yeah,” Allison said, “I remember. You were just about devastated when he got killed. I remember you moping around about it for about a week, but then you seemed to get over it.”
The young woman swallowed nervously. “Well, I guess you just have to accept that in this line of work. Sometimes, people die.”
“Yeah, that’s true,” Allison said. “I was really amazed at how quickly you got yourself back into shape, though. Especially when I remember what happened when Moose Conway died.”
Elaine Jefferson, daughter of Donald Jefferson, lowered her eyes. “Yeah, I was really torn up over Moose. I actually thought he and I were—well, that maybe someday we could actually be together.”
“Yes, I remember. The thing is, Elaine, I don’t think you had it any worse for Moose than you did for Richard. And yet, somehow, you got over Richard in just few days. I seem to recall it took you months to get over Moose. It was almost like Richard had come back from the dead, and that you knew he was still alive.”
Elaine looked her in the eye and swallowed again. She kept her mouth shut while the man beside her suddenly found his glass of water to be extremely interesting.
Allison turned to him. “Jackson,” she said. “Richard Belcher was arrested this morning. He and I had a nice little chat, and he threw both of you under the bus. According to him, you have both been feeding him information.”
Jackson, who was a physical training instructor for the organization, looked up at her. The resignation in his face told her that he wasn’t going to try to deny anything.
“We talked a few times,” he said. “I knew he wanted out, and when it looked like he was dead, that was his chance.”
“And of course,” Allison went on, “that meant that you had somebody out there that could handle certain little issues for you. You paid him a million dollars to warn Abdul Akbar that we were coming after him?”
Jackson looked at the glass again. “That’s all he was supposed to do,” he said. “Nobody was supposed to get hurt.”
Allison raised a hand and waved a finger in a circle. Two men, one of them quite young, got up from a nearby table and walked to her. Jackson looked at them and slowly got to his feet. The three of them walked out of the nightclub together.
Allison looked at Elaine, who had tears streaming down her cheeks. “What about you, Elaine?” she asked. “Did you give him any information?”
Elaine shook her head. “No, ma’am,” she said haltingly. “I never did. He would call me once in a while, and he asked me to let him know if I ever heard any rumors around here that he was alive. That was it, I swear. I never heard anything about him, and I never told him anything about anything that was going on. I swear I didn’t, please, please believe me.”
“That matches exactly what he told me,” Allison said. “That’s the only reason you’re not going with Mr. Jackson right now.” She looked at the door the three men had walked out through. “He’s going to be hard to replace,” she said, “but I cannot abide a traitor in my organization.” She turned back to Elaine. “You get one reprieve, and only one. If I ever again have reason to doubt that I can trust you, you will be right beside him in the potter’s field. You understand me?”
Elaine nodded, still crying. “Yes, ma’am,” she said. “I would never betray you. I never told him anything, and I really don’t think I would’ve warned him if I had heard anything. I knew he was breaking the law, that he violated the contract. I think, if he had ever asked me to do anything for him, I probably would’ve come to you.”
Allison nodded. “That’s very good,” she said. “If anybody asks if you know what happened to Mr. Jackson, what are you going to say?”
“That the last time I saw him was a few days ago. I have no idea where he is, or what might’ve happened to him.”
Allison leaned forward. “Wrong. You’re going to say that Mr. Jackson made the mistake of betraying the organization, which means betraying me. You’re going to tell them that the last time you saw him, he was being escorted out by Angel and Pegasus, and that too many questions about him would probably be a bad idea. Do you understand me?”
Elaine nodded again, vigorously. “Yes, ma’am, I do.”
“Then get out of my sight. Do your job, and don’t ever make me wonder about you again.”
Elaine got up and left and Allison sat at the table for a few more moments. A barmaid came over and asked if she wanted anything, and she looked up with a smile. “Bring me a whiskey sour,” she said. “And make it a double.”
* * * * *
Noah waited until Conley had driven away and then picked up his phone. He dialed the headquarters number and asked for Allison.
“Camelot, report,” she said as she came on the line.
“Things are going well,” Noah said. “Conley came to us just a bit ago about Harmon being arrested and I was able to sell him on Marco. He may have to get some kind of approval, but I believe he will.”
“Good. Now I have some news for you. First off, Belcher wanted to live badly enough to offer up information. The victims are being held on a yacht somewhere in the Gulf of Mexico. He says it’s usually about fifteen miles out, but that’s not definite. That’s where the actual organ removal takes place, and then they are transported off the yacht by a life flight helicopter. Whoever is running the helicopters is involved, so look into that quickly.”
“I will,” Noah said. “Did he give us any names?”
“The only new name is John Whitfield, another doctor,” Allison said. “Apparently, he and Linden are the ones to do the organ removals. They probably get to the yacht by helicopter.”
“All right,” Noah said. “I’ll have Neil try to track their cell phones. That may tell me exactly where the yacht is, and then we can at least try to find some way to shut it down.”
“There’s more. Belcher also gave up the names of two people here in our organization who have been in communication with him. One of them was actually selling information, and accepted ten million dollars to prevent us from killing Abdul Akbar. He paid Belcher a million to warn Akbar and interfere, and Belcher actually killed two of our people in the process. The other one was just a contact, and I don’t think she ever actually gave him any information or helped him, but I have her under extreme surveillance just in case.”
“May I ask who?” Noah asked.
“The first one was David Jackson,” Allison said. “He’s already been eliminated, and I will be meeting with his wife and daughter shortly. The other was Elaine Jefferson, Donald’s daughter. I just got through informing Donald about it, and he is furious, but I’m giving the girl a chance. As far as I know, she never actually compromised any missions or gave Belcher any information. I think he was just keeping her on standby, in case we ever learned he was alive and went looking for him. He was hoping she would let him know.”
Noah was quiet for a couple of seconds. “Money can make people do stupid things,” he said. “I actually liked Mr. Jackson, but he knew what would happen if he was caught. As for Elaine, I’m actually quite surprised. I always got the feeling she was extremely loyal to both you and her father.”
“She might be,” Allison said. “As I said, it appears she never did give him any information. She liked him, back before Moose came around, so maybe that’s all it was. She just liked having him call once in a while, knowing he was alive.”
“All right,” Noah said. “I’ll see how I can put this information to use.”
Allison disconnected and Noah put his phone down on his desk. He relayed the information about Jackson and Elaine to Marco, who seemed absolutely shocked.
* * * * *
Conley had driven back to his office at the center, then sat at his desk for almost half an hour before he got the courage to pick up his cell phone. He dialed a number and put it to his ear and waited nervously for someone to answer. He didn’t have to wait long.
“Yes, Mr. Conley?” The voice on the other end of the line was deep, but there was a sense of age in it, as well.
“There has been a problem,” Conley said, “but I’ve already found a solution.” He quickly explained about the arrest of John McGinty, a.k.a. Jim Harmon, and then hurried to add that he had already been replaced. The man on the other end of the line listened in silence until he was finished.
“And this new man, Coolidge,” he said. “You are confident that he can do what needs to be done, that he won’t find it too difficult?”
“I’m sure of it,” Conley said. “Sir, I have looked into the eyes of a killer before, and this guy is definitely a killer.”
“Former CIA, you say. Conley, are you certain he is no longer working with the government?”
“He’s wanted for murder by both the feds and the State of Colorado. All he cares about now is making money and keeping himself off their radar.”
“Fine,” the old voice said. “Send me everything you have on him so that we can do a little vetting of our own. Remember, Conley, this is on you. If anything goes wrong, you’ll be the one held responsible.”
Conley swallowed nervously. “There won’t be any problems, sir,” he said. “I’ll get that to you right away.”
He ended the call, then called Noah immediately. “Robert,” he said, “I need a copy of that background report. Please tell me you have another copy available?”
Noah chuckled. “Of course,” he said. “It’s in my computer. I can email it to you right now.”
“Good. The people upstairs want to check this guy out for themselves, but we got the okay to proceed.”
“Very good, sir,” Noah said. “It’s on the way.”
The email arrived a moment later and Conley sent it to the secure, anonymous email address for his superiors. Even he wasn’t certain who all of them were, but he knew without a doubt that it would cost him his life if he ever made a mistake that revealed one of them.
* * * * *
Noah turned to Marco when he ended the call. “Sounds like you’re in,” he said. “Conley got the okay from somebody upstairs, but they want to check you out a little more thoroughly. I just emailed him a copy of that bogus background report.”
“Good. Now, if only I could figure out a way to make them take me out to that yacht. The sooner we find that, the better.”
“Which reminds me,” Noah said. “Neil, are you there?”
Neil responded almost instantly through the subcom. “I’m here,” he said. “Can’t believe all that about Jackson and Elaine. Sorry, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but it’s kind of hard not to.”
“Same here,” Noah heard Sarah say. Jenny and Renée echoed her a moment later.
“Yeah,” Noah said. “Did you hear me mention having you track the doctors’ cell phones?”
“Yep, and I’m already on it. I’ve got Linden’s, but I haven’t found one for Whitfield yet. On the other hand, I was able to do a location search on Linden’s phone, going back through his cell tower activity. I don’t see any time when his phone left the area in the last thirty days.”
“Maybe he doesn’t take it along when he goes to the boat, Marco said.  “That would make some kind of sense, I guess, not letting digital devices onto the vessel. Security measure.”
“That’s what I’m thinking,” Neil said. “On the other hand, I’m looking at all the vessels being tracked in the Gulf by satellite, and this is going to be like hunting a needle in a very big haystack. Allison said it’s a yacht, and we know it has to be big enough to hold quite a few people and some kind of an operating room, so I’m ignoring any vessel less than thirty meters, but we’re still talking about hundreds of them. Even if I just look at vessels within twenty-five miles, I’ve still got over two hundred. I’m zooming in on each one, just to look for any kind of suspicious activity, but that may be hard to spot. These people are probably smart enough to keep anything noticeable out of sight.”
“What about tracking the helicopters? Allison said he’s using one of the life flight services, like an air ambulance. How many of those are there around here?”
“Seventeen different companies operate life flight services within fifty miles of us, and that number only gets a lot bigger if I go further out. Any of them could be involved, but I’m paying special attention to the two of them here on Galveston Island. I’ve got my computer listening for them to be called out, and then I can try to triangulate where they go.”
“All right, stay on it. Let me know if you come up with anything else. Noah out.”
“Neil out.”
It was only a moment later when Noah’s phone rang, with Mayweather’s number on the display.
“Townsend Transport Logistics,” he said.
“Robert? It’s Bill Mayweather. You ready for the list of products to go out tomorrow?”
Noah put a smile on his face so that Mayweather would hear it in his voice. “Absolutely,” he said. “Just let me get to my computer.”




FOURTEEN

The rest of the day went slowly, but there were no new developments. Noah and Marco closed up at five o’clock and headed for home, where Renée and Sarah were preparing to grill chicken on the deck outside Noah’s apartment.
Neil and Jenny were already there, and the six of them talked briefly about Jackson and Elaine Jefferson, but they had all come to grips with the situation by then. They sat on the deck and watched as the chicken cooked, then moved inside to the table for dinner. Afterward, they gathered in the living room to watch a movie, but the conversation continued until the movie was forgotten.
“This is a boring mission,” Neil said. “We’ve been here almost a month, already, and we don’t know anything really important. I’m ready to get down to some action.”
“Well, maybe there will be some soon,” Jenny said. “With Marco handling the kidnappings, we might at least know when to watch those doctors.”
“Actually,” Noah said, “I’m thinking of another plan.”
“Really?” Sarah asked. “Like what?”
“We put Jenny out as bait, hoping she will be taken in order to give us the advantage of knowing where they take her to. Belcher never paid any attention to her, which means we don’t have that advantage working for us. Now, though, with Marco taking over for Belcher, we have the opportunity to insert her into the abduction list. He supposed to get a list of people to grab tomorrow, and I’m thinking of substituting Jenny for any female on the list.”
“Hey, that works for me,” Jenny said. “You get me on that boat, I’ll take the damn thing over.”
Noah nodded. “That’s sort of what I’m thinking. The idea is to get you into whatever transport they use to take victims to the yacht, but without stripping you of weapons. If you could take them by surprise, all we have to do is come in to mop up.”
“But we still have the problem of the mission,” Marco said. “Allison said rescuing the victims is secondary priority, and identifying the people behind it is supposed to come first.”
“I’m aware of that,” Noah said, “but there may be somebody on that vessel who knows enough to give us that information.”
“I don’t like this,” Neil said. “You’re talking about sending her in there alone, with no backup. Jenny’s good, I understand that, but can we really expect her to take on an entire yacht full of killers?”
“Neil, relax,” Jenny said. “This is what I do, babe, remember?”
“No, what you do is assassinate people. What Noah is talking about could mean putting you into some kind of firefight, and that’s not what you normally do. You’d have no backup of any kind, and we’d be back here on the island with no way to help.” He turned to Noah. “I’m also worried about communications. If that boat has super high security, there won’t be any Wi-Fi on it. If it’s that far out, there’s no way in the world she would be able to communicate with us.”
“He’s right, Noah,” Sarah said. “You can’t send her in there alone.” She looked over at Renée, who nodded to her. “I think you should send us in with her.”
“Hey, hold on,” Neil said. “If anybody’s going with her, it ought to be me. I’ve got my weapons, you could put me in with her.”
Noah looked at all three of them for a moment, then nodded. “As much as I personally dislike it, you’re all making sense. Jenny shouldn’t go alone, but Renée does not have any practical field experience with weapons.” He reached over and took his wife’s hand. “Are you going to be able to kill when you have to?”
Her eyes bugged out. “With what these people are doing? I won’t even blink.”
He turned to Neil. “Same question for you. I know you can pull a trigger in a firefight, but this may require you to be selective. If you have to sneak up behind someone and shove a knife into his brain, can you do it?”
“You bet your ass I can,” Neil said. “And now that you mention it, I can outfit all of us with some of those knives from the printer. They wouldn’t show up on a metal detector, just in case these people were to use them, and they are razor-sharp.”
“Do it,” Noah said. “As soon as we get the list, we’ll figure out whether we can insert you tomorrow or not. All three of you just be ready, in case we need to do so.”
“Woo-hoo,” Jenny said. “Finally, we get a chance for some action. Maybe Neil will finally stop complaining.”
Neil went home to start making the knives and the rest of them decided it was time to get some sleep. Noah and Sarah said good night to them all, then went to their bedroom.
“You’re not upset with me, are you?” Sarah asked. “For volunteering to go with Jenny, I mean?”
“I’m not upset with you,” Noah said. “I’m concerned for your safety, but you are part of this mission. Three of you are more likely to be successful at taking control of the yacht than Jenny could do alone, so it makes sense. I’m just hoping that I’ll be able to find a way to get to you quickly.”
She took his hands in her own and looked into his eyes. “Don’t worry,” she said, “you always do.”
They went to bed and Sarah noticed that Noah held her close to him as they drifted to sleep.
* * * * *
Marco rode with Noah the following morning, leaving Renée with the SUV.
“This sucks, man,” Marco said. “People are probably getting cut up right now, just so these bastards can make a lot of money.”
“I know,” Noah said, “but there’s nothing we can do about them. Even if we were to kill Conley and everyone we know about right now, that wouldn’t help us save those people, and the people above them would simply send in somebody new. Only you and I have heard anyone speak of what’s going on, and neither of us can testify because we don’t officially exist. Without any real evidence, there’s nothing the legitimate authorities can do.”
“Yeah, yeah, and if we did say anything, they would only call it hearsay. It just seems to me that these people are getting off easy. Instead of getting killed, they ought to spend the rest of their lives in prison, where every other inmate would be trying to tear them apart. Let them know what fear feels like, you know?”
“That wouldn’t ever happen,” Noah said. “The reason they send us in is because the chance of actually getting a conviction against these people is too slim. We know they are guilty, but being able to prove it is something altogether different. Better to just eliminate them, so they can’t ever do this sort of thing again.”
“You know what the worst thing is?” Marco asked. “When we do kill them, nobody is even going to benefit from their organs. Isn’t that a waste?”
Noah glanced at him, but said nothing. He turned his eyes to the road and they arrived at the office a few minutes later.
Noah had gotten the list from Mayweather the day before, and the paperwork for each of the organs to be sent out that day was already done. Three of the new transporters were waiting in the parking lot when they got there and Noah waved them all inside.
“We’ve got fourteen organs going to six different cities,” Noah said. “A heart, a kidney and a lung are going to Los Angeles, and the same person can make a stop at Phoenix, to drop off another kidney and a pair of lungs. Another kidney, a pancreas and two lungs are headed for New York City, and I’ve got a kidney and liver going to Baltimore, so they’ll go together.” He picked up another folder and glanced at it. “Okay, that leaves a kidney and a pancreas going to St. Louis and Des Moines, respectively.” He looked up at the three who were waiting expectantly. “East, west and north. Who wants what?”
Julie Kerrigan, the woman who had called last, volunteered for the Baltimore and New York stops, David Kato took the Phoenix and Los Angeles run, leaving Tom Weiss going to St. Louis and Des Moines. When the other two people Noah had hired arrived a half-hour later, he told them to just hang out in the break room in case something came in during the day.
“Okay, you don’t have to worry about getting around your destination cities,” he said to Julie, David and Tom. “There will be somebody waiting as soon as your plane lands, probably the local ambulance service. I’ll contact the recipient hospitals as soon as you head for the airport, so there’s nothing for you to do other than hand over the proper container and have them sign the paperwork.”
“And I thought this was going to be a hard job,” Julie quipped. “If that’s all we’ve got to do, I don’t know why it pays so well.”
Noah grinned at her. “Because you’re saving lives, of course. And that reminds me, I told you you got cash bonuses when you make deliveries. This works out pretty well, because I’m paying five hundred dollars per stop.” He reached into a desk drawer and withdrew the envelope full of cash, then counted out ten one hundred dollar bills to each of them. When he was finished, he put the envelope in the drawer. “There you go, so you don’t have to worry about catching up with me later to get paid.”
“Cool,” David said. “My wife is going to be thrilled. When do we leave?”
“Well, we’re waiting for the orders to arrive. They should be here just about any time.”
As if that was a cue, the loud thumping of a helicopter could be heard approaching from a distance. They all walked outside to watch the chopper land, and it settled into the vacant field beside the office a moment later. Two men Noah had never seen climbed out and carried six large picnic coolers over to where they all stood.
Each of the coolers contained the organs for each delivery city. Each was marked with the organs it contained and its destination, and Noah quickly affixed the plastic envelopes that held the paperwork for each of them. The coolers were taped shut and would only be opened when they arrived at the hospital and the recipients were ready for implantation.
“You must be Townsend?” asked one of the men, raising his voice to be heard over the idling helicopter.
Noah nodded. “That’s me,” he said.
“Okay, I’m supposed to give this to you.” He took an envelope out of a pocket and passed it over, and Noah slipped it inside his jacket. “That’s got instructions for the new guy, and some information about what might get sent out tomorrow.”
“Great,” Noah said. “I’ll get everything ready.”
Both men turned and hurried back to the helicopter, and it rose into the air as soon as they were inside. Noah watched as it swung off toward the west, headed toward the Texas mainland rather than over the Gulf again.
As soon as it was out of sight, he turned to his transporters. “Okay, load them up,” he said. “I’ve got three charter planes waiting for you at the airfield. As soon as you make your drops, the planes will bring you right back here, and you can head straight for home. You can come in tomorrow if you like, or you can take the day off, it’s up to you.”
All three of them gathered their respective coolers and headed for their cars, and a moment later, they were gone. Noah and Marco went into Noah’s office and shut the door, and Noah took the envelope out of his jacket pocket. He opened it and took out the two sheets of paper inside.
The first one listed four more organs that would be ready for transport the following morning, going to three different cities. The second sheet gave the names and addresses of four people, with a photo of each person printed beside their names. Noah looked at them for a moment, then said softly, “Subcoms off.”
Marco’s eyebrows rose, but he also whispered the command, and then Noah handed him the list of victims. A note attached to it instructed him to tell Marco that all four of these people needed to be available for “processing” within the next forty-eight hours.
Unfortunately, only one of them was a woman. All three of the others were men. He passed the sheet over to Marco.
“Son of a bitch,” Marco said. “This woman is Hispanic, and none of our girls could pass for her.”
Noah nodded. “I agree,” he said. “Unfortunately, we have to stay in character.” He leaned back in his chair and thought about it for a moment, then looked at Marco again. “There’s nothing else we can do. You’re going to have to round them up. Call Renée and tell her to come pick you up so that you can have your car, but I don’t want her involved in this. Meanwhile, I’ll get one of the back rooms set up to keep them in until it’s time to hand them off.”
Marco’s eyebrows rose. “And how do you expect to explain that to your employees in the break room?”
“I don’t,” Noah said. “I’m going to send them all home for the day. I can do everything necessary by myself. There’s a room back by the garages that has a toilet and shower, it was probably a place for the workers to clean up. It’s got a healthy steel door on it, and is big enough for several bunks. As soon as they’re gone, I’ll go shopping.”
While Marco was calling Renée, Noah went to the break room to send his extra people home. He told them to make sure they came in the next morning, because there would be organs to deliver, and they would get the next couple of runs. They grinned when he told them they wouldn’t lose any pay and wasted no time getting out to their cars and driving away.
Noah went back to his office and got on his computer. It took him a few minutes to locate the items he wanted, and a quick call to the nearest store that carried them was all it took to arrange to have them delivered.
Renée picked Marco up thirty minutes later, and the delivery truck pulled in as they were pulling out. Noah had purchased three sets of simple bunk beds, a small refrigerator, a microwave oven and a water cooler. He told the delivery guys that he was setting up a place for his employees to sleep over from time to time, and they were happy to help him set everything up in the room he had chosen.
Once they were gone, Noah decided it was lunchtime. He locked the building and left, then drove into town and found a hardware store. He bought everything necessary to fasten the bunk beds to the concrete floor and then purchased heavy-duty locks that would keep anybody inside from getting out. He ran through a fast food drive-through on the way back to the building, and his little holding cell was complete only a couple of hours later.
He had just gotten back to his office when his phone rang, and he saw that it was Marco calling.
“Yes?” he said as he answered.
“This job is way too damned easy,” Marco said. “How soon can you be ready to keep somebody contained?”
“I’m all set here. You’ve already got someone?”
“No, but I figured out a way to do it. I just called them all up and told them they each won a weekend cruise, and that they were entered into the contest as a thank you for signing up to be organ donors. I told them they could use their tickets anytime they want to in the next six months, and they all got excited. I’m picking them up for dinner around six o’clock, all of them.”
“How did you get them to agree to that?” Noah asked.
“Oh, that was the easy part,” Marco said. “I told these poor idiots that they were going to get their tickets in front of TV cameras. They think I’m taking them to a studio in Houston, so they can be on TV and get their fifteen minutes of fame.”
“All right,” Noah said. “I’ll be your backup. Swing by here and pick me up before you go after them, and we can catch them all by surprise once we get them all.”
“You got it,” Marco said. “I’ll be by to pick you up around five.”
Noah went to the lockup room and double checked everything. He had put sheets, blankets and pillows on the beds, but they were merely stacked there. Each of them would have to make their own bed if they wanted to be comfortable. The water cooler was set up and plugged in, and had a full jar of water on top. He decided to run to a nearby grocery store and stock up some microwavable food items for the refrigerator.
He also picked up a pair of costume glasses and some cheap, brush-in hair dye. With those in place, he was ready by the time Marco pulled in and quickly slid into the passenger seat.




FIFTEEN

The victims they were told to pick up lived in Texas City and La Marque, only a short distance across Galveston Bay onto the mainland. At twenty minutes to six, Marco pulled the big SUV up in front of the first address on his list. Noah got out and went to the door to knock, introduced himself as Bob Townsend from Donor Registry Services, and said that he would be the one to present the prizes when they got to the TV studio.
The young man from the list smiled as he climbed into the back seat of the SUV, and they were off to the next address. This time it was the young woman, who told them her name was Angelina, and she was delighted to slide in beside the first man in the back row. Within fifteen minutes, they had picked up the other two and Marco turned the vehicle and headed toward Galveston once again.
It was the last man they picked up, whose name was John, who first noticed they were going the wrong way.
“Hey,” he said nervously, “aren’t we going to Houston?”
The other three looked out the windows and suddenly, they all appeared nervous. Noah turned around and smiled at them, but then the large Glock pistol in his hand caught their attention.
“I’m afraid there’s been a slight change in plans,” he said. “Please be quiet and hand me your cell phones. Don’t anybody try to be heroic. I really don’t want to hurt anyone tonight.”
Despite their fear, all four of them managed not to panic as Noah took their cell phones and then made them turn out their pockets. He collected the men’s wallets, a couple of pocketknives and other small items, and even a small amount of money. Angelina reluctantly surrendered her purse and the SUV made its way to and through Galveston. Noah kept the gun down between the two front seats, where it couldn’t be seen from outside, but all four of the passengers kept their eyes locked on it. When they got close to the transport office, Noah told Marco to drive around to the back. He held the gun on their captives while Marco opened the overhead door and then drove the SUV inside.
Once the door was closed and locked again, Marco took out his own pistol and opened the rear driver side door.
“Okay, come on,” he said. “Out.”
The captives climbed through the door and then Noah exited the vehicle. He opened the door to the holding room and waved his gun to tell them all to go inside.
“With any luck,” he said, “you won’t be here very long. Just make yourselves as comfortable as possible.”
Two of the men looked like they were going to try putting up a fight, but Marco put his gun against Angelina’s head and they quickly backed down. They led the way inside and Noah closed and locked the door when they were all safely tucked away.
He turned to Marco. “They can’t get out,” he said, “and nobody’s going to hear anything out of them. I’ll notify Conley that they are ready, and hopefully they’ll send the chopper for them early in the morning.”
He took out his phone and called Conley, who seemed surprised to hear from him. “Robert? Is something wrong?”
“No, sir,” Noah said. “I just wanted to let you know that Jim picked up those supplies you folks ordered. If you could let Bill know, I’d like to get them delivered as soon as possible.”
There was silence on the line for a couple of seconds. “Are you saying you picked up those special items?” Conley asked slowly.
“Yes,” Noah said. “I’ve got them at my office, they are ready whenever Bill wants to pick them up.”
“Why, Robert, I—I’m not sure what to say. Good job, I guess. Excellent job, in fact. I’ll call him now and see when he can arrange pickup, and then I’ll let you know.”
“Yes, sir,” Noah said. “I’ll keep everything safe until then.”
He ended the call and looked at Marco. “I should be hearing from Mayweather any time. You can go on home, I’ll wait here. I don’t think they can escape, but I’d rather not leave them completely alone.”
Marco looked at him for a moment, then shrugged. “Nothing special going on at home,” he said. “I can wait here with you.”
Noah returned his gaze for a second, then picked up his phone and called Sarah. “Hey, honey,” he said.
“Noah? Is everything okay?” Sarah asked. “You’ve both been off subcom the last couple hours.”
“Yes, we had some things to do that I didn’t want everybody listening in on. I’ll tell you about it later, but right now I’m afraid it would cause too much distraction. I just want to let you know that I may be stuck here for a while. Marco wants to hang out with me, so let Renée know.”
“She’s here,” Sarah said. She quickly relayed the message to Renée. “We’re both just glad you guys are safe. You don’t know when you’ll be home?”
“Not yet. As soon as I do, I’ll let you know.”
“Okay, babe,” Sarah said. “I love you.”
“I love you, too,” Noah said. “I’ll call you when I know something more.”
They said goodbye and Noah ended the call. He looked up at Marco, who was staring at him.
“What’s on your mind?” Noah asked.
“I’m thinking about those people in that room back there,” Marco said. “They got to be scared to death. I was thinking, maybe, we could tell them what’s going on. Let them know that we are going to be working on rescuing them if it is possible.”
Noah shook his head. “No,” he said. “Unfortunately, we can’t do that. First off, we can’t be certain we’ll be able to rescue them, but even more important than that is the fact that they could blow our entire operation. I understand your concern, and I realize they probably are terrified, but this is necessary to the success of our mission.”
Marco’s face became a grimace. “Yeah, I knew you’d say that,” he said. “It was just a thought. I just can’t imagine what it would be like to be in their position.”
Noah didn’t say anything. They sat quietly for a couple more minutes, and then Noah’s phone rang.
“Townsend,” he said.
“Rob? It’s Bill Mayweather. Harold called and said you’ve already picked up the special order?” He sounded amazed.
“Yes,” Noah said. “I went along with Jim and we got it all done pretty easily. I set up a spot in my warehouse to keep everything, but I’d hate to let them sit very long. Any idea when you can come pick it up?”
“Well, unfortunately, there’s nothing I can do tonight. I can get a chopper set up tomorrow morning, pretty early. How about six a.m.? Would that work?”
“That would be perfect,” Noah said. “I’ll have everything ready for you.”
“Well, all right,” Mayweather said. “This may work out pretty well. I’ll have the chopper there bright and early.”
The call ended and Noah looked at Marco. “Six o’clock in the morning,” he said. “You go on home, and I’ll stay here.”
“Bump that,” Marco said. “One of us ought to be back there and keep an eye on the door. I’ll take first watch, and you can relieve me at midnight. Go on home and get some sleep, boss.”
Noah looked at him for another moment, then nodded. “Turn on your subcom,” he said. “Tell me instantly if there’s any problem.”
“I will. You go get some sleep and come back around midnight.”
“I’ll see you then. Subcom on.” He walked out of the office, got into the Charger and headed toward the apartments. As he left the parking lot, he said, “Noah to Neil. Are you there?”
“Hell, yes,” Neil said. “Where have you been, boss?”
“Marco and I had some things to take care of and I didn’t need distraction. If I can give you a precise time when the helicopter will be leaving my facility, would you be able to track it?”
“Um, maybe. There’s an NSA satellite that I can access, and the resolution is good enough that my computer can zoom in pretty tight. The only problem would be the refresh rate on the imagery, I can’t be sure that I could follow the helicopter if I’m zoomed in too tight. It could outrun my ability to keep my computer focused on it.”
“Well, it’s worth a try. The chopper will be leaving there somewhere around six o’clock tomorrow morning, so I’ll need you watching it then. If we can determine where that yacht is at that time, then you can keep a watch on it so we can find it later. It could save a lot of lives.”
“I’ll be on it. I’m setting up the parameters now, so I should be able to watch when it arrives and do my best to follow it when it leaves.”
“Good job. Noah to Sarah.”
“I’m here, baby.”
“I’m coming home. Marco is going to be stuck at the office for a while, but I’ll relieve him at midnight. Throw me together something to eat, and I want to get in to bed as soon as possible.”
“Okay, is pork chop sandwiches okay? I made pork chops for dinner, but the rest of us have already eaten.”
“That will be fine. I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes.”
“Okay. I’ll have it ready.”
Renée, Neil and Jenny had already left by the time he arrived, so he and Sarah sat at the table while he ate a couple of sandwiches. Sarah waited until he was sitting down, then asked about why he went off-line.
“I can tell you now, and I’m sure everybody else is listening. We got orders today to round up some new victims. There was only one woman in the group, and she was Hispanic. We couldn’t have substituted Jenny for her, so we were forced to go ahead and collect them. I notified Conley, and they’ll be sending the helicopter to pick them up at six o’clock tomorrow morning.”
Sarah stared at him. “Those poor people,” she said. “Do you think you’ll be able to do anything before they…”
Noah shrugged. “I have no idea. Right now, we’re waiting for Conley and company to tell me where the other collection facilities are, and we still need to figure out who is running the whole show. As much as I’d like to save these people, we save a lot more lives if we shut the whole operation down. If we rescue this current local group, even if we take out Conley and the people we can identify here, whoever is running it all will simply set up somewhere else. We need to be able to eliminate them all at once, or many more people will die.”
“So these people have to be sacrificial pawns. That’s so terrible, but there’s really nothing you can do about it, is there?”
Noah shook his head. “Not at this point,” he said. “It’s necessary to bring down the whole operation at once. That’s the actual mission, and rescuing any living victims is secondary.”
They heard Renée ask Marco to switch to another channel, and Noah was sure that Neil and Jenny had overheard as well. He finished eating and then Sarah followed him into the bedroom. They lay down together and Sarah held him for a few minutes as he let himself relax into sleep.
Noah’s alarm went off at eleven thirty and he shut it off quickly. Sarah woke briefly, but rolled over to go back to sleep as he took a quick shower, then got dressed and went to his car.
“Noah to Marco,” he said once he was moving, “I’m on the way. Any problems?”
“A lot of yelling and a fair amount of crying,” Marco said, “but everything has quieted down now. I don’t think they’re asleep, I think they just got tired of making so much racket.”
“Yeah, probably. I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes or so.”
Noah parked in his regular spot in front of the building, then used his keys to open the front door and walk inside. He locked it behind himself, then went through the building to find Marco sitting in a folding chair in the garage.
“You can go on home,” Noah said. He walked over and pushed the button to open the overhead door while Marco started up the SUV and backed out. Once he was outside, Marco waved at him and then turned the car and drove away.
The sound of the door had excited the captives, and all four of their voices were shouting for help. Noah walked to the door and hit it twice, then shouted, “Keep it down. We’re just waiting for your ride to get here.”
“Come on, man,” said one of the men. “I don’t know what’s going on, but this is ridiculous. What do you want, money? You let us out of here and I’ll give you fifty grand. All you gotta do is take me to the bank, I’ve got the money.”
“Shut up,” Noah said. “I’m not the one you have to worry about.”
He sat in the chair Marco had vacated and listened to all of them as they continued to shout. He could hear Angelina and one of the men crying, and for a brief moment he wondered what it would feel like to experience sympathy for their plight.
Intellectually, he understood that what was happening to these people was wrong, but there was no emotion within him. Noah couldn’t understand the fear they must be feeling, nor could he feel any remorse over the fact that they might soon die. They were factors in his mission, and while he would have preferred not to put them in this position, the mission had to come first. From his coldly logical viewpoint, stopping these people from killing dozens or hundreds more justified allowing his captives to walk into the jaws of death.
The hours passed and the first hint of dawn began to lift the darkness outside. At twenty minutes to six, Noah heard, “Neil to Noah. I’m on the job, watching by satellite. I’m zoomed in just enough to see your car, so I shouldn’t have any trouble spotting a helicopter.”
“Good. It should be coming anytime now.”
“This sucks, Noah,” Neil said. “I wish there was some other way, other than letting those people get chopped up.”
“So do I,” Noah said. “Unfortunately, we have to stay in cover, and that means doing the jobs they hired us for. I’m hoping this will be enough to get me more information, and then maybe we can save these people before it’s too late.”
“Damn, I hope so. I don’t have a problem with killing bad guys, but letting innocent people die really eats at me.”
Noah said nothing. He cocked his head, because a rumbling sound had caught his attention. A moment later, he was certain he was hearing the approach of the helicopter once again.
“Heads up,” he said. “Chopper coming in now.”
“I’m watching. Soon as it leaves, I’ll keep you posted.”
Noah opened the overhead door, then stepped outside. The helicopter came in for a landing a couple minutes later, settling into the empty lot beside the building as it had done the day before. Two men climbed out and jogged toward him, and he saw that each of them was carrying Ruger MP9 submachine guns.
“Mr. Townsend?” one of them asked. “I understand you have a package for us?”
“Yep,” Noah said. “Follow me.”
He led them inside the building and then opened the heavy padlock that secured the door. He then inserted the key into the doorknob lock and hit the door hard with his fists.
“Listen up,” he shouted. “It’s time for you to go. There are two men standing here with machine guns, and they will blow you away if you try to offer any resistance. Understood?”
All three of the men shouted expletives and Angelina could be heard crying. Noah looked at the two armed men, who nodded, and then he turned the key and threw open the door. One of the men—John—rushed out, but Noah struck him in the throat with the edge of his palm. He went down gasping for air, and the two men with the guns made it clear that no further resistance would be tolerated.
One of them handed Noah a bundle of zip strips, and he quickly secured John’s hands behind his back. He left John lying on the floor and ordered out another man, and then the third, securing their hands the same way.
Angelina was cowering against the wall at the back of the room and Noah had to go in after her. She screamed when he jerked her to her feet and cried loudly as he secured her wrists behind her. He marched her out of the room, then reached down to help John get to his feet. When all four of them were standing, the men with the guns ordered them to start moving.
Noah walked along, holding onto Angelina and John. He put John into the helicopter first, and then Angelina, then turned to help the other two men climb in before he got inside himself and secured their safety belts. All three of the men were cursing him the whole time, but he ignored them.
As soon as they were secure, he climbed out and the armed men got aboard. They took seats facing the four captives, and Noah closed the side door. He slapped the side of the helicopter twice, earning himself a thumbs up from the pilot, and then backed away. The chopper rose into the air and swung toward the east.
“Noah to Neil,” Noah said. “The chopper is in the air and on its way.”
“And I’m watching,” Neil said. “This is going to be rough, it’s moving pretty quick. I see the direction, and I’m trying to anticipate it. I have to jump ahead by grids, and if the pilot turns before he gets into the next grid, I could lose him.”
“Just do the best you can,” Noah said. He turned and walked back into the building, closed the overhead door and secured the holding cell again.




SIXTEEN

“Okay,” Neil said, “so far, so good. This baby is about ten miles out, still moving on the same heading. He’s flying almost due east, like a straight line.”
“Good,” Noah said as he walked into the break room. He had made himself coffee a couple hours earlier, and poured another cup. “If you can identify the yacht, then we should be able to track it from then on, right?”
“Damn right,” Neil said. “I can mark it so my computer will stay locked on it all the time. It won’t matter where it goes, I’ll have its position at all times.”
“That’s the goal. Do your best.”
“Hey, hey,” Neil said. “The helicopter just dropped its speed, that means it’s getting close. I’m staying on it, but the yacht should be coming into view any time. Okay, wait, he’s turning slightly to the south. I’ve gotta change grids, but now that it’s slowing down, it’s easier to stay in front of them. Holy cow, there she is! Big sucker of a yacht, with a nice big helipad right on the back end! I’m watching, I’m watching and yes! We have touchdown, and my computer is locked on the yacht. Hang on, I’m switching screens to get to the transponder logs. Every vessel in the Gulf has to have a transponder, so I can match transponder signal to its position from the satellite image, and that should give me the name of the yacht and the ownership information.”
“That could be a great help,” Noah said. “Let me know as soon as you have it.”
“Well, you can go ahead and buy me a cigar, because I’ve got it. The yacht is a three hundred footer named Lady Midnight, an old World War II escort frigate that was built in Canada and later converted to a yacht. She belongs to a company out of Miami, Florida called Rampart International. Rampart International seems to be a shell company, maybe set up just to own the yacht, but I’m looking at who owns the company. There’s probably going to be several companies involved, but I might be able to get past the corporate veil and find out who the principals are this way.”
“Good work, Neil,” Noah said. “Let me know what you find out as soon as you can.”
“I’m on it. Neil out.”
Noah sat behind his desk and and took a long drink of his coffee, then leaned back in his chair. He set an alarm on his phone and went back to sleep until eight. When he awoke, he unlocked the front door and then went to the break room to make a fresh pot of coffee. Afterward, he returned to his office to wait for his transporters to arrive.
He had just gotten into his chair when his phone rang, and he saw that it was Bill Mayweather calling.
“Townsend,” he said.
“Hey, Rob, it’s Bill. I just wanted to tell you that was an awesome job, picking up those special items. I didn’t expect it to happen so quickly, but I’m glad it did. We have orders for a couple of those parts sometime in the next day or two.”
Noah put a smile into his voice. “Glad to handle it,” he said. “What about the shipments for today?”
“They should be there within a couple of hours. We’re getting them ready right now. Everything ready for shipment?”
“Oh, yes,” Noah said. “In fact, my transporters ought to be here just about any time.”
“Excellent. I might get the chance to come down and visit with you this afternoon, will you have time?”
“Bill, I’ll certainly make time for you. Try to give me a heads up on when you’re coming, would you?”
“I sure will. Talk to you later.”
Noah said goodbye and the phone went dead in his hand. He dropped it onto his desk and then turned to his computer. He still had to prepare the shipping documents for the organs that were due in, but that only took a few minutes for each one.
The front door chimed, and two of his transporters came in, the ones he had sent home the day before. He greeted them quickly and told them to relax in the break room until the organs arrived, and the other three came in just a moment after that.
“Wow, you all came in?” Noah asked. “I figured a couple of you would want to take the day off after yesterday.”
“Why?” Tom asked. “All I did was take a nap on the plane, and I was back home a little before seven. This has to be one of the easiest jobs that I ever had, and the pay is great.”
“It’s pretty good,” Noah said. “Unfortunately, I promised the other two they would have runs today, and I’ve only got three available. You guys get to argue over who gets the third one.”
All three of them looked at one another, and then the two men shrugged. “Let Julie have it,” David said. “She needs the money more than we do.”
Noah looked at them and smiled. “That’s nice of you,” he said.
“Oh, I’ve known Julie all my life,” David replied. “And I knew that deadbeat ex-husband of hers that ran out and left her with four kids to raise all by herself. Trust me, she can use the money.” He turned to Tom. “Feel like a round of golf?”
Tom grinned. “Don’t I always?” The two men turned and walked out of the building, and Noah looked at Julie.
“That’s okay with you?” he asked. “You had a long run yesterday.”
“It wasn’t that bad,” she said. “Like Tom said, I caught naps on the plane. I finally got home around eleven, I never go to bed before then anyway. I can handle it.”
“Okay,” Noah said. “The chopper ought to be in soon. The other guys are down in the break room, and there’s fresh coffee.”
“I could use it,” she said, walking down the hall.
Noah went back to his office and called Neil on the subcom. “Any updates? That helicopter should be coming back here before too long.”
“Just a moment,” Neil said. “Okay, it’s still sitting on the back of the yacht at the moment. Since the yacht moves slowly enough for the computer to keep track of it, I zoomed in a lot closer. There’s quite a bit of activity going on, but I can’t tell what kind.”
“I would imagine they’re getting the latest harvest victims ready, taking them to the operating room. Organs have to be packed for shipment immediately after removal from the donor. They probably already have them under anesthesia.”
“Yeah,” Neil said. “Hey, Noah, when it comes time to do the hits, can I kill those doctors myself? Any doctor who would knowingly murder patients to harvest their organs, I’m not going to lose any sleep over that.”
“I think I’ll let Jenny handle them,” Noah said. “I suspect she could do a better job at giving them justice for their crimes.”
Neil chuckled. “She probably can, at that.”
“Damn right,” Jenny said suddenly through the subcom. “They don’t get to die an easy death. No anesthesia, I want them to feel everything I do to them.”
Sarah and Renée chimed in, voicing their approval, and then Noah decided it was time to get back to work. He printed out all the labels and datasheets, added the receipts that the transporters would have to get signatures on and then put together a folder for each of them.
“Neil to Noah. Helicopter seems to be on its way.”
“Got it.”
He waited until he could hear the helicopter, less than a dozen minutes later, and then went to the break room to collect everyone. The three of them, Julie and two men named Jack Zigler and Ron Wheeler, followed Noah outside to watch the landing.
The same men jumped out to unload the coolers, and Noah was given another envelope. He slipped it into his pocket as the transporters picked up the coolers and the helicopter rose into the air as they carried them toward the office. Noah quickly checked each cooler’s labels and affixed his own, then assigned one to each of the three transporters. Moments later, they were gone, all three of them driving toward the airport.
Noah went into his office and took the envelope out of his jacket. He opened it and saw another list of organs that would be shipped out the next day. He laid it on his desk and leaned back in his chair, then got up again a moment later and went to get himself fresh cup of coffee. The short night’s sleep was beginning to wear on him.
Marco showed up at just after ten and surprised Noah with some breakfast sandwiches. The two of them sat at the desk and ate, then went back to the holding cell to look it over.
Surprisingly, none of the captives had done any real damage. None of the beds were made up, but the only evidence that they had even tried to escape were some scratches on the inside of the door. It looked like somebody had tried to dig through to the lock with just his fingernails.
There were a couple of food wrappers on the floor, along with some crushed paper cups from the water cooler. Noah picked those up and carried them to a trash can, then locked the room again.
“I hope we never have to use that again,” Marco said. “Even though I know we probably will.”
“Most likely,” Noah said. “I…”
“Neil to Noah,” he heard suddenly.
“Go ahead, Neil.”
“Just thought you’d like to know,” Neil said, “I kept an eye on the helicopter as it left you a little bit ago. It didn’t go back to the yacht, it went to a place in Houston. Houston Air Rescue, which happens to be a fairly new company that’s owned by, wait for it, Rampart International.”
“Good work,” Noah said. “Find out everything you can about the company and everyone working for it. They’re all part of this thing, so they all go down.”
“I’m already on it. They’ve got twenty-seven employees, including two helicopter pilots and quite a few people listed just as security personnel. They don’t seem to have many actual contracts, even though they claim to be working with lots of different companies throughout Texas to provide air ambulance and rescue services.”
“Any luck finding out who owns Rampart?” Noah asked.
“Holy cow, that’s a nightmare. I’ve gone through eleven layers of corporate ownership and I’m still tracking down who owns the next one in the sequence. Two of these have been European companies, and one was from the U.K.”
“Really? I wonder if the operation has spread to other countries.”
“I’m pretty sure it has,” Neil said. “Some of the other companies that are owned by companies in this mix are also air ambulance services. I got one in Germany, one in France and one in merry old England.”
“Then it’s probably international,” Noah said. “I need to let Allison know.”
“Roger that,” Neil said. “Neil out.”
“If this thing is international,” Marco said, “then it may be too big for us to take down.”
“No,” Noah said. “There’s somebody at the top, and I intend to find him. Him, and everybody between me and him right now.”
* * * * *
Noah’s phone rang at just after one o’clock and he saw that it was Conley calling. He answered the phone with a smile on his face, so it could be heard.
“Townsend Transport Logistics,” he said.
“Robert! It’s Harold Conley. I wanted to give you a little heads up, Bill Mayweather and I are on the way out to see you.”
“Cool,” Noah said. “Bill told me he might make it out today. I’m looking forward to seeing you guys again.”
“Ha! I’ll bet you are, considering we’re bringing your payday. Got some things to talk about with you as well, so be ready when we get there. Anybody else around?”
“Just Jim Coolidge,” Noah said. “You want him to stick around, or should I send him somewhere else?”
“Oh, he can stay. We got his pay with us, too. We should be there in about fifteen minutes or so.”
“Looking forward to it,” Noah said. “See you then.”
He cut off the call and looked at Marco. “This could be good,” he said. “Conley and Mayweather are both on the way out here. They’re bringing us some money, but they said they have some things to talk about. Maybe I’ll finally get the location of the other facilities.”
The two men arrived on schedule and Noah invited them into his office. Marco brought in another folding chair to sit on, so the two of them could have the nicer chairs Noah had bought.
“Rob,” Mayweather said. “Jim. I got to tell you guys, you did a helluva job last night. I don’t know how you pull it off so easy, but it was great work. Those people are going to net us a cool twelve million, so we decided to give both of you a bonus.” He turned to Marco. “Jim, you were told thirty thousand each. Because you did such a quick job, we bumped that up to fifty.” He opened his briefcase and took out a thick envelope, which he passed over to Marco. “There you go,” he said. “Two hundred thousand dollars, and it’s all yours.”
Marco put a huge smile on his face. “Hey, hey,” he said. “How soon you want the next batch?”
Mayweather chuckled. “It’ll be sometime in the next few days,” he said. “Just be patient, there’s plenty of work for you.”
He turned to Noah. “Rob, going along to help Jim was stepping above and beyond the call of duty for you. We want you to know we appreciate it, but we also need to pay you for what you’ve done so far. Between yesterday and today, you handled quite a lot.” He reached into the briefcase and took out another envelope, not quite as thick as the one he had given Marco. “You had a hundred thousand coming, but we added a hundred thousand dollar bonus.” He passed the envelope over and Noah glanced inside, then dropped it into a drawer of his desk.
“Thank you,” he said. “I wasn’t expecting a bonus, I just wanted to make sure Jim had backup.”
“And it’s thinking like that,” Conley said, “that makes you so valuable. Now, when we started working on this new project of yours, we talked about the other locations. How soon could you be ready to go set up something like this out there?”
Noah narrowed his eyes. “Well, I suppose I could teach Jim what to do here. Give me a couple of days to get him up on the paperwork and such, and then I could go. Can you give me an idea of where we are talking about?”
“You bet,” Conley said. “We’ve got two other facilities in the U.S. One is in Trenton, New Jersey, and the other one is a little ways outside Las Vegas.”
Noah waggled his head a bit as if thinking it over. “Yeah, shouldn’t be a problem. Major airport in both areas, so that helps.”
“So you don’t see any issues with it, then?” Mayweather asked. “Setting up something like this for each of those?”
“No, not at all. Should be simple, especially since we’ve already got this company set up. Those would just be out of state offices for us, I don’t think it would be all that much trouble.”
“All right,” Mayweather said. “Then, I want you to think about something else.” He turned to Marco for a second. “Jim, would you mind to give us a room for a minute? This is something of a little bit of a private nature for Robert.”
Marco grinned and got out. “No problemo,” he said. “I’ll be in the break room.” He left the office and closed the door behind him.
Mayweather glanced at Conley, then turned back to Noah. “Robert, this is a pretty big business,” he said. “As such, we answer to somebody a lot higher up the ladder than ourselves.”
Noah nodded. “Yeah, I figured.”
“Well, when we told them what happened with Jim Harmon, and how Jim Coolidge seemed to be the right guy to take over, they asked for a lot of information about both of you. We gave them everything they wanted and they checked you out, and—well, they suggested that we might want to discuss bringing you in as one of the partners.”
Noah opened his eyes wide and stared at the man. “As a partner? Seriously?”
“I told you he’d be shocked,” Conley said with a chuckle. “Rob, Bill and I are both partners in the company, and we think you’re a good fit. When the bosses suggested it, they asked us for our opinions and we said hell, yes! Now, as for what it means financially, let’s just say that each of us has made about a hundred million over the last year. That’s the kind of money you’d be looking at.”
Noah stared at both of them for a moment, shaking his head. “I don’t know what to say,” he said. “I mean, sure, I’m interested. What would I have to do?”
“Nothing you’re not already doing,” Mayweather said. “Robert, the reason you’re being offered this opportunity is because we see how you can help the business make even more money. You’ve got what it takes to understand what we do and not get all upset about it, and you’ve already solved a lot of problems for us. I think there’s a strong possibility that we might be answering to you, one day.”
Noah leaned back in his chair, as if the whole thing was slightly overwhelming. “Well, I’m in. I’ve always dreamed of being into that kind of money, but I never thought I’d ever get the chance.”
“That was before you met us,” Conley said. “Now, you’re going to have to meet the people above us. Think you can handle that?”
“Oh, wow,” Noah said. “How soon would that have to happen? I’ll be honest, and that’s just a little bit scary. I mean, what if I say the wrong thing? I got a feeling the bosses aren’t somebody I want to piss off.”
Conley laughed. “I don’t think you need to worry about it,” he said. “They see just how valuable you are, the same way we do. If they didn’t, you wouldn’t be getting the chance.”
Noah looked from one man to the other and back, then took a deep breath. “Okay, then,” he said. “Whatever we have to do.”
“Good, good,” Conley said. “Rob, one of the top partners is coming in later today. Can you have dinner with us tonight?”
“I… Sure, just tell me what time and where.”
Mayweather gave him the name of the restaurant and told him to meet them there at seven p.m.
“I’ll be there,” Noah said. “Should I go buy a new suit, maybe?”
Both men chuckled. “Don’t worry about it,” Mayweather said. “The one you’re wearing will be fine.”
Noah glanced down at himself and shrugged. “Okay,” he said. “Um, I don’t suppose you want me to bring my wife?”
“Oh, no,” Conley said. “None of us ever involve our families. You haven’t told her anything, have you?”
“Lord, no,” Noah said. “Marsha would freak out if she had any idea what we’re doing. Hell, she volunteers at animal shelters and children’s hospitals sometimes. If she had any idea I was involved in something like this, she’d leave me in a heartbeat.”
“And she’d probably rat you out in the process,” Conley said. “Women couldn’t handle this sort of thing, they are way too soft. It takes a man to do what needs to be done in this world. God, could you imagine if a woman ever actually got into a position of power? The world would be doomed.”
They talked for a few more minutes and then both men got up to leave. As soon as they had driven away, he went to the break room to get Marco.
“Is everybody on?” Noah asked once he and Marco were back in his office with the door closed.
They all responded that they were listening, and Noah quickly make sure they were all aware of the conversation he had just had.
“All right, here’s how we’re going to play this,” Noah said once they were all up to speed. “I’m going to keep my subcom on with the microphone turned up all the way. As soon as I’m introduced, Neil, I want you to start learning everything you can about the person I meet. I want to know who he works with, associates, family, everything.”
“I’ll get everything possible,” Neil said.
“Jenny and Renée, I want the two of you to be at the restaurant. You should get there a few minutes before I’m scheduled to arrive and try to sit where you can see most of the dining area. I don’t anticipate needing any backup, but I will want your observations.”
Both women responded that they were on board with the plan, and Noah decided it was time for him and Marco to head back to the apartments.
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Noah pulled up and parked the Charger at the restaurant a few minutes before seven. “You girls in place?”
“All set,” Jenny replied through the subcoms. “Your man Conley is about three tables over from us, with three other men.”
“Good,” Noah said. “I’m coming in.”
He got out of the car and walked through the doors, spotting Conley and Mayweather instantly. There were two other men with them. One of them looked to be in his seventies or possibly older, and the other was probably in his early fifties. Noah walked past Jenny and Renée as he made his way toward the table, and then Conley spotted him and broke into a smile.
“And here he is,” Conley said loudly. “The man of the hour. Rob Townsend, I’d like to introduce Albert Carrigan and Hank Schlatter. They’re two of the top partners in our company.”
Carrigan, the older man, rose from his seat and smiled as he extended a hand toward Noah. “Mr. Townsend,” he said, “it is genuinely a pleasure to meet you. I’ve been sitting here for the last fifteen minutes hearing such praise for you that I almost feel like I’m making the acquaintance of a celebrity.”
Noah smiled modestly. “I think the pleasure’s all mine,” he said. “I’m just grateful for the opportunities.”
Schlatter also stood and shook his hand. “Mr. Townsend.”
“Mr. Schlatter, it’s a pleasure.”
They sat and a waiter came to take their orders. They all ordered the steaks that the restaurant was famous for and drinks from the bar, and then they were relatively alone.
“Mr. Carrigan,” Noah began, but the old man held up a hand.
“It’s just Albert,” he said. “We are all partners, so we are all equals.”
Noah grinned in acquiescence. “Very well, Albert,” he resumed. “May I ask where you’re from?”
“Certainly,” Carrigan said. “I live in New Jersey, not too far from New York City. I manage the eastern branch of our operation. I understand you’ll be coming up to pay me a visit very soon, to implement your new logistics into our firm. I just wanted to come down and meet you, and perhaps discuss some of your ideas.”
“I’d be glad to,” Noah said. “You know, organ transport is a very big business. Getting the harvested organs to the people who need them in time is critical. With some of the new technology available today, the old standard of being able to reach the recipient within four hours has been extended, and we will have that new technology available very shortly. Once we do, we could conceivably provide organs throughout the entire western hemisphere.”
Carrigan nodded. “So I understand, and that is a very large part of our business, of course. However, are you aware that there are other segments? I’m thinking that some of your ideas might be adaptable to those, as well.”
Noah narrowed his eyes. “Okay,” he said cautiously. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.”
Carrigan glanced at Conley, who was sitting to Noah’s right. Conley leaned close to Noah.
“We don’t just sell parts,” he whispered. “We sell, shall we say, complete units as well. You know, special orders people want.”
Noah turned and looked at him, then whispered, “You mean like slaves?”
Conley grinned. “Yeah, you could say that. Most people think of them as toys. Especially the, uh, the newest models.”
Noah stared at him for a moment, then raised his eyebrows. “Oh,” he said. “Oh, I see.” He turned back to Carrigan. “I actually wasn’t aware of that until now, but I suppose it makes sense… I’m not sure where I would fit into that.”
“Why, the same way, my dear young man. Transportation, that’s what it’s all about. Some of those—products, I suppose, have to travel quite a distance. I’m sure you can imagine the problems that can create, especially using normal methods of transportation. I’m wondering if you could devise something that wouldn’t leave us at risk.”
Noah stared at him for several seconds, then slowly nodded his head. “I’m sure I could,” he said. “There are methods of shipping such things that would keep them from moving around or drawing any attention. They’d be packed in special containers, completely safe and sound but, um, deactivated—and they could be reactivated after delivery.”
Carrigan grinned. “That would be perfect,” he said. “It’s similar to something else we looked into once before, but I believe your expertise might help us to achieve it properly. The last time, oh, it was terrible. We had packages arriving in a terrible condition, beyond any hope of salvage. You sound like you might have a method of avoiding that sort of problem?”
“I think I can,” Noah said. “There would be some necessary chemicals involved, and a system for monitoring the condition of the product. But yes, it can be done, and without letting too many people in on the trade secrets. Someone will probably have to accompany each item, but they wouldn’t even know what they were carrying.”
Carrigan turned to Conley and Mayweather. “I want him to have whatever he needs,” he said. “No limits, we can simply charge the cost off to the customers, anyway.” He turned back to Noah. “Now, Robert, let us discuss your future. Do you like it here in Texas, or would you rather work at the home office with me?”
Suddenly, Noah heard, “Neil to Noah. Albert Carrigan, seventy-four years old, he’s the same Albert Carrigan that once served as Attorney General to the state of New Jersey. He’s a retired attorney, but he’s also the main stockholder of a company in Trenton called Treasure Procurement, which just happens to be one of the biggest corporate sponsors of Life Gift America.”
“Wow,” Noah said. “Can I have a moment to think it over?”
“Certainly,” Carrigan said. “Where’s the waitress, I want another drink.”
Neil went on. “Treasure Procurement, his company, claims to be involved in locating rare collectibles, but it does over three billion dollars a year from a building smaller than this apartment. As far as I can tell, they don’t own a warehouse or shipping dock anywhere. No sign that anyone has ever questioned how they make that kind of money. I’m working on Schlatter now.”
Noah had listened while trying to give the impression that he was considering Carrigan’s question.
“Well,” he said, “to be honest, we just got moved in here. I’m not going to say we wouldn’t move, but I certainly hadn’t thought about it before this moment. How soon would I have to give you an answer?”
Carrigan laughed. “Well, it’s not like you have to decide tonight. Besides, you’ll be coming up to see me in a week or so. You might decide you like it up there. Bring your wife along, I’ll make sure we have plenty of time to socialize during the visit. She might like it up there, especially with all the potential for advancement.”
Schlatter had been quiet throughout this exchange, but suddenly held up a hand. “Just wait a moment, Albert,” he said. “Robert—may I call you Robert?”
“Of course, sir, but I prefer Rob,” Noah said, grinning at him.
“Rob, I handle the western district of our business, at Las Vegas. I’m extremely interested in getting your operation working out there as soon as possible. We ship quite a bit of product, and I’d like to streamline that aspect of our business.”
“No problem, sir,” Noah said. “I suppose I should leave it to you gentlemen to decide where I go first.”
“I spoke first,” Carrigan said. “You can wait, Hank.”
“As long as you don’t keep him tied up too long,” Schlatter said. “I need this, Albert. We move more product out of Vegas than New Jersey and Texas combined.”
“He’s probably telling the truth,” Noah heard Neil say. “Henry James Schlatter, self-made billionaire. Four years ago, he was in charge of security at one of the big casinos, but quit his job after three people disappeared from the casino on his watch.”
“Really?” Noah asked. “That’s pretty amazing, but I guess it makes sense. An awful lot of people go missing out of Vegas.”
Schlatter grinned. “What happens in Vegas doesn’t necessarily stay in Vegas, after all.” He turned to Carrigan. “You really ought to let him come see me first. Shouldn’t take more than a few days.”
Neil continued, talking in the background. “Afterward, he started a business of his own called Simple Logic that does employment consulting. It’s based in Las Vegas, but once again, the building isn’t big enough to justify more than two billion dollars a year in any kind of legitimate sales or services. According to information about the company, it specializes in providing top quality domestic employees to clients all over the world, but its payroll is less than a hundred thousand dollars a year. And, by the way, Simple Logic is another sponsor of LGA.”
Noah listened to Neil while Carrigan and Schlatter argued amiably over where he would go first. By the time they were finished, it was arranged for Noah to go to New Jersey early the following week, spend up to two weeks there and then go directly to Las Vegas.
Carrigan turned to Noah again. “Now that that’s settled,” he said, “let’s discuss your induction into partnership. Rob, we do about twenty billion a year in total sales, and the profit margin is about sixty percent. Hank and I are senior partners, while Harold and William are junior partners. What that means is simply that Hank and I get a bigger share of the profits. You will begin as a junior partner with them, but I think it’s quite possible that you will end up becoming one of the big boys before it’s over. Don’t you agree, Hank?”
“From everything I’ve heard so far,” Schlatter said, “I’m inclined to think that’s correct. Rob, your innovations may very well warrant bringing you into the upper echelon. As a junior partner, you’ll be looking at about a hundred, possibly as much as a hundred and fifty million a year. I think we’ll probably vote on a promotion for you at the next board meeting, which will be in Paris early next year. If it passes, you can expect to earn three or four times that much each year thereafter.”
Noah’s eyes became wide. “Gentlemen, I don’t know what to say,” he said. “This is a much bigger opportunity than I ever expected to have come my way. The only thing that worries me is how to explain that kind of wealth to my wife.”
“That isn’t difficult,” Carrigan said. “You’ve already taken the first step by forming a company of your own. We had some issues early on with how to actually take possession of our profits, but then we got involved with a man named Valentine. He’s an accountant in New York, but he is an absolute master at concealing the source of funds. You already own the majority of stock in your company, so we will simply make payments to the company itself. The remainder of the stock is owned by one of our holding companies, so we simply make sure that your share equals what you have coming.”
“That’s ingenious,” Noah said. “I’m guessing the payments come from other companies within the group?”
“Absolutely,” Schlatter replied. “All of the money is carefully scrubbed free of any trace of where it originally comes from. There’s nothing to worry about on that score. Valentine is very, very good at what he does.”
Noah grinned. “Sounds to me like coming to Galveston was one of the best decisions I ever made,” he said. “Gentlemen, I can’t thank you enough. I’ve dreamed for years of being able to give my wife anything she wants, and you’re about to make it possible.”
“You earned this chance,” Conley said. “I just hope you remember us peons when you climb the ranks.” He chuckled.
“Oh, don’t worry,” Noah said. “I can guarantee I’ll never forget you guys.”
“I want to handle that bastard personally,” Noah heard Jenny say through the subcom suddenly. “He’s the one who said women couldn’t handle this kind of work. I want to show him just what we really are capable of.”
As she spoke, Mayweather lifted a glass. “To a bright new future,” he said.
“That sounds perfect,” Noah said, confident that Jenny would know he was talking to her.
A moment later, the food arrived. All five of the men dropped the conversation to enjoy the meal, and then Carrigan invited Noah to join them at a local nightclub.
“I’d be delighted,” Noah said. “It’s just across town, I think. Shall we all meet there?”
“Yes, certainly,” Schlatter said. “Albert and I have a rental car, so perhaps we could follow you?”
“Sure,” Noah said. “That would be great.”
Carrigan signaled the waiter for their check, and waved Noah away when he offered to pay for his own meal. “It’s only money, dear boy,” the old man said. “This evening is our treat.”
They left the restaurant and Conley and Mayweather said good night. “We’ll be talking to you tomorrow, Rob,” Mayweather said. “I think these gentlemen want to spend some time alone with you.”
Noah pointed out his Charger and Schlatter admired it openly. Carrigan seemed slightly less impressed and hurried Schlatter up to get to their car. Noah backed the Charger out of his parking space and waited a moment for their rental car to pull up behind him, then led them through the streets of Galveston.
“Noah to Neil,” he said. “Have you got everything you need?”
“I’ve got more than I expected,” Neil said. “Knowing about their companies has helped me track down some of the others involved in this mess. I can confirm that Rampart International is one of the many subsidiary companies they own, which means that those two men, along with six others in Europe, are the actual owners of the entire business. Three of those are the rich Europeans Allison was talking about, so we have a connection to them. One of those men is in London at the moment. Think we could get Catherine Potts to keep tabs on him for us?”
“I’m sure we could,” Noah said. “I just don’t want to take a chance of tipping our hand before I’m ready to strike.”
“That makes sense. The question is, these people are scattered all over the place. How are we going to take them all out at once?”
“That’ll be up to Allison. I know she’s got a couple of other teams ready to go, but we may need more. Put together all of the information about the people involved and send the report up to her now. Tell her I’ll call her when I’m done with this pair, tonight.”
“You got it, boss. Neil out.”
“Noah to Jenny.”
“Jenny here,” he heard. “Go ahead.”
“You heard where we’re going, right?”
“I not only heard it, Renée and I are already on the way. We should be inside by the time you guys get there. That’s what you want, right?”
“Yes, but don’t go in so quickly. I’m fairly sure these men noticed you, so I want you both to go and change clothes, maybe do something with your hair to look different. The last thing we need is for them to think you’re following them around.”
“Okay. We’ll run by the apartments and change. Hey, can Sarah come with us? Neither one of them would know who she is.”
“That’s a good idea, it’ll look more spontaneous. Sarah, are you there?”
“I’m here, babe. I’ll be ready by the time they get here.”
“Okay, good. All three of you, this place we’re going to is a popular hot spot. Be sure to act like you’re having fun, and don’t be afraid to dance with the locals. I want you there to observe, but I don’t want it obvious.”
“Oh, don’t worry,” Sarah said. “I intend to have some fun.”
“That’s fine, just be careful. The three of you can watch each other’s backs, so nobody gets out of line.”
Noah and the two other men arrived at the club and parked side by side. Noah secured the Charger and the three of them walked inside, where rock music was blaring from the band on the stage.
“Is this what you want?” Noah asked loudly. “We could find someplace quieter, if you prefer.”
“I love this stuff,” Carrigan said. “Besides, it gives me the chance to watch the girls get up and jiggle.”
Schlatter grinned at Noah. “He’s always like this,” he said. “We’ll be fine here.”
They went inside and found a table, and a barmaid wearing hot pants came over to ask what they wanted to drink. Noah ordered a whiskey sour while the other two asked for Manhattans. The girl smiled flirtatiously and then treated them to her wiggle as she walked away.
“I think she likes you,” Schlatter said to Carrigan. “Good thing you got your own room.”
“I never date the bar girls,” Carrigan said. “Let’s face it, all a girl wants with me at my age is to see how much money I’ll spend on her. For that, I want something better than the barmaids anybody can pick up. Trust me, I won’t go back to the hotel alone tonight.”
Schlatter shook his head, grinning. “You never do,” he said. “Me, I’m still married. In this day and age, I’m not willing to take the chance somebody could get pictures and blackmail me.”
“So what if they do?” Carrigan asked. “One of these girls ever tries to blackmail me, she will end up as inventory. Relax, Hank, find yourself a squeeze and have a little fun. If you’re worried she might talk, just tell Rob to have his man pick her up and we’ll sell her to one of the Saudis. Problem solved.”
Their drinks arrived a few moments later and the three of them sat back to watch the dance floor. Carrigan made a show of flashing money and it wasn’t long before a young woman wearing even less than the barmaid asked him if he’d like to dance. He pretended to protest that he was too old, but she dragged him out of his chair and onto the dance floor, where she learned that he was still awfully spry.
“Here we go,” Schlatter said. “Watch him work, he’ll have her squirming before he’s done with her.”
The old man could certainly dance. Noah watched as he pulled the girl close to him, and it was obvious that she was enjoying his attention. By the time the dance was over, they were both looking flushed. When Carrigan returned to his seat, she came along and sat on his knee.
“This is Kendra,” Carrigan said, introducing her. “I think I’m going to be her new sugar daddy.”
Kendra grinned from ear to ear, then kissed Carrigan passionately. “Anything you want, baby,” she said.




EIGHTEEN

When they got up to dance again, Schlatter leaned over to Noah. “She’ll be twenty grand richer by morning,” he said. “Be sure to get her last name, just in case he needs her to disappear later.”
“No problem,” Noah said. “She looks healthy enough to be an organ donor.”
Schlatter grinned at him. “Yes, that’s a side benefit of our business. We can always eliminate anybody who becomes a problem.”
“I suppose you know my history,” Noah said. He said it is a statement, but left it hanging like a question.
“I heard you killed somebody,” Schlatter admitted. “And I heard you went along on the last pickup run. Do you get a thrill out of it?”
“I find it—intriguing,” Noah said. “There’s something about the power of life and death that appeals to me. That first time, I wasn’t sure if I could do it or not, but then it turned out to be easy. Afterward, I felt a lot more alive, especially after the charges were dismissed and I knew I’d gotten away with it. Picking up those people last night, that gave me a little bit of that feeling all over again.”
Schlatter nodded. “I know what you mean,” he said. “I still get a thrill when I look at some cute young boy or girl and realize that their lives are mine for the taking. Every now and then, when I feel the urge, I have an extra girl picked up just so I can kill her myself. Of course, I make sure to use her other ways, first.”
“I’m gonna be sick,” Sarah said suddenly, through the subcom. Renée echoed her.
Jenny said, “We’re here, coming in.”
“You make it sound like fun,” Noah said with a grin. “Do we harvest those? The organs, I mean?”
“Oh, yes,” Schlatter said. “Should you find yourself in the mood to give it a try, just let me know. I have a special little room set up at our facility. A nice little bedroom with every kind of toy you can imagine, and somebody on standby to make sure none of the spare parts go to waste. As I’m sure you know, there’s always a market for healthy organs. So many, many people need them that you can always find at least a reasonable match. We put the word out about availability as soon as I’ve chosen my playmate, so by the time I’m finished, we are ready to harvest and ship.”
Noah grinned. “I’d love to see it sometime,” he said. “That sounds like it could be quite a thrill.”
Schlatter’s eyes seemed to glaze over for just a second and a demented smile appeared on his face. “Rob, you have no idea. There’s nothing in the world like watching that light go out in their eyes just as you reach that final moment.”
“Oh my God,” Noah heard Sarah say through the subcom. “Noah, I want to kill him myself.”
“I can imagine,” Noah said, letting Schlatter think he was replying to his statement. “But that will have to wait. We have to take care of business first.”
Schlatter laughed. “Indeed we do,” he said. “Indeed we do.”
Carrigan returned with Kendra a few moments later, and the four of them sat and talked about simpler things. Kendra was the daughter of a local minister and freely admitted that she liked to “walk on the wild side” from time to time.
“She’s just your type, Albert,” Schlatter said, and both Carrigan and Kendra burst out laughing.
“Oh, I think we’re going to have a good time,” Kendra said. “Come on, Al, let’s dance again.”
“Goodness, child,” Carrigan said, “have you not noticed that I am an old man? Please allow me to rest for a moment.”
She pouted for a second, then looked at Noah. “Will you dance with me?”
Noah grinned and shook his head. “Not me,” he said. “I see a few people I know in here, and they also know my wife.” He pointed at Sarah and her companions, who were dancing together. Jenny and Renée had changed clothes and hairstyles, while Sarah was wearing a wig that made her a redhead. “See those girls? They all live in my building, and hang out with my wife. Last thing I would need is for them to go home and say they saw me dancing with a pretty girl.”
She turned to Schlatter. “How about you? Ready for a thrill?”
Schlatter grinned. “Always,” he said, getting to his feet. Kendra got up from Carrigan’s lap and let him lead her to the dance floor.
“Uh-oh,” Noah said. “I think he just stole your date.”
Carrigan chuckled. “Plenty of fish in the sea, my boy. If she decides she likes him better, I see plenty of other opportunities.” He nodded toward Jenny. “That one looks rather wild. How well do you know her?”
Noah looked toward the three of them. “Her name is Jenny,” he said. “Jenny West. Don’t get your hopes up, I think she’s into girls.”
“Hey!” Jenny said quietly through the subcom. “Let him hit on me, I could take him out tonight.”
“No,” Noah subvocalized. Aloud, he said, “Besides, the other two would know she left with you. I don’t think you want that much attention, do you?”
“That wouldn’t worry me,” Carrigan said. “What about that one?” He pointed at another girl by the bar, a pretty redhead who looked like she had just gone through the worst day of her life.
“I don’t know her,” Noah said. “I notice that Kendra is still watching you, though. Maybe Hank isn’t as much fun as you are.”
“He never is. He almost never takes a girl back to his hotel when we are out on these trips, so she’ll probably be back with me in a few minutes.” He picked up his drink and took a large swallow. “Might as well start building up some tolerance, right?”
Noah leaned toward him. “Can I ask a question? About the business, I mean?”
“You are a partner now, dear boy,” Carrigan said. “You can ask anything you like.”
“Well, I was just wondering, how big is this business? I mean, is it just here in the U.S., or has it gone global? I have some ideas along that line.”
“Do you, now? That’s interesting, because it’s already been suggested that you might be beneficial to some of our friends in the industry. No, we haven’t expanded outside the States, but we do partner with some similar organizations around the world at times. For example, we share information about tissue compatibility of our inventory, so that if they need a particular tissue match for a heart or something, we send them the entire person. That’s part of the business that requires shipping them alive.”
Noah nodded. “I thought it might be,” he said. “How have they been doing that so far?”
“Oh, that’s been a nightmare. We tried drugging them and shipping them in coffins, but a couple of them woke up screaming in the cargo hold of an airplane. Another one suffocated, and two others froze to death when the cargo area lost pressure and heat. Since then, we’ve had to send an escort along to remind them that their families would be targeted if they tried to escape, but even that has its problems. Customs agents have learned to spot when someone is under extreme duress and we’ve lost a few people that way. Some customs jerk gets the impression that our cargo is being forced, and the next thing we know, they are both dragged off to interrogation. The cargo always caves in, but the escort doesn’t know enough to lead back to us. It works about eighty percent of the time, but we really hope you can come up with a better solution.”
“I can,” Noah said. “A special cargo container, one that can be set up with a computer to administer a steady dose of anesthesia. It can monitor the heart rate, respiration, etc., and know when to apply a further dosage. A self-contained air and heat system will prevent any loss of the inventory being shipped.”
“And we wouldn’t have to send an escort along?”
Noah shook his head. “No, it wouldn’t be necessary. The system itself will take care of the contents.”
“And what about customs? Will they open it up to find out what’s in it?”
“That’s highly unlikely,” Noah said. “If we list it as only containing mechanical parts on the manifest, that will put it at the lowest possible risk of inspection. As long as it isn’t shipped on a passenger airliner, there’s about a one in a thousand chance that someone will figure out what’s inside.”
Carrigan smiled. “You know an awful lot about the subject,” he said. “That’s from your work in shipping organs, I presume?”
“Not just that,” Noah said. “I used to moonlight for a chemical company back in California. Shipping stuff for them required me to know everything possible about international transportation.” He grinned and shrugged. “They might have wanted to ship a few things without anybody knowing what was inside. Nothing like what we’re talking about, of course, but items they didn’t want anybody looking closely at.”
“And the special shipping container that we are discussing? You would know where to obtain them?”
“I don’t think you can buy them anywhere,” Noah said. “We’d have to build them ourselves. Fortunately, I have a friend who could handle programming the computers and equipment to do what we want. He’s one of those hacker types, he’ll do anything for money. We would only need him to design one, and then we can build as many as we want.”
The smile on Carrigan’s face got wider. “It will be worth it,” he said. “Between the reduction in risk and the increase in successful deliveries, we stand to see much greater profits.”
“That’s the idea. Now, one more question. Who am I actually supposed to answer to? Is it you?”
“For now, at least,” Carrigan said. “When you come to visit me, I plan to arrange a meeting of all the senior partners. With the innovations you are bringing to us, I think I can convince them to elevate you quickly.”
“Uh, maybe we should wait a little while? Let me really show what I can do, first?”
The old man chuckled again. “You let me worry about that,” he said. “I’m pretty sure the others will agree that you are a terrific addition to our team. You just be ready to fly up and visit me early next week.”
The music ended and Schlatter returned with Kendra, who quickly sat down on Carrigan’s lap once again. “Al,” she said, a slight whining sound in her voice, “I want you to dance with me again.”
Carrigan picked up his drink and took another swallow, then patted her bottom to make her get up. “I think I’m ready,” he said. The two of them headed back to the dance floor as another melody began.
“It looked like the two of you were having quite a conversation,” Schlatter said. “Did I miss anything?”
“We were talking about my ideas on how to transport complete units,” Noah said. “I’ll have that worked out within a week or so.”
“Very good,” Schlatter said. “I can’t wait to see what you come up with. It will help my branch in particular, because we ship more of what you call complete units than either of the others.”
“I’ll have a prototype design within a couple of days,” Noah said, “and hopefully we can start building them by next week. If we farm out the parts to different shops to make, nobody will be aware of what it is they are building. Then all we have to do is put the pieces together and program the computers.” He looked at Schlatter. “How soon would you guys be back at your places? I want to ship a few of them to you as soon as possible.”
“We are leaving tomorrow,” Schlatter replied. “We can set up an address for you to ship to within the next day or so, after we get home. For obvious reasons, we don’t ship anything directly to the facilities.”
“I certainly hope not,” Noah said with a grin. “All you would need is a curious delivery driver and things could get bad in a hurry.”
The rest of the evening revolved around Carrigan and Kendra, who spent most of it on the dance floor. At about ten o’clock, Schlatter decided it was time to call it a night. Carrigan wanted to stay at the club a while longer, but Noah took the opportunity to point out that he was tired and needed to go home and get some sleep.
The three girls caught the cue and headed out the door moments before Noah did. He stayed another five minutes, finishing his last drink and laughing at some of Carrigan’s comments, then bid them good night and headed out to the Charger.
“Okay, I’m out,” he said through the subcom. “Everybody head for home.”
“I’d rather stay and cut their throats,” Jenny said. “I know, I know, mission first. I just really want to kill the bastards.”
“Me too,” Sarah said. “Those are two men who really need to be eliminated.”
“I want to help,” Renée said. “I’ve never killed anyone, but I wouldn’t lose any sleep over either of those guys.”
“Settle down,” Noah said. “I’m going to call Allison. You can all listen in if you like.”
He took out his phone and dialed Allison’s cell number. She answered on the first ring.
“Camelot, report.”
“I spent the evening with two of the senior partners in the organization,” Noah began, and then brought her up to speed on everything they had talked about. She listened intently, and Noah could hear the scratch of pen on paper as she took notes. “Both of these men are deeply involved in the operation of their local facilities. I highly suggest having them followed when they return home, so that we can be ready to strike all three facilities at the same time.”
“I completely agree,” Allison said. “When are they going home?”
“Tomorrow morning. I don’t know the time or the flight, and they may have even come on charter flights.”
“No problem,” Allison said. “Neil sent me a lot of information about them, and we have their home and work addresses. I’ll have surveillance waiting for them when they arrive. As soon as we have positively identified the holding facilities, we’ll put them under twenty-four hour surveillance as well.” She paused for a couple of seconds, then went on. “Noah, I know it probably seems callous not to go in and rescue the people now, but we have to know who else is involved in this thing. Keep doing whatever they ask of you for the moment, and know that you will be saving hundreds or thousands of lives in the future when we take them out.”
“For the most part,” Noah said, “I agree with you. However, Hank Schlatter is involved in the rape and murder of young girls for his own enjoyment. I’d like to arrange an accident for him once your surveillance has located the Las Vegas facility.”
“Negative,” Allison said. “I have to refuse, Noah. As much as I like the idea myself, and I do, if anything happens to any of these guys right now after you just came aboard, it could throw a monkey wrench into the whole operation. We can’t afford to have them suspicious of you, not now.”
Through the subcoms, Noah heard the grumbles of his entire team. “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Then I have one other request. I’d like to send Jenny, Sarah and Renée to Las Vegas. They’d like to handle him personally when the time comes.”
Allison chuckled. “Seriously? Noah, do you think they can handle it? Jenny can, I’m certain, but what about Sarah and Renée?”
“Sarah has killed before,” Noah said, “and she has sufficient motivation in this case. Renée needs to get her feet wet as well, and I think this case would be a good one for her. Whether she actually kills anyone or not, I think her personal disgust for this man will help her to cope with the emotional turmoil she’s going to feel afterward.”
Allison was quiet for a couple of seconds, then said, “I’ll tell you what. I’ll ask Doc Parker what he thinks of the idea. If he approves, I’ll go along with it. We’ll call them Team Beauty for the duration of the mission. Now, I’m more interested in this upcoming meeting with the rest of the senior partners. That could give you the names of all of the others involved.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Noah said. “Carrigan wants to schedule that for early next week, so hopefully he can pull that off. As soon as we know who they are, I’d like to start the eliminations. I’ll leave Marco and Neil here to handle Conley, Mayweather and the others while I take out the rest of the group personally.”
“Personally? By yourself, Noah?”
“Not exactly,” Noah said. “I’d like to requisition a piece of equipment from Wally. He’s got something special out there that I think would be perfect in this situation.”
“Certainly, whatever you need. Just give him a call in the morning and I’m sure he can get it shipped out to you pretty quickly.”
“Thank you,” Noah said. The line went dead and he dropped his phone into his pocket.
“Do you think she’ll go for it?” Sarah asked. “I know it sounds crazy, Noah, but I’d really like to do this.”
“I think Parker will agree with me. With any luck, all three of you will be headed for Vegas within the next few days.”
“Okay, cool,” Renée said. “That’s somewhere else I’ve never been.”
“Just remember it’s all about the mission,” Noah said. “These people call themselves Life Gift America, right? Well, they are about to come face-to-face with Team Beauty of Operation Lifesaver, and get a taste of what they do to their victims.”
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“Yes?” Wally Lawson said the following morning, when his receptionist told him he had an incoming call. “Who is it?”
“It’s Camelot, sir,” the girl said.
Wally snatched up the phone and hit the button to activate the line. “Camelot? Hey, how’s it going?”
“It’s going,” Noah said. “Wally, Allison said I could ask you to ship me a special item. How is Esmeralda?”
Esmeralda was something Wally and his people had been working on for a couple of years. She was a five foot six inch humanoid robot, capable of interacting with humans in almost every possible situation. She was not an artificial intelligence, but the computer she used for a brain could respond perfectly to more than a million different possible scenarios. It had required the programming skills of more than a thousand people to cover so many different potential situations, and then they had to iron out the bugs that kept her from appearing fully alive.
Robotics engineers from all over the world had worked on the project, although they were not aware of its true purpose. By combining technology from all of those engineers, Wally’s people had managed to create an automaton that was indistinguishable from a human female without taking her apart. Using recent advancements in artificial musculature and creating a realistic but simulated circulatory system, it was even possible for her to pass for human during an X-ray procedure, unless it was aimed at her head.
Her skeleton, however, was one of the most important features. It was made entirely of the special explosive that came out of the 3D printers. This made it possible for her to detonate herself with enough force to level a large building, or to detach a hand and used it as a separate bomb that she could detonate from a distance. For example, she could grab onto a car’s door handle and then release the hand. When the car was some distance away, she could send a command to the detonator in the hand to set it off, blowing the vehicle and its occupants to bits.
She was also capable of carrying chemical or biological weapons within herself. A pressurized gas canister could be tucked inside her chest cavity, allowing her to emit the gas through her artificial respiration. Wally hoped to one day be able to send her into the most dangerous missions, to help preserve the lives of the E & E team members.
“Esmeralda? She’s doing well, very, very well. We’ve been waiting for the right opportunity to send her out into the field. You think this might be it?”
“I do. There’s a good possibility I’m going to be meeting with several of the principals in our target organization next week, and I’d like to have her with me.”
“Okay, no problem. How do you want her set up?”
“I probably won’t be able to carry any weapons into the meeting. I want to have her follow me to wherever the meeting is held and keep my weapons handy, but I may need her to enter a building and detonate.”
“That’s no problem,” Wally said. “All you have to do is tell her where to go and when to go off. We’ll give you a code that you can speak to her, that will tell her to obey your instructions. The thing is, we’ve got some new features built into her that you might find helpful.”
“Like what?”
Wally giggled. “She’s been programmed to the point now that she can actually use weapons,” he said. “She’s the most accurate sniper you will ever see, but she can also use a handgun more accurately than anybody alive. If you tell her to go after a specific individual, there’s absolutely no possibility that she’s going to fail. She’ll use every possible weapon, including guns, knives, her hands or even self detonation to make sure the target doesn’t escape, but she’s also programmed to avoid any possible witnesses or collateral damage.”
“Sounds like she wants to take over my job,” Noah said. “How soon can I get her?”
“Let me see,” Wally said. “We can send her on a charter flight directly to your local airport. I can have her down there by two o’clock this afternoon. Can you pick her up?”
“Yes, no problem. Any special instructions I need to give her?”
“Not really,” Wally said. “As soon as you see her, look at her and say, ‘I have a pretty dog.’ That will be the code that tells her to obey your commands from that point on. If you don’t blow her up, we can reset her later.”
“All right, get her on the way. I’m going to make her my receptionist for right now. Can she handle that?”
Once again, Wally giggled. “You bet. Should be the best secretary you ever had. Is there anything else I can get you?”
“Yes. Can you send somebody out to the armory to get me a few extra MP9’s? I’d like to have about six more of them, and several magazines for each.”
“Consider it done. Esmeralda will have them when she gets there.”
Noah ended the call and turned to Marco, who was sitting across the desk from him. “That’s all set,” he said.
“So, now we just wait for the Dragon Lady to make a decision on the girls? I’m not really sure I like that, Noah.”
“You’re the one who wanted Renée to join the team,” Noah said. “Did you honestly think she’d never have to be involved in the killing? This is the perfect job for her to gain experience on. Jenny will run the show, but I think it would be good for Renée to be there to see what happens.”
“I know, I understand. I just don’t like it. If she can’t handle it, I don’t know what it would do to her.”
“Marco, she’s been working for years for an outfit that kills people,” Noah said, “and she knew it. She’s been with you for months, knowing full well what you do for a living. Renée isn’t a squeamish little college girl, and she’s had the training. It’s time for her to become an actual field agent.”
Marco grimaced, but said nothing.
“I’ll be fine, honey,” Noah heard Renée say to Marco through the subcom. “Believe it or not, I’m actually looking forward to this.”
“Yeah?” Marco said. “That’s about half of what worries me.”
Noah’s phone rang as Allison called.
“Camelot,” he said as he answered.
“Parker thinks you’re a genius,” Allison said. “Team Beauty is a go. We’ve got surveillance waiting for Schlatter and Carrigan, so as soon as we have locations on their facilities, you can send the girls out to Vegas. They can pretend to be tourists while they wait for the order to move. This is actually working in my favor at the moment, because I have new missions that I need to use the other teams on, anyway.”
“All right,” Noah said. “I’ll let the girls know.”
“I’m not done with you yet,” Allison said. “Esmeralda? Noah, are you sure about this?”
“I think she can do what I need, and Wally agrees that it’s time for a field test. After talking to him a few minutes ago, I think I’m going to have her go after a couple of the partners on her own. That should tell us whether she’s actually going to be able to replace any of our teams in the future, don’t you think?”
“I suppose so,” Allison said, “but there’s always the possibility she could be discovered. If the world ever found out there was a robot running around that really could pass for human, especially a robot that is capable of exploding and killing everyone around itself, there could be a panic.”
“Wally thinks she can avoid getting caught. Under the circumstances, I think the risk is justified. We’ll find out if robots can actually replace human assassins, and these people will come to a fitting end.”
Allison sighed. “All right, Noah, I’ll leave it up to you. Just do your best not to let anybody take her apart.”
She hung up the phone and Noah dropped his onto his desk.
“At least we aren’t shipping anything today,” Marco said. “Your transporters are sitting in the break room. Want me to go send them home?”
“You might as well. I don’t really want anyone else around when Esmeralda arrives, anyway.”
Ten minutes later, they were alone in the building. The morning passed slowly, interrupted only once by a phone call from Harold Conley.
“Rob, it’s Harold,” he said. “You made quite an impression on those boys last night. Mr. Carrigan wants you in New Jersey on Monday. Think you can make it?”
“Sure, that’s no problem. My wife is getting ready to go on a vacation with some friends, anyway. It’s perfect timing, as far as I’m concerned.”
“Yeah, wish I felt that way,” Conley said with a chuckle. “From the way Carrigan talks, you will be my boss when you get back. Just remember what I said about remembering your friends, will you?”
Noah grinned. “Don’t worry, I won’t forget you.” He said goodbye and hung up the phone, and Marco chuckled.
“Damn straight,” he said. “You’re sending him a special present. Me.”
At twenty minutes to two o’clock, Noah got into the Charger and headed for the airfield. He arrived just as a small Cessna jet touched down, and watched it taxi toward the terminal. The pilot opened the hatch and Esmeralda stepped down, smiling and chatting amiably with him as he set her large suitcase on the ground. Noah waited until they said goodbye to each other, and Esmeralda turned toward the gate. Her eyes locked on him instantly, and she watched him as she approached.
“Esmeralda,” he said, “I’m Noah Wolf. I’m supposed to meet you here today.”
“Oh, hello, Mr. Wolf,” Esmeralda said. “It’s a pleasure.” She held out her hand and Noah shook it gently.
“Can I take your bags?” he asked, and she passed over the small carry-on as he picked up the big one, and then let him lead her toward the gate. When they were out of earshot of the pilot, he said, “I have a pretty dog.”
Esmeralda smiled at him. “Oh, that’s lovely,” she said. “I’ll be happy to do whatever you say, and the bigger suitcase contains the other items you requested.”
He opened the door for her to enter the car, and she did so in such a lifelike manner that he was surprised, even to the point of carefully holding her skirt as she sat down. He put her bags into the trunk and walked around to get behind the wheel. As he drove away, he looked over at her and said, “Esmeralda, you do a very good job of appearing to be human.”
“Thank you,” she said. “I understand you’re aware of my true nature. I am not an artificial intelligence, but a simple automaton that operates off of complex programming. I’m programmed to respond to almost every possible situation I could run into.”
“Yes, I know. I suppose I was actually offering a compliment to your designers.”
“They did a very good job. I’m programmed to function as a normal human female in every situation, except when my instructions dictate otherwise. My base personality is programmed to be a little bit shy, so that I don’t draw a lot of attention to myself. However, I can converse on thousands of subjects, and I have a built-in interface that will allow me to download information from the Internet at will. I have a direct satellite link that enables me to access the Internet from just about anywhere in the world.”
“That could come in handy. Can you receive a subcom signal?”
She looked at him. “What is a subcom signal?”
Noah quickly explained the subcutaneous communicators that he and the team used. Esmeralda listened quietly, but then shook her head in the negative.
“Unfortunately, no. I was not provided with the proper transceiver to be able to do so. I can, however, make a telephone call from within the computer in my head. That would enable me to be in contact with someone on the telephone, but no one around me would be aware of it.”
“I may be able to work with that,” Noah said. “Are you capable of driving a car?”
“Oh, yes. I have a Colorado driver’s license in the name of Esmeralda Kirtland. I can drive any wheeled vehicle, ride any motorcycle, pilot any aircraft and operate almost any kind of machinery.”
Noah nodded. “Those will come in handy one day, I’m sure,” Noah said. “You will be serving as my receptionist for the next few days. I understand your programming includes that function?”
“Yes. I just need you to tell me how you want me to answer the telephone and how to handle walk-in visits.”
They continued talking during the ride back to the office, and then Noah led Esmeralda inside.
“Esmeralda, this is Marco. He’s part of my team, but here he goes by the name of Jim Coolidge,” Noah said. “Marco, this is Esmeralda.”
Esmeralda smiled at him. “I’m pleased to meet you, Jim,” she said. “I’m here to help in your mission however I can.”
Noah showed her the reception desk and told her how to answer the phone if it rang. He had been  forwarding the calls to his cell number, but it took only a moment to turn off that feature so that she could answer the phone on her desk. The system had a button that would allow her to automatically forward any important calls to his cell, anyway.
“Now, do we need to arrange an apartment for you?” Noah asked.
“That’s already been taken care of,” she said. “I was informed before I left that I have an apartment in the same building that you live in. I’m supposed to stop at the management office by four o’clock to pick up the keys.”
Noah glanced at the clock on the wall. It was almost three already.
“All right,” he said. “It’s close enough to quitting time for today, anyway. Come on, I’ll drive you to the apartment building and let you get settled in. Is there anything else I need to get for you?”
“No, thank you,” she said. “I brought along a few changes of clothing, and other things will be arriving in a package tomorrow. If you think it necessary, I could pick up some groceries for appearance’s sake.”
“I don’t think you’ll be here that long,” Noah said. “I can have my wife put some things into your cabinets and refrigerator, just in case anyone had reason to come into your place. I don’t suppose you actually eat, do you?”
“I can,” she said. “I don’t actually digest the food, but it’s rendered into a thick fluid that I can evacuate later, when I’m alone. I do drink water, to replenish the moisture necessary for my mouth and eyes, and for the rendering process.”
“Wow,” Marco said. “So, when you go to the bathroom…”
She smiled at him. “If I were to be observed, it would appear perfectly normal.”
Marco simply stared at her. “So, then, you are—what do they call it, anatomically correct?”
“Yes, in every way.”
Marco opened his mouth, then closed it. He turned to Noah and said, “A genuine living doll.”
Noah nodded. “Wally explained it to me,” he said. “It was anticipated that Esmeralda might be sent to seduce a target, and might have to be able to function.”
Marco’s eyes darted back to the robot, and then to Noah again. “TMI, man,” he said. “Way too much information.”
They left the office a few minutes later and Noah drove to the apartment building. He showed Esmeralda where the manager’s office was, then stood back and watched as she signed the lease and picked up her keys.
“Your apartment is just down the hall from mine,” he said. “I’ll show it to you, and then I’ll introduce you to my wife, Sarah.”
They took the elevator up and Esmeralda put her bag into her apartment, then familiarized herself with it quickly. When she was finished, she followed Noah back to his door.
Sarah looked up from where she was sitting on the couch when they entered. Jenny and Renée were beside her, and Neil was sitting in another chair. Marco was just coming out of the kitchen with a can of beer.
Noah closed the door behind them. “Esmeralda, this is my wife Sarah. Sarah, this is Esmeralda.”
Sarah stared at the robot for a moment, then turned to Noah. “What do I say?”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sarah,” Esmeralda said. She looked around the apartment for a moment, then smiled. “You have a beautiful home.”
Sarah looked back at Esmeralda. Her eyes were wide as she said, “Oh. Thank you.” She stared for a couple of seconds, then remembered herself. “And it’s good to meet you, too.”
“Hi, Esmeralda,” Jenny said. “I’m Jenny, and this is Renée. That tall, skinny guy is my boyfriend, Neil.”
Esmeralda looked at each of them, smiling. “I’m delighted to meet all of you,” she said. “I hope I’m not intruding.”
“You’re not,” Noah said. “I just wanted all of them to become familiar with you. We tend to meet in the evenings at one apartment or the other, so that we can have dinner and talk about what’s happened during the day. You should probably join us while you’re with us.”
“And speaking of dinner,” Sarah said, “I wasn’t expecting you home so soon, so I haven’t started anything yet. I was thinking maybe we could go out for dinner, but…”
“We can do that,” Noah said. “Esmeralda can go back to her apartment, it’s just down the hall.”
“You don’t want to invite her to come with us?” Sarah asked, her eyes wide. “That’s kind of rude, isn’t it?”
“Not at all,” Esmeralda said. “What you see in me that appears to be emotional responses are simply part of my programming. I do not have feelings that can be hurt, so it’s impossible to be rude to me. Logically, there’s no reason for me to accompany you out for dinner unless I need to be included in something that’s going to happen. If that is not the case, it would be better for me to go back to my apartment and simply wait for morning.”
“Oh. Do you need to—I don’t know, recharge your batteries or something?” Sarah asked.
“No. My electronics run on two hundred tiny betavoltaic diamond batteries made from radioactive carbon-14. My physical form will wear out long before they ever run out of power, in about six thousand years.”
Neal’s eyes grew round. “Six thousand years? Where can I get batteries like that for my computer?”
“I suppose you could ask my developers,” Esmeralda said. “However, I know that my batteries cost about four million dollars, so they are quite expensive.”
Neil stared at her. “Okay, never mind.”
“So, what do you do when you’re alone at night?” Renée asked. “Do you read or something?”
“No. I usually will turn on a television and let it play, just to give the appearance that I’m watching it. Afterward, I go to bed and lay still, so that anyone watching me would think that I was asleep. During those times, it’s not necessary for me to actually do anything. Unless there is a problem I need to solve, I only monitor my surroundings by sound to determine whether I might need to react to anything at a given moment.”
“Better than a guard dog,” Marco said. “She never really goes to sleep, so nobody could ever catch her off guard.”
Sarah blinked. “How are you in housekeeping?”
“I’m programmed with all the skills necessary. I can wash dishes, do laundry, sweep and mop floors, run a vacuum, all the different things that a housekeeper might do. That was logical, since it would be one way to get me into close proximity to a target. I could be sent into a hotel to act as a maid, for example.”
Sarah looked at Noah with a grin. “Can we take her home with us when this is over? I hate housework.”
“You have a butler and several maids,” Jenny said. “When do you ever do any housework?”
Sarah stuck her tongue out at her. “Hey, it was just a thought.”
“Let’s get back to business” Noah said. “Esmeralda brought along some weapons. Sarah, Renée, I got you each an MP9 submachine gun with three magazines. Jenny, I have an extra if you want it…”
“No, thanks,” she said. “I want to kill these sons of bitches up close and personal. I’m going to show these girls the real definition of ‘wet work,’ you know?”
Noah nodded. “I thought you’d feel that way.” He turned to Neil. “I got you an extra one. You’ll be Marco’s backup here in Galveston.”
“Cool,” Neil said. “This is one time you don’t have to worry about me tossing my cookies afterward.”




TWENTY

The next few days followed a simple pattern. Noah told Conley and Mayweather that he had hired a receptionist, but that she knew nothing about what was actually happening. Both of them came by the office and met Esmeralda, and she became a favorite of the transporters. It turned out that she was programmed with an incredible artificial sense of humor and could make just about anybody laugh.
Allison called on Wednesday morning to let Noah know that the FBI agents assigned to surveillance of Carrigan and Schlatter had done their jobs. The locations of both holding facilities were known and hostage rescue teams were standing by to go in and deal with the victims as soon as the E & E teams completed their functions. The only thing holding them back was waiting for the identities of the other partners, and Noah was hopeful that the mission would come to an end early the following week.
There were deliveries to be made each day, and Noah made a habit of meeting the helicopter personally each morning. There were also pickups for Marco, but most of them were further into Texas and even into Arkansas. He spent a day and a half rounding up one particular person, keeping him sedated in the back of a van until he got him back to the office and into the holding cell. The helicopter picked him up the next morning while Marco headed toward Dallas to pick up his next victim.
“I don’t like doing this, Noah,” he complained through the subcom. “These people will probably be dead by the time we get around to busting these bastards.”
“I’m aware,” Noah said. “I agree that it’s unfortunate, but it’s necessary to complete the mission. As soon as I can identify the rest of the partners, then you can get ready to eliminate Conley and Mayweather, along with the doctors and other people that are helping them.”
“That’s going to be the high point of my life,” Marco said. “I honestly can’t wait for that moment.”
On Friday, Noah got the call from Carrigan that he had been waiting for. He was in his office when it came in, and Esmeralda took the call.
“Mr. Townsend,” she said, keeping the line open, “there’s a Mr. Carrigan on line two.”
“I’ll take it in here,” Noah said. He waited until the line started blinking, then picked up the receiver and hit the button. “Mr. Carrigan,” he said. “It’s good to talk to you again.”
“Now, Rob, what did I tell you? It’s just Albert, remember?”
Noah chuckled. “Okay, sorry, Albert.”
“That’s better. I’m calling to make sure you’re ready to come visit me on Monday. Everything set?”
“Yes, sir,” Noah said. “My wife and her friends are leaving tonight for Las Vegas, so I’ll be flying out Sunday night. Jim Coolidge is going to take over here while I’m gone, so everything should run smoothly.”
“Excellent, excellent. I’ve got everything all set up. All of the partners will be here, except for Hank, of course. He wants you to fly directly out to his place after you leave me. You think Jim can handle things there for a couple of weeks?”
“I’m sure he can,” Noah said. “I certainly don’t see any reason why not.”
“Well, all right, then. Send me your itinerary, and I’ll be sure to pick you up at the airport personally.”
“Oh, that’s not necessary,” Noah said. “I’ll be getting in around eight, and I’ve already got a car rental set up. I’ll be staying at the Springhill Suites.”
“All right, then. I’ll just look forward to seeing you on Monday morning. Let me give you my cell number, and you can give me a call when you are ready for breakfast.”
Noah wrote down the number, then gave Carrigan his own. “Don’t wait for me to call you,” Noah said. “I’ll be up by seven at the latest Monday morning, so call me anytime after that. We can meet for breakfast wherever you like, and then I’m all yours the rest of the day.”
“That sounds like a perfect plan,” Carrigan said. “Looking forward to seeing you again, Rob.”
They said goodbye and Noah hung up the phone. Marco, who had been sitting across the desk from him the entire time, said, “Well?”
“It’s on,” Noah said. “Esmeralda, would you come in here, please?”
The robot stepped into the office and shut the door behind herself. “Yes, Mr. Townsend,” she said, remaining in character.
“That was the call I’ve been waiting for. Make arrangements for yourself to fly out tomorrow night to Trenton, New Jersey. You have to use a charter flight, because the airlines don’t connect well enough to get us to Trenton. I want you there a day ahead of me. Arrange a car for yourself and a room at the Springhill Suites hotel and let me know what it is. I’ll be there Sunday evening, and will make contact with you then.”
“Yes, sir,” Esmeralda said. She turned around and went back to her desk and Noah could hear her making the calls necessary to arrange the flight and the room. A short time later, she told him that her flight would be available at four p.m., putting her in New Jersey before nine o’clock local time on Saturday night.
“You sure she’s going to be enough backup?” Marco asked.
“I think so,” Noah said. “According to Wally, she’s a better shot than any of us. I’m going to take the weapons with me and then leave them with her when I go into the meeting. She will be in telephone communication with Sarah, and hopefully there will be an available Wi-Fi in the building somewhere. Sarah will be able to hear what’s going on, and it will give me a way to relay instructions to Esmeralda outside.”
“You’ve got this all planned out,” Marco said. He shook his head. “You know what they say about the best laid plans of mice and men, right?”
“I do. As long as none of these people manage to get away, I’m going to feel like we had a win this time.”
“I just…” Marco was cut off as Noah’s phone rang.
It was Allison calling and Noah answered quickly. “Camelot,” he said.
“Anything new on your end?” Allison asked.
“I just confirmed my trip to New Jersey,” Noah said. “Esmeralda will be going ahead of me, and she’ll follow me to wherever the meeting is. She’ll wait outside with my weapons, in communication with Sarah by telephone. Renée will also be listening in on the subcoms, so that she can relay everything I learn to you. When the meeting ends, I’ll decide which of the partners I’m going after, and send Esmeralda after the others.”
Allison let out a long sigh. “Noah, normally I give you free rein on your missions,” she said, “but I’m very concerned about letting Esmeralda actually eliminate any of the targets with conventional weapons. If she were to be captured, I’m convinced it would start a panic. If you could arrange for her to get a group of them together someplace isolated, she could simply detonate. That way, there’d be nothing left to tell the world a robot was the killer.”
Noah’s eyebrows lowered. “That might be possible,” he said. “I’d hate to lose her, though. She is the culmination of an awful lot of research and development, am I right?”
“She’s a machine, and machines can be replaced. When I gave the okay for Wally to develop her, the idea was to use her as a weapon, not as an agent in the field. I’m sorry, Noah, but I can’t risk her secrets ever getting out. I don’t think the world could recover from it. Could you imagine what the anti-AI people would have to say?” She took a deep breath. “Anyway, the decision has been made. I’m sending additional backup to you in New Jersey. One of the other missions can wait, so Team Pegasus is already on the way to Trenton. They’ll make contact with you after you arrive. Go ahead and take Esmeralda along, but remember what I said. Only use her if the opportunity arises to detonate her. There can be no traces left of what she was, which is why her skeleton is made of our most powerful explosive.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Noah said. “I’m sure Ralph and his team are capable of doing what we’ll need. Esmeralda can relay instructions to them for me, if necessary.”
The phone went dead and Noah dropped it into his pocket. “Change in plans,” he said.
“Yeah,” Marco said. “I heard. I can’t say it upsets me that you will have better backup up there. You will be dealing with the top people, they may be more dangerous than these yokels down here.”
“I think we can handle them.”
Noah had not yet given Esmeralda any instructions about taking out targets, so there was no need to explain the change in plans to her. The rest of the day went along its normal routine, with the helicopter coming in a short time later. There were six organs for delivery, going to five different cities. It was the first time he had sent out all five of the transporters at once, but he didn’t anticipate the need to hire any more. These folks would be out of work soon enough, but they had made quite a bit of money.
At four, Noah decided it was late enough in the day to call it over. He and Marco collected Esmeralda and headed home, so she could pacl for her trip the ollowing evening.
Down the hall, Noah was explaining to Sarah, Jenny and Renée what they should be doing. They were flying out to Las Vegas at nine, taking a charter jet of their own.
“My meeting isn’t until Monday morning,” he said. “Until then, I want you to avoid going anywhere near Hank Schlatter. You looked different when he saw you at the nightclub, but there’s always a possibility he could recognize you. If he does, the whole mission could be in jeopardy.”
“So we just play tourist until then?” Sarah asked, a bit of a grin on her face.
“That’s exactly what you do,” Noah replied. “Play the games, go sightseeing, whatever you want to do. Don’t drink too much, you need to keep your wits about you. Stay in touch with each other by subcom at all times, and I’m sure we’ll all be listening in as well. You can have some fun, but don’t get yourself into trouble.”
“Spoilsport,” Jenny said. Neil scowled at her, and she stuck her tongue out at him. “Relax, baby, I’m just playing. You are the only man for me, and you know it.”
“I’d better be,” Neil said.
“One more thing,” Noah said. “Remember that Vegas is paranoid about guns and hotel rooms. Be certain you keep your weapons hidden. Keep your luggage locked, even when it’s empty, and avoid giving the housekeepers any reason to be nosy.”
“And after your meeting?” Renée asked. “That’s when we get to go after Schlatter and his people?”
“That’s the plan,” Noah said. “I’ll be pretty busy with my own targets, so be as careful as you possibly can.”
“We will, Noah,” Sarah said. “We know how important the mission is, and we really do want to do our part in this one. I gotta confess, though, it might be nice to just let our hair down for a day or two.”
“I understand that. Remember that you and Renée are backup to Jenny. She is in charge, so do exactly as she tells you. Use every weapon you have, even if it includes your femininity. If Schlatter is in a crowd, coming on to him could be the only way to get him alone for the elimination.”
“That’s my department,” Jenny said. “I perfected that technique, remember?”
“Yes, but just to get close to them, right?” Neil asked.
“Of course, honey, relax. I’m a tease, especially when it lets me get close to a target.”
Noah clapped his hands once. “All right, are you all packed? Let’s go out for dinner, and then you girls need to get to the airport.”
The women were packed and their luggage was loaded into the back of Marco’s SUV. They all climbed inside and Marco drove them to the restaurant. They went inside and let the hostess lead them to a table, each of the girls sitting beside her favorite guy.
Dinner was a little subdued, because they were about to be separated. Despite the girls’ insistence on taking an active role in the mission, none of them really wanted to be away from the man she loved. Neil and Marco were just as reluctant to say goodbye, and even Noah seemed to be more reserved than usual.
“Each of us has a job to do, now,” Noah said. “When everything starts on Monday, we need to avoid distractions. For that reason, we are going to keep the subcoms off through the weekend. Of course, you can activate them at any time if you run into an emergency, but we should resort to normal telephone communications until all of our individual jobs are done. The last thing we need is to have somebody chattering over subcoms while we’re concentrating on eliminating our targets.”
Neil scowled. “Noah, that leaves the girls out there with no way to talk to us when everything starts going down. Wouldn’t it be better if they were on, so we could at least hear what they were doing?”
Noah shook his head. “No, it would not. When they are doing their parts, you and Marco will be busy with your own targets here, and I’ll be dealing with the partners. None of us need distraction at those moments. If we were all in the same location, working together, it would be different. Since we will be many miles apart, the things we say won’t be relevant to what we see in front of us. That’s what could cause distraction, and that’s what could get us killed.”
“We can handle this, baby,” Jenny said to Neil, reaching over to squeeze his hand. “I’ll take care of the heavy parts, but I trust these girls to watch my back.”
“I know, I know,” Neil said. “Doesn’t mean I’m not going to worry.”
“Same here,” Marco said. He squeezed Renée’s hand. “I know you know just how dangerous our work is, but this is the first time you’ve gone into it, at least actively. You listen to Jenny, you do what she says. She will bring you back safe.”
“I will, honey,” Renée said. “It’s time I contribute to this team, anyway. Like Noah said, this is a good one for me to cut my teeth on. Everybody’s worried I’ll fall apart afterward, but I don’t really think so. I think I’m not going to lose any sleep at all over this job.”
Noah watched the two couples, then turned to his wife. “I’ll say the same to you,” he said. “Jenny is in charge, so follow her orders.”
“I will, babe. Jenny already told me she’s using me as driver, so I’m really just doing my regular job.”
Noah nodded. “That’s a smart way,” he said. “That’s one of your greatest strengths, so it’s the best place for you to be. Too bad you can’t take the Chrysler with you.”
They finished eating a little bit later and got into the SUV for the short ride to the airfield. The Gulfstream that Noah chartered for them had arrived a few minutes earlier and was waiting near the terminal buildings. The men carried the luggage to the plane, and then all three couples embraced and kissed goodbye. The girls climbed aboard while the copilot stashed their luggage, and then the midsized jet taxied toward the runway.
Noah, Neil and Marco stood by the gate and watched as the plane raced into the air. When it was out of sight, they turned without a word and got into the SUV. Marco drove them to the apartment building and the three of them sat in Noah’s living room, drinking beer and watching a couple of movies.
It was a few minutes after twelve when all three of their cell phones suddenly started ringing. The girls had arrived in Vegas, and all six of them knew that the final phase of the mission had begun.
* * * * *
The women checked into their hotel just before eleven, Vegas local time, but they were all too excited to go to sleep. They carried their bags to their room and left them, then headed down to the casino that was connected to the lobby.
“Two days of fun and relaxation,” Jenny said. “And I plan to make the most of it!”
“Just don’t get too crazy,” Sarah said with a giggle. “I’m all for having fun, but we still have a job to do on Monday.”
“Don’t worry, I know,” Jenny said with a smile, “and I’m looking forward to it. You know, it’s no secret that I enjoy my work, but I don’t think I’ve ever had a target that I wanted to kill as badly as these guys. Well, maybe the bastards who murdered my sister, but I’m talking about since I took this job. These guys deserve everything I intend to do to them.”
“Which brings up a question,” Renée said. “At the moment, the only one we really know about is Schlatter. How do we find out who else we need to take out?”
“We take out Schlatter, everyone at his holding facility, and anybody connected to his company. There’s absolutely no doubt that he’s the guy in charge of their operation out here, so anybody working directly for him is involved. The FBI report that Allison sent me says that he has three doctors and two nurses in Vegas on his secret payroll, so they made the list as well. I got all the information on them in my phone, so they won’t be hard to find.”
“Okay, okay, I don’t want to think about all that tonight,” Sarah said. “Let’s go have a couple drinks and play some games. I want to try my hand at blackjack, I always do really good on the video game versions. Let’s see if I can win any real money.”




TWENTY-ONE

Noah, Neil and Marco relaxed through Saturday, sleeping in until almost 11. Noah had pointed out that they would need all the rest they could get before everything began on Monday, and the others were smart enough to take his advice. When they finally rolled out of bed, they all got together at Noah’s place and made sandwiches for their late breakfast.
Noah went down the hall at one and knocked on Esmeralda’s door. She answered it with a smile and stepped aside to let him enter.
“Hello,” she said. “Is everything all right?”
“Yes. I just wanted to make sure everything is ready for your trip to New Jersey.”
“I am ready. I have packed my clothes and have already arranged for a taxi to take me to the airport. I’m going in a small jet and will be the only passenger. When I arrive, there will be a car waiting for me at the rental counter. Logic dictated that I should select one of the sports cars, so I chose the new Mustang. I will be checked in at the hotel before eleven p.m.”
Noah nodded. “Very good. Once you have checked into the hotel, stay inside the room and hang the do not disturb sign on the door. Remember to call room service and order food for breakfast, lunch and dinner tomorrow. Follow your programming to maintain the appearance that you are human. Call me when you have checked into your room to give me the room number, and I will make contact after I arrive.”
“Yes, sir,” the robot said.
Noah turned and walked out the door, then went back to his apartment. He and the other men continued watching movies through the afternoon, only taking breaks when the girls called after getting out of bed around their own lunchtime, and when it was time to make themselves some dinner.
“We need to come out here together sometime,” Sarah said to him. “I need your logical mind to help me know when to stop throwing money away.”
“How much did you lose?” Noah asked.
“Oh, not that much,” she said hastily. “When we went to the casino, I told myself not to gamble more than a thousand dollars, but after I lost that, I let myself have another thousand. By the time I lost all of that, Renée was pretty well wasted and it took me and Jenny both to get her back up to the room.”
“You shouldn’t be drinking that much,” Noah said. “Las Vegas is fairly good about people being drunk, but you shouldn’t be drawing attention to yourselves.”
“Oh, I wasn’t drunk,” Sarah said, “and neither was Jenny. I think Renée just needed to let off some stress, but from the hangover she’s got this morning, I doubt she’s going to try again anytime soon.”
“All right,” Noah said. “Just be careful. Go ahead and enjoy yourselves today, but you should probably be in bed at a reasonable time. Tomorrow is likely to be intense.”
“I know, babe,” she said. “We’ll do our jobs, don’t worry.”
“I don’t worry,” Noah said. “I just consider what can go wrong.”
Marco and Neil had similar conversations with Renée and Jenny, but then the girls wanted to go and relax a bit more. They promised to be back at the hotel and in bed by ten o’clock, and Noah suggested that Marco and Neil do the same.
At three o’clock, Noah gathered his bags and carried them down to the SUV. He had two suitcases, and the larger one contained the weapons he was taking along. Since it was a charter flight, he didn’t have to worry about going through airport security or having his bags searched. Taking the weapons along was easier than arranging to have someone bring them to him in New Jersey.
Neil and Marco drove him to the airfield. The small airport on Galveston Island didn’t have such a thing as long-term parking, and Noah didn’t want to leave the Charger sitting there. He locked it in the parking lot at the apartment building and set the alarm. Anyone who tried to steal the classic beauty would be in for a shock, thanks to the automated security system it contained.
Marco drove in front of the terminal and Noah climbed out with his bags, then told both of them he would see them in a couple of days and they drove away, back toward the apartment buildings. His charter jet had not yet arrived, so he bought a soft drink from the vending machine and sat on a bench just inside the gate. It wasn’t long before he heard the sound of the descending jet, and a midsized Learjet touched down on the runway. It taxied to where he was waiting, and the copilot hurried out to greet him and take his bags.
“Mr. Townsend?” the copilot asked.
“That’s me,” Noah said. “Ready for me to climb in?”
“Yes, sir,” the man replied. “I’m Jack Lehman, I’m your copilot today. Captain Fredericks is the pilot, and Patty Thompson is your flight attendant.” Lehman picked up the suitcases and hurried toward the plane, waited for Noah to climb up the small stairs and then followed him. He set the bags down and strapped them in while a stocky young lady welcomed Noah aboard.
“Hi,” she said, “I’m Patty. Can I get you anything?”
“Not at the moment,” Noah said. “Thank you, though.”
“My pleasure. Once we get in the air, we have dinner for you. You can have your choice of roast beef sandwiches or pizza.” She shrugged and gave him a sheepish smile. “Sorry, it’s kind of an economy flight.”
Noah grinned. “Roast beef will be fine,” he said.
He strapped in and a few minutes later, the plane left the runway and got into the air. The flight would last a bit over three hours, he knew, so he leaned back in his seat and thought about possible problems he could run into during this last phase of the mission.
The plane reached cruising altitude and Patty brought him two roast beef sandwiches and a large bottle of Coke. He thanked her and began to eat, glad that he wouldn’t have to find a restaurant when he arrived. Finishing his dinner took a few minutes, and then he leaned back in his seat and drifted to sleep.
He awoke when the plane began its descent, the change in altitude telling him that they were going to be landing soon. He looked out the window as the plane approached the ground, watching the buildings and cars grow quickly larger, and then the wheels touched down on the runway. The plane taxied to the terminal building, Lehman helped Noah retrieve his bags, and an airport employee pointed him toward the rental counter.
Noah picked up his car, a new Toyota sedan, and used the navigation app on his phone to get directions to the hotel. It was only a few minutes away and he found it quickly, then checked in. He was in room 406, just two doors away from Esmeralda, who had told him she was in room 402. He took his bags to his room and set them inside, then called Esmeralda’s room and asked her to come over.
“I have stayed in my room, as you instructed,” she said when she entered. “No one seems to be paying any attention to me at this point.”
“That’s good. I want you to be ready to follow me tomorrow morning, and I’ll need you to take this suitcase down to your car.” He indicated the one that held the weapons. “Put it on your back seat, because it has the weapons I’ll be needing tomorrow. I’ll let you know when I leave the room in the morning, so that you can see what I’m driving and follow me.”
“Yes.”
“When we get to my destination, I want you to simply wait in the car. You will connect with Sarah by telephone, so that I can relay information to you if I need to. I will turn on my subcom before I go into the meeting, and Sarah will be able to hear what goes on. She will describe to you what she hears, and relay any message that I tell her to give you. If all goes well, I will simply come out of the buildings and retrieve my weapons. Team Pegasus is already here, and will also be following me in the morning. They’ll be aware of your presence, but probably won’t interact with you at all. When the meeting is over, I will give them their orders and then go after my own targets. You will continue to wait in the car where you are unless I give you other instructions at that time.”
“Yes.”
“That’s all. Go back to your room and wait for me to call you in the morning.”
Esmeralda turned around without another word and left the room, going down the hall to her room and stepping inside. She closed the door and Noah took out his phone to call Sarah.
“Hey, babe,” Sarah said as she answered. “How’s it going?”
“Fine. I’m in Trenton, about to go to bed. How’s everything out there?”
“We’ve been having fun,” Sarah said. “We went to see a show this afternoon about the history of rock ’n’ roll. It was actually pretty good, there was this band and they kept turning into different bands and singers from history.”
“That sounds interesting,” Noah said. “You haven’t run into any problems, have you?”
“None at all,” Sarah said. “And none of us are drinking, either. Renée says she’s never touching alcohol again for the rest of her life, but Jenny and I just figured we didn’t need to do anything that might slow us down in the morning.”
“That’s good thinking. With any luck, this will all be over by tomorrow night. Then it’s just a mop up, and the FBI can handle that.”
“I’m ready,” Sarah said. “I’m ready to do whatever I have to do tomorrow, and I’m ready for this to be over. I think we all are, to tell the truth.”
“I agree. Just be sure to get some rest tonight and be up fairly early. Esmeralda is going to call your cell phone in the morning, and I want you to turn on your subcom at that point. I’ll turn my own on at the same time so that you can relay information and instructions to her.”
“Okay, babe. You’re going to bed now?”
“Yes, I want to get plenty of rest before morning. Be sure you do the same.”
“I will. I love you.”
“I love you too,” Noah said. “Good night, babe.”
Since he knew he had to be up early, he went straight to bed and was asleep moments later.
* * * * *
The three women played slot machines for a while longer, and Jenny even hit one of the smaller jackpots, winning two thousand dollars. They’d already had dinner an hour or so earlier, so at nine o’clock they decided to call it a day and headed up to their room.
Renée was the first one to notice the man following them as they made their way toward the elevators. She nudged Jenny and whispered, “Some guy’s following us. You think it’s a problem?”
“We’re three hot babes,” Jenny said. “It’s probably just some guy wishing he could make a fantasy come true.”
“Yeah, probably,” Sarah said. She glanced behind them, but the only man in sight, about ten feet behind them, didn’t look familiar. “I think he’s already lost interest, anyway, he’s looking off down another hall.”
They got to the elevator and had to wait a moment, but the man didn’t bother trying to catch up to them. When the elevator opened, they stepped inside and Jenny pushed the button for their floor. The doors began to close, but suddenly a hand was pressed between them and something dropped out of it.
The hand retracted and the doors closed, everything happening too quickly for the safety system to cut in. All three girls looked at the small, round canister that had hit the floor, and that was when it made a loud popping sound. It burst open along one side and hazy fumes erupted from it.
“It’s gas,” Jenny said, but the effects hit almost instantly. They smelled something like garlic, and all three of them suddenly felt weak and woozy. Within five seconds, they were slumped on the floor against the walls, completely unconscious.
The elevator opened on the third floor and three men wearing small gas masks stepped inside. Each of them picked up one of the women and carried her toward a room, and it was less than ten minutes later when the paramedics arrived. All three of the women were loaded onto stretchers and carried down the elevator and into a waiting ambulance.
In the ambulance, a man sat in the front passenger seat. He looked around as the women were loaded inside and nodded.
“It’s definitely them,” he said. He turned back to the driver as the back doors were closed, and motioned with his finger for him to go. The ambulance started and left the parking lot of the hotel, took the on-ramp for I-15 and headed north into the desert.
Sarah was the first to awaken, and it took her a couple of minutes to realize that she didn’t recognize her surroundings. She was in a room with gray concrete walls, lying on what seemed to be a pad on the floor. She put a hand to her forehead and tried to sit up, but dizziness made her fall back onto the pad.
She turned her head and looked to her right, and that’s when she saw Jenny and Renée. They were lying on similar pads, and both of them were nearly naked, clad only in bra and panties. Sarah forced herself to raise her head and looked down at her own body, seeing that she had also been stripped of her clothing.
Jenny groaned and Sarah reached out and touched her arm. She shook her gently, and Jenny’s eyes fluttered open.
“What the…” Jenny said. She turned her head and looked at Sarah, then closed her eyes as a wave of dizziness washed over her. “I…” She swallowed, then opened her eyes again. “Where are we?”
“I don’t know,” Sarah said. “Jenny, something’s wrong. We’re damn near naked, and I don’t know where we are.”
Jenny forced herself into a sitting position, scooting back so she could lean against the cold concrete wall. She looked around the room, noticing a single light bulb that hung from wires overhead. There was a door in the wall in front of her, but it was obviously made of steel and undoubtedly secured.
“There was a gas bomb,” she said. “In the elevator, remember?”
Sarah nodded, struggling to sit up. “Yeah,” she said. “What the hell was that?”
“Probably carfentanil, or something like it. Knocks you out pretty quickly, but then it takes an antidote of some kind to keep you from suffocating.” She looked her arms over and pointed to a small, red spot. “Yeah, I got a shot.”
Sarah rubbed her own arms and winced. “Yeah, me too. What the hell is going on?”
“We’ve been spotted,” Jenny said. “I don’t know how, but Schlatter or some of his people figured out who we were.”
Jenny reached over and shook Renée, and she slowly opened her eyes. The two of them told her what little they knew, and Jenny helped her to sit up with them.
“Activate all,” Jenny said. “Jenny to Noah, you there?”
There was no answer. Jenny looked at Sarah. “Did you hear me?”
Sarah nodded, and so did Renée.
“Subcoms are working,” Sarah said. “Noah? Noah, can you hear me?”
“Marco? Marco, talk to me,” Renée said.
“I don’t think it’s any use,” Jenny said. “We may be underground, or there may just be no Wi-Fi connection close enough for us to reach.” She got slowly to her feet, holding onto the wall as another wave of dizziness swept over her, then made her way to the door. She put her ear against it and listened, but heard nothing, so she tried the doorknob. As she had guessed, it was locked. “Well, we’re not getting out on our own.”
“You think Schlatter is the one who got us?” Sarah asked.
Jenny nodded. “If not himself, somebody he sent after us. I don’t know how he knew we were there, but he did.” She sat on her pad and began running her hands over her body, feeling every part of it. “It doesn’t appear I’ve been raped or anything. You?”
Sarah shook her head, and Renée followed suit.
“Not that I can tell,” Sarah said. “If it’s Schlatter, it’s probably not a good thing that we are still alive.”
“Nope,” Jenny said, shaking her head. “It means we become inventory. They’ll keep us alive until they are ready to harvest organs. Then we die.”
“Well, don’t sound so cheerful about it,” Renée said. “You’re in charge. What do we do?”
“If they have any idea who we are,” Jenny said, “they won’t take any chance on letting us put up a fight. At this point, they probably just think we’re some kind of investigating agents. The fact that they were willing to take us hostage is a little scary, though. It means they don’t believe they can be touched.”
“I wonder what time it is,” Sarah said. “I’m supposed to be on subcom with Noah around five o’clock in the morning, so he may already be aware that we’re missing. If he knows, he’ll contact Allison and she’ll be screaming at the FBI. They have had Schlatter under surveillance, and they know where his holding compound is. That’s probably where we’re at, don’t you think?”
“Maybe,” Jenny said. “It’s also possible we’ve been taken somewhere else, especially if he thinks we might’ve found the original facility. Either way, I have my doubts about a rescue attempt anytime soon.”
“Why? Allison’s not going to let them get away with this.”
“They won’t get away with anything,” Jenny said. “They’ll pay for this, with their lives. The problem is that the mission has to come first. Mounting a rescue attempt for the three of us could blow the mission, and Allison won’t do that.” She scowled and let out a sigh. “Ladies, we are on our own.”
“Then let’s make a plan,” Sarah said. “There’s three of us, and we’ve all had hand-to-hand combat training. When they come after us, I say we put up a fight.”
“We will if we can,” Jenny said. “And if we get the chance, do not hesitate to go for the kill. It doesn’t take that much force to drive somebody’s nose up into the brain, just hit it hard with the heel of your hand. Every one we put down is one we don’t have to fight later, and it might even get us some weapons.” She looked down at herself. “And maybe some shirts we can put on.”
There was a tap on the door and all three of them froze. A moment later, they heard the rattle of keys and the door opened.
Hank Schlatter stood in the doorway, flanked by four men holding pistols pointed into the room.
“You know,” he said, “you girls aren’t very smart. I can’t believe you didn’t realize how easily I could recognize you. I never forget a face, you see, and I knew all of you as soon as I saw you.”
None of them said a word, and he grinned at them.
“In the casino the other night,” he said. He pointed at Sarah. “You, you were a redhead when I saw you in Texas. You were playing blackjack the other night, and all three of you were so into the game that you didn’t even see me standing ten feet away. I heard your voice, and that’s what gave you away at first. When I took a good look, I realized you were the three girls who were dancing in the club the night I was in Galveston.”
Jenny scrunched up her face. “Galveston? Yeah, that’s where we live. Why have you kidnapped us? And what did you do with our clothes?”
“Don’t play coy,” Schlatter said. “The chance that the three of you might just be here on some innocent vacation is so infinitesimally small that I didn’t even consider it. Obviously, you are some sort of law enforcement agents, undoubtedly investigating our operation. Mr. Townsend said he knew at least one of you, so I have to assume he’s part of an investigation, as well. The only question is whether he’s a target or a partner.”
“Townsend?” Sarah asked. “You mean Robert Townsend? He’s one of our neighbors. We live in the same apartment building, that’s all.”
Schlatter grinned and shook his head. “There’s really no point, ladies,” he said. “One of the advantages of having been in the hotel security business is that I know just about everyone. We got into your room, and three young women on vacation don’t carry the kind of weapons that you had in your bags. Now, you can be honest with me or not, that’s your choice. Just don’t try to convince me that you don’t know what I’m talking about.”
Jenny sighed. “Okay, fine,” she said. “We’re FBI, undercover. That should tell you that you’ve made a very serious mistake by abducting us, because all it’s going to do is buy you a guaranteed life sentence. Our team has been watching you for more than a week, so they know everywhere you go and everything you do. If they don’t have this place surrounded already, they will within an hour. There’s no chance in the world you can escape, so you might as well surrender to us now. And, you can give us back our clothes.”
“I spotted your surveillance as soon as I got back last week,” he said. “Do you honestly think I would be stupid enough to lead them to where we conduct our actual operations? I let them follow me out to visit some people I know west of here, conspiracy nuts who have their own little compound in the middle of the desert. Your people have been watching them ever since, and the idiot who was following me made the mistake of getting too close. He’s down the hall, just so you know. None of your friends have any clue where we are.”
“Are you sure about that?” Jenny asked. “You don’t think we’d only have one person watching, do you? Standard surveillance technique, when you’re dealing with someone truly dangerous, is to have three different lines of surveillance. One will be clumsy and visible, easy to spot for someone that knows what they’re looking for. The other two will be invisible. Trust me, our people know where we are.”
“If they did, they would’ve raided us already. I had to do a little rearranging, but this isn’t going to hurt us that much. With the people I’ve got here, plus the three of you and your buddy down the hall, I can make a fast fifty million or so. You all disappear, and then I do. I’ve got a whole new identity set up in South America, and I can live the rest of my life on the money I’ll take with me.”
“You’re not going to live that long,” Jenny said. “You try to touch any of us, and I’m going to kill you personally.”
Schlatter threw back his head and laughed. “Now you’re talking,” he said. “That’s the kind of defiance I was looking for. I’ll tell you what, since the three of you were gutsy enough to even attempt this, I’m going to see just how good a team you really are. I’ll be back in a few hours, and one of you will be the first one to go into the operating room. I’m going to let the three of you decide which one it will be.”
He shut the door and they heard it lock. Jenny stared at the door for a moment, then motioned for Renée and Sarah to huddle close.
“We stall as long as we can,” she said. “When they come back, we try to tell them we’re still trying to decide which one of us will volunteer to go first. When they start to complain or threaten to drag one of us, that’s when we attack. If I can get close enough to one of those guns, I can take it, and then I can kill the other bastards before they know what’s hit them.”
Sarah and Renée looked at her, but neither of them said a word. Jenny reached out and touched their shoulders.
“Don’t give up,” she said. “As long as we are still breathing, there’s hope. As long as one of us is still breathing, there’s hope. And if it comes down to not having a choice, I’ll be the one to go first.”
“Like hell,” Sarah said. “If we die, we die together.”
“I agree,” Renée said. “I’m not going to say I’m not scared, I’m terrified, but we have a better chance of getting through this together than if we let them separate us.”
Jenny looked at both of them and then pulled them into a hug. “Okay,” she said. “We do it together, one way or another.”




TWENTY-TWO

Noah awoke at six and rolled out of bed, then got into the shower. As he stood under the hot spray, he turned on the subcom.
“Noah to Sarah,” he said. “You there, babe?”
There was no response, so he figured she might still be sleeping. He had told her to be awake by five o’clock her time, which would actually be eight o’clock where he was. He finished showering, shaved and got dressed, then sat down to wait for Carrigan to call.
The call came at exactly seven o’clock in the morning.
“Townsend,” Noah said.
“Hello, Rob,” came Carrigan’s voice. “Are you ready for some breakfast?”
“Absolutely,” Noah replied. “Where would you like us to meet?”
“There’s a wonderful restaurant just down the street from your hotel called Alonso’s. How about we meet there in half an hour? We’ll have us some good breakfast, and then we can go meet the other partners. I’m sure this is going to be an exciting morning.”
“That sounds great,” Noah said. “I’ll meet you there.”
He got up and left his room, then went down the hall to Esmeralda’s. He tapped on the door lightly, and she opened it a second later.
“I’m going to meet Carrigan for breakfast,” he said. “Come on and follow me, because I’ll be going to the meeting right after. You can stay in the car while we have breakfast.”
“I’ll be glad to,” Esmeralda said with a smile. She turned and picked up her purse, then the suitcase that contained the guns. She followed Noah to the elevator, but she didn’t need to follow him as they left the hotel and went to the parking lot.
Noah got into his Toyota and watched as she put the suitcase in the back seat of the Mustang GT she had rented. Once again, he was amazed at how perfectly human she appeared, and wondered for just a moment if the computer inside her head might be capable of doing anything to override its own programming. She had shown no signs of independent thought, but if he wasn’t completely aware that she was a machine, he never would have believed it from what he could see.
She got into her car and he started his own. He pulled out of the parking lot and headed down the street toward Alonso’s and saw that she was staying a short distance back. When he pulled in the parking lot of the restaurant, she turned into a nearby shopping center, where she could watch his car.
Noah waited in his car for a few minutes, then got out and walked into the restaurant. Carrigan hadn’t arrived yet, so he took a table where he could see the entrance and ordered coffee. Carrigan came through the door a moment later. Noah waved, and the man smiled as he came toward him, sliding into the seat on the opposite side of the table.
“Rob,” he said, “it’s wonderful to see you again. How’s everything in Texas?”
“It’s going well,” Noah said. “I left Jim Coolidge in charge, of course. He seems perfectly capable of handling anything that might come up, and I showed him how to prepare paperwork and such. I think everything will still be running smoothly when I get back.”
“Excellent, excellent. Dear boy, I can’t tell you how excited I am about the things that are going to happen today. Let’s have us some good breakfast, and then I’ll take you and introduce you to the other partners.”
“That sounds fine to me,” Noah said. “I’ve been looking at the menu, and the Belgian waffle looks delicious.”
“Oh, it is,” Carrigan said. “I’ve had it many times, and I think I’ll have it this morning as well.” He signaled the waitress and she took their orders, then hurried off about her business. “Robert,” Carrigan said when she was gone, “I am so looking forward to this. We’ve had a lot of success, but we’ve also had some setbacks along the way. Your new innovations will probably help us to become even bigger and more powerful than we already are in the industry. I’m looking forward to the day when we can control the majority of the market.”
“Do you honestly think that’s possible?” Noah asked. “I mean, especially considering the regulatory issues?”
“Oh, yes,” Carrigan said. “There’s no doubt about it in my mind. There are already efforts underway to legalize the sale of organs, and I would be perfectly happy if we could control that market. As for the other part of our business, I hope that will probably stay under the radar for a long time, but I suspect that even that will eventually come under some sort of regulatory permissibility.”
Noah shrugged. “Fine by me,” he said. “I’m just glad I got the chance to make this kind of money.”
“Oh, you haven’t even gotten close to the potential. Just wait until you meet the other partners, you’ll begin to understand.”
The conversation continued along the same vein while they ate breakfast, and then Carrigan said it was time to go. He picked up the check, waving Noah away when he tried to pay for it, and they walked out of the restaurant together.
“That’s my car,” Carrigan said. “Why don’t you just ride with me, and I’ll bring you back here to get your car later.”
“Well, I had planned on taking my car with me,” Noah said. “It’s right over there, the Toyota.”
“Nonsense, nonsense,” Carrigan said. “I can drive you back over here after we have our meeting. You’ll need your car later this afternoon, anyway, but there’s no sense in you having to put up with the stupidity of traffic in the city for now. Come on, ride with me.”
Noah glanced toward the parking lot where Esmeralda was sitting and wondered if she would realize that he was leaving in a separate vehicle. He spotted her Mustang and for a split second, he saw her wave her arm out the window.
“All right,” he said. He walked with Carrigan toward the Cadillac he was driving and slid into the passenger seat, whispering “Sarah, are you there?” Still he got no response. As they pulled out of the parking lot, he saw the Mustang start toward the exit from the other parking lot as well.
The drive to the meeting took twenty minutes, and was in a small building that looked like it might once have been some sort of medical clinic. Carrigan pulled in front of it and parked at the curb, then encouraged Noah to get out and follow him inside. There were several other cars along the curb, and Noah spotted the Mustang pulling past them as they headed toward the door of the building. It took a parking space a little further down, and then was lost to sight as they stepped into the foyer.
A metal detector stood just inside, and Carrigan emptied his pockets into a plastic tray, which he then slid across the table that stood next to the detector. There was a stack of trays, so Noah did the same, then followed Carrigan through the machine. When it didn’t go off, they both took the items out of their trays and put them back in their pockets.
Noah subvocalized, “Subcoms on,” but nothing seemed to happen. It took him a second to realize that there was no Wi-Fi in the building, and somehow he was unable to reach any that might be nearby. He suddenly had the feeling that something might be going wrong, and that he was completely on his own. There would be no way to let Esmeralda know if he was in trouble.
A receptionist looked up and smiled. “Mr. Carrigan, hello,” she said. “Everyone is inside waiting for you.” She looked Noah over briefly, her eyes smiling.
“Thank you, Teresa,” Carrigan said. He walked past her desk and opened the doorway, and Noah followed him inside a conference room.
There were three men seated around a table, and they all looked up as he and Carrigan entered. Carrigan pointed toward a chair and Noah sat, and then he made the introductions.
“Gentlemen,” he said, “this is Robert Townsend. Rob, these are our other partners.” He pointed to the man seated at the head of the table. “This is Charles Faulkner, the man on his right is Lawrence Bennett, and the man on Charles’ right is Ross Carlson. We four, along with Hank Schlatter, are the senior partners in control of the operation.”
Noah smiled and nodded his head. “Gentlemen, it’s a great pleasure to meet you all. I’ve been hearing so much about you, and I’m so grateful for the opportunity that has come my way.”
Faulkner looked at him, and Noah realized that the man seemed somehow displeased. The other two were smiling, but there was something false about the smiles. Noah glanced at Carrigan and realized suddenly that he was also concerned about the looks on their faces.
“Charles, is there something wrong?” Carrigan asked.
Faulkner looked at him for a moment, then scowled. “Actually, we are trying to figure out if you are just an idiot, or if you have sold us out, Albert.” He pointed at Noah. “Hank called a few minutes ago. He says he has captured three women who were obviously watching the two of you when you met with this man last week in Texas.”
Carrigan’s eyes went wide and his expression went blank. He turned and looked at Noah. “Robert? Do you know anything about this?”
Noah raised his own eyebrows. “I don’t know what this is supposed to mean,” he said. “You said Hank, do you mean Mr. Schlatter?”
“Yes,” said Carlson. “Hank Schlatter. He went to a casino a couple nights ago and says he found three women there, the same three women he saw when he was with you at the club in Galveston. He captured them, and they claim to be working with the FBI. Tell me, Mr. Townsend, are you also with the FBI?”
Noah stared at him, his mind racing. He was instantly concerned about Sarah, Jenny and Renée, but his first thought was that he had to somehow survive this meeting. Even as he was trying to think of how to reply, three men stepped into the room behind him, and he didn’t need to look around to know that they would be armed.
“Look, I don’t know anything about any FBI,” he said. “I have no idea who these women could be, and if they’re some kind of FBI agents, then I need to figure out just how much they know about me and my involvement in all this. Has he questioned them yet?”
“Yes,” Bennett said. “He says they claim not to know you, either, but it all seems awfully coincidental, wouldn’t you agree?”
“But, I’m telling you, I don’t know anything about this,” Noah said, trying to look frightened. “Gentlemen, this has been the biggest opportunity that’s ever come my way. I have no idea what’s going on, but I can assure you that I don’t want this to end, and I certainly wouldn’t cooperate with any kind of law enforcement. Considering what we do, I can’t believe they would let me have any kind of immunity. I think I’d be going down right along with everybody else, so maybe we all need to calm down and think this through.”
“Bullshit,” Faulkner said. “There’s just too much coincidence. Hank and Albert go to see you, and then three women that were at the restaurant and the nightclub turn up out there where Hank is running things? Did you put people on Albert as well? Albert, you may have led the authorities straight to us.”
Carrigan’s eyes were wide and his mouth was hanging open. “No, no,” he said. “I’ve checked Robert out thoroughly, he is not any kind of policeman.”
“You stupid old man,” Carlson said. “Do you honestly believe they couldn’t fake all that information?”
“But I—I can’t…” Carrigan trailed off, turning to look at Noah. “Robert?”
Noah shook his head. “I don’t know anything about this,” he said.
“Unfortunately, Mr. Townsend,” Faulkner said, “while you may be telling the truth, the level of coincidence is just too high for us to take a chance.” He looked past Noah at the men standing behind him and nodded once, and Noah heard the hammer pulled back on a pistol. “Ross,” Faulkner said. “I think you better get Harold Conley on the phone. He’ll need to handle that new man that’s running things in Galveston at the moment.”
He looked up at the men behind Noah again. “Mr. Townsend is no longer welcome,” he said. “Anywhere. Please see that he is never seen again.”
* * * * *
Marco pulled into the office parking lot at nine o’clock, before any of the transporters arrived. He walked up to the door and unlocked it, then stepped inside. He went about the routine of flipping on lights and then stepped into Noah’s office. As he shut the door behind him, he heard the click of a hammer being cocked back and froze.
“That’s very smart, Mr. Coolidge,” said Harold Conley. He had been standing behind the door, with Bill Mayweather. “Now, you stand very, very still, or I’m going to blow the head right off your shoulders. We wouldn’t want to waste anything salvageable, now, would we?”
Marco put his hands out to his sides and Mayweather stepped in front of him. He patted Marco down, quickly removing the Glock forty caliber automatic from his holster, then continued to search him. When he found no other weapons, he aimed the Glock at Marco and stepped back.
“What the hell is this, guys?” Marco asked. “I do something to piss you off?”
“Let’s just say we don’t like cops sticking their noses into our business,” Conley said. “Our man in Vegas has caught the three women you people sent out there, and Rob Townsend is already on his way to be processed, too. You just have yourself a seat, because the helicopter will be here in about ten minutes to pick you up.”
With both guns pointed at him, Marco didn’t think he had a chance to put up a fight. He sat in the chair Conley had indicated and put his head in his hands.
Despite Noah’s suggestion that they avoid distractions, Marco and Neil had kept their subcoms on and connected over a single channel. They could talk to each other without disturbing any of the others, and neither of them had bothered to turn it off the night before. With his head down, Marco carefully whispered, “Neil? Are you there?”
“I’m here, buddy,” Neil said. “How’s it going at work this morning?”
“Conley and Mayweather are here,” Marco subvocalized. “They said Noah and the girls have been captured. They have me at gun point and took my weapon, said the copter is coming to get me. Don’t think they know about you, so get yourself out of here.”
“They got Jenny, and the other girls? And Noah?” The panic in his voice was obvious and Marco instantly regretted telling him.
“Chill. Just get away, call for help. They will take me out to the ship, so call the Dragon Lady.”
“Geez, yeah,” Neil said. “Yeah, I’ll do that.”
Marco could hear him dialing his phone, and then he heard Allison’s voice come on the line.
“Neil? It’s Allison, what’s going on?”
“They got Jenny,” Neil said, “they got Jenny and the other girls out in Vegas, and they got Noah in New Jersey. They just got Marco here, they’re going to take him out to the ship.”
“What?” Allison shouted. Neil tried again to explain what was happening, but Allison was already shouting orders at someone. He waited for her to come back to him, which took a minute. “Neil, are they on to you?”
“Marco doesn’t think so,” he said. “I never met any of them, so I don’t think they know about me. You gotta get somebody out to help the girls and Noah.”
“I’m already on that,” Allison said. “Neil, I don’t have anybody close to you. You and Marco were going to handle everything, so I didn’t send a team or the FBI down there. You are the only one I’ve got within an hour of where you are, so you are going to have to do something to help Marco. Can you do that? Can you help him?”
“Um, um, I—I don’t know, I don’t know what to do. Noah always makes the decisions, that’s his job.”
“Well, today it’s your job! You’ve got weapons and you’ve been trained, now go do something to help Marco!”
The line went dead. “Marco, she—she wants me to come do something, but I don’t know what to do.”
“No, do not come here,” Marco said silently. “Get out of Galveston, protect yourself. If they save the girls, you tell Renée—you just tell her I love her. Subcom off.”
* * * * *
“Marco? Marco, come back!” Neil looked frantically around himself for a moment, but didn’t find any answers. “Activate all! Noah, can you hear me? Jenny? Sarah? Renée?”
Only silence came back to him for a second, but then he could hear the sounds around Marco again. He had turned on all the subcoms that his could reach, but that was only the one in Marco’s head.
He got up from where he was sitting and paced around his living room, trying to think of something to do. Instinctively, he ran into the bedroom and grabbed his MP9, shoving extra magazines into his pocket as he did so. He came back to the living room, feeling in his pockets for the keys to the GTO he’d been driving, but he couldn’t remember where he’d put them. He started to go back to the bedroom, but then he spotted the keys Noah had left with him.
“The Charger!” Neil said. “I’ve got the Charger!” He snatched the keys and ran out the door, startling a neighbor, who was just stepping out of her apartment as he ran past with a machine gun in his hand.
He got to the parking lot and hurried to the Charger, then hit the button on the fob to unlock it. He yanked the door open and started to get inside, but then his long legs forced him to stop and move the seat back as far as it would go. He jumped in and shut the door, wrapped the seatbelt around himself out of habit and hit the starter button. The big hemi roared to life, and he grabbed the shifter and threw it into reverse.
Neil had ridden in the car before, but had never driven it. The acceleration startled him, but he recovered instantly. He turned the car onto Stewart Road and hit the throttle, fishtailing around the corner as he raced toward the transport office.
“Back off, Neil,” Marco said. “It’s too late, the chopper is here. Just get out of town while you can.”
“Like hell I will,” Neil growled. He could hear the sound of the idling helicopter through the subcoms, and then the noise grew louder as the engine revved up. He looked toward where the office would be and saw the chopper rising. It was headed over the Gulf and was gaining speed. Neil slammed on the brakes and came to a stop, staring as the helicopter flew off, carrying his friend to almost certain doom.
The chopper passed over him and then it was over the water. Neil stared at it for a couple of seconds, then pounded the steering wheel with his fists. “No!” He screamed. “No!” He leaned his head on the steering wheel and began to sob, but then he suddenly stopped.
He sat up straight as cars behind him began honking their horns. He hit the button to lower the top, then stepped on the gas. The next intersection brought him to the light at Pabst Road, and he turned left and headed toward the beach.
“Amphibious,” he said. “It’s an amphibious freaking Charger!” He raced down Pabst until he saw the beach ahead, then shot right off the pavement and onto the beach sand. The car flew across the beach at more than a hundred miles an hour and then plowed into the waves.
Water splashed over him, but he didn’t care. He reached inside the ashtray and felt around for the button, then pressed it as he tried to remember what Rodney had said about the amphibious conversion. “Just leave it in gear, and give it all she’s got!” Neil mumbled to himself, and then he felt a thump as the wheels were fully retracted.
The car was moving across the water, but he had instinctively lifted his foot from the gas as he splashed into it. He looked up and saw the helicopter in the distance, then shoved his foot down again. The front end of the car rose into the air and it shot forward.
On the heads up display in front of him, a compass had appeared. Neil remembered roughly where the ship had been the last time he had looked at it and set his heading accordingly. He wasn’t that familiar with navigating on the water, but he knew how a compass worked. Another gauge on the HUD indicated that he was making almost eighty-five knots, which would equate to almost a hundred miles an hour. At that speed, he would reach the area the ship was in within twelve minutes.
The helicopter was already out of sight, but Neil kept going. He was sure he remembered the direction properly, and he kept the compass pointed that way. Ten minutes later, he was rewarded with the sight of the big yacht just slightly to the right of straight ahead.
And then it dawned on him that he didn’t know what to do when he got there. Sure, he had an amphibious car, and it was loaded down with weapons, but what was he supposed to do with it? How was he supposed to rescue Marco? Was he really only racing to his own destruction?
His eyebrows came down. He turned the wheel slightly to aim himself toward the ship as the helicopter rose from the deck and started to swing around.
“Neil! Get out of here!” Neil heard through the subcom, Marco’s voice, and it steeled his resolve.
“I’m coming after you,” he shouted, hoping Marco could hear him over the sound of the chopper. His foot hit the gas pedal, and the nose of the car rose over the waves.
“Buttons, buttons,” he said to himself. He tapped the screen in the center of the dashboard to bring up the explosive rounds and the shotgun, then watched the screen until the bouncing of the front end of the car brought the helicopter into its view. He tapped the helicopter on the display and was rewarded with a ring around it, then squeezed the trigger button on the steering wheel. He heard a boom, and then another, and realized he had fired twice.
The computer that controlled the weapons was a marvel of technology, something that Wally’s people had worked hard on. It not only could focus on a target, but it could also anticipate where the target would be by the time one of its rounds reached it. He was close enough to be within range with the big shotgun behind the headlights, and both high explosive rounds that it fired were dead on target. The first one struck the bubble windshield of the helicopter and exploded, and the second struck the engine bay, turning the bird into a fireball. Seconds later, the chopper rolled over and crashed into the waves.
“Yeah!” Neil shouted. He tapped the screen to switch to machine guns and then squeezed the trigger buttons again, strafing the yacht from stern to bow. People moving about on deck dove for cover, and Neil knew he was at least causing a lot of confusion up there.
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Marco had been dragged out of the helicopter when it settled on the deck, his hands zip tied behind him. Conley and Mayweather had ridden along on the flight, just to be sure Marco didn’t pull anything on the way, even though there were three armed men in the bird when it landed.
“It’s too bad,” Conley shouted to him over the sound of the idling helicopter. “You were pretty good at rounding up people for us. Imagine what the world would think if they found out that the FBI was helping us pick up our victims. Too bad you won’t ever get to tell anyone about it, though.”
The men holding onto Marco dragged him away and Conley and Mayweather settled into their seats as the chopper blades began to spin faster. The bird lifted off, and the sound started to lessen, and that’s when somebody standing at the rail of the deck pointed to starboard and shouted something about some crazy boat coming their way. Marco turned his head without thinking and looked, and his mouth fell open.
That crazy kid, he thought, seeing the front end of the Charger coming across the waves. He had absolutely no idea what Neil thought he was doing, but he still felt a swell of love for that skinny nerd. “Neil! Get out of here!” Marco said, not caring who might overhear.
“I’m coming after you,” Neil shouted back through the subcom. They were just within range of each other. Then, Marco saw a couple of flashes come from the front end of the car. There was a loud noise behind them, and they all spun in time to see the second HE round strike the helicopter. When it flipped over and crashed into the water, Marco couldn’t help letting out a cheer.
One of the men with him hit him in the side of the head and he fell to the deck. He lay there looking up at the men above him, and then both of them began to dance. Neil had fired the machine guns and some of the bullets had come over the side of the deck. Both of his escorts fell beside him, bleeding from several holes. Neither of them moved, and Marco rolled over to get his hands on the knife that was strapped to the belt of one of them. Seconds later, his hands free, he snatched up both the machine guns they had dropped and started forward.
* * * * *
Noah stared at Faulkner for a couple of seconds, then let himself sag in his chair. One of the men behind grabbed hold of his arm and lifted him, and Noah raised his eyes to Faulkner once more.
“Okay,” he said. “Okay, I’m with the FBI. I was sent in deep cover, to try to figure out what you folks are up to, and I’ve already made my report. Backup teams know exactly where I am, so there really isn’t a lot of point in trying to get rid of me now.”
“You don’t think so?” Faulkner asked. “Don’t you think we expected something like this to happen sooner or later? Every one of us has a new identity set up already, and we already have a way to escape. By the time anyone finds your body, we’ll already be on the way to Europe.” He grinned and Noah heard the men behind him chuckle.
He started to turn toward the door, flicking his eyes to the right as he did so to gauge the position of the other men. Beside the one that held onto him, there were two more, each of them holding automatic pistols. The other two, seeing how docile he was acting, had relaxed slightly, their own weapons dripping toward the floor.
Noah moved. He whipped his left arm up and over the arm of the man holding him and drove the heel of his right hand into his nose. As blood gushed all over him, Noah snatched the pistol from his hand and used his body as a shield as he shot the two armed men. They dropped like stones, and he spun quickly and fired four more times. Faulkner, Bennett, Carlson and then Carrigan fell forward onto the table as the nine millimeter rounds pierced their skulls.
Noah dropped the gun he was holding and snatched the other two pistols, then kicked open the door into the hall. Two more men stood outside, both of them pointing their guns at the door, but Noah had stepped slightly off center. He fired once from each hand and both men dropped.
Noah looked quickly into the hall and saw no one else, so he hurried toward the front of the building. As he neared the reception desk, he saw the woman raise a gun and point it toward him, and he snapped off a single shot. She fell, and he raced out the door.
Esmeralda was parked a hundred yards away and he ran toward her car. As he did so, four men jumped out of a van parked right in front of her, and Noah recognized Ralph Morgan. Ralph was the murderous kid he had met in Arkansas and recruited into the organization. He was now the assassin for Team Pegasus.
“Noah?” Ralph shouted. “What’s going on?”
“They are all dead,” Noah said. “Get with the FBI team and go after the people out there, and the doctors who were involved. I have something else to take care of.”
Noah saw Ralph staring at him as he jumped into the passenger seat of the Mustang, and a moment later, it started up and roared away. He yanked out his phone and dialed Allison.
“Camelot, report!”
“I’ve taken down the primaries,” Noah said, “and I’ve sent Pegasus to work with the FBI and deal with the secondaries out here. These men knew that I was with the government, but they weren’t aware of who I really am. They thought I was FBI. According to them, Sarah and the other girls have been captured in Vegas.”
“Yes, Neil just told me the same thing fifteen minutes ago. I was just about to try calling you, but you beat me to it. I’ve got FBI scrambling in Vegas already, trying to figure out where they were taken, and I’ve requested assistance for Neil in Galveston. Can you reach Sarah or Jenny on your subcom?”
Noah tried, then said, “No, no response. What’s happening with Neil and Marco?”
“Marco has been captured by Conley, and Neil is trying to do something about it, but I don’t know what. I told him to put on his big girl pants and go help Marco, but I’m not sure if there’s really any hope. The trouble is, I don’t have anybody close enough to Galveston to do any good.”
“All right,” Noah said. “Let me see if I can reach Neil. In the meantime, I need the fastest possible transportation to Vegas. Give me something serious, military!”
“Military? Hang on a second.” She set the phone down and Noah could hear her talking to someone on another line. She was gone for almost a minute, then came back. “You said military, so I called in a favor from the Joint Chiefs. You’re not far from McGuire Air Force Base, and there is a squadron of F-15 E Strike Eagles based there. They just got three new birds, and you are authorized to commandeer one of them. At Mach 2.5, it can have you in Vegas in about three hours.”
“What about a pilot?” Noah asked. “Have they got somebody ready?”
“Find somebody when you get there,” Allison said. “They have to have pilots if they got the planes.”
“Roger, I’m on it. I’ll call you when I know more, and you do the same.”
He ended the call without another word, then turned to Esmeralda. “McGuire Air Force Base, as fast as you can get us there.”
“Yes.” Esmeralda turned at the next corner and the car shot forward.
“Activate all,” Noah said. “Noah to Neil, can you hear me?”
“Noah? Oh, I am so glad to hear your voice! Marco said you were dead!”
“No, I’m alive. What’s going on down there?”
“Conley and Mayweather took Marco by surprise and they loaded him in the helicopter and took him out to the yacht. I didn’t know what else to do, so I took the Charger. I’m in the middle of the freaking Gulf of Mexico in a car that floats, and I just shot down the damned helicopter. I blasted the yacht with the machine guns, and it looks like there’s some kind of battle going on on the deck. I don’t know what to do, I’m in the middle of the freaking ocean!”
“Marco to Noah,” they both heard. “Noah, Neil is my hero! He not only shot down the damned helicopter, he blew away the bastards who were leading this lamb to the slaughter. I got their weapons, and I’m doing my damnedest to take control of this boat! Conley and Mayweather died in the helicopter, so I’m just dealing with the crew.”
“Good work,” Noah said. “If you can take out their security, the rest of the crew will probably surrender.”
“I’m already there,” Marco said. “I’m holding the bridge crew at gunpoint and the captain is turning us toward land now. You want to call the Dragon Lady and get me some help when we get to the docks at Galveston?”
“I can handle that,” Neil said. “I’ll follow you back, but Noah, you have to do something. That asshole Schlatter captured the girls! You gotta get them some help, okay?”
“Allison is working on that,” Noah said. “I’m on my way to McGuire Air Force Base, and then I’m flying to Vegas. I’ll be out there as soon as I can, Neil, you just stick with Marco.”
“I will, but you get your ass out there and save those girls! Go save them, Noah!”
“Noah out, subcom off,” Noah said.
Esmeralda was racing through the city, heading toward the air force base. “How long until we get there?” Noah asked.
“I’m calculating the best route, and timing it to the traffic lights that we will encounter. The best I can possibly do is another fourteen minutes.”
“Then do it,” Noah said.
Unexpected traffic issues slowed them, and it was sixteen minutes later when Esmeralda pulled up to the gate of the air force base. The two guards standing there looked down at Noah, and one of them looked at a data pad he was holding.
“You are Mr. Wolf?” he asked.
“I am, my name is Noah Wolf.”
“Sir, I am instructed to ask you to tell me the name of your compatriot who fell in the line of duty.”
Noah looked at him. “His name was Moose Conway.”
“And sir, where did he die?”
“London, England,” Noah said.
The guard looked at him and nodded. “Very good, sir,” he said. “There is a Jeep coming to escort you to the airfield. We are trying to find you a pilot, but just about everybody qualified has been out on a training mission, and the rest are on leave. Follow the Jeep and they’ll show you where to go.”
A Jeep appeared and the guard exchanged some sort of signal with the driver. It turned around and Noah told Esmeralda to follow it.
Three minutes later, they pulled up beside a fighter jet. Noah jumped out of the car and was handed a helmet and flight suit, which he quickly put on.
“Where is my pilot?” he asked, but nobody had an answer for him. A man with a captain’s rank insignia turned toward him.
“Sir, we’re trying to find one. No one was scheduled to be flying an F-15 today at all, so everybody is either too short on hours or gone home.”
Noah looked at him for a second, then turned to Esmeralda, still sitting in the car. “Are you qualified in the F-15 E?” he asked softly, so the captain couldn’t hear.
“Yes,” she replied just as softly. “It’s in my programming.” She opened the door and climbed out of the car.
He turned to the captain. “Don’t worry about it, I brought my own pilot. If you don’t believe me, you just call the Joint Chiefs and ask.”
The captain stared at Esmeralda. “Sir? Are you serious?”
“Captain, I could explain it to you, but you wouldn’t believe a word I said anyway. You already know that I am a government agent, right?”
“Sir, yes, sir,” the captain said. He stared at Noah for a second, then turned to a nearby airman. “Get this lady a flight suit and helmet, now!”
The airman ran off to do as he was told, and the captain turned back to Noah. “Sir, if you don’t know what you’re doing, you just ruined my career.”
“If I don’t know what I’m doing,” Noah said, “some very good people are going to die. You want that on your conscience?”
The captain turned and spoke to several other airmen. “Come on, ladies,” he shouted. “Let’s get this bird ready to get in the air!”
Moments later, Noah climbed into the rear seat of the plane while Esmeralda settled into the cockpit. The canopy came down and the engines came to life, and Esmeralda spoke to the control tower.
“McGuire tower, this is four one seven niner niner six bravo, requesting clearance for takeoff.”
“Four one seven niner niner six bravo, affirmative, what is your call sign?”
Esmeralda didn’t respond for a second, so Noah chimed in. “Call sign is Camelot, I say again, Camelot.”
“Affirmative, Camelot, you are hereby granted emergency clearance for takeoff.”
Esmeralda pushed the throttles forward slightly and the plane moved into position at the start of the runway, and then she shoved them all the way home. Noah was thrown back in his seat as almost one full G of thrust shot them down the runway and into the air. The plane almost stood on its tail as it climbed at a rate of nearly 50,000 feet per minute, and it was at its flight altitude of fifty-five thousand feet only ninety seconds later.
* * * * *
“I hate just waiting,” Jenny said. “I wish they’d come, so we could do something.”
“Hey,” Sarah said, “the longer they wait, the longer we have a chance of somebody coming for us.”
Renée looked at Sarah. “You really think there’s much chance of that? If he’s telling the truth, the FBI has no idea where we are, so that means nobody does.”
Jenny shrugged. “As long as we’re alive, there’s hope. How long have we been in here?”
“God, I don’t know,” Sarah said. “No way to keep track of time when you’re locked up in a box. An hour? Could be two or three hours, for all I know. For that matter, we don’t even know how long we were unconscious.”
“I don’t think it’s been all that long,” Jenny said. “Probably not more than an hour since Schlatter was here.”
“I wonder if anyone knows we’ve been taken?” Renée asked.
“They know,” Sarah said. “I should have been talking to Noah by now, I’m sure.”
“That’s not what I’m worried about,” Jenny said. “You heard Schlatter. He figures Noah was part of it. That would mean Marco is, too, so by now he’s probably ratted them out.”
Sarah shook her head and laughed bitterly. “As if we didn’t already have enough to worry about,” she said. “Thank you, Susie Sunshine.”
Jenny shrugged. “Better to know the truth,” she said. “On the other hand, both of those guys are pretty hard to kill. Neil, on the other hand? Him I’m worried about.”
They heard a distant knocking and Jenny held up a finger to tell the other women to be quiet. She listened for a moment, then moved to one wall and put her ear against it. “That’s not coming from the next room,” she said. “It’s probably the FBI man. Schlatter said he was a couple rooms down, right?”
“Yeah,” Sarah said. “Too bad we can’t talk to him. Maybe he could come up with an idea.”
Renée moved over by Jenny. “Maybe we can,” she said. “Let’s see if he knows Morse code.” She tapped on the wall once, then dragged a thumbnail across it twice, followed by four sharp taps, then three scratches. She waited for a moment to see if there was a response, then did it again.
After the second time, they heard two taps, a scratch and another tap, then a scratch and the three taps, followed a second later by two taps. Renée looked at the other girls. “I asked ‘who?’ FBI, he says.”
“Ask him if he has any idea how to get out of here,” Jenny said.
Renée set to work, tapping and scratching. After a moment, she stopped and they listened. More sounds came back to them, but Renée frowned. “He has no clue. He wants to know who we are.”
“Tell him,” Jenny said. “He’s been working on this case, he probably knows about E & E.”
Renée sent the message, and then they listened again. “He says we should kill them all.”
Jenny laughed. “Yeah, no joke. If we could get out of here, I’d do my best to do exactly that.”
Sarah was sitting against the wall, her head leaning against it. She was looking up at nothing, but then she noticed the light bulb hanging overhead. It was in a socket that was wired directly into a long coil of wire. She looked at it for another second, then got to her feet and reached up to take hold of the socket. She pulled gently and the entire coil of wire came down like a slinky spring.
“Yay,” Jenny said. “You made it a little brighter in here.”
“That’s not what I got in mind,” Sarah said. She was studying the way the wires were put together, and then felt the heat from the bulb for a second. “Hundred and twenty volts,” she said. She let the light hang there and walked to the door for a moment, tapping a fingernail against it above and below the doorknob. A moment later, she turned and looked at Jenny.
“If I can get us out of here,” she asked, “do you think we can actually do anything?”
“If we can get that door open, I think we have a chance. What are you thinking?”
“I think it’s time to turn off the light. I can use the wires to burn out the middle of this doorknob. It’s not as good as a cutting torch, but I can definitely cut it off. Then I should be able to reach inside and unlock it, trip the latch so we can open the door.”
Jenny looked at her. “Will it make a lot of noise?”
“Some sizzling and popping. Not real loud, but there is some noise.”
“Go for it. Just remember, there’s probably somebody standing right outside that door. If he hears it and opens the door, you hit him with every bit of that juice.”
Sarah looked at her for a moment, then nodded. She pulled the light close and the coil stretched more. Then, she made sure she knew where the doorknob was and yanked the socket free. Darkness settled instantly, but a moment later, there was a bright flash and a loud pop as she hit the doorknob with the exposed wires.
She froze for a second and waited for some sort of response from the other side of the door, but there wasn’t any. A moment later, she hit it again, and then again. Each time there was a flash and a pop, but they could also see in the flashes that the middle of the doorknob was disintegrating quickly.
“It’s just aluminum,” Sarah said. “The spark is hot enough to melt it. Shouldn’t take me more than a few minutes to get all the way through.”
She worked at it, and fifteen minutes later, the doorknob fell off. She hit the middle of the door with the wires and looked quickly into the hole as the flash illuminated it, then carefully held the wires away from the door. The metal around where the doorknob had been was hot, but she reached inside with a finger and managed to catch the latch. She gave it a pull and the door popped open half an inch.
“Just wait,” Jenny whispered. “See if anybody reacts.”
They waited another sixty seconds, but there was no reaction to the door being opened. Jenny pushed it further and looked through the crack, then a bit more and stuck her head out to look the other direction. There was no one in the hallway outside and no sign of security cameras, so she motioned for Sarah and Renée to follow and stepped out.
“What now?” Sarah whispered. “Which way do we go?”
Jenny looked around, then down at the floor. There were no indications of which direction might be better, so she pointed in the direction of the FBI agent’s cell. They padded quietly down the hall, listening at each door until they heard his breathing.
“Hey,” Jenny said in a whisper. “FBI, can you hear me?”
“Who is that?” he asked just as softly.
“E and E,” Jenny said. “We got out of our cell, but we don’t have a key to get you out. Any idea where we are?”
“No, none. Somebody knocked me in the head and I woke up in here.”
Jenny bit her bottom lip for a moment, then said, “Okay, sit tight. We’re going to try to either escape and bring back help, or find some way to call help in. We won’t desert you, okay?”
“Don’t worry about me. If you can get out of here, go for it. If you can send help back, then maybe they can get me out, but don’t risk your own lives for me. Understood?”
“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Jenny said. “Just sit tight.”
She made her way farther down the hall until she came to an intersection, and then pressed against the wall beside it. She listened carefully but didn’t hear anything, so she quickly poked her head into the intersection and looked both directions.
There was light to the right and only darkness to the left. She motioned for the others to wait, then stepped around the corner and made her way slowly toward the light that she could see. About halfway there, her ears started to register sound. She slowed down and stayed against the wall as tightly as she could, the sound growing louder with every step.
“… the little one. I wouldn’t mind giving that a try before you drag her down to Frankenstein.”
Jenny didn’t recognize the voice, but it was a man. The next voice, however, she knew instantly.
It was Schlatter.
“If we had time, I’d be all right with that. Unfortunately, we have thirty-seven donors to harvest. Let’s get the organs sold as quickly as possible, then we can carve them up and ship them out. Anybody we haven’t sold off within the next twelve hours, we just leave them where they are. Nobody will ever find them here, anyway.”
Jenny crouched beside the wall. This hall led directly into a room, and that room was where Schlatter and the other man were sitting. She sat for several seconds, trying to figure out what to do, then quickly looked around the corner into the room.
Schlatter was sitting with his back to her and another man was beside him, staring at a computer monitor. She looked quickly, but there was only one door leading out of the room, and that would have taken her right past both of them.
Across the room, the other four men with guns were sitting around a table. To Jenny, it looked like they were playing cards, and one of them was talking on a cell phone.
If it had only been Schlatter and the other man, she would have tried to take them out. There was no way she could reach the others in time, however, and any attempt to do so would only guarantee that she died. There was a time when that wouldn’t have mattered, but ever since she met Neil, Jenny really wanted to live.
Still, the mission had to come first. None of them were paying any attention to the hallway, so she leaned out and took another look around the room.
The man with the computer screen was obviously doing something on the Internet, but he must’ve been hardwired somehow. There was no Wi-Fi network close by, or the subcom would’ve been able to get on it. On the other hand, there had to be a cell tower somewhere close by. Otherwise, the man on the phone wouldn’t be able to talk to anyone. If she could get her hands on a phone, she could call Allison and they could trace the GPS signal of the phone to figure out where they were.
A phone in the room chose that moment to ring, and Jenny almost jumped out of her skin. She jerked into the hallway in case anyone looked her direction, and heard Schlatter take the call.
“Yes,” he said. “He what? Are you serious? God, that just screws everything up. Dammit, dammit, all of them? They’re all dead?”
He listened for a moment, and then she heard his chair move as he got to his feet. She couldn’t stick around to hear more, but hurriedly padded as silently as she could down the hallway back the way she had come. She made it to the intersection and around the corner, then stopped to listen again.
A second later, she heard footsteps coming down the hall. She glanced at Renée and Sarah, who had been waiting for her there, and mouthed the words, “Get ready.”
All three of them stood with their backs against the wall as two pairs of footsteps came stomping their direction. Schlatter and one of the armed men stepped around the corner, and all three women leapt onto them. Jenny got onto Schlatter’s back, her arm wrapped around his throat, and squeezed as hard as she possibly could while Sarah and Renée grabbed the other man and slammed his face into the concrete blocks of the wall. Renée grabbed his hair and yanked back, then slammed his face into the wall again, and again. He was fumbling at his belt, trying to get his pistol out of its holster, but Sarah grabbed his hand and yanked it back. When he tried to push her off, she grabbed his arm and bit it, then yanked the pistol out as he jerked it away. Renée slammed his head into the wall one more time, and the repeated impacts finally rendered him unconscious. He fell to the floor and Sarah turned with a gun in her hand toward Schlatter and Jenny.
Jenny was snarling, her arm wrapped tightly around Schlatter’s throat. He was doing his best to reach back and drag her off, but she had her legs wrapped around his waist and was holding on for dear life. The crook of her elbow was squeezing on his throat, and he was obviously suffering the effects of blood flow being cut off to the brain, because his flailing arms were getting weaker and weaker.
Suddenly they dropped, and he fell forward. Jenny landed hard on his back but refused to let go. She held on for another minute while Sarah stood near the intersection, holding the gun. They had made some noise, but it didn’t seem to have made it down to where the other men were waiting.
Two more minutes passed and Jenny finally let go. She crawled off Schlatter’s body and lay on the concrete floor, gasping for breath.
Renée checked the man she had beaten down and found a set of keys. She waited until Jenny caught her breath, then held them up and rattled them gently. Jenny nodded and pointed toward where the FBI agent was held, and Renée hurried that way. Two minutes later, they saw her coming back alone. She shook her head. “None of them fit.”
“Then let him wait,” Jenny said, still partially breathless. “There are four more men down the hall and at least three of them are armed, so we are lucky they didn’t hear any of that. We have to get past them at least to get out, but there are phones down there. We might be able to call for help and let the GPS signal lead them to us.”
“Okay, then let’s go,” Sarah said.
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Jenny nodded and got her feet. She leaned over with her hands on her knees for a moment, taking in deep breaths, then straightened up and reached for the gun. Sarah handed it over willingly and the three of them started down the hallway.
Once more, they stayed against the wall and moved quickly. When they got closer to the opening into the room with the computer, Jenny motioned for them to stop.
“I have to take them by surprise,” she said. “Both of you wait here. When the shooting stops, you can come on out.”
She started to move away, but Sarah grabbed her arm. “Hold on,” she said. “There’s just one of you and four of them. What if Renée and I created a distraction?”
“Like what?” Jenny asked.
“We go running down there, crying and acting like we’re scared to death, and just throw ourselves down on the floor. Those guys are going to be looking down at two half naked women, that’s gonna hold their attention for at least a couple of seconds. That should give you time to do what you do, right?”
Jenny looked at her and grinned. “That’s gutsy,” she said. “You realize it’s dangerous, right? They may shoot first and ask questions later.”
Sarah grinned back. “In which case you will blow their balls off for us, right?”
“I’m liable to do that anyway,” Jenny said. “Okay, it’s a good plan. You rush out, and I’ll come out a second later. Just be sure to hit the floor, they probably won’t shoot you when you’re down.”
Jenny looked at Renée, and she nodded. The two of them got ahead of Jenny and they all continued down the hallway. When they were just a few feet from the end, they stopped, looked at one another, and then Sarah and Renée threw themselves out onto the floor in the room.
“What the hell?” shouted the man at the computer, and the other men knocked their table over as they got to their feet and drew their weapons. “How the hell did you get out?”
Sarah looked up at him. “The man, he opened the door, and then the other man hit him. We didn’t know what was happening, so we ran.”
All four of them were on their feet, staring down at the scantily clad girls. The three men holding guns had lowered them, and that’s when Jenny stepped out.
Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!
All four men fell and Renée and Sarah got to their feet. They looked down at the carnage, each of the men with his head blown open by forty-five caliber slugs, and then Renée turned her head and vomited.
Jenny hurried to the door that led out of the room and checked it, but it was locked. She turned to the computer and looked at it, shook her head, then spun and looked for the cell phone she had seen earlier. It was laying on the floor, and she picked it up and dialed the number for Allison.
A recording came on. “Please dial your access code,” it said.
Jenny threw the phone down and dug through the pockets of the dead men until she found another. The same recording played, and she looked up at the other girls. “Some kind of restricted access,” she said. “They must have something like their own cell tower, and you have to have a code to make a call.”
“Damn,” Sarah said. She took the phone from Jenny and looked at it, but got the same result when she tried to call Noah. “Now what?”
Jenny turned and looked at the computer again. “This thing is on the Internet,” she said. “Maybe we can send an email or something.” She sat at the terminal and looked at the monitor, but it was not a normal web browser. Apparently it was connected directly into a database of some sort, with messages transmitting in and out. There was no way to put an email address in, or even to go to a different webpage.
“Renée, do you still have those keys?”
Renée shook her head. “No, I threw them down back there.”
“Okay, okay, I’m thinking. There has to be some way we can get out of here. See if any of these other guys have keys.”
They checked all the pockets, but didn’t come up with any keys that would fit the door. They were standing in the middle of the room, desperately trying to think of some way to either escape or get help when Sarah looked at the phone she was still holding. It was a smartphone, a Samsung something or other, and she started looking through the different apps that were installed. She found the settings button and her face lit up when she saw the mobile hotspot. Jenny and Renée looked at her, then glanced at the phone.
Jenny shrugged. “It’s worth a try,” she said.
Sarah hit the icon and the mobile hotspot lit up. “Acquiring service,” it printed across the screen, and then, “Mobile Hotspot Activated.”
All three girls heard a clicking sound as the subcoms found the Wi-Fi signal and began hacking through the password. A moment later, Sarah said, “Noah? Can you hear me?”
“Sarah?” they heard Neil say. “Is Jenny with you? Is she okay?”
“I’m here, baby,” Jenny said. “Trouble is, we don’t know where we are. Are you all right?”
“He’s all right,” came Marco’s voice. “Renée?”
“I’m here, I’m here,” Renée said, a smile splitting her face. “Guys, we’ve been so worried.”
“No need to worry about me,” Marco said. “I had super Neil come to my rescue.”
“But where is Noah?” Sarah said. “Has anybody heard from him?”
“Yeah, a while ago,” Neil said. “He’s okay, and he was on a plane headed toward you. Can you get to a phone and call him?”
“No, dammit. I don’t know where we are, but they’ve got some kind of restricted cell phone system here. We managed to get a hotspot working on a phone, but we can’t make any calls. Right now, you guys are all we’ve got.”
“Wait, you’re on a mobile hotspot?” Neil asked. “Keep it on, and keep talking to us. I should be able to ping it and get its location.”
“Okay, but can you get hold of Noah?”
Marco answered. “Let me try that,” he said. “Brain boy is busy, and Noah is in a plane. I don’t know if I’ll be able to reach him or not, but I’ll try.”
They heard him punching buttons on the phone, but he got a recording that said his party was not available.
“Okay, I’m going to call Allison. If Neil can figure out where you are, she can at least send in the marines.”
They heard him dialing again, and they could hear the conversation through his subcom. “Marco? Allison. What’s the situation?”
“We heard from the girls,” Marco said. “They don’t know where they are, and they can’t call out, but they got a mobile hotspot working on a phone. That let them connect to us through subcoms, but we can’t reach Noah. Neil is trying to figure out where they are…”
“I got it, I got it,” Neil shouted. He rattled off GPS coordinates, and Marco repeated them to Allison.
“Can you get them some help? They said they can’t get out, and they can’t call out or anything.”
“You’re damned right I can,” Allison said.
The line went dead instantly, and Marco said, “Okay, she’s on it. We’ll stick with you this way until help arrives.”
“God, baby, it’s so good to hear your voice,” Renée said. “Are you really okay?”
Marco laughed loudly. “Oh, yeah,” he said. “You should have seen it, they kidnapped me and took me out to the yacht with a bunch of people, and Neil stole Noah’s Charger and drove it right across the ocean to come after me. He shot down a helicopter, blew away the bastards who were holding me prisoner, and then I was able to take over the ship. We brought it back to Galveston, and the FBI has taken over here. We got our main targets, but the rest of them have been arrested at the insistence of the FBI, and Allison gave the okay. I guess that means they get to live a little while longer.”
“Wow, you did all that?” Jenny asked. “Neil, I’m so proud of you. But tell me something, if you’ve done all that already, what time is it?”
“Time? It’s almost eleven thirty, here.”
* * * * *
The F-15 was racing across the sky, coming into Nevada airspace. Noah had repeatedly tried his phone, but there was no signal at that altitude.
Esmeralda was a hell of a pilot, and had done a terrific job of getting him across the country. He was ignoring the fact that the fuel reading was getting dangerously low, trusting that she was able to calculate how much fuel she would need to complete the journey and get them safely on the ground.
Suddenly, Esmeralda spoke through her intercom system. “I have an incoming call on satellite connection,” she said. A second later, she said in Allison’s voice, “Camelot? Can you hear me?”
“I read you five by five,” he said. “Any update?”
“Yes. I have GPS coordinates on the location for Sarah, Renée and Jenny. The location is about thirty miles north-northeast of Las Vegas, in the desert. Satellite view looks like you might be able to set down close by. I’ve already given Esmeralda the coordinates, so I suggest you make sure your seat belt is fastened. And Noah?”
“Yes?”
“Go get those girls for me.”
Noah realized that the plane was descending rapidly and looked out at the ground that was coming up quickly. “Esmeralda?”
“We are approximately nine minutes from landing,” she said. “I’ve taken a look at the site by satellite, and we can definitely put down. They may have to retrieve the aircraft with a truck, however.”
“Can you tell me anything about the location?” Noah asked.
“There is one structure, a large concrete building. I will bring the aircraft to a stop as close to it as I can, probably about a hundred meters away.”
“Go for it,” Noah said.
True to her word, Esmeralda put the airplane on the desert ground minutes later. The landing was rough and Noah suspected there was damage to the aircraft, but he didn’t worry about it. By the time he came to a stop, they were only thirty feet from the concrete wall ahead of them.
The canopy opened and both Noah and Esmeralda climbed out. Noah had two of the submachine guns that he had brought with him, and passed one to the robot.
“Find us a way in, Esmeralda,” he said.
* * * * *
“Noah is on the way,” Neil said suddenly. “Allison was able to get a message to him, and they’re actually going to land right where you are. Everything ought to be fine, now.” He sounded relieved.
“Everything will be fine,” Jenny said, “when I get you tangled up in bed with me again, boy.”
“I beg your pardon?” Neil said. “You know better than to talk to me like that.”
Jenny suddenly looked sheepish. “Sorry about that,” she said. “I just got a little emotional.”
“That’s better,” Neil said.
Renée and Marco had switched to a separate channel so they could talk privately. Sarah was trying to ignore all of them, just wishing she could hear from Noah, when a sudden rumbling sound was heard outside. All three women looked in the direction of the sound, and that’s why none of them saw what was coming.
Schlatter, conscious and back on his feet, stepped into the room. He was holding a gun in his hand and it was pressed to the head of the FBI agent. All three women spun when they heard him behind them, and then they froze. Jenny didn’t even get the chance to aim her weapon before she saw that he was ready to squeeze the trigger.
“Well, isn’t this nice,” he said. “Thought you killed me, didn’t you, bitch? I guess I’m a little tougher than you thought, right?”
“Let him go, Schlatter,” Jenny said. “It’s all over for you, anyway. Our reinforcements have arrived outside.”
“Yeah, it’s probably over for me,” he said. “But not until I do what I promised you I was going to do. Remember that? When I came to see you earlier? I said you would have to decide which one of you was going to die first, remember? Well, that hasn’t changed.”
Jenny raised her weapon and pointed it in his direction, but he ducked himself behind the agent.
“Now, now, now,” he said. “You don’t really think I’m going to give you that kind of chance, do you? All I want is one of you, just one. You even get to pick which one. All she’s got to do is step around here where I can see her clearly, and then one shot and it’s all over.”
“You’re crazy,” Sarah said. “You can’t do anything to us now.”
“Can’t I?” Schlatter said, his voice sounding almost hysterical. “I can kill this bastard, instead. Are you willing to let him die in your place?” He poked the barrel against the agent’s head, and the man winced.
“Don’t give him what he wants, girls,” the agent said. “He’s probably going to kill us all anyway. Don’t give him the satisfaction of making you do what he says.”
“No,” Jenny said. “I’m not going let him kill you.”
“Well,” Schlatter said, “the only way you’re going to stop me is by telling me which one of you I’m going to kill. That’s the deal, take it or leave it. One of you volunteers to die, and then this is all over. Hell, I’ll even surrender, so you can arrest my ass.”
“It’s not going to happen,” Jenny said.
Schlatter crouched behind the agent for a moment, and then he called out, “Andrews. Step on out here, and show them what you got.”
The man who had been with Schlatter, the one whose face had been mangled by the concrete wall, stepped out of the hallway. Jenny turned her gun toward him, but then she froze again.
In his hand, he held a grenade. The pin was gone, and all he had to do was let go of the spoon to set it off.
“Oh, geez,” Jenny said. Renee hadn’t searched the man thoroughly, or they may have had guns and grenades in a supply closet down the hall. It didn’t matter now, though. “You let that go and we all die.”
“Exactly. Now, let’s try this again,” Schlatter said. “One of you volunteers to die, and he’ll put the pin back in that pineapple. He knows our lives are over. You don’t cooperate, he’s going to let go, and then we all go out together.” He made a choking sound. “That’s the choice. One of you volunteers to die, and I’ll kill her. Then I drop the gun, he secures the grenade, and this is all over.”
“You honestly think we would believe you?” Renée asked. “Why would we? We let you kill one of us, and then he could set off the grenade anyway.”
“I won’t,” Andrews said. “If he says put the pin back in, I will.” His broken nose made him sound like he had a bad cold.
“You see him? My people are loyal to me. So, which one will it be? How about you, the one who had red hair last week? Are you willing to die for your friends?”
There was a crashing sound somewhere in the building, but Schlatter didn’t pay any attention.
“If I thought it would save them,” Sarah said, “I would. But like my friend said, why should we believe you?”
“Because I have nothing to lose,” Schlatter said. “If I just wanted to kill us all, I would’ve done it already. I’m offering you the chance to come out of this as heroes. Well, two of you, anyway.”
Jenny licked her lips and ignored Neil screaming in her ear. She was sure that Marco was talking to Renée, as well. “Fine,” she said. “It’ll be me.”
“Like hell it will,” Sarah said, grabbing hold of her arm. “Jenny, you can’t do that.”
“He only wants one of us,” Jenny said. “I can’t stand the thought of anything happening to either of you.”
“And how do you think we feel?” Renée said. “You can’t do this, Jenny. I still don’t believe him, anyway.”
“I do,” Jenny said. “I understand how he thinks, and he’s right. If he just wanted to kill us all, he already would have.”
She lowered her gun and passed it to Renée. “I’m stepping around,” she said. “Just make sure you honor your word.”
“I certainly will,” Schlatter said. He watched her as she moved to the side, away from Sarah and Renée, until she stood directly to his right.
Jenny looked at her friends. “Take care of Neil,” she said. “Tell him I loved him.”
Renée was staring at her, but then motion caught the corner of her eye. Schlatter was turning the gun toward Jenny, and Renée saw the look in the eyes of the agent, and everything went into slow motion.
As soon as the gun was away from his head, he suddenly spun and grabbed Andrews’s hand. The man shrieked, but the agent was holding on with a death grip, keeping the spoon locked against the grenade.
For a split second, Schlatter’s gun was aimed into the space between Jenny and Renée, and Renée raised the gun she was holding and fired. The bullet struck Schlatter in the chest, and he looked down at himself in shock. He looked up at her and tried to swing his gun in her direction, but she fired again. The second bullet took him through his head, and Schlatter fell dead.
Jenny leapt, snatching the gun from Renée and throwing herself toward Andrews and the agent. They were still grappling over the grenade, and Jenny put the pistol against Andrews’s head and squeezed the trigger once. He fell limp and the agent held onto his hand for dear life.
At that moment, the door burst open and Noah and Esmeralda rushed inside. Noah stared around, taking in everything in the room, seeing the six dead bodies, three nearly naked women, and a man in his underwear who was holding onto the hand of a dead man.
Sarah rushed to him and threw her arms around his neck, but Jenny simply turned and looked at him.
“Cut it a little close, didn’t you?” she asked.
“I got here as soon as I could,” Noah said. “Looks to me like you had it under control.”
Jenny rolled her eyes, then walked to Renée and pulled her into a hug. “You okay?”
“No,” Renée said. “But I will be.”
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With keys they found on Schlatter’s body, Noah and the women were able to locate more than thirty other people who were held in the building. Many of them were in shock, and several were in need of medical attention. Three of them had already had a kidney removed, and another had lost his eyes.
FBI agents, sheriff’s deputies and ambulances began arriving only twenty minutes later. The Special Agent in Charge, whose name was Joel Harrison, took Noah aside.
“We are rounding up everybody we know of that was involved in this mess,” he said. “There were at least two dozen people mixed up in it, and our surveillance over the last few days managed to identify some of them. We got lucky today, when one of those we picked up decided he wanted to make a deal. In return for giving up the rest of the people involved, the AUSA has agreed to immunity.”
“What was his function?” Noah asked. “I’m glad he talked, but I do have my orders.”
“Apparently he was just a security guard at their main office,” Harrison said. “He was never actually involved in any of the abductions or the gory parts, and the AUSA thinks we might have lucked out. Frankly, I’m surprised these people trusted him enough to even have him around them. The guy looks like a loser to me.”
“Criminal organizations sometimes have to take what they can get,” Noah said. “They probably didn’t think he was smart enough to actually learn anything. All right, I’ll leave him alone.”
“At least you got them shut down,” Harrison continued. “We didn’t know anything about this place. According to Johnson, the agent who was abducted, Schlatter knew he was being followed from day one. Too bad we didn’t put a tracer on him, we might have gotten here sooner.”
“It’s over for this outfit,” Noah said. “Our people have dealt with the one in Texas and the one in New Jersey, and we’ve got people headed for Europe right now. Both the British and German intelligence services are working with us, so the people behind it all will be suffering the same fate pretty soon.”
Sarah, Jenny and Renée had managed to find some jumpsuits to put on, but their own clothing was never found. When they were finally released after giving their statements, nearly three hours later, a deputy sheriff drove them, Noah and Esmeralda back into Las Vegas, to the hotel they had been staying at. Esmeralda took up a position near the door of the suite while all three of the women got showers and fresh clothing. Noah sat on the sofa in the sitting room until Sarah came out and flopped down beside him.
“The next time,” she said, “that I volunteer to go handle this part of the assignment, I want you to chain me to a bathroom sink or something.” She snuggled in close and Noah put an arm around her. “I can do what I have to do, but I don’t think I’m really cut out for that part of the job.”
“That’s why it’s my job, and not yours,” Noah said. “From what Jenny says, though, you held up very well. That was a gutsy move, you and Renée rushing out almost naked to distract those guys.”
She shrugged. “All we had to do was act like we were panicking,” she said. “To be perfectly honest, I’m not sure how much acting was really involved. I was feeling pretty panicky by then.”
“Don’t believe her,” Jenny said. She had just come out of the other shower and was rubbing at her hair with a towel. “She wouldn’t let me go after them on my own, kept insisting that we had to stick together. What was it you said, Sarah? If we die, we die as a team?”
“Oh, shut up,” Sarah said. “You’re the one who saved the day.”
“Not me,” Jenny said. “That was Renée. If it wasn’t for her, I’d be dead right now.” She cocked her head, as if listening to something they couldn’t hear. “Yes, Neil, I know how upset you would be. But I’m not dead, right? Everything is okay now, honey.” She looked back at Noah. “I think he’s a little upset with me.”
“He’ll get over it,” Noah said. “How is Renée holding up?”
“She’s a lot tougher than you give her credit for,” Jenny said. “And for the record, Noah, when it came time to fire the shot, she did not hesitate at all.”
Noah nodded. “That’s good,” he said. “It means she can be trusted as a backup, if we ever need her in that position again.”
They waited until Renée came out of her own shower, then Noah called Allison.
“Camelot, report.”
“FBI is rounding up all of the ancillary personnel in the Vegas operation,” Noah said. “The girls are doing fine, and we’ve been cleared to leave. I’d like to get back to Galveston as soon as we can, get back together with Marco and Neil.”
“Approved. I’ll have a plane waiting at the airport for you by the time you can get there. You’ll be coming back to Neverland?”
“I’d say we have to,” Noah said. “Wally would never forgive us if we didn’t bring these cars back.”
“Good. Let me know when you’re going to arrive, so that I can arrange to have dinner with you.” The phone went dead.
“You heard the lady,” Noah said. “Pack it up, we are going home.”
It took the women about an hour to get everything packed and ready, and then they took a shuttle to the airport. True to her word, Allison had a charter flight waiting and they were in the air ten minutes after climbing aboard the plane. The flight was too short for much of a nap, but Noah noticed both Jenny and Renée curled up and sleeping in their seats.
Sarah, sitting beside Noah, was wide awake. She was looking at Esmeralda, who was sitting straight across from her with a slight smile on her face.
“Noah,” Sarah said, “she’s just a little bit creepy.”
Noah looked at the robot for a moment, then turned back to his wife. “Creepy?”
“Yes. Creepy. All she ever does is smile. That would be enough to tell me she wasn’t really human, even if I didn’t know she was a robot.”
Noah looked at her for another second, then turned to Esmeralda. “Esmeralda, why do you smile all the time?”
“I was programmed to smile so that I would not appear to be any kind of threat. One of the biggest cautions programmed into me was to avoid frightening citizens, especially children.”
“Then close your eyes and pretend to sleep,” Sarah said. “Sitting there looking like some kind of cheerful zombie is enough to scare anybody.”
Esmeralda looked at her for a moment, then turned to Noah. “Should I comply?” she asked.
“Comply,” Noah said, and Esmeralda’s eyes closed immediately, her head slumped to the side of the seat, and her mouth fell slightly open.
Sarah stared at her for a couple of seconds, then shook her head. “Creepy,” she said. “Just plain creepy.”
The flight to Galveston was not very long, and Marco was waiting with the SUV when they arrived. They all climbed into the vehicle and went to the apartment building, gathering in Noah’s apartment.
“I’ve got the latest update,” Neil said. “Teams Angel, Unicorn and Goliath took care of the European partners. All indications are that the operation is completely shut down, but Donald Jefferson told me that the Joint Chiefs of Staff are pretty upset about you leaving a hundred million dollar airplane with broken landing gear in the desert.”
“They can sue me,” Noah said. “Better yet, they can argue with Allison.”
“I don’t think they have enough balls for that,” Jenny said.
They made themselves a simple dinner of frozen pizza and then gathered their personal belongings and packed them. Noah planned to let them all get a good night’s sleep, and they would be leaving the following morning to return to Kirtland.
They left at nine in the morning, but didn’t get in a hurry on the way back. They stopped in Lubbock, Texas for dinner, and then got a room at the local Holiday Inn. They were up early the next morning and back on the road, and finally rolled into Kirtland before four p.m.
Noah called Allison.
“Camelot, report.”
“We’re back,” he said. “We are all going out to my house to drop off our things, and then we’ll grab Neil’s Hummer and take the cars back to R&D.”
“That’ll be perfect,” Allison said. “I’ll meet you at the Assassin’s Club at six.”
The phone went dead and Noah led the way to his house. Neil and Jenny put their things into the trailer, and the rest of them left their bags in Noah’s living room. They took a few minutes to freshen up, then Renée got to drive the GTO while Noah fired up the Hummer and followed them all out to R&D.
“Camelot!” Wally said when they arrived. “How did things go with Esmeralda?”
Noah turned and looked at the robot, which followed him into the building. She had ridden back from Texas with Jenny, who insisted that she found the mechanical woman fascinating.
“She did just fine,” Noah said. “And she’s one hell of a pilot.”
Wally giggled. “Oh, yes,” he said. “We actually used flight simulator programming for that. By connecting her brain directly into the computer of a flight simulator, she was able to learn every possible function of all the aircraft in the simulator, and it didn’t even take an hour. Of course, that was the first time she ever actually flew a plane.”
He turned to Esmeralda. “Esmeralda, did you experience any problems during your field test?”
“Only one,” Esmeralda said. “It appears that my programming makes me appear creepy.”
Wally’s eyebrows shot up. “Creepy? Who said you were creepy?”
Sarah hastened to explain, and Wally listened intently. When he started making notes, Sarah started to feel silly.
“I guess it really wasn’t that bad,” she said. “It just—I don’t know, it didn’t seem natural.”
“And you’re absolutely right,” Wally said. “I’m making notes to send to the programmers. We’re about to put three more robots online, and I want to get this taken care of now, before they ever go out in the field.”
They turned in the cars and weapons, then drove to the Assassin’s Club in the Hummer. Allison was waiting when they arrived and looked up with a smile as she waved them over to where she had put two tables together. Donald Jefferson was sitting beside her.
“It’s good to be sitting together again,” Allison said. “Order whatever you like, dinner is on me.”
“You’re actually going to say that with Neil sitting here?” Sarah asked. “I’m not even sure you can afford to feed this kid.”
“I’ll charge it off as an expense,” Allison said. “Go for it, Neil.”
Neil was already looking at the menu, so Noah looked at Allison.
“I believe the mission was a success,” he said. “Are there any loose ends we need to take care of?”
“Not that we know of as yet,” Jefferson said. “So far, it looks like all of the principal participants have been eliminated, and we don’t anticipate they’ll be able to resume any of the operations.”
“I got a question,” Neil said suddenly. “One of the things I was never able to find out was the identity of Doctor Ghoulie. Who the hell was that?”
“That,” Allison said, “turned out to be one of the people Noah killed in New Jersey. Charles Faulkner was the name, and the FBI found a secret room in his house that held the computers running the dark web auction.”
Neil looked at her for a moment, then shrugged. “I was really hoping it was one of those bastards in the helicopter,” he said.
They sat and talked while they had dinner, and Allison asked about their plans for returning to England. Noah looked around the table at the others, and then turned back to his boss.
“I think we might stick around here for a little while,” he said. “I get the feeling you might have another mission coming up for us pretty soon.”
Allison grinned, and turned to Jefferson. “See? I told you he’d figure it out.”
“Wait, what?” Marco said. “We have another mission right away?”
“We aren’t certain yet,” Jefferson said. “We are monitoring a situation, however, and it would have to be your team if it turns out we’re sending anyone to handle it.”
Noah nodded. “Care to give us a little advance warning?”
“Noah,” Allison said, “how do you feel about the existence of little green men?”
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PROLOGUE

The Gulfstream touched down at just before seven a.m., and Noah and his team stepped off to find a van waiting for them. They climbed inside, and the driver took them directly to the headquarters building in downtown Kirtland. Rather than going down into the parking garage the way they usually did, they were dropped off at the front door and made their way to the elevator behind the lobby. The driver had told them that their luggage would be waiting in the van when they were finished, but that the Dragon Lady was waiting for them in her conference room.
Noah, Sarah, Neil, Jenny, Marco and Renée rode the elevator up together. When they stepped out, the current receptionist looked up at them nervously and simply pointed toward the conference room door. They moved as a group toward it, and stepped inside to find Allison Peterson and Donald Jefferson waiting for them as always, with Molly Hansen sitting close by.
“It’s about time you got here,” Allison said. “I trust you had a good flight over from merry old England?”
“It was comfortable,” Noah said. “I was actually expecting this call a lot sooner. I take it the mission you told us about before is ready to go?”
Allison nodded. “Definitely,” she said. “The CIA and NSA have been working on it for over a month, now, and they decided to turn it over to us. None of their people have been able to get in close enough to find out what’s really going on, and since we could be dealing with something out of a science fiction movie, the president suggested I send in my best possible team. You all know who that means.”
“Team Camelot,” Neil said. “But this isn’t one of our regular missions?”
“That remains to be seen,” Allison said. “There have been a number of unusual situations occurring. Several American military personnel have either disappeared or been murdered, and your first assignment is to look into those cases. They all seem to be connected to something unusual, and we need to know what kind of connection there might be.”
She turned to Molly. “Molly is going to give you what we know so far.”
Molly got to her feet and pointed a remote control device at the big screen on the wall in front of them. A satellite picture of what looked like a military installation appeared.
“This is a satellite image taken of what was recently nothing but virgin forest in Catamarca Province, Argentina. Some of our satellites detected unusual activity and the NSA decided to take a closer look, and this is what they found. Do you see the odd-looking structure in the center of the compound?”
The whole team leaned forward and looked closely. In the center of the compound was an oval-shaped structure. It appeared to be white, and quite a bit larger than the surrounding buildings.
“I see it,” Noah said.
“What is that thing?” Neil asked. “Almost looks like a flying saucer or something.”
“You may be right on target, Neil,” Molly said. She hit a button on the remote and the same compound appeared, but without the oval structure. “This photograph was taken twenty-four hours after the previous one. As you can see, that oval structure is gone. It appears that it was sitting over a concrete pad of some sort, and the pad is still visible.”
“Holy cow,” Neil said. “Are you saying that really is some kind of spaceship?”
“I’m saying that it’s gone.” Molly hit another button on the remote, and another picture appeared on the screen. This one seemed to have been taken at an angle, and showed several individuals walking across the grounds. The resolution was quite grainy, but at least two of the figures appeared to be nearly twice as tall as the others. “This picture was taken while the oval structure was still in place. When analysts zoomed in on it, they found what appears to be several people and some extremely tall figures. As you can see, the two tall ones are at least twice as tall as the other people in the picture.”
“Huh,” Marco said. “Could be grown-ups walking along with some kids.”
“It could be, but then we have this.” Molly hit another button and yet another photo appeared. This one was taken from ground level, and also captured the group walking across the ground. The resolution was a lot better, and it was clear that the four smaller figures were humans in some sort of military uniforms, but the towering taller figures had long, thin limbs and large, rounded heads. “The NSA believes you could be looking at the first photographic evidence of alien visitors to our world.”
All of them stared at the picture for several moments. Noah finally looked over at Molly.
“And is it?”
“We obviously don’t know for sure,” Molly said, “but there is definitely something strange going on down there. The problem is that every single operative who has tried to get close enough to learn anything has simply vanished without a trace. In some cases, they were maintaining radio contact with a support team several miles away and the transmission simply stopped in the middle of a word. There’s absolutely no indication that they ever got inside that compound, and even infrared imaging isn’t detecting additional life signs inside.”
“What about aerial surveillance?” Noah asked. “Has anyone overflown the area?”
“According to GPS tracking, yes,” Molly replied. “Unfortunately, they’ve seen absolutely no sign of that compound, not even the clearing that it’s obviously occupying. A few attempts have been made to penetrate the canopy with drones, but they simply disappear. Two helicopters flew over the area and were beaming back video, but they also vanished without a trace. Since then, there’s been no attempt to fly into that area directly.”
She clicked the button again. A new image appeared, this time showing two of the oval structures in the compound, and what appeared to be a third one hovering above it. This photo was taken from ground level, as well, and Neil let out a low whistle.
“No visible propulsion system,” he said. “Are we looking at antigravity?”
“We honestly don’t know what we’re looking at,” Molly said. “All we know at this point is that something is going on down there, and it could be a threat to global security. If this truly is some kind of alien activity, we certainly need to know about it.”
Donald Jefferson cleared his throat. “Noah, it’s been decided to send your team, along with a couple of specialists, down there to see what you can find out. You are not to attempt infiltration unless your orders change, but we need you to find any information you can about this compound and what might be going on there.”
“That’s right,” Allison said. “Most of you will be posing as FBI agents, but Renée will be busy with duties of her own. You will begin by investigating the deaths and disappearances of our military personnel in the area, because the joint Chiefs think they might be connected to this mystery compound. Jenny will be working with you as an investigator, Sarah will be handling transportation as always, but Renée, who has previous experience, will be running the laboratory. Of course, your primary objective is to learn anything you possibly can about those oval structures, or craft, whatever they are, and gain any information possible about those tall, alien-looking figures. Needless to say, you can take any equipment you like. I don’t want to be sending you on a suicide mission, Noah, so I don’t want you to end up like the other operatives who try to go in there. I want you to come back, do you understand me?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Noah said. “When do we leave?”
“As soon as you figure out what equipment you want to take with you. The Gulfstream is being refueled now, and will take you to Buenos Aires as soon as you can be prepared to go. We’ve already established a diplomatic connection with the Argentinan government, so you’re not going to have any trouble about taking weapons in with you. For once, they want answers as bad as we do. No one in the Argentinan government has any idea what’s going on out there, and they can’t even get anybody close to the place.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Noah said. “Do you have any further information we need?”
Jefferson picked up a stack of envelopes and passed them out. “Here are your identification kits, satellite phones, and the dossier containing all the information we currently have on the compound and the dead or missing personnel.”
“And what if we find aliens?” Neil asked. His eyes were still wide, and yet he seemed to be excited.
“Should you get close enough to ascertain that they are indeed alien entities,” Allison said, “it will be up to you to determine whether or not they present a risk or danger to this world. If you find that there is such a danger, you are authorized to use whatever means necessary to either terminate that danger, or get word out to the rest of the world about it. If for any reason you cannot make contact with us, you are authorized to contact any other security agency worldwide.” She looked Noah in the eye. “This situation could present a danger to the entire world. This is about more than our own national security, Noah. I need you to find out for sure what is going on down there, and help us to preserve the security of the whole damn planet.”
“First off, however,” Jefferson said, “there are some things you’re going to have to look into. As Allison mentioned, there have been abductions and deaths of certain military personnel. You’re going to go in posing as investigators from the FBI at first, and your credentials will give you jurisdiction superiority in each case. Don’t let the local military investigative services interfere with you. Once you have completed that phase, their military will provide you with helicopter transport to a staging area ten miles from the compound. Unfortunately, you’re going to have to deal with the jungle down there. You might want to think about that while you are preparing your gear.”
“Are there any leads on what happened to these personnel yet?” Noah asked.
“Only one,” Jefferson said. “One man was abducted out of his front yard early this morning, as he was leaving to report to duty at a military base outside Buenos Aires. That will be your first stop, and the Military Police will assist you in the investigation. There are a few other cases wherein military personnel have died or disappeared under suspicious circumstances. You’ll decide which ones you believe might be related after you get there.”
“Yes, sir,” Noah said. “Is there anything else?”
“Just this, Noah,” Allison said. “I’ll be going along with you on this one. My cover is that I’m the Agent in Charge of your investigations.”




ONE

"Since when are you a lab technician?" Marco asked Renée as they sat on Noah’s couch. The team had stopped by Noah’s house to freshen up after leaving the briefing. Noah was taking his turn in the shower at the moment. “I thought you were just a clerk at R&D?”
“Is it really that hard to imagine?” Renée asked. “You know why Wally brought me with him when he came over to E & E? It’s because he said I was one of the best lab assistants he had ever had. You have any idea what a lab assistant does?”
Marco shook his head. “No. What?”
“Pretty much everything the lab director gets credit for. I can hold my own in the lab, Marco. Just because I was clerking for Wally at R&D, don’t think I don’t know my way around a microscope or a mass spectrometer.”
“And we’re taking a long along a doctor,” Marco said. He shook his head. "That's something that hasn't happened before."
"Read the dossier,” Neil said. “Doctor Emerson is a forensic pathologist."
Marco's eyebrows shot up. “Yeah, I know, I was there too, remember? I just wonder how Noah is taking it.”
"Black, with sugar; I thought you'd know that by now, Marco," Noah's voice interrupted in that very moment as he walked into the room. “Get ready. We’re leaving for R&D in ten minutes."
"Yes, sir,” Marco said. “Ten minutes it is."
It didn't take them long to get to R&D, and Wally was waiting when they entered the building, accompanied by another man in his fifties.
“Noah!” Wally exclaimed. “It’s good to see you. I want you to meet Doctor Eric Emerson, he’s going to be going with you on this mission. Doctor Emerson is a forensic physician, like a medical examiner, and Allison thinks he might be useful.”
Noah shook hands with the doctor. “Doctor Emerson,” he said. “Good to meet you.”
“Likewise,” Emerson said, his clipped British accent clear and precise. “I’ve heard quite a lot about you, Mr. Wolf. It’ll be good to actually see you in action.”
Wally grinned at the two of them. “Okay, you guys can get acquainted later. Right now, I need to know what kind of equipment you might want to take with you, Noah.”
“I’ve got some ideas,” Noah said, “but I’m also open to suggestion, Wally. Right off the bat, I want four of the gas pellet guns we used in Thailand, and a substantial supply of the pellets. Give me two pairs of deception detection glasses and one of your backscatter x-ray phones, and one of the smaller explosive printers. Add anything else you can think of that might come in handy.”
“To be honest,” Wally said, “I think those were probably the things I would’ve suggested. Of course, you probably want to take some conventional weapons with you.”
“We will, we’ll be stopping by the armory after we leave here.”
“Then let me get your list gathered up, and you can be on the way. And, Noah? Of course I know what the mission is about. If you find any really exciting technology down there, try to steal me a sample, will you?”
“You know I will,” Noah said.
It took about twenty minutes to get everything gathered up, and then they were on the way to the armory. Each of them chose their favorite weapons, although Neil selected a different submachine gun than the one he had been using most commonly. Instead, he picked up a Beretta MX 4, a nine millimeter submachine gun that was known for reliability and ease-of-use among law enforcement agencies worldwide. Jamison, the armorer, gave him a pair of double drum magazines that would give him a loaded capacity of more than a hundred rounds.
Noah and Marco picked up the special Glock forty caliber automatics they always carried. These weapons were electronically tied to rings that each of the men wore, and could not be fired by anyone not wearing the ring. Noah also chose a pair of sniper rifles, opting for fifty caliber Barrett M-102’s that were accurate up to two thousand yards. Both he and Marco were qualified with them, and Renée had trained with them as well.
An hour later, Noah and his team, along with Doctor Emerson, arrived at Kirtland Airport once again. Allison was already there, and she took Noah aside for a brief conversation. The rest of the team took care of loading their gear into the aircraft, although Sarah was watching the interaction closely.
“I wonder what they’re talking about,” she said to Renée. “It’s not like Allison to keep the rest of us in the dark this way.”
Renée shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said. “And maybe it’s something we don’t want to find out about.”
Whatever it was, the conversation ended abruptly and both Noah and Allison joined the others in boarding the plane. Noah sat down beside his wife, but Allison was in the seat directly across from them. Sarah decided to keep her curiosity to herself until she could get Noah alone.
Minutes later, they were both pushed back in their seats as the plane lumbered down the runway. It leapt into the air and began climbing, gaining altitude for the eleven hour flight to El Palomar Airfield.
Noah and the team had slept on the previous flight, so they were quite rested. Allison, on the other hand, dozed off within minutes after the plane left the ground. Sarah waited until the older woman started to snore, then turned to Noah.
“So, what was all that about back at the airport?” she asked softly. “Can you tell me?”
“Yes,” Noah said. “It turns out that the man who was abducted earlier this morning is actually the E & E liaison officer in Argentina. She’s concerned that if we are dealing with extraterrestrial activity, the things he knows could be dangerous. We have no idea what another intelligence might think of us, but they might not take kindly to learning that we engage in assassination.”
Sarah stared at him. “Yeah,” she said slowly. “That could make us look pretty bad, I guess. Noah, do you really think this could be some kind of alien stuff going on?”
“I don’t know enough to form an opinion,” he replied. “At this time, all I can do is keep my mind open and hope to come up with an answer.”
Neil, who was sitting behind him, leaned forward. “I’ve been looking at some of the dark web chatter,” he said. “There are number of conspiracy theories that could be connected. Some of them are about UFO activity in South America, but some of them are based on a rumor that two or three nations are working together to create a false alien invasion scenario. The idea is to make the world so scared that we are willing to forget about national borders and form some sort of global government.”
Noah nodded. “I’ve heard of such theories before. Henry Kissinger even suggested the idea once, years ago when he was Secretary of State. Give people an enemy to worry about, and they stop being concerned about their own personal freedoms and securities.”
Allison stirred in her sleep, and they dropped the conversation. Each of the team found a movie to watch on one of the seatback video screens, and eventually they all drifted off to sleep.
Sleep can only carry you so far on a long flight. They were all wide awake more than two hours before the plane touched down at El Palomar Airport, which was situated just west of Buenos Aires.
El Palomar is both a commercial and military airfield, home to the 1st Air Brigade of the Argentinian Air Force. For the past year, it has also been home to a number of U.S. military personnel who were in the country to establish a new base of their own. The new U.S. base, designated Donovan Range, would be just a few miles from El Palomar, which made it the perfect site to base the construction crews and security forces that accompanied them.
A large van drove out to meet the plane as it parked some distance from the terminal. Two men climbed out, and Allison led the way as they walked down the stairs. One of the men, a U.S. Army Major, smiled and reached out to shake her hand.
“Director Peterson,” he said. “I’d like to present El Coronel Geraldo Noah, of the Army of Argentina.”
Allison turned to Noah and extended a hand. “Coronel,” she said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you, and what a great help you have been to our people here.”
Noah smiled, then bent and kissed the back of her hand. When he raised his eyes to hers again, he said, “I do what I can, madame. Your American military have also been of great assistance to us in combating some of the illegal activities within our country.”
Allison turned and motioned for Noah at the team to come closer. “Noah, this is El Coronel Noah and Major Tim Wilson. Tim and I go way back, to when he and my father served together. There was a time when I called him Uncle Tim, can you believe that?”
“Major,” Noah said. “It’s a pleasure.” Neither he nor Allison introduced the rest of the team, but Major Wilson invited them all to climb inside the van. He took the shotgun seat, while Allison sat in the seat just behind him, so he had to turn in the seat to speak to her.
“Director, only the Major and I are aware of your real identity. As far as anyone here is concerned, you are FBI Special Agent in Charge Janet Rice. Mr. Wolf and your team are all part of your investigative unit, looking into what’s been happening to our personnel.”
“Good, that’s how I want it,” Allison said. “Have there been any new developments?”
“I’m afraid so,” Wilson said. “Three more men have disappeared in the last fifteen hours. I have all the files ready for you to review as soon as we get you situated in your operations center. I’m afraid it’s just a Quonset hut, that’s all I can commandeer on such short notice. I had some walls slapped up overnight, so you’ve got a situation room, couple of offices, latrines with showers, a lab and morgue, and four private rooms to bunk in.” He shrugged, looking a little embarrassed. “I’m afraid they’re pretty small.”
“That’ll be fine, Tim. We don’t need comfort, we need someplace to work. What about the unknown compound? Have you gained any information on it?”
Wilson shook his head, scowling. “I sent an entire platoon down there to see what they can learn. We were in constant radio communication with them until they got within a mile of the place, and then it just cut off. Each of them was carrying a specialized GPS tracker, and they vanished off the screen at the same time the communications came to a halt. Allie, I don’t have a clue what we’re dealing with down there. I had body cameras on some of those men, and the footage was beaming back in real time. I could describe to you what we saw, but I don’t think you’d believe me. As soon as we get to your OC, I’ll let you watch it for yourselves.”
Behind Allison, Noah and the team all looked at one another. Doctor Emerson cleared his throat.
“Major Wilson,” he said, “I wonder if you could tell me whether you have recovered any of the bodies of the missing personnel?”
“Only three,” Wilson said. He scowled again, and looked Emerson in the eye. “From the look of them, they were running scared from something. All three of them were from a single attempt to get close to that base, but the other seven men with them vanished without a trace. Maybe you can make something of what happened to them, because we sure can’t.”
Fifteen minutes later, they pulled up in front of the Quonset hut and everyone piled out. Wilson led the way inside while Coronel Noah drove away in the van. The Quonset hut was divided into several rooms, but the front section was set up as a working office. There were four desks and two other tables, with computer workstations already in place.
Wilson invited Allison to have a seat at one of the desks and then tapped the keys of the computer in front of her. A large wall-mounted screen suddenly lit up with a view of lush jungles, and he directed their attention to it.
“What you are about to see is classified as secret as it can possibly be. This is the actual body cam footage from Lieutenant Larry Jorgensen, who was in command of the platoon.” He tapped another key and the video footage began to play.
Lieutenant Jorgensen was apparently moving through the brush, and they caught flashes of machete as he chopped some of it out of the way. His progress was slow, and they watched for a couple of minutes as he hacked his way through the dense undergrowth.
Suddenly, his voice was heard. “What the hell?” he asked. “Matheny, you see that?”
Another man’s voice came through faintly. “I saw something, LT,” he said. “Some kind of ape, maybe? A lot bigger than any monkey I’ve seen.”
“I don’t think there are any big apes around here,” Jorgensen said. “Maybe it’s...”
In a flash reminiscent of some of the prank scare videos that pop up on YouTube, something suddenly appeared on the screen. It was moving too fast for the camera to get a clear image, but it seemed to be humanoid and with pale, almost iridescent skin. What looked like a blurry face appeared for a second, and then a long arm flashed out. The camera turned and caught a glimpse of more brush, and then went dark.
“Holy shit,” Neil said softly.
“Exactly,” Wilson said. “We tried every way we could to analyze that footage, but whatever that was moved so fast that we can’t even isolate it frame by frame to get an image. All you see is a blur, and no real detail at all. The only thing we can tell you is that, whatever it is, it bears a pretty strong resemblance to those sketches of pointy-chinned aliens that turn up from time to time. You know the ones I mean, the stuff that people who claim to have been abducted by spacecraft are always drawing. A long, oval-shaped face, chin coming down to a point and big, almond shaped eyes.” He nodded toward the monitor. “Whatever that was, it does not appear to be a human being. No human can move so fast that those cameras can’t keep up.”
Marco grunted. “When they said aliens in the jungle in Argentina,” he said, “I was thinking something like the one Arnie fought in Predator. This looks more like something out of Close Encounters.”
“Except those aliens were friendly, remember? I don’t know what happened to my men, but that didn’t look very friendly to me.”
“It certainly didn’t,” Allison said. “Tim, what about the other personnel who have gone missing or been murdered? NSA says you think there’s a connection. Care to explain?”
Wilson sighed. “We’ve got some strange reports coming in, reports that indicate some of these men have been seen, but that they are somehow different than they were when they disappeared. Three of them are now dead, but our own medical specialists are just flabbergasted. They don’t know what to think of what they’re seeing in the bodies.” He nodded toward Emerson. “I’m hoping your guy can make some sense of it.”
“That’s why I’m here,” Emerson said. “To be of whatever assistance I can.”
“Then I’ll take you down to the morgue we have set up. Allison, the only real lead I have for you is the man who disappeared yesterday. He was Specialist Daniel McRae, and the only witness was his uncle. His mother said she saw him leave to report for duty yesterday morning, and then the uncle says somebody grabbed him and dragged him into a car. It sped away, and he hasn’t been seen or heard from since.” He looked at Allison. “Since I knew you were already planning to come, I locked down the investigation. I didn’t want any of the locals messing things up before you got a chance to take a look at the situation. The mother was advised that an FBI team was coming to take over.”
“Smart thinking,” Allison said. “Noah?”
Noah looked at the Major. “I take it he never reported for duty after all?”
“No, sir,” Wilson said. “There hasn’t been any trace of him at all.”
Noah nodded. “Major, what does Specialist McRae do in the Army?”
Wilson glanced at Allison, then turned back to Noah. “He is an advanced systems analyst. McCrae spent a couple of years with DARPA, working on highly classified computerized weapons and intelligence gathering systems. His work is still classified, and his cover here is that he is a computer systems repairman.”
“So he’s a very valuable man to have around,” Noah said, “if you have something extremely high tech you’re trying to deal with.”
“Absolutely,” Wilson said. He picked up a file folder and handed it to her. “This is the report on the abduction, everything we’ve got so far.”
Allison passed the folder to Noah. “Well, we’re here,” she said. “Read through that, and then I guess you need to go and talk to McRae’s mother. Take Neil, Marco and Jenny with you, while Renée and Sarah stay with me and Doctor Emerson.” She turned to Wilson. “I’m supposed to have another man meet us here. Any idea where he is?”
Wilson nodded. “Yes, he flew in late last night, from some place in Mexico. I’ll have someone get him over here to you ASAP.”
“That’ll be fine,” Allison said. “I’ll brief him when he arrives.”




TWO

A young female MP was waiting outside for them, and introduced herself as Private Karen Lee. “I’ve been assigned to assist you today,” she said. “Just tell me what you need me to do.”
“Get in the car,” Noah said. “We need to go and speak with the kidnap victim’s mother.”
When they arrived at the McRae house, one of the new prefab houses set up for American military personnel and their families, they were greeted by an older man with gray hair and dark eyes who was sitting on a bench on the front porch, smoking a cigarette. An ashtray full of butts was on the bench beside him.
“Can I help you?” he asked.
Noah held up the ID he had been given. “Special Agent Noah Wolf, FBI. We’ve been sent down here to investigate Specialist McRae’s disappearance.”
“It’s not a disappearance,” the old man said, “it’s an abduction! I’m Thomas McRae, Danny’s uncle. I’ve been living with Danny and his mother since his father died six years ago.”
“That’s fine,” Noah said. “Is Mrs. McRae here now?”
“She is, but, let me give you a word of advice, young man,” McRae said. He leaned close and spoke softly. “She bristles when you call her ‘Mrs.’, because she’s a widow. I’d go with ‘Ms.’ if I were you.”
Noah looked at him for a moment, then nodded. McRae held the door open and allowed Noah and Jenny to step inside, while Neil and Marco waited near the car they had arrived in.
“Nancy,”” McRae said, leading them in to the living room. “This is FBI Agent Wolf. He’s here to talk to you about Danny.”
A tall woman in her late forties rose from the chair and extended a hand. Noah shook hands with her, and then she sat down again.
"Ms. McRae, I read the report on Danny’s abduction, and I understand you were upstairs when it happened?" Noah asked, keeping his eyes locked on the lawyer.
"Yes," the woman replied. She was keeping her tone steady, but it was obvious she barely held it together—she was wringing her hands in a nervous manner. "I went to my room to get my purse and I saw Thomas standing in the street, shouting at the car as it drove away. I came down to find out what was happening, and he told me that two men had dragged Danny into a car and driven off."
"Did you happen to get a look at the kidnapper?"
"No. I’m afraid it all happened too fast," she said, but then her eyes widened slightly. "What I can tell you is that the car belonged to a Mark Crawford, but it couldn't have been Mark driving; he and Danny have been best friends since they were kids, Mark would never do anything to hurt him. I tried calling Mark to ask if he knew anything, but he hasn’t answered.”
Noah cocked his head to the side and looked at the woman. “Did you mention Mr. Crawford to the MPs who spoke to you yesterday?”
She shook her head. “It didn’t dawn on me until later. I mean, I barely even saw the car as Thomas was shouting at it, and I was paying attention to what he was doing, not to the car driving away. It never occurred to me to mention Mark.” Tears began to well up in her eyes. “Please, you’ve got to find him. You’ve got to find my Danny."
"We are doing everything we can," Jenny said in a placating manner. She was doing a good job of posing as one of the FBI agents, assisting Noah.
Noah, however, preferred to talk business. "Have the kidnappers tried to contact you yet?"
Nancy McRae shook her head.
"We will need to set up our equipment," Noah said, standing up. “If they contact you, we’ll want to monitor the call.”
"All right," she said softly. "Is there anything I can do?"
"Just leave it to us," Jenny said. “This is what we get paid for.”
Noah glanced at the two women for a moment, then walked back to the door and looked out at Marco and Neil. Neil was taking pictures of the area of the unpaved street that was marked off by police as the scene of the abduction, while Marco was scouring the road for any type of evidence that might have been left behind.
"Neil! Bring in the phone monitoring equipment!"
"Yes, sir," Neil replied, already turning on his heel. He started gathering up the equipment, glancing at Marco to see if he was going to help.
Marco didn't bother looking up from where he was kneeling in the street. He simply waved a hand, preferring to focus on picking up the cigarette butt that he had just spotted. He picked it up with a pair of tweezers and looked at it closely, then slipped it into a plastic bag that went into his pocket.
“I could lend a hand, if you like,” Private Lee said.
Neil looked at her for a moment, but he certainly wasn't going to look a gift horse in the mouth. "Sure. Grab that and come along."
She smiled politely, picked up the case he indicated and followed him into the house. Marco glanced around the street once more, then made his own way inside.
Once they had carried everything into the living room, they set to work. Neil wondered for a moment whether he'd have to guide Lee through everything, but fortunately the young woman seemed to know her way around the equipment. In less than ten minutes, everything was set up properly.
"Shall we test it?" she asked as she finally stood up.
"Yup," Neil said, sitting down with his laptop on his knees. Even as he tapped on the keyboard, though, he couldn't help but notice her massaging her neck with a slight wince. It didn't take Neil’s ridiculously high IQ to figure out that the muscles had been strained as the MP had bent over cable after cable for the past twenty minutes. “Don’t worry,” he said. “You’ll stop hurting in a few minutes or so."
"I hope so," she said in a mildly wry tone.
Noah was suddenly standing over the two of them, looking at the equipment connected to the phones. "Have you got it working, Neil?" he asked, his feigned impatience clearly noticeable in his voice.
Neil turned back to his computer and looked at the readings on the screen. "Yes, boss."
Noah nodded, then went back to talking to Ms. McRae and her brother-in-law.
Marco stepped up beside Neil and Lee. "Not bad, for an army cop," Marco said.
"I'm familiar with this kind of equipment," Lee replied, shrugging slightly.
Marco thought about his reply for a moment, then grinned at her.
"Well, the job I have for you will be bit more challenging, but I think you have what it takes," Marco said, acting innocent.
"Certainly, what do you need me to do, sir?" Lee asked, getting to her feet.
"Got paper and pen?"
"Yes, sir," she replied, taking a small notebook and a pen out of her pocket.
"Right. Coffee shop is just down the street. Black, one sugar and make sure it's not any of that instant stuff," Marco said, keeping his face straight. "Got it?"
Lee’s face went blank for a moment, but then the expression was replaced with a wry look that said she probably shouldn’t have been surprised at the obvious hazing. She nodded and wrote everything down. "I’ve certainly got it, sir."
"Neil, what about you?" Marco asked, unfazed.
"No, I'm fine," Neil replied. “You might want to get a second cup for Noah, though.”
"Jenny?"
The young woman shook her head. "No, thank you."
"Be right back then, sir," Lee said with a calm smile as she headed outside and down the street. Only then did Jenny approach Marco and stand there staring at him, her arms crossed.
"That girl is just trying to help, Marco. Don’t you think it was a little snarky to send her off to get coffee?"
Marco smirked. "She looked like she needed something to do."
Noah, just coming up close to them, looked at Marco for a second and then turned to Jenny. "Go get her back. I want to talk to her for a moment."
Jenny started to argue that Marco should go, but decided against it. Besides, she personally thought Lee should probably have been given a fair warning about Marco before having to deal with him. When she went down the street to call her back, however, she was surprised to see that the young woman had not only already gotten to the coffee shop, she was having an animated conversation with the waitress and taking notes as she did so.
Lee turned and looked at her as she entered the coffee shop. "Did you change your mind about coffee?" she asked.
"No, Noah made sure Marco changed his," she replied. "Come on, the boss wants to talk to you."
“Actually,” Lee said, putting her notebook back in her pocket, "would you mind if I share something with you, Agent Lance?"
Jenny raised an eyebrow. "What is it?"
"Ms. Abrio, here," the girl said, introducing the smiling waitress, "told me that there was a man sitting at this particular table during the abduction." She pointed at a table close to the large window. "She said he seemed to be very interested in what was going on outside."
Jenny frowned gently as she looked at the table she was indicating, and then walked over toward it. Ms. Abrio and Lee followed close behind her. Her eyes never left the window as she sat down and realized how clearly she could see the McRaes' house and the spot where the abduction had actually happened.
"Any idea how long he had been sitting here?" she asked the waitress.
"A couple of hours, maybe; I didn't really check the time," Ms. Abrio replied. "But I'm pretty sure he left right after that. I did notice that he talked to someone on his phone as he was leaving."
"Did you hear what he said?" Sarah asked.
"No, I’m sorry," Ms. Abrio replied with a sheepish smile.
Jenny smiled reassuringly. "It doesn't matter," she said. "You can give a description to Private Lee so we can keep a lookout for him."
"Sure," she said with a nod. "Let me talk to my boss and tell him to cover for me."
"Of course," Jenny said. The waitress had hardly taken a couple of steps, though, when an idea formed in her mind.
"Actually, could I get a cup of coffee while you’re at it?" she asked.
* * *
Neil watched Nancy McRae pace up and down the room, worry written all over her features. He wished briefly that he could think of something to say that might actually comfort her, but first, he wouldn’t know what it would be, and second, that wasn't why he was there. The monitoring equipment was all set up, giving the impression that they were waiting for the expected phone-call and ready to trace it to wherever it was coming from.
"Shouldn't they have called by now?" Ms. McRae asked Noah, after Neil announced that everything was ready.
"There's not any particular time schedule to these things," Noah said calmly. "If this is about ransom, the kidnappers will call when they’re ready. We’ll be notified if that happens, and will be on top of it."
"Danny could be dead by then!" she said. “Isn’t there something you could be doing?”
"Actually, there is," Noah answered. “We will be working on other leads, but this equipment will notify us if you get a call. All you need to do is ask to speak to Danny, to make sure he’s okay, and then keep them on the line as long as you can. Whatever they ask you to do, tell them you are willing to cooperate, but that it’s going to take some time.”
The woman opened her mouth to voice her further objections, but the sound of the door opening made her turn around. Neil couldn't help but wince as he saw her hope changing to disappointment as Jenny and Lee walked in, however.
"Private Lee," Noah said, “I’ll be with you in just a moment.” He turned to Marco. "Marco, take Jenny and head over to Crawford's house; see if you can find anything there. We know his vehicle was involved, but we don’t know for certain that he was."
"On it, boss," Marco replied, and then frowned as Jenny held up a cup of coffee for him. "What did you put in it?"
"Just a little sugar," she replied innocently. "It's just the way you ordered it."
Marco looked at her for a second, then took a sip. His face suddenly screwed up as he tasted the syrupy sweetness. She had added several spoons of sugar, and stirred it thoroughly.
Neil kept his eyes focused on his monitor, grateful that it would let him hide behind it and grin.
"Does this sort of thing happen a lot?" Lee asked, smiling.
Neil sobered and cleared his throat quickly before looking up at her; the MP had settled next to him, an innocent look of curiosity in her eyes.
"I'm sorry, what do you mean?" he asked.
"The way they pick on each other, does it happen a lot?" she elaborated patiently.
Neil thought about it for a moment, but finally decided honesty was the best policy. "All the time."
Lee seemed surprised at that. "And they haven't killed each other yet?"
"Nope."
"How interesting."
"Lee, you got something for me?" Noah said in that moment, his eyes boring into the young military policewoman.
Private Lee instantly stood up. "Actually, yes, sir, I do. The waitress from the café told me about a suspicious-looking man; he gave her the impression he was spying on the McRae house during the kidnapping."
Noah looked at him intently. “Go on,” he said. “Anything else?”
"She gave me a basic description. Male, Caucasian, mid-thirties, dark glasses, casual clothing. Blue jeans and a gray polo shirt."
"That's not much to go on."
"She didn't get that good a look at him. Still, I thought it would be wise to get what information I could. Unfortunately, no one else over there noticed him.”
Noah just looked at her for a moment and then turned to Neil. "Neil, have you collected everything from the scene?"
"Yes, boss," Neil replied. “It’s already packaged for processing.”
Noah nodded again. "Renée will be handling that. I’ll stay here for a while with Private Lee while you get back to the operations center so she can get started."
"Sounds good, boss," Neil said, getting to his feet.
* * *
"I can't believe you tried to poison me with that stuff," Marco said. He wasn't facing Jenny, but he was sure that she was probably laughing at him, even if it was silently.
Jenny’s grin simply grew wider as she sat in the passenger's seat, looking out the window and watching the scenery pass by. "Relax, Marco, you’re too stiff. I figured a little extra sweetness might mellow you out some."
Marco didn't bother with a retort, but held a hand out in her direction. "Just give me a bottle of water. Anything to get rid of that awful after-taste.”
Jenny chuckled and passed one to him, and he took a long pull from the bottle. A moment later, he caught sight of a small house, its front yard slightly overgrown and its paint peeling. "Is that Crawford's place?"
"Must be," Jenny replied.
Marco nodded and parked the car. The two of them got out and walked toward the house, and that’s when he noticed that the door was standing slightly ajar. He touched Jenny’s wrist and flicked his finger toward the opening, and she immediately reached for the gun on her belt.
Marco drew his own pistol and the two of them carefully flanked the door. He reached out and tapped on it with a knuckle, but there was no response.
“Mr. Crawford? FBI,” he said. He listened for a moment, then reached out and pushed the door further open. As he did so, he glanced over at Jenny. “Remember, he said softly, “we are supposed to be the FBI. First we ask questions; then we shoot."
"Spoilsport," the woman said dryly. She braced herself, holding her weapon in front of her as Marco shoved the door open the rest of the way.
The lights were off inside and there was no sign of any living presence. The place seemed, in fact, almost eerily quiet.
"Go," Marco said.
Jenny nodded and stepped inside, ready to shoot if a threat presented itself. She walked slowly, with Marco close on her heels, both of them as alert as they could be. She glanced down at the floor of the foyer and then motioned for Marco to take a look. Bloody footprints of some sort were coming from further inside the house, but faded away before they actually got to the door.
The surprise they were dreading was waiting for them in the living room, where a young man in his twenties was sprawled on the floor, his mouth parted slightly and his eyes in a lifeless gaze. The carpet was soaked in the man's blood and brain matter, the obvious result of a bullet going right through his skull.
Marco pursed his lips. It looked like they could scratch Mark Crawford off their list of suspects.
* * *
The first thing that Marco did after informing Noah about the new development was to call Emerson and let him know that his expertise would be needed in the scene of the crime. Noah told them to call Allison and have Doctor Emerson brought out, and the scene of the murder quickly became a busy place. Emerson and Doctor Jorge Rodriguez, the local military coroner Major Wilson had been kind enough to lend them, hardly noticed the others, however, as they concentrated on the body that was still lying on the floor.
"Poor chap never thought this would this would be the day he would die when he woke up this morning, I’ll wager," Emerson mused, still examining the dead body. "Señor Rodriguez, please take photos of the bruising on our victim’s hands, here."
"Of course, Doctor Emerson," Jorge replied, taking out his camera.
"So, what have we got, Doctor Emerson?" Marco asked, walking up to the two doctors.
"I should say the cause of death is rather obvious," Emerson said, pointing at the destroyed skull. "He put up a bit of a fight, but the poor fellow didn't stand a chance. Being shot at point-blank range tends to bring any fight to an end rather quickly, I'm afraid."
"Any idea how long he's been dead?"
"I would suspect at least twenty-four hours. I will know more after I examine him further."
Marco caught Jenny coming into the room from the corner of his eye. “Thanks, doc,” he said to Emerson, then turned to Jenny. "Any luck?"
"I don’t know if it means anything," she said, "but I can’t find anything that could be this man’s cell phone. According to the report on Danny McRae’s abduction, he told his mother he got a call from Mr. Crawford just a few minutes before he was snatched."
Marco nodded. "They called him on his own cell, he checked the number and saw that it was his old friend calling, so he didn't have any reason to think there was a problem. He stepped outside, and they were ready to take him. These guys seemed to know exactly what they were doing."
"But still managed to make some pretty stupid mistakes," Jenny said, looking around. "They smashed the lock, they didn't dig the bullet out of the wall, and someone actually stepped in the blood, making even more of a mess. Whoever's behind this, I’d have to say they're not professional, though they are certainly trying to look like it."
"Yeah, I guess you'd know a thing or two about that, wouldn't you?" Marco said wryly, and he turned to look back at the body. “Poor guy was probably just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
“No,” Jenny said. “He just picked the wrong person to have as a friend.”




THREE

His bare feet thudded on the dirt floor of the path as he ran as fast as he could along it. The night was dark, the stars hidden by the canopy of leaves that separated the sky from the world below in this location. It didn’t matter, though, because he could see quite well. His eyes could pick up the slightest bit of light and multiply it, it seemed, so that it was almost as bright as the early dawn.
He wasn’t paying attention to any of that, though. The only thing on his mind was escape, and that meant going undetected. He had been running for more than an hour, ducking and weaving along the path, heading to the one place that might offer him a chance to really get away.
There it was, just ahead. He had known it had to be there, because it was where they were aiming all the creatures. All the other creatures, he thought. At least they never got the chance to send me out to kill my own people.
He felt the tiny rocks and burrs that sent tiny jabs of pain up through the nerve endings in his feet. He could feel the way his legs wobbled even as he ran, the drugs that were racing through his system making him unsteady and unstable.
He had also felt the way he was changing, noticed the greater feelings of rage and aggression, the way he thought less and less about how he had been kidnapped right out of his hotel room by those men so that he could become some kind of science experiment, and more about killing and hurting and being as destructive as he could.
Still, he had somehow managed to retain enough of himself, enough of who he was, to know that he had to get out. He had bided his time until he saw a chance to escape—as a soldier, he had been very well trained in such things—and he had run, escaping the building he was held in while everyone was busy. One of the creatures had broken its chains, and everyone was trying to get it contained again before it could do much damage. Nobody was watching him, so he reached out and grabbed the bars on the window and pulled.
They came out easily, as if the concrete had been nothing but Play-Doh. He threw himself out the window and disappeared into the forest, running at first just to put distance between himself and the ones who would drag him back, if they got the chance. He ran crazily, deliberately leaving a trail they could follow as he rushed toward the river he could smell in the distance.
The water was cold, but he barely felt it. It didn’t seem to matter anymore whether he was cold or hot, because he could simply tell himself he was warm, and he would be. He dived under the surface and swam as far as he could, coming up a few minutes later for another gulp of air, then diving once more. When he felt there was at least a mile of water behind him from where he had entered the river, he found a rocky ledge and climbed out.
He’d heard some of them talking about the soldiers who were trying to get close, even laughing about the ones they had killed or captured. Some of the creatures were well-trained, and would do exactly what they were supposed to do. Any of the soldiers who came upon them in the forest were probably already dead, but the man who herded the creatures had managed to capture quite a few. They were locked in the building beside the one he had escaped from, and a part of him felt like a coward for not breaking them out at the same time.
They would have slowed him down, though, and the creatures would have caught them, anyway. The only hope they had was for him to make his way back and get help, help that could shut down the entire compound.
That’s why he had made his way here. The soldiers he saw ahead of him were almost certainly trying to find out what was going on back there, but he wasn’t ready to try to talk to anyone just yet. What he needed to do was get back to Donovan Range, talk to somebody he could actually trust. He needed somebody who knew him, who would actually believe the crazy story he was going to tell.
If he had been thinking clearly, he probably would have realized that the soldiers in the forward base must know something about what was happening in the compound. The anger inside him, however, kept him from even considering trying to trust people he did not know personally.
He had made his way around to the airstrip, and was crouched in the brush near the head of the runway. They only had one runway set up, but it was big enough and long enough for the supply flights that came and went. One of them, a C-130, was just taxiing into position. He waited until it made the turn onto the runway, then bolted from the brush and leapt onto the starboard landing gear. It took him only seconds to climb up inside the bay, and he had positioned himself carefully by the time the big airplane started lumbering forward.
He watched the wheels leave the ground, and then the landing gear began to retract. He pressed himself against the side of the bay, barely managing to avoid being crushed in the tight space. When the bay door closed, he let himself relax. The only place this airplane could be going was back to Donovan, and that’s all he could hope for.
As the plane gained altitude, the temperature began to drop inside the bay. He cranked up his own internal temperature as hard as he could, knowing full well that it would leave him exhausted by the time he got back to Donovan. It couldn’t be helped, however. At more than forty thousand feet, a normal man would have frozen to death in that landing gear bay.
He slept, but not well. Keeping his temperature up required concentration, and he had to flex his muscles as much as possible. When the air temperature began to rise, he knew they were descending and braced himself once again for when the bay doors would open. It wasn’t long, and then he watched the wheels touched down. The smell of burning rubber hit him along with bits of shredded rubber and tiny rocks as the wheels touched down and began to spin.
It was still dark outside, or at least anyone else would think so. He waited until the plane came to a stop, then dropped out of the bay and hurried to the tall grass that paralleled the runway. He traveled as fast as he could in his weakened, almost exhausted state, but then fortune smiled on him. Not far from the airfield was a farm, where the locals raise goats and pigs. He snatched up one of the goats and carried it into the brush, ignoring its bleating until he got to a clearing. He started to simply feed, but that little part of him that was still human took compassion on the animal. He snapped its neck, then began ripping at its flesh.
Twenty minutes later, freshly fed but still not back to full strength, he started thinking clearly again. He couldn’t let himself be seen in broad daylight, that was too dangerous. He needed to wait and rest through the day, so he trotted further into the brush. It was thick enough here, outside the urban areas and the military installations, to be called jungle again. He found a tree and climbed it quickly, then twisted some branches together to make a hammock. When he was sure it wouldn’t come apart, he lay down in his spongy bed and let himself drift off to sleep.
When nightfall came again, he slipped down out of the tree and made his way toward the base. He had tried to think of who he could trust for months, and finally decided on his buddies from the gym. Dave and Danny, they were both good guys. They’d certainly be willing to help him, if he was able to convince them he wasn’t crazy.
As he slipped past the sentries onto the base, he realized that being naked wasn’t going to help him make the best impression. He spotted the laundromat he had used himself more than once, then watched and waited until he saw another soldier carry the first of several laundry bags from his car to the washing machines. He bolted quickly to the car and snatched up one of the bags, then vanished behind the building. He was in luck; there was a pair of jeans in there that were just big enough to go around his waist, even if his ankles did stick out a couple of inches. He pulled on a shirt, then decided not to worry about shoes. He abandoned the rest of the bag and made his way toward the gym.
Hopefully, Dave or Danny would be there. He still couldn’t hurry inside to talk to them, but he could watch until they were ready to leave. That would be his chance, and he knew he would have to work hard to convince them to help him. Still, there was no one else he felt he could trust that far.
“He’s got to be here somewhere,” said a voice some distance away. He recognized that voice. It was one of the men who had guarded him at times, while he was held prisoner in that godforsaken building. He peeked around the corner of a building and saw him, and then realized that there were five others with him, all of them dressed in those black suits they wore. Somehow, they had figured out that he had gotten onto that plane, that he would be back on Donovan Range, and they were looking for him.
Even worse, they were coming directly toward where he was hiding. Now, as he heard those guards getting closer, he knew his chances were growing thinner all the time.
He bolted, but even as he ran, putting as much distance as he could between himself and the men who suddenly broke into pursuit, his breath was hitching and his heart was racing. His feet were blurs in the night, but he was hungry again, still not up to full strength, and the guards were getting closer. He could see an alleyway up ahead, and he knew that if he could make it that far, then he might find a place that would give him shelter.
Unfortunately, the guards who were chasing him knew that, too.
Suddenly, just as he was about to dive behind a dumpster, he heard the gunshots behind him, at least three guns firing simultaneously. He was shoved forward, three white hot spots flaring in his back as he fell face down onto the concrete, his entire body going numb as heat flowed from and down his back, down his sides to spread out in a pool about him.
The world spun and then turned gray, the darkness seeping in from the corner of his eyes to leave the world black.
* * *
Noah paced the living room, trying not to think of Nancy McRae's eyes locked on him as he listened to Marco on the phone. Under the circumstances, he couldn't really blame the woman for trying to pick up any information she could get, especially considering what had happened to her son.
"Got it, Marco. Send your findings to Renée, and I'll find you at the OC in a bit. And tell Sarah to come out to the McRaes' place. I’m going to need a ride."
"What's going on?" Mrs. McRae asked as Noah put away his phone. "What did they find?"
Noah pursed his lips. "You were apparently correct about Mark Crawford not being involved. Unfortunately, he was found dead. Someone apparently killed him, probably to get access to his cell phone."
"Oh, my God," Nancy breathed out. "Does that mean Danny is likely to be dead, as well?"
"We don’t know that,” Noah said, “and so we continue to act on the assumption that he’s alive."
"But what if he’s dead?" she said shakily. “What if it’s already too late?”
“Then we will find the people responsible, and bring them to justice. Ms. McRae, don’t give up hope yet. I have to get back to my operations center, but I’ll be in touch.”
Noah started toward the door, but the shrill ringing of the telephone suddenly made him stop. He quickly waved away Private Lee, then hit the button on the phone monitoring equipment and slipped the earphones into place just before he nodded to Ms. McRae. "Talk calmly,” he said, “keep them on the line as long as possible, and ask for proof that your son is alive."
Nancy nodded, swallowing hard, and then she let out a breath she hadn't realized she had been holding. Once she steadied herself, she reached for the phone and answered it.
"Hello?"
"Mrs. McRae?"
“Yes,” she said. “This is Nancy McRae.”
Noah nodded as he kept his eyes on the screen, watching the recording and the tracking of the call that was progressing slowly, but steadily.
"We have your son. We know you have the FBI there with you. They won't be able to help you. The only thing you can do to save your son is to follow the instructions I’m going to give you. Is that clear?"
"Yes," Nancy said. “But…”
Noah's eyes narrowed as the seconds ticked by, but there was no location on the screen yet. It should only take a few seconds to determine where the call was coming from, unless they were somehow masking that information.
“Do not interrupt,” the caller said.
"But, please, can I speak to him? I just need to know…"
"You are in no position to make demands, Mrs. McRae."
"But I need to know he's alive! Can’t you do at least that for me?"
She was getting upset, naturally. Noah watched her in silence, but kept glancing back at the screen and hoping for GPS coordinates that would take them directly to the kidnappers. He was listening intently to the conversation.
There were voices in the background, and then a young man's voice, clearly in pain, sounded from the other end of the line.
"Hello?"
"Danny?"
"Mom? Is that you?"
"Danny, where are you?!"
He never got the chance to answer. The sound of struggling came through the phone, and then they heard the kidnapper's voice once more.
"You've got your proof. Now, here’s what you do. You tell that FBI agent that any attempt to locate your son will result in his death. He’s going to be helping us with a project that is very important, and we cannot afford any interference. You get them to back off, or Danny will not survive. We will keep in touch."
“But, how will I know…”
The line went suddenly silent, and then they heard the beeping that indicated an open circuit. Nancy fell back into her chair, her face an absolute study of grief and anguish.
* * *
Renée had gone directly to the lab to begin preparing for whatever evidence might be coming in, and it was while she was still setting up that they heard about Crawford’s body being found. Doctor Emerson was sent to the scene, but they already had the items Marco and Neil had collected from in front of the McRae house.
She slipped on a pair of rubber gloves and put a mask over her face, then took the cigarette butt out of the evidence bag and began cutting small sections from it. These went into a solution that would help her to recover any DNA evidence that might be present, just in case the butt had been tossed down by the kidnapper while Danny was being snatched.
"Should I be scared?" Neil asked, walking into the lab and seeing her seemingly prepared to handle chemicals from some kind of biological warfare.
"Only if you think about how many people die from smoking every year," Renée said, looking up at him.
Neil grinned, glancing at the cigarette butt. “Good thing it’s not lit,” he said.
“Yes, but smoking may end up being bad luck for whoever took Danny McRae. If that’s who tossed this cigarette butt out, the odds are good that I’ll pull enough DNA samples to connect him to the crime."
Neil waited until she had done whatever she was doing with the cigarette butt, then followed her over to where she began examining tire track images side-by-side on a computer monitor. “Any luck?” he asked.
“Not just yet,” she replied. “Of course, this is purely academic. We already know the kidnappers were driving Crawford’s car, so I’m just trying to match tires so that we can confirm that suspicion once the vehicle is located.”
Neil stood back and watched her for a few moments, then turned around and left the lab. Noah had told him to try to get any information he could about the mystery compound to the south, and Neil had been scanning through satellite and other types of aerial photography, trying to spot any new anomalies that might shed some light on what was going on down there. He had needed a break for a moment, which prompted his trip to the lab, but it was time to get back to work.
Two hours later, he was still looking at images. A couple of them had caught his eye, including one that seemed to show one of the oval “spaceships” more than forty miles away from the location of the compound. It seemed to be in flight at the time, probably skimming just above treetop level. Neil had saved that one to show Noah when he returned, and then started studying radar tracking records for the past couple of months. So far, he had not found a single radar result that could match up to one of the craft. Whether that was because they stayed low, or simply because they were made of a material that didn’t reflect radar signals, he didn’t know.
Noah arrived as he was finishing his radar studies, and barely even grunted when he was shown the few images Neil had found. Only the one that seemed to show the craft skimming over the treetops was truly interesting, but it was also grainy enough that even Neil admitted he couldn’t be certain what he was seeing.
“Let that go and come with me,” Noah said as he turned and headed toward the lab. He stopped along the way at the coffee machine and filled two cups, then continued. Renée looked up when he entered, and her eyes zeroed in on the coffee cups.
"Noah!" she cried happily. "Please tell me one of those is for me!"
"That depends on what you have for me," Noah replied.Noah walked over and stood beside Renée as she replied. “I just got the DNA results, and ran it through the military database.” She turned to the computer and tapped the keyboard for a moment. “Unfortunately, it was apparently one of Mr. McRae’s. His DNA came back as a match.”
Noah nodded and then glanced at the cigarette butt. Frowning, he approached the Petri dish, looking at it closely.
"Noah?" Renée said, cocking her head.
"Boss?" Neil said.
Noah didn't answer, but turned to Neil. “I want you to get me the number to the McRae house,” he said.
* * *
Private Lee, the MP who had been assigned to assist Noah and his team, was sitting at the phone monitoring computer. She had been alone in the room for quite some time, drumming her fingers on the surface of the desk in an unconscious wish to break the silence that had reigned throughout. If she had something to do, then perhaps this waiting wouldn't have been so tedious, but, on the other hand, she didn't have that much choice in the matter. They all had their responsibilities and, for now, this was hers.
Then again, her responsibilities didn't include getting cramps from sitting in an uncomfortable chair for hours on end. Deciding that stretching her legs for a few minutes wouldn't hurt anybody, she stood up and started pacing the room. Her gaze took in the photos over the mantelpiece and shelves, and she noticed details now that she had her chance to examine things further. There weren't that many of them, and in most of them it was just the mother and the son. Even so, she got the impression they were very happy; their smiles were bright and open.
A sound caught her ears and she looked around. It sounded for all the world like a sob, like somebody crying in the next room. A second sob erased all doubt from her mind, and she turned toward the source of the sound. She opened the door slowly, silently, and wasn't surprised to see Nancy McRae standing at the kitchen counter. She had her back to the doorway and her head was bowed, but it was rather obvious that she was crying.
Before she thought about what she was doing, Lee knocked on the door gently to let Ms. McRae know that she was there, and the woman turned quickly to face her.
Nancy McRae quickly wiped away the tears on her cheeks. “Ms. Lee, isn’t it? I’m sorry, I didn’t mean for you to see me like…”
“It’s not a problem, ma’am,” Lee said. “I heard something and just wanted to check and make sure you’re okay.
Nancy rolled her eyes. “I suppose I’m as okay as I can be,” she said. “I don’t guess there’s been any news?”
“No, ma’am, nothing yet.”
Nancy looked away again, disappointment written all over her features. “I see,” she said. “Was there something you needed?”
Lee looked at her for a moment. “Some coffee might be nice,” she said, “but only if you might care to join me in a cup.”
Nancy looked at her for a couple of seconds, then rewarded her with a soft smile of her own. The young woman had obviously suggested the idea for her benefit.
“Sure,” she said. “Come on, I’ll make us a pot.”
Lee nodded and stepped into the room, then stood beside Nancy as she set up the coffee. They stood there in silence as it percolated, then poured a couple of cups and took them to the table.
Nancy took a sip and then looked at the private. "Thank you," she said softly. “I suppose I needed a distraction.”
"Nothing to thank me for," Lee replied. “I think I needed the coffee more. What happened to Mr. McRae? Did he leave?”
“He was tired,” Nancy said. “He went upstairs to lie down for a bit. This has been hard on him, too, of course.”
“I suppose so. I got the impression he thought the FBI agents might be a little rough on you.”
“Oh, that’s just the way he is,” Nancy said. “Thomas is my late husband’s eldest brother. He’s always been the protective sort, it’s just natural for him.”
Lee looked at her for a moment, then reached over and laid a hand on her arm. “I know you’re going through things I could never imagine,” she said, “but I really get the feeling that Agent Wolf is quite capable. I think they’ll find your son and bring him home.”
“God, I hope so,” Nancy said. “You know, I’ve spent most of my adult life around the army, and I thought I had seen just about everything. This, though? There’s nothing that can prepare you for something like this.”
“Of course not,” Lee said. “And I can’t imagine ever wanting to be prepared for this sort of thing.”
She smiled weakly, seeing her point. "Have you... worked on very many cases like this before?"
Lee smiled back. "Would you believe me if I said this is my first one?"
Nancy looked at her in surprise. "Really? How old are you?"
"I’m twenty-two, ma'am."
Nancy regarded the young woman curiously. “And what led you into this line of work?”
"Well it was something I always wanted to do," Lee replied. "I was going to study law enforcement in college, but I couldn’t afford the tuition. The army gave me the training for free, and pays me while I learn."
The shrill sound of the phone rang through the air, making both women jump. Lee jumped up quickly and hurried back to the monitoring computer.
"I'll deal with the equipment,” she said. “Don't answer before I give you the okay."
"All right," Nancy said, following her back to the living room. Without wasting any more time, Lee was back on the chair in a second and, once she had made sure everything was in order, nodded for Nancy to go ahead and answer the phone.
“Hello?”
"Ms. McRae, this is Noah Wolf. I need to speak to Private Lee."
Lee blinked in surprise and exchanged a glance with Ms. McRae.
“I’m here, Agent Wolf,” she said. “What can I do for you, sir?”
There was a pause for a few moments. "Is Thomas McRae still in the house?"
Lee felt a shiver go down her spine. "Yes."
Another pause. "I have reason to believe the old man may know more about Danny’s disappearance than he’s let on. Wait there for Jenny and Marco. They're already on their way there. Is that clear?"
"Yes, sir."
The other line went dead, indicating that Noah had already hung up. At that moment, Thomas McRae came down the stairs, a deep frown creasing his elderly features. Lee looked up at him and got the impression that he almost looked suspicious.
"What's going on?" he said. "Was that the kidnappers?"
Lee put a smile on her face and acted slightly embarrassed. "No, sir, and I’m sorry about that. I had forgotten to give Agent Wolf my cell phone number. He needed to ask me a question, and that was the only way to contact me."
The man looked at her, a hint of doubt in his face. "And what did he want?"
"To inform me that he's sending someone to back me up."
"Back you up?" the man said gruffly. “Hold your hand, you mean?”
Nancy scowled at him. “Thomas,” she said, “don’t be so rude.”
"No, he's probably right," Lee said, disarmingly. "It comes along with working with the FBI. I think they have a low opinion of MPs, like we aren’t really any kind of police officers at all." She pretended to laugh at her own joke, wincing at how fake it sounded. "I really am sorry. It won't happen again, I'll make sure he has my number from now on."
"You'd better," McRae said, still staring at her as if she was an idiot, and then he turned to his sister-in-law. "I'm going outside to have a cigarette."
Lee thought about how Noah had asked if the old man was there, and acted on impulse. "Actually, sir, it would probably be best if you stayed in here," she said.
"You give me and my niece here a scare because you’re too lazy to do your job right, and now you think you can tell me what to do? I don't think so, miss. Now, get out of my way."
Lee decided to be a bit more forceful. She stepped forward, blocking the elderly man's way. "No, sir. I don't think so. You need to stay inside."
"Private Lee?" Nancy said, confused. “What’s going on here?”
Lee refused to budge, her eyes locked on those of Thomas McRae, just in case he tried anything stupid. "Ms. McRae, Agent Wolf seemed to think your brother-in-law might know something about the kidnapping. I would be remiss in my duties if I allow him to leave this point. Two of the other agents are on the way back, and they can make the decision when they arrive, but I’m not going to allow Mr. McRae to leave the house until they get here."
Nancy stared at her "What?" she asked, and then she turned to look at her brother-in-law.
The man shook his head. "Are you really going to listen to this nonsense, Nancy?" he said. "Now, excuse me, I'm going out."
The doorbell rang in that very moment.
"Ms. McRae, please see who is at the door," Lee said. She was fairly certain, and fervently hoped, that it was Agents Turin and Lance.
The woman nodded hesitantly and then hurried to the door. To Lee’s relief, she had been correct. Marco and Jenny stepped into the room, and Marco smiled at the old man.
"Going somewhere, Mr. McRae?" Marco said.
"Well, I…" Mr. McRae started, his rudeness vanishing suddenly when he was faced with a man instead of a young woman.
"Hold that thought," Jenny said, an evil glint in her eye. “I’m sure you’re going to have plenty to say shortly.”




FOUR

Though Thomas McRae was alone in the hastily set up interview room, he was by no means unattended. Noah, Neil, Sarah and Jenny were watching him closely on the computer monitor, unimpressed by the guilty and shameful look in the elderly man's eyes. He certainly hadn't felt guilty when he had orchestrated his nephew's kidnapping.
Sarah looked around as the door opened, almost expecting Noah to be there. To her mild surprise, though, it was actually Renée.
"May I come in?" she said.
"Of course," Noah replied politely, beckoning her inside. Jenny glanced at her, then returned to watching McRae. Renée nodded and stepped inside, closing the door behind herself.
"I take it you want to watch the interrogation?" Neil asked.
"I thought it might be interesting," she said with a slight shrug. "Who will be asking the questions?"
"Marco," Jenny said.
Renée noticed a slight irritation in her voice. “I take it he doesn’t always do the interrogations?"
"No, Noah usually lets me handle it," she answered. "I’m pretty good at finding out what I want to know."
“Yes, but Noah wants to keep this old man in one piece,” Sarah said. “At least for the moment.” Noah looked at each of them in turn, but said nothing.
"I don't kill people just because they won’t talk to me," Jenny pointed out, trying not to sound too indignant. “Not all the time, anyway.”
Renée chuckled softly. "I should hope not," she said.
Marco appeared at that moment, walking into the interrogation room with the air of someone who was ready to wring the truth out of the man with his bare hands, if necessary. Thomas McRae looked up at him cautiously, but Marco didn't seem to be bothered by the stare. He simply sat down in a relaxed way and then held up a file for Mr. McRae to see.
"Do you know what this is?" Marco said.
Mr. McRae shook his head.
Marco snorted. "No problem, I’ll tell you. This is a complete dossier on you and your entire family, including your nephew Danny." He tossed the file on the desk. "It also tells us that you have had some pretty serious financial problems in the past few months, but all of them seem to have disappeared in the last couple of days. That bank account you set up in the Caymans? Maybe you can explain the quarter million dollars that appeared in it right after Danny was taken yesterday.”
The old man looked away. "I don't know what you are talking about."
Marco grinned at him. "Sorry, but that’s not true. We already know you were involved in the kidnapping, and that you were well paid to do it. The guy who ran the operation only had to watch from down the street to make sure you did your job yesterday. The men in the car just waited for you to call and say Danny had stepped out of the house. He’s undoubtedly the one who had Mark Crawford’s cell phone, so he was probably the one who called Danny that morning. Did you tell them to kill Mark, too?"
Mr. McRae's eyes widened tenfold. "What? No, I didn't!"
"But you admit to everything else, do you?"
Mr. McRae swallowed hard and then his face fell in resignation. "I—I had no idea what they were going to do," he whispered.
Marco shook his head. "Oh, come on, are you serious?'" he said. "Are you going to try to tell me you thought they were taking him out for a picnic?"
Mr. McRae lowered his gaze. "What do you want from me?"
"Just two things,” Marco said. “First, I want to know where they’re keeping your nephew, and second, I want to know what it is they wanted him for. Answer those for me, and it’s possible you might avoid the death penalty."
Mr. McRae sighed. "I don't know, either of those."
Marco snorted. "McRae, I'm not in a mood to play games. Tell me where they are, and you might find a judge who will be lenient."
"I'm telling you, I honestly don't know. They never said where they were going to take him, or even why they wanted him." Mr. McRae cried, and then let out a tired sigh. "All I was supposed to do was make sure to slip something into his coffee that morning and help him get out to the car. As long as they were able to take him without anyone getting hurt, I would be paid."
"So you drugged him?" Marco said in feigned shock.
"Yes. I just put a couple drops of something into his coffee, something to make him lethargic and cooperative. It took effect quickly and then all I had to do was walk with him out to the street and help him get into the car.” He raised his eyes to Marco. “I'm not proud of it."
"I can’t imagine that you would be," Marco said, his eyes cold.
The old man suddenly glared at him. "Don’t think to judge me, young man. They assured me he wasn’t going to be hurt, and that he’d be returned safely once he does what they want. You can’t imagine how expensive it is, trying to keep Nancy happy. That woman has the most expensive taste I’ve ever…"
"Never mind her," Marco said, slamming his hand on the table. “What is it they want Danny to do, Mr. McRae?”
"I don’t know," the uncle said just as emphatically. "They said they'd drop him off somewhere when he was done, and that would be that."
"Do you know how long they were going to need him, at least?"
"No. They said it would be only a few days at most, but that’s all they told me," Mr. McRae said.
“Okay, last question. Who was it came to you and suggested you help snatch your nephew? Had to be somebody who knew about your money troubles, so don’t give me any line about how it was just some guy you’d never seen before.”
McRae sighed and looked at the table top. “No, I certainly knew him. His name is Jared Gallagher, and he and Danny used to be friends. They got into some kind of argument a couple of years ago, had something to do with the girl they were both crazy about. He came to see me about a week ago, said the people he was working for now need Danny’s help, but that Danny wasn’t cooperating. He offered the money if I would simply help them arrange to borrow my nephew for a short time.”
“Why would they get you involved? Why didn’t they just go ahead and snatch him for real?”
McRae shook his head. “Because Danny—Danny is a highly skilled fighter. Without those drops, he could have easily taken on the men who drove him away, and several more besides. It had to be done without anyone getting hurt, remember?”
Marco pursed his lips, taking in the information, and then got back on his feet. He had barely made a couple of steps to the door when Mr. McRae stopped him, however.
"Agent Turin?"
Marco turned and eyed him icily.
"Can you please tell his mother how sorry I am?"
Marco stared at him for a moment, then walked out without another word. He stepped into the main room and looked at the others. "If he doesn't know where they’ve been keeping him, there's no telling where they are," he said, frowning.
“Then we keep looking,” Noah said. “On the other hand, this means the calls from the  kidnapper are probably real. Whoever has Danny is trying to make us back off.”
“I just have one question,” Jenny said. “I’ve been going over everything, and I can’t figure out how you knew the old man was involved. Care to enlighten me?”
Noah turned and looked at her. “The cigarette butt,” he said. “It struck me as odd that someone who was willing to kidnap a man for some sort of secret purpose would bother to throw down a cigarette butt in the middle of it all. It didn’t hit me at the time, but when I saw the cigarette butt in the lab, I realized it was the same brand Mr. McRae was smoking when we arrived at the house. I figured he probably would have lit one if he was nervous about being involved in the kidnapping, and Ms. McRae said she saw him standing in the street shouting at the car as it drove away with Danny. That old man doesn’t move that fast, so for him to be in the street, he almost had to be there when the abduction took place. He was there, the cigarette butt was there. On top of that, the waitress said she hadn’t seen the suspicious looking guy who watched it all before. Someone planning a kidnapping would probably have staked the place out more than once, and the café was a perfect observation point. If he hadn’t been there multiple times, then he wasn’t expecting a problem; he was simply watching to make sure things went according to plan, and he simply watched while the old man was in the street right when the abduction took place. That tells me he wasn’t surprised by Thomas McRae’s presence, so it must’ve been part of the plan. I wasn’t certain, but I played a hunch and it paid off.”
Allison, who had been in a side office with Major Wilson, suddenly stuck her head out and caught Noah’s eye. “Noah? Get in here.”
Noah turned and walked to the door, then followed her inside. “What’s happening?” he asked. “You look worried.”
“We just got a call,” Allison said. “A body has been found in an alley in Buenos Aires, wearing a U.S. Army uniform. I want you to take your team to check it out, just in case it turns out to be McRae.”
She handed Noah a sheet of paper with an address and directions, and he turned to go without a word. He caught the eyes of Marco, Jenny and Neil, and hooked a finger at them to follow him, then took a short detour to the second of the Quonset huts that was being used as the lab and morgue.
“Doctor Emerson,” Noah said as he entered. “We have another body.”
Emerson looked up from where he was bent over the body of Mark Crawford. “I’m afraid he’ll need to get in line,” he said. He pointed at a hastily installed cooler. “Major Wilson has just brought me three more, the ones they had recovered previously. I was just finishing up with this one and about to start on those.”
“You find anything interesting with this guy?” Noah asked.
“Well, I was correct about the cause of death. A single nine millimeters round penetrated his right parietal bone and passed through the brain tissue, resulting in nearly complete expulsion of the brain through the exit fissure. The weapon was fired at extremely close range, and bruises on his hands and arms indicate that he was apparently putting up a fight. I get the impression that he may have surprised his killer, possibly while they were trying to steal his cell phone.”
Noah nodded. “That’s what we thought. Is there something special about the other bodies you’ve got now?”
“Yes, according to Wilson. They seem to be showing abnormalities that the army doctors don’t recognize. This is one of the reasons I was brought in, because I’ve been involved in looking at some strange anomalies with some other bodies that have been discovered recently.”
“Well, let your assistant start with those,” Noah said. “I need you to come along with us right now.”
* * *
It didn’t take long to determine that the new victim was not Specialist McRae. The soldier had been shoved unceremoniously into a corner of a back alley downtown, bare-chested except for dog tags identifying him as Lieutenant William Belcher. Noah and the team carried out their act professionally, photographing the scene and scouring it for any evidence that might lead to the identity of his killers. Emerson did his in situ examination, and the body was loaded up to be carried back to the OC for further examination.
“Neil,” Noah said, “find me everything you can on Lieutenant Belcher. I want to know…”
“Already on it,” Neil said, holding his specially enhanced smart phone. “Lieutenant William Belcher is assigned to the cryptography unit at the local base. Boss, he’s got a high security clearance and is responsible for handling all coded messages from Joint Operation Command. He’s been absent without leave for almost two weeks, nobody has had any idea where he went or how to find him.”
Noah nodded. “Marco, I want you to go find his unit and speak with his commanding officer. Find out about his friends, anybody he hangs out with. Let’s see if he had been talking about any problems before he disappeared.”
“I’m on it,” Marco said.
“Sarah, you go ahead and drive Marco. We’ll ride back with the body.”
Sarah looked at him for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, sir,” she said, keeping up her act as simply part of the team. She and Marco walked back toward the car while Noah, Neil and Jenny followed Emerson and the body to the van they were using.
Noah went to the morgue with Emerson while Neil and Jenny downloaded the photographs and went over them together. They studied them for almost an hour, until they finally put them on the big monitor screen on the wall. Jenny stood and watched as each one appeared, shaking her head.
"What are you thinking?"
Jenny looked up as Neil came to stand next to her beside the monitor, upon which photos of their latest crime scene were displayed. Witnesses said it looked like he had been mugged—his wallet, phone and watch were missing—but Jenny had the feeling that things were not quite as they seemed.
She shook her head in reply to Neil's question. "Just that the person or people who did this didn’t really seem to care much about what the scene was going to look like. It was obviously staged, but not in any way that makes any sense."
Neil nodded, staring at the photo with her. "I think I agree with you. I mean, who mugs somebody just to take a shirt? And who shoots someone in the back three times? He was obviously killed somewhere else, there's not enough blood anywhere near the body for that to be the place he was murdered. No matter how you look at it, there's a whole bunch of things the just don’t add up."
"Like what, Neil?"
Both Jenny and Neil jumped at the sound of Noah’s voice, just behind them, and they both spun to face him.
"Well, there is obviously the fact that the body was moved." He looked at Jenny as if asking for help, but she merely smiled and let him continue on his own. "I personally get the impression somebody dressed him in those jeans after he was already dead. There's almost no blood on them, and there’s plenty of signs that the blood pooled on his lower back, so some of it should have hit those jeans. And then, he was shot in the back, but he's sitting there with his back against the wall. That just isn’t possible." He paused for a moment, then pointed toward the victim’s right arm. "And then there's the fact that his wrists are bruised all the way around, indicating that he was restrained."
"And of course," Jenny added, pointing toward a picture of the victim’s elbow, "we have these needle marks. Doctor Emerson says there’s more than a dozen of them, and all of them are not more than a few days old." She turned to Noah. "Renée is testing blood samples now. She should be able to give us a good idea of what drugs are involved before long."
Noah nodded, then looked around. "No sign of Sarah and Marco yet?"
Jenny and Neil both shrugged. "Not yet,” Jenny said. “They should be…”
"We are back," Marco said as he and Sarah walked into the OC. "I spoke to Lieutenant Belcher’s CO, and to a Staff Sergeant Lambert. Apparently Belcher had taken a few days leave time last week, but he was supposed to be back on duty six days ago. Sergeant Lambert knew that Belcher was staying at a local hotel, so I went to check it out. The manager said he'd been staying there for a couple of months, but suddenly checked out over a week ago. No wait, strike that, a girlfriend of his actually checked him out."
"A girlfriend?" Noah asked. Marco shrugged and sat down on a desk.
"That caught my attention, too. I went back to his unit and talked to Sergeant Lambert again, but he claims Belcher never mentioned any girlfriends. Belcher was something of a loner, and the few friends he had didn't know of any girlfriend, family, or even friends outside of his own unit. I managed to get a picture of the woman from the hotel security camera, but she paid in cash. No credit card information, and nobody seemed to know her name.”
“Had anybody seen her with Belcher? Was she actually staying in the room with him?”
"I asked the manager about that, but this is one of those places that deliberately doesn’t pay attention. I asked him about the last time he had seen Belcher, and he said it was about a week ago." He looked at the photos on the monitor, then turned back to Noah. "There was already some people in the room, but the manager got them to let me take a look. I couldn’t see any signs of struggle or anything, and housekeeping didn’t mention anything when they cleaned the room."
Without a word, Noah turned and left, and the rest of them went back to discussing the photos. Marco scanned the photo he had gotten of the mysterious girlfriend, and Neil started running it through facial recognition software. Theoretically, if she was as American as she looked, her face should be in at least one of many national databases.
Noah went directly to the lab, where Renée broke out in a huge smile as Noah appeared. She was standing at a computer and motioned for Noah to come closer
“You’re smiling,” Noah said. "I take it you found something?"
"Did I find something?" Renée repeated, pointing at her computer monitor. "I’m going to let you answer that, Noah. We’ve got blood tests, bullet fragments, some other pieces of stuff that Emerson pulled from Lieutenant Belcher's feet, and we’re analyzing all of it right now. Blood test first?"
Noah nodded and Renée tapped away on her computer. "Good, because that's what I’ve got for you first, and there is something really odd about it."
"Why do you say that?" Noah asked, turning to watch the monitor.
"Well, we can confirm the identity as Lieutenant Belcher, based on a DNA match. The guy was either using drugs or had them forced on him, there’s no way for me to tell on that. Regardless of how they got there, though, he had a really weird mix of drugs in his system. There is a lot of the usual stuff, like steroids, muscle mass enhancement drugs and such, as well as a few others that are known to suppress mental activity.”
"Bodybuilder stuff?" Noah asked, looking at her and then looking at the computer again. "The lieutenant was into physical fitness?"
"There’s nothing really unusual about that," she told him, “and he was known to be working out a lot, but when you look at all the other things I found in his blood…”
"Other things?" Noah asked. "Like what kind of things?"
"To be honest, I don't know," she told him. "I found some unusual things, and it’s not like anything I’ve ever seen before. It must’ve come from something organic, because it tested positive for DNA, but nothing in the DNA database was a match. I’m thinking it’s something animal, but I can’t even be certain of that, because some of the markers are common to flora, while some are more common to fauna."
Noah looked hard at her. "Are you talking about some sort of chemical? Maybe something that’s derived from a plant, or are you talking about some kind of poison?" he asked.
"No way to tell, at this point. I don’t think it’s any kind of plant extract, exactly, and it isn’t exactly a poison. If I had to make a guess, I'd say that it puts me in mind of some kind of genetic manipulation. Noah, I think we’re looking at some sort of experimental genetic alterations. And whoever is behind it is pretty serious, considering how much of it I found in his blood."
Noah looked perplexed, which was something Renée had never seen. "I would have to say that’s strange," he told her, looking at her and thinking hard. "It makes it appear that Lieutenant Belcher was being used as some sort of guinea pig."
“It does, doesn’t it? And that makes me wonder about the others who have gone missing. Noah, I’m beginning to agree with Allison and the NSA people. I think this is connected to whatever is going on with those flying saucers.”
Noah nodded. “I don’t think there’s much doubt,” he said. “The only question is how they are connected, and just what is going on out there. I wish we had some way to know where Belcher was killed, and whether or not he was anywhere near that compound.”
"Believe it or not, there might be," Renée said. “Lieutenant Belcher’s blood also shows exposure to antimony, which, in Argentina, is found primarily in Catamarca Province. If he wasn’t at the compound, he was somewhere in that area."
“It sounds like it,” Noah said. “Doc Emerson is working on the autopsy, and then he’s going to start on the other bodies. I want to know if you find antimony in their blood, as well.”
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