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PROLOGUE


The old airplane touched down lightly, as if the pilot had made this particular landing so many times that he could do it in his sleep. The dust from the dirt runway made a cloud behind the plane as it taxied toward the edge of the little field, where several cars were waiting.

The thin, gray-haired man who climbed out of the plane looked absolutely harmless, but the people who got out of the cars and waited for him to approach knew better than to be deceived. One of them, a tall, black man named Madison, glanced at the three bodyguards he had brought along. Each of them was heavily armed, but the rumors surrounding the man who was walking toward them made him wonder if they would be enough.

“Minister Madison,” the man said, his German accent strong and clear. “It is good of you to meet with me.”

“The pleasure is mine, Herr Wegner,” Madison said. “I trust you have made some progress toward our mutual goals?”

“I’m afraid I have found it necessary to resort to more demonstrative tactics,” Wegner said. “Mr. McCabe has proven quite resistant to our offers. Of course, he is concerned about what his government will think if he were to cooperate. It is not an illegitimate concern, from his point of view, but I have found a way to coerce him into giving us what we want.”

Madison nodded. “And our friends in Ethiopia? They will cooperate, as well?”

“Certainly,” Wegner said, seeming surprised. “They stand to gain substantial benefits for themselves, as well as for our movement. With the technology this merger will bring to our region, they will be able to sell computers, cellular phones and many other high-tech devices at prices far below those we have been getting from Europe and the West. As simple as it sounds, this merger will add nearly a billion dollars to the annual revenues of our participating nations. Why, simply eliminating the import tariffs alone will provide half of that increase. The rest will come from sales of the new products, along with spending by hundreds, perhaps even thousands of those who will shortly be able to secure employment because of what we do today.”

“You have projected more than fifty thousand new jobs over the next two years,” Madison said. “That is not an insignificant contribution to our economy. My only true concern is whether you can actually deliver on this promise.”

“Have I failed you yet? My negotiations have brought peace to several of the countries who are working with us, have they not?”

Madison nodded again. “This is true,” he said. “Of course, we are still dealing with the Islamic terrorism situations. Those were supposed to be ended within our nations by now, were they not?”

Wegner scowled. “And would have been, had the Americans not increased their presence in Afghanistan. The jihadists in that entire region have been forced to move further south, and are now occupying our own lands.”

“But you still do not want to reach out to the Americans for help? They could send troops, help to eradicate them from our lands…”

“And then they would never leave! The Americans make many promises, but their policy is to leave the earth scorched behind themselves. Do our allies seek to become subjects of a nation, or to form a true world power of their own? Turning to the Americans for help would only delay our destiny. It would be a mistake, and one that we can ill afford to permit at this time.”

Madison heard the vehemence in his voice and decided to change the subject. “What, then, are these new tactics that you are employing?”

“Those are not your concern. Simply accept my word that McCabe will agree to the merger, and our local company will reap the benefits. I deliver results, Minister, but the methods I use are those that I believe are most necessary. Just as I do not tell you how to perform your own duties, I do not allow anyone to tell me how to perform mine.”

Madison bowed his head in acquiescence. “Very well,” he said. “But this will all be finished before our next meeting? I’m certain many of the other ministers will have questions, and it would certainly help to convince them of our mutual destinies if we can show them such a victory.”

Wegner smiled. “It will be done,” he said. “And then, with the new technology, we can show ourselves to be powerful enough that the rest of the world will want us as an ally, rather than a potential enemy.”

“That would certainly help us to achieve our goal.” Madison looked around, taking in the breathtaking view of the African savanna around them. “To bring about the creation of a new world power—very few men would have the courage to even attempt such a thing in this modern age, and yet I believe it is time for the Central African nations to take their place in the global stage. We have much to offer, but there are so many limitations upon us at this time. With the alliance you have brought together, we have the chance to overcome those limitations, to demonstrate just how worthy we are to be the new leaders of the free world.”

Wegner laid a hand on his shoulder. “This has been our mutual dream, and that of many of our brethren, for quite some time, now. We are close, Minister. We are very close to reaching the fruition of our long labors. Let us avoid any possibility of failure, and do whatever must be done to overcome the Americans and the Zionists. They are the two forces that stand most in our way, but soon they will cower when they see what we have wrought.”

“Yes, and without resorting to war and revolution. Yes, yes, I’m fully aware that you have had to use violence at times, but this will be a new nation founded in peace. By the time we are ready to make our announcement, even our opposition within will have been forced to accept the wisdom of our plans.”

“Indeed,” Wegner said. “So go, and prepare your country for the historic changes that will come upon it. I have other stops to make today, other allies to meet and assure. I will see you again in just a few months, and we will be even closer to seeing our dreams come true at that time.”

“I shall look forward to it,” Madison said. “May your future be filled with prosperity.”

The two men bowed to each other, and Wegner turned to walk back toward the airplane. The pilot had left the engine idling, the propeller turning over just fast enough to be invisible. Wegner climbed inside and glanced at the two men in the seats behind him.

“All is well with Madison,” he said. “Where do we go next?”

“Somalia,” came the reply. “Their president is beginning to worry that we are too ambitious. He is hoping you can reassure him that he is not a traitor to his country.”

Wegner chuckled. “He is preparing to surrender his nation’s sovereignty in a bid to gain greater power for himself,” he said. “How can a man be more of a traitor than that?”

* * * * *

The day had been long, but Wegner had accomplished most of what he had set out to do. The only thing that remained was to complete the merger of the American electronics company with the one favored by the Ethiopian council. He walked into his hotel room and sat on the bed, then took out his phone and dialed the number in America.

“Yes?” The voice on the other end of the line brought a smile to Wegner’s face.

“Hello, Mitchell,” he said. “Is everything in position?”

“Yeah, we’re ready,” said the American voice. “I’m not too sure I like this job, though. If it was anybody but you, uncle Heinie, I’d probably say we needed to just call the whole thing off.”

“It’s too important, Mitchell,” Wegner said. “I understand that this is distasteful to you, but sometimes drastic measures are required in order to accomplish the things that must be done. In this case, there is no one I trust more than you to do what is necessary.”

“And I appreciate it,” the American said, “but I still want the money you promised. My guys will do whatever I ask of them, but this could bring some pretty serious heat down on top of us. We don’t usually mess with civilians, especially kids. I like it a lot better when we just go up against other soldiers, at least that turns into a fair fight.”

Wegner chuckled. “Fairness, nephew, is overrated. Winning, that is what is important. To the victor go the spoils, is that not the truth? In this case, the rewards are much greater than any you might find as a mercenary. No one else would pay the kind of money I have offered you.”

“Yeah, that’s true,” Mitchell said. “That doesn’t keep it from feeling like something slimy, though. I know, I know, it’s all for the cause and the greater good, all that kind of stuff, but it still doesn’t feel right to use a man’s kid against him.”

“I don’t disagree with you,” Wegner said. “I simply know that sometimes, a man must do things that are distasteful in order to achieve an important goal. This is one of those times.”

“Yeah, I get it. I just don’t want to end up with my face on a wanted poster at the post office. That would not be a great thing to have on my resume, uncle Heinie.”

“Well, then perhaps I should arrange a buffer,” Wegner said. “All you need to do is take the girl and keep her safe. I will arrange for someone else to handle the negotiations with her father. When I have it set up, I will send you his telephone number. Can you be ready for all of this by tomorrow night?”

“Tomorrow night? Yeah, I guess that can work. Send me the number, and I’ll call the guy in soon as we have the girl in hand. The quicker I get out of here with her, the happier I’m going to be.”

“I shall have it arranged within the hour.” The two men ended the call and Wegner looked through his contacts for another number. He started to dial one, but then another name came to mind and he chose that one, instead.

The phone on the other end rang three times and then it was answered. “Evan?” Wegner asked. “This is Heinrich. How soon can you be in Atlanta?”




ONE


“Okay, here’s what we’ve got,” Ron Thomas said. As CEO of Windlass Security, it was his job to choose the cases the investigations arm of the company would accept, and this often included delivering the briefings to his investigators and security personnel himself. “Roland McCabe, CEO of McCabe Electronics Technologies, has a sixteen-year-old daughter who has been kidnapped. Her name is Amber, and she has been missing since the early hours of this morning. That’s a photo of her on the screen behind me.”

Sam and the rest of his team, sitting around the conference table, looked up at the screen. A girl who looked younger than sixteen smiled back at them, her long, blonde hair carefully styled.

“Apparently, someone has been trying to force McCabe into a partnership with a company in Ethiopia, one that he has been resisting for a long time. He’s just been informed that if he does not agree to the partnership within the next five days, his daughter will be killed, which is why he’s reached out to us. Apparently, the kidnappers have convinced him that going to the police would be a mistake, so we are on our own with this one. Sam, your job is to find the girl and bring her back safely. Sounds fairly easy and straightforward, right? The problem is that we have absolutely no idea who took the girl or where she might be held. Without being able to call on the police or FBI for help, you and your team are going to have to find her on your own.”

The six people sitting there listening to him all glanced at one another, but it was Sam Prichard who spoke. “That’s kind of a tall order,” he said. “With no leads to go on, this is going to be kind of a difficult case. What’s even more unusual is this weird kind of ransom demand. I know who McCabe is, he’s a billionaire. You would think they’d be more interested in money than trying to force them into a business relationship he doesn’t want.”

Jeff Donaldson, Ron’s partner and best friend, leaned forward. “That’s why we’re sending you, because you’re the best we’ve got. Sam, this case is so important that it has to be handled by someone who can accomplish the impossible. That’s you, as you’ve proven repeatedly. And while it may seem like a pretty rough job, your team functions like a well-oiled machine. I’m quite confident that if anyone can find this girl in time to save her life and save the day, it will be you.”

Sam Prichard nodded and stayed silent. After a moment, Ron began again.

“You will all be flying out tonight for Atlanta, where McCabe Electronics has its headquarters. As soon as you arrive, Sam, you’ll meet with Mr. McCabe and let him fill you in on the situation. You will need to ask him to dig deep in his memory of the phone call that told him about his daughter and what he has to do to get her back. There might be something there that will help you figure out where to start.” He turned to look at Steve Beck, sitting to Sam’s right. “Meanwhile, Steve and Walter can check out the girl’s room, which is where she disappeared from. Let Walter do his thing, and he’s likely to pick up clues nobody else would even notice.”

“Oh, goody, something to keep us busy,” Steve said. “Trust me, if anybody can figure out how they got the girl, it’ll be Walter.”

“What about me?” asked a powerful-looking man with a British accent. “Got something for me to be doing while Sam is talking with the bereaved father?”

“Relax, Denny,” Thomas said. “You’ll undoubtedly have plenty to do on this case. Summer and Jade, you girls will be looking into Ethio Electronics, the company that wants a partnership. While it’s possible this is an outside party acting to try to force McCabe’s hand, we naturally have to suspect that the company is somehow involved in the abduction. You will be looking for any possible leads in that direction, so you can dust off your computer skills to dig into that sort of thing.”

Jade Miller, who was Sam’s cybercrime expert, simply nodded and shrugged. “Works for me,” she said. “If we get in a bind, we can always call Indie.”

Thomas managed to suppress a smile, and then went on, “Okay, any questions? McCabe is expecting you first thing in the morning, Sam.”

“Okay, wait a minute,” Steve said. “You said the girl was abducted out of her own room. McCabe is a billionaire, right? Did he not have any kind of security on the place?”

“He did,” Ron said, “and that’s part of the problem. The security system didn’t log any entries or exits at the time the abduction had to take place, which was between midnight and four a.m. Someone was able to disable it completely during that time, but without leaving any traces. There were no blank spots, no stretch of time with video scrambled, nothing like that.”

“Okay,” Steve said, nodding. “Definitely sounds like a job for Walter.”

“Enjoy it, Steve,” Denny growled, but the elbow nudge he gave the older man was gentle and friendly. “All you have to do is sit back and let Walter do all the work.”

“Hey,” Steve said, “I’m a pretty fair investigator, myself. Just because I’m a little older than the rest of you, don’t get the idea that I can’t keep up with you young punks. You can ask Sam, back when I was on the force…”

“All right, settle down,” Ron said. “Trust me, Steve, we all know how good you are. Denny just likes to rattle your chain.” He turned to Sam. “Sam, any idea how you plan to approach the situation?”

“As you suggested, I want to talk to McCabe first off. Is there anyone else who knows any details about the girl’s disappearance?”



“

 
Carla

 
, the housekeeper,” Ron said. “She was there when it happened, and was probably the last one to see Amber that night. As for anyone else, I sincerely doubt it. McCabe wants the tightest possible security on this, so he’s made no announcement of any kind. He’s doing his best to act perfectly normal, even at work.”



“I can imagine,” Sam said. “It’s got to be hard, but I can understand why he feels he needs to pretend everything is okay. What about the girl’s mother?”

“She died several years ago, some kind of cancer. The housekeeper has been there ever since, and according to McCabe, she and the girl were very close. From everything we know about her, Amber is the epitome of the good kid. Never gets in any trouble, always obedient, perfect grades in school. She almost sounds too good to be true, if you want my opinion.”

“So, all we really know is that she was taken out of her room sometime after the middle of the night. Does McCabe have any particular suspects?”

“No, he never believed anything like this could happen,” Thomas said. “I can tell you it’s made me think more about protecting my own kids. We get pressured into things at times, too. There is no way I could ever handle letting my kids be used as a pawn against me.”

“Well, if we have to avoid any police involvement or publicity, we’ll have to be pretty careful. I’m guessing the housekeeper is in on the secrecy aspect?”

“Yes.” Ron leaned forward, putting his elbows on the table. “I warned you, this is a rough one. I hate to throw you into it, but you’re the best shot we have at a mess like this. If you and your team can’t do it, then I don’t think anyone can.

“One thing did occur to me,” said Ron. “We could give you an additional intelligence specialist, just for this mission. How would you feel about taking Indie along?”

Sam stared at him for several seconds. “Indie? She’d definitely be an asset, and to be honest, I’m sure she’d like to get out of the house for a while. Let me give her a call, and I’ll get back to you in a few minutes.”

“I wasn’t sure how you’d feel about it,” Ron said. “I know the last few missions have been rather dangerous, but I suspect this one is going to be more down the track and trace line. What about your kids, though?”

“They have grandmothers,” Sam said, “a pair of them. Trust me, they would jump at the chance to play babysitter for a few days. Give me a few minutes and I’ll have an answer.”

Sam stepped out of the conference room and went to his office, then took out his cell phone and called his wife.

“Hey, babe,” she said as she answered. “How’s it going today?”

“We got a new case,” Sam said. “It’s in Atlanta, and might take a few days. Ron just suggested that we might take you along, you and Herman. How would you feel about that?”

“Really? I get to go out with you? Heck, yeah, I’m in. Let me call Mom and make arrangements for the kids. When do we leave?”

“They actually want us to fly out tonight. I’m supposed to meet with the client first thing in the morning, but you might want to know that this is an abduction case. A teenage girl was kidnapped, apparently to try to force her father into a business deal he doesn’t really want. You and Herman could probably come in handy, but you need to know what you’re getting into.”

“If there’s a kid in trouble, I’m doubly in. Let me call our mothers and get that set up, then I’ll start packing for both of us. You said Atlanta? It’ll be warm there, right?”

Sam chuckled. “Yes, babe, it’ll be warm. It’s July, for crying out loud. It’s warm everywhere, at least on this side of the planet.”

“Oh, hush. I’ll be ready when you get here, don’t worry. Oh, Sam, this is going to be exciting!”

Sam hung up the phone and went back to the conference room. “Okay, she’s in. I had a feeling she would be.”

“Excellent,” Ron said. “Jade, that doesn’t let you off, though. I have a feeling Sam will have plenty for Indie to do.”

Jade stuck her tongue out at him, a rather comical sight because it made her eyes bug out. Of Asian descent, she was usually considered a ravishing beauty. “Up yours, Ron,” she said. “I know my job, and I do it just fine. I’ll give you a report on Ethio’s potential for involvement within the hour.”

Denny waved a hand in the air. “What do we know about the kidnappers themselves? Anything at all?”

Ron shook his head. “Not yet. Mr. McCabe is reluctant to really say much of anything over the phone, on the theory that someone could be listening in. He actually contacted me on a phone that he stole, because he figured it was the safest way to be able to communicate. He just doesn’t want to take the chance that either the kidnappers or whoever is behind them will find out that he’s asked us to help.”

“Then I guess that’s pretty much everything I wanted to ask,” Sam said. “Anybody else got any questions?”

No one had anything else to ask, so Sam nodded for Ron to continue with the briefing.

“I’ve arranged a Gulfstream for the flight,” Ron said. “It’ll be ready for you at the airport by six p.m. That should put you in Atlanta around nine, maybe a little later. You will be staying at the Marriott Hotel near the airport.”

Sam smiled and inclined his head. “No problem.” He turned to Steve. “Steve, you let me know if Walter needs anything.”

Steve nodded. “He’s good,” he said, “aren’t you, Walter? You ready for another trip?”

“I’m ready,” Walter said. “I’ve been getting bored. Ready to go back to work.”

Sam grinned at Walter. “Glad to hear it,” he said. “We’re definitely going to need you on this one.”

Denny and Summer nodded their agreement, and Steve smiled. “He’s the best,” he said, “and everybody here knows it. Nobody can read a crime scene like Walter.”

“One more thing,” Ron said. “Your personal news crew, Wendy Dawson and Harvey Riley, will be going along with you, but they’re fully aware that there is to be no news release until the situation is over.”

“Oh, come on,” Sam said. “How am I supposed to keep them from calling it in?”

“You won’t have to. CNN contacted us after your last case with them, and we’ve entered into a contract. They’ll be going with you on every major case, but we have absolute control over what stories they report. We can’t make them report only what we want, it’s all or nothing. If we say they have to sit on a story, then they sit on it until the case is completely closed.”

There still didn’t seem to be any more questions, so Sam turned to Ron. “Anything else before we go pack?”

Ron and Jeff looked at each other, and Jeff nodded. Ron turned back to Sam. “Actually, yes. You see, we thought about the fact that there may be foreign intelligence involved in this thing. Ethiopia isn’t a major threat to the United States, but McCabe Electronics makes a few things that can’t even be shipped to parts of Africa. If the partnership goes through, they’re going to get access to patents and blueprints and technology that our government doesn’t want them to have. Now, theoretically, the contracts will prevent them from using any of that information, but we all live in the real world. This partnership they’re trying to force could end up interfering with national security at some point, so we decided to send Rob Feinstein and some of his people along with you. We’re giving you a full squad, but Rob thought it might be a good idea if you stop by the armory and pick up a few weapons of your own.”

Sam’s eyebrows rose. “Weapons? I carry my own, a Glock. Are you suggesting we might need more than our usual handguns?”

“Let’s just say that I’d rather you have them and not need them than need them and not have them. You all know where the armory is, at the back of the building, but talk to Rob. He’ll have some suggestions for you, I’m sure.”

Sam and his team left the conference room and found Rob Feinstein waiting in the hall. Sam grinned at him.

“Rob, I heard something about you trying to turn us into soldiers,” Sam said. “What’s that all about?”

“When I heard that there could be an Ethiopian involvement in this case,” Rob said, “I just thought it might be a good idea if your people were as well armed as mine. Come on, let me show you to the candy store.”

“The candy store?” Summer asked. “Ooh, I like the sound of that.” She had actually used her weapon to kill someone for the first time only a few weeks earlier, but the natural bravado of the private investigator was already helping her move past it.

The armory was set up like a tactical gun store, with many kinds of weapons on display. There was a number of firing ranges in the back of the building, where all of the personnel could take weapons to test them or get the feel of them.

“Wow,” Sam said. “I knew this room was here, but I’d never been in it before. I’m impressed.”

Rob grinned at him. “Just look around,” he said. “Ron says you are authorized to draw any of these weapons, all of you. Take what you like, just to have it on hand if you were to need it.”

“I’m not even sure what some of these guns are,” Sam said. He watched as Darren, Summer and Jade looked over the selection and picked out a couple of surprisingly small machine guns. The girls struck a pose with them, and Sam couldn’t hold back a laugh.

“Should they take those to the range and try them out?” he asked.

“If they like,” Rob said. “I’m pretty sure both those girls have fired full auto before, so I think they can handle them. Hey, if you ever feel like it, we have a combat course set up outside of the city. It actually shoots back at you with paintballs, so it’s a great place to hone your combat skills. Denny and Jade have been out a couple of times, and they love it.”

“Holy crap,” Steve said, interrupting them. “This is incredible! What in the world would you do with half of this stuff?”

Rob chuckled. “Oh, nothing serious, maybe just take over a third world country or start a revolution. That kinda sounds like fun, doesn’t it?”

Steve grinned at him. “Depends on the country,” he said. “And don’t ask me which one I’d prefer, because I don’t want to end up in some federal nuthouse.”

They each chose a couple of items, and Sam even grabbed a machine pistol himself. As an afterthought, he picked up a second one for his wife, though he hoped she’d never need to use it.

Denny and Summer appeared only a couple of minutes later, with Summer holding a pair of Kimber mini-45s, while Denny had a fifty-caliber Desert Eagle automatic in his hand. Each of them got some extra magazines and ammunition as well, and then they all headed back to their own offices and cubicles.

Sam sat down at his computer and pulled up the case file, which wasn’t very big. He read through the statement they had taken from Mr. McCabe, but didn’t feel that it really gave him any insight. From there, he looked at a series of articles and reports about McCabe Electronics, trying to get a feel for the type of business Mr. McCabe actually ran.

Thirty minutes later, true to her word, Jade walked into his office with Summer in tow. She handed him a folder and the two of them sat down in the chairs in front of his desk.

“This is what I found on Ethio,” Jade said. “Summer went over it with me, but I can’t see any real connection, Sam. The company is not very big, and none of its officers or directors have any serious government connections. They certainly don’t have the kind of money it would take to pull off an international kidnapping operation.”

“I agree this definitely seems to have power behind it,” Sam said, “and that kind of power doesn’t come cheap. Did you come up with any ideas why someone else might want to force McCabe to accept the partnership?”

“I can think of a couple of reasons,” Summer said, “but I won’t necessarily say they could be good ones. I mean, it’s always possible there is a stockholder who wants to see the company make a lot more money, right? Or maybe there’s a whole different company that would stand to benefit if Ethio suddenly had to buy more parts or supplies, something like that.”

Sam chewed the inside of his cheek for a few seconds. “I suppose any of that could be possible, but I’d expect some sort of obvious connection to pop up. On the other hand, unless something else seems to indicate their involvement, we can avoid wasting time and resources on them. Good job, ladies.”

Jade shrugged. “I just wish we had been more help.”

“Don’t worry,” Sam said with a grin. “This job ain’t over yet.”

A short time later, they all drove home to get packed and Sam insisted that they all gather at his place. Since Indie was going along on this trip, that would let them all ride out to the airport together. Roger Bowman, a former mercenary who had lost a leg during an operation a year earlier and now served as one of the company’s drivers, would come to pick them up in a van when it was time to go.

Indie was waiting as promised when Sam arrived, with bags packed for both of them. “Our moms came a half hour ago to pick up the kids,” she said, “and all four of them seemed excited at the prospect of having some time without us.” She looked at him as he flopped into his recliner. “What? Aren’t we ready to go?”

“I told the rest of the team to meet us here,” he said. “We’ll all drive out together, that way. Our news team will meet us at the airport.”

Denny and Darren were the first to arrive, showing up only a few minutes later. Sam wasn’t surprised, since the former SAS commando and the former FBI agent each had a habit of keeping a travel bag ready all the time.

“Come on in,” Sam said, “and make yourselves at home. There’s soft drinks and beer in the refrigerator, maybe some iced tea. Choose your poison. We’re already packed for the trip tonight, so we’re just waiting for everybody else to get here.”

“Thanks, mate,” Denny said. “A glass of tea would taste pretty good about now.”

Indie shook her head at Sam, then motioned for both of the men to follow and walked into the kitchen, where she opened a cabinet door. “The glasses are in here,” she said, “and you know where the refrigerator is. Help yourselves, guys.”

Denny smiled, then opened the refrigerator and took out a pitcher of iced tea. He poured a glass for himself and another for Darren before he put it back, then both of them went back into the living room and sat on the couch. Sam and Indie were curled up in the big recliner, but Indie got up when another car pulled up out front.

“It’s Steve and Walter,” she said, holding the door open for them. “Come on in, guys.”

The two of them came in and took seats. Darren moved over on the couch so Steve could sit beside him, while Walter took another chair. Indie went into the kitchen and returned a moment later with two more glasses of tea that she handed to them.

“We see who rates,” Denny said with a grin. “She made us fetch our own.”

“You’re younger than I am,” Steve said. He turned to Sam. “You had any further thoughts on this case?”

Sam shook his head. “Nothing to speak of,” he said. “Until we get the story from McCabe, I don’t even know where to start. Since the police have not been involved, we won’t even have their preliminary investigation to look at.”

“If there really is an international espionage component,” Darren said, “that could turn out to be a good thing. Local police, even in a city like Atlanta, aren’t going to be aware of how to deal with things like that. I’d much rather let Walter see the crime scene just as it is. He sees more than anybody else, he always does.”

“I absolutely agree,” Sam said.

Summer and Jade pulled in together a few minutes later, and then Roger showed up just after that. Sam decreed that it was time to go. They all walked out and got into the van and talked among themsleves as they headed out for the airport.




TWO


“Here they come,” Harvey said. He and Wendy Dawson were sitting on a bench near the charter area, and started gathering their bags and equipment when the van came into view.

“Hi, Sam,” Wendy said, “hi, gang.” She gave Indie a broad smile and shook her hand. “Indie, it’s great to see you again.”

“You, too,” Indie said. “You sure you guys won’t be bored on this trip?”

“Oh, no,” Wendy said. “We’ll get footage whenever Sam has time, but none of it will go back to the studios until he gives us the word. I’m just excited about being able to go along again.” She glanced at her cameraman. “And Harvey’s just happy to be going along with his girlfriend.”

Harvey blushed and Summer shot him a grin. It was no secret that they were dating, though it seemed to be hard on Harvey at times.

It only took them a short time to get on the plane, and then the flight attendant told them to strap in. They were in the air moments later, winging their way east.

Their plane landed at Atlanta International Airport at twelve minutes before nine p.m. local time and they went directly to the car-rental desk. Sam used a Windlass corporate credit card to secure four vehicles; one for himself and Indie, one for Steve and Walter, one for Denny and Darren, and another for Summer and Jade. Rob Feinstein was also there, renting a van for himself and his soldiers, while Harvey used a CNN corporate account to get an SUV for himself and Wendy.

They’d had dinner served to them on the flight, so they headed directly to the Marriott and checked in. Since only Sam, Steve and Walter were going to meet with McCabe the next morning, all three of the girls announced that they were planning to sleep in until they got back.

When morning came, Sam got quietly out of bed and took a quick shower, then headed down to get breakfast. The hotel had a nice restaurant, but they had set up a buffet breakfast, as well. Sam elected to help himself to scrambled eggs and sausage from the buffet, rather than take the time to sit down in the restaurant.

Steve and Walter joined him only moments later, but they were almost finished by the time Denny and Jade came down. The two of them looked at the buffet, then walked directly into the restaurant.

“I hope those two never have to rough it,” Steve said. “They’d be lost.”

“Buffet is better,” Walter said. “You get to eat quicker and you don’t have to talk to anybody. And you can go back for more.”

Sam and Steve both chuckled, and then the three of them headed out the door toward the parking lot. Since they were all going to the same place, they all climbed into Sam’s Cadillac for the ride to the McCabe home in the Buckhead area of Atlanta.

Buckhead is known as the Beverly Hills of the East, and is home to a large number of wealthy people. Singer Elton John and movie producer Tyler Perry reside there, along with literally thousands of other affluent residents. Sam wasn’t surprised to see a billionaire like McCabe living in such an upscale location.

Roland McCabe met them in the foyer of the house. He was a short, stocky man, but there was a sense of power and presence about him that even Sam could feel. He shook hands with Sam and Steve, but obviously noticed that Walter did not extend a hand.

“Good to meet you, Mr. McCabe,” Sam said. “I’m Sam Prichard and these are my associates, Steve Beck and Walter Rawlings.”

“Mr. Prichard,” the businessman said, “I’m so glad you could make it. This thing has got me so torn up I have trouble just thinking.”

Sam smiled. “Not a problem, Mr. McCabe. Is there someplace we can talk privately?”

“Yes, certainly,” McCabe said. “Come on into the kitchen. I have coffee, if you’d like some.”

“Coffee would be great,” Sam said. Steve echoed him, but Walter shook his head politely.

They sat at the kitchen table and McCabe personally poured coffee for the two men before taking his own seat.

“I really do appreciate you coming,” he said. “They said if I involve the police, they’ll kill her immediately.”

“No problem,” Sam said. “I understand your daughter disappeared right out of her room?”

McCabe nodded. “Yes. She went to bed around eleven, and everything seemed perfectly fine. Then, a few minutes after four o’clock in the morning, I was awakened by the sound of her phone ringing. It rang several times without her answering, so I got up to check on her and she was gone. Her phone was still ringing, so I answered it. There was some guy on the line, telling me that he had Amber and what he wanted me to do.”

“Mr. McCabe, what can you tell me about the person who called?” Sam asked. “I don’t suppose the call was recorded, was it?”

“No, I’m afraid not. I probably should record all of her calls and my own, since Georgia is a one party consent state, but it never occurred to me before.” He rubbed his hands over his face. “Okay, the guy who called. He had a deep voice, and he had an accent, but it wasn’t what I would consider Ethiopian. More like a French accent, to be honest. He started talking as soon as I answered her phone, said that he had Amber, and if I want her back, I need to cooperate with the Ethio Electronics deal. He said if the partnership isn’t well on the way to being finished within five days, that she’ll be killed, and that if I contact the police, she would be killed immediately. He put her on the phone for couple of seconds, long enough for me to hear her crying and begging me to do whatever it took to bring her home, and then he snatched the phone away. He said to remember I had only five days, and to make sure I got it done.”

“Okay, what about background noise? Did you hear anything in the call you can remember?”



McCabe screwed up his face in concentration. “There was a beeping sound,” he said. “It sounded a lot like the backup alarm on our forklifts. You know,

 

beep, beep,


 
like that.

 
”



“Okay, that’s good. Anything else?”

He continued thinking for a moment, then shook his head. “That’s all I can remember.”

Sam looked at him. “Five days,” he said. “That seems like an unusual time allowance. How long will it actually take to put this partnership together?”

“It would take at least three days,” McCabe said. “Naturally, I went ahead and started the process yesterday, just in case they were watching to see if I did, but it won’t actually begin until sometime today. There are documents that have to be literally flown back and forth between here and Addis Ababa, where Ethio is located. This is not a partnership I wanted anything to do with, because it will force me to manufacture a number of my most popular products in Ethiopia, products that are banned from export to certain African and Middle Eastern countries. If I let them start making those products, I won’t have any control over shipment and delivery. If any of those products start turning up in those countries, the government could shut me down.”

“I understand,” Sam said. “It would put you in a very difficult position. Tell me this, until this point, have you had any kind of pressure from anyone in Ethiopia, any effort made to push you into this deal?”

McCabe shrugged. “There’s always some pressure,” he said. “The Ethiopian government has threatened tariffs against some of my products, and while it isn’t the biggest market I’ve got, we’d definitely feel it on the bottom line if our products stop selling over there. With the kind of tariffs they’re talking about, my products would become so expensive that almost no one would buy them.”

“And yet you were willing to risk that, to avoid getting into this partnership?”

McCabe nodded. “Yes, if I had to. It’s not something I want to see happen, though. The problem is that giving into this demand means the potential for proscribed electronic technology to get into countries around Ethiopia where it’s not allowed, under U.S. law. The last thing in the world I need is the government thinking I’m supplying any type of restricted technology to countries that are on the proscribed list. That would be a disaster, and really could put me out of business completely.”

“All right,” Sam said, “I see the problem. Were there any kind of threats made to try to coerce you into it, before this happened?”

“Other than economic threats, no. I'll be honest, Mr. Prichard, I never would have believed these people could resort to something this terrible. If I had, I would’ve hired plenty of security, believe you me.”

“I’m sure you would have,” Sam said. “I understand your housekeeper was the last one to see Amber that night?”

McCabe nodded. “Yes,” he said. “She’s here, would you like to speak with her?” Without waiting for Sam to answer, he got up and walked to the kitchen door. “Carla? Would you come in here for a moment, please?”

The housekeeper entered as McCabe took his chair again. “You called me, sir?”

“Carla, this is Mr. Prichard, Mr. Beck and Mr. Rawlings. They’re from the company I hired to try to find Amber and bring her home, and they wanted to speak with you.”

Carla looked at Sam, smiling nervously. “Yes, sir?”

“Carla, Mr. McCabe says you were the last one to see Amber before she was abducted. Did you notice anything unusual or strange in the way she was acting?”

Carla looked into his eyes for a moment, then shook her head. “Not really, sir,” she said. “She said she was getting tired and wanted to go to bed, and I did think that was a little strange. She usually stays up watching TV until after midnight, but she went to bed about eleven.”

“But she didn’t act like she was afraid, or like she had any kind of big secret?”

“Oh, no. She told me she was tired, and then she asked me if she could invite her friend Julie to come over and use the pool the next day, and I said that would be no problem. We talked a bit about what to have for dinner when Julie came, but she decided on pizza, like she always does. After that, she went in her room and I went to mine. I didn’t have any idea she was missing until Mr. McCabe woke me at four thirty.”

“Has anything in Amber’s room been disturbed since then?” Sam asked. “Have you done any kind of cleaning in there or anything?”

The housekeeper shook her head. “No, nothing. I watch enough TV to know that you shouldn’t ever disturb anything in a crime scene.”

Sam grinned. “That’s very true,” he said. He turned back to McCabe. “Now, Walter, here, is our crime scene expert. I’d like him to take a look at your daughter’s room. I understand your security system didn’t record anything happening when she disappeared? Is that correct?”

“Nothing,” McCabe replied. “According to the system, no doors were opened, no windows were opened, she just vanished right through the walls. That’s impossible, of course, so I’m getting a whole new system put in today, and this time I’m adding the video cameras, inside and outside. If I’d only had them before, maybe…”

“Probably a good idea,” Sam said. “It sounds like somebody hacked into your system and disabled it during the time the abduction took place. Is it okay if Walter looks around her room?”

“Yes, of course,” McCabe said. “Upstairs, second door on the left.”

“Come on, Walter,” he said. “Time to work your magic.”

“It’s not magic,” Walter said. “It’s detailed observation and deduction.”

Steve nodded, grinning back at Sam. “To you,” he said. “To the rest of us, trust me, Walter, it’s magic.”

They all followed McCabe up the stairs. Walter paused when they got close to her door and heard a loud creak each time one of them stepped out on one particular spot that was too wide to avoid.

McCabe looked at him sheepishly. “Been meaning to get that fixed,” he said.

Walter bounced on the spot for a moment and listened, then let McCabe lead them on to the girl’s bedroom. McCabe started to enter first, but Sam put a hand on his arm when he started to lead them inside.

“Why don’t we let them do this?” he asked. “Walter is the absolute best at this sort of thing, he really is.” McCabe looked at Steve and Walter and nodded, and the two of them stepped through the door.

Steve stopped just inside the door and watched as Walter walked around, looking at everything. He kept his hands in his pockets as he moved around the room, making sure that he didn’t touch anything.

Amber’s room was large, with its own private bathroom. Having a wealthy father was undoubtedly a benefit to any teenage girl, and it appeared that Amber knew exactly how to take advantage of it. A large canopy bed occupied center stage, part of a matching bedroom suite that included two large dressers, a chest of drawers, nightstands and a vanity table. There were a couple of bookshelves on one wall, but most of the shelves held knickknacks and photos, rather than books. A desk and chair occupied a corner, with a laptop computer sitting open.

Walter went from one item of furniture to another, then got down on his knees and looked under the bed. He looked under the dressers and desk, then got back to his feet and walked into the bathroom. He stayed there for nearly two minutes, then came back into the bedroom and began looking at the windows.

The room was on the corner, and there were three windows. Walter looked each of them over carefully, paying special attention to the contacts on the security wiring. Two of the windows were on the back wall of the house, while the third was on the side that faced to the north. At that one, which was right beside the bed, Walter looked more closely and then opened the window and leaned outside.

The window had a screen on it, but it had been cut on both sides and the bottom. He leaned out and looked down the outer wall, then to both sides before turning over and leaning backward through the window so that he could look up the wall. He stayed in that precarious position for a moment, then came back into the room.

“I need to go upstairs,” he said. “The room right above this one.”

“Upstairs?” McCain asked. “That’s just the attic. It’s all one big room, we just use it for storage.”

“She was taken up the outside wall,” Walter said, “and there’s a window directly above hers. I think she went in that window, but we need to go look to be sure.”

McCabe’s eyes were wide. “How can you possibly know that?”

“Houses get dirty,” Walter said. “Something brushed against the wall above her window recently and wiped away some of the dirt. The dirt on the wall below the window hasn’t been disturbed. He probably did that because he knew about the loud boards on this floor. He didn’t want to take the chance you might come to see who was walking around on it.”

McCabe stared a second longer, but then he turned and led them back down the hall, past the creaky spot, to another doorway that was next to the stairs leading down. When he opened it, there were stairs leading up to the attic, and he stood back to let Walter and Steve go first. The rest of them followed afterward.

The attic was a single room that spanned the entire length and width of the large house. Sam, Steve and McCabe watched as Walter went directly to the window he had mentioned. On the floor beside the window was a metal frame with a rope ladder attached, and Walter pointed at it.

“Somebody was in here,” he said. “They hung this out the window and went down to her room and then brought her up the same way. She must have left her window open, so all he had to do was cut through the screen.”

“She always sleeps with the window open in the summertime,” McCabe said. He stared at the frame and ladder. “That was a fire escape,” he said. “It used to be mounted on one of Amber’s windows so she could get out if there was a fire. We took it out while we were remodeling a couple years ago and it just got thrown up here. I always meant to put it back, but never got around to it.”

Walter studied the floor around the window for a moment, then started walking back toward the stairs that led down. “There was one set of footprints that came in, a man wearing about size 11 shoes. He probably weighs about one eighty, and I would say he’s probably around 6 feet tall. He walked in, went to the window and put the frame in it, then climbed over and went down the ladder. When he came back up, he was heavier. There’s only one set of footprints going out, the same size shoes, but he probably weighed about two seventy-five at that point.”

Walter looked up at Sam. “The girl was drugged, unconscious. The kidnapper had her strapped onto his back. All he had to do was carry her down the stairs and out the front door.”

McCabe looked at Sam. “How can he tell all that?”

Sam was looking down at the footprints in the dust on the hardwood floor. “Look at the footprints that lead inward,” he said. “The guy was wearing sneakers, soft rubber soles. You can see how much contact they made by where they break the dust on the floor, right? Now, look at the ones leading outward, back toward the stairs. They are a little bit wider, and the soles make more contact, which means he weighed more. Walter has seen enough of these types of footprints to be able to make a guess about the weight of the person who made them, and the distance between the footprints tells him about how tall the man must be.”

“He had been in the house before,” Walter said. “There are footprints just like his in the carpet in the second floor hallway. They look like they might be a few days old.”

McCabe squinted in confusion, but then his eyes went wide. “The insurance guy,” he said. “A couple days ago, Carla said a man came by from the insurance company and needed to do a walk-through in the house. She showed them around, and then he left. I thought it was kind of strange that they would send somebody out, but I never thought to call and ask about it.”

Walter was already headed down the stairs, so the rest of them followed quickly. He went straight down to the main floor and to the front door, then stepped outside and began looking at the front porch and the ground around the steps. He looked around for half a minute, then suddenly lay on the ground and looked across its surface.

He pointed south, across the yard. “He carried her that way,” he said. He got back to his feet and started following the trail that only he seemed able to see, although Sam did notice a few spots where it appeared a bit of grass or a dandelion was crushed.

A couple of times, Walter got back on the ground and looked across the surface again, then got up and kept walking. They came to the edge of the yard, where a large hedge bordered it. Walter went directly to a spot where someone had cut out a few of the lower branches.

“He got down and crawled through there,” he said. “Her feet were dragging as he did so.”

Walter got on his hands and knees and crawled through the gap in the bush. He stopped halfway through, then backed out and got to his feet again.

“There’s a road on the other side, and he had a car waiting there. It was parked with one tire on the dirt on the side of the road, so I could see the tire print. Firestone Champion, so it was probably an Enterprise rental car. That’s the most popular tire they use.”

McCabe was staring, his eyes wider than ever. “He can tell what kind of tire it was?”

Steve grinned. “Among his other talents, Walter has an eidetic memory. He knows the tread pattern of almost every tire sold in the United States.”

Walter was looking around on the ground again, and lay down once more to look across its surface. “He came through here earlier than that,” he said. “He went straight to the front door, and apparently could open it without making a sound. He probably had a key, because he was able to get in quickly. The footprints going in don’t look to be more than an hour older than the ones coming out.” He looked up at McCabe. “Older footprints show the grass a little bit more recovered than newer ones.”

“He had a key?” McCabe asked, incredulous. “How could he have gotten a key?”

“He could have gotten hold of one,” Sam said, “possibly even yours. If he could take an impression of it, or slip away with it for any length of time, it wouldn’t be hard to make a duplicate. Who else might have a key to your house?”

McCabe seemed confused for a moment, then put a hand to his forehead. “The security company,” he said. “The same one that installed the alarm system. They have patrol cars that cruise around their clients, and they had a key.”

“That’s not unusual,” Sam said. “I’ll put a couple of my people onto looking at them. Since the security system was disabled and they had a key, there seems to be a connection.”

McCabe nodded. “They’re called Dark Horse Security, and they’ve only been around about a year or so. I’d heard some good things, so I hired them. Now I wish I’d stuck with ADT.”

“That gives us a couple of leads, anyway,” Sam said. “We’ll check them out, and we can find out what Enterprise cars were rented around here over the last few days, and who got them. It’s not much, but it’s a start.”

They went back to the house and spoke with Carla again, asking about the insurance man who had come by earlier in the week.

“Yes, I remember,” she said. “He seemed legitimate, so I let him look around.”

“Carla, could you describe him?” Sam asked.

“Oh, goodness,” the housekeeper said, “I’m afraid I’m terrible with faces. He was kind of tall, but he had a hat and sunglasses on. He wasn’t fat, but he wasn’t skinny either. Does that help any?”

“I think it might,” Sam said.

Walter said he was finished, so Sam promised to keep McCabe updated as they learned anything, and then they got into their car and drove back towards the hotel. Everyone was waiting with Indie when they got there, and Harvey turned on his camera as soon as Sam was inside the room.




THREE


“How did it go, mates?” Denny asked.

“I think it went pretty well,” Sam said. “The main things I got from McCabe were that the caller seemed to have a French accent, and that the only background sound he could remember was a beeping noise. Other than that, he couldn’t remember much more than what he had been told.”

Denny closed his eyes and pursed his lips. “A French accent,” he repeated. “That’s something, anyway.”

Sam nodded his head. “It doesn’t help much, though,” he said. “McCabe said the caller didn’t give them any indication as to where his daughter was being held, but he did hear what sounded like the backup alarm on a forklift or piece of equipment in the background.” He shook his head. “I just wish he had been able to record the call.”

Indie looked at him. “Did he take the call on a cell phone or landline?”

“It came in on Amber’s cell phone,” Sam replied. “That’s how he found out she was gone, her phone was ringing at four a.m. but she wasn’t answering, so he got up to check on her.”

“Hmm,” Indie said. She turned around to her computer and started tapping on the keyboard.

Denny’s eyes opened and he looked at Sam. “So what else have we got?”

Sam grinned. “Walter hit the mother lode of leads,” he said. “The kidnapper entered the house with a key, then got into their attic and used an old fire escape ladder to get from there to Amber’s window. The housekeeper said Amber complained of being tired before she went to bed, earlier than usual, so she may have been drugged. She slept with her window open, so the kidnapper cut through the screen to enter the room and then strapped her on his back to carry her back up to the attic and then down the stairs and out of the house. Walter was able to track them across the yard and found where he had left a car, and figured out that it was probably an Enterprise rental car from the tire tread pattern. Our suspect is approximately six feet tall and weighs around a hundred and eighty pounds.”

Denny smiled. “Bloody good, Walter,” he said.

“There’s more,” Sam said. He turned to Jade. “Jade, Summer, I want the two of you to see what you can find out about Dark Horse Security, here in Atlanta. That’s the security company McCabe was using, and they may be involved. They would have had a key to the house, and they would certainly be able to deactivate his home security system. It also seems that the kidnapper was aware of a weak spot in the second floor that makes noise when someone steps on it.”

Both of the girls picked up the tablet computers they had brought to the room with them and began tapping on the screens. They huddled together, sitting on one of the beds, and whispered back and forth as they worked.

Sam started to ask what they were talking about, but he was interrupted before he could say any more.



“

 

Bingo


 
!” Indie shouted suddenly. She snatched out her ear buds and unplugged them from the computer. “You guys gotta hear this,” she said. She tapped a couple of keys, and voices came from the speakers. Indie hit another key to pause the playback.



“What is it?” Sam asked.

“Well, what a lot of people don’t know,” Indie said, “is that every cell phone call is recorded by the carriers. They just float around in cyberspace, sometimes for years, because the NSA requires the carriers to keep them until they can run them through something that scans for certain keywords.” She grinned. “I kinda taught Herman to do that sort of thing, so I turned him loose. Check this out.”

She tapped a key and the speakers came to life again.



“

 

Hello


 
?” That was the voice of Mr. McCabe.





Another voice spoke, and Sam heard a hint of some sort of an accent. “

 

Listen carefully


 
,” it said. “

 

I am calling about your daughter


 
!”



“Hold it, hold it,” Sam said, and Indie paused the playback once more. “Are you telling me you found the recording of the actual call somewhere?”

Indie looked surprised at the question. “Sam,” she said, “every telephone conversation is recorded in the United States. Phone companies deny it, but it’s true. All Herman had to do was hack into his cell carrier and check the calls on Amber’s number, then find his way into their recordings archive. It took a couple minutes, but he did it.”

Sam’s eyebrows went up, but he shrugged. “Okay, go on, then.”

Indie resumed playing the recording. There was a couple of moments of static, but the call was clear enough for them to understand what was said.



“

 

Wait a minute


 
,” said McCabe, “

 

You can’t be serious. What is this about? Where is my daughter?


 
”





“

 

She’s safe at the moment


 
,” said a man in what Sam considered to be a poorly faked French accent. “

 

She’ll be perfectly safe, as long as you do what we want you to do.


 
”





There was a moment’s pause before McCabe spoke again, fear evident in his voice. “

 

And what is that?


 
”





“

 

Your company has an opportunity for a business relationship with Ethio Electronics. You have five days to complete that arrangement, and if all goes well, then your daughter will be returned to you alive and in one piece. If not, then I’m afraid you’ll be getting her back in several different packages. Do you understand?


 
”



McCabe hesitated, and in the brief pause they could hear the beeping sound in the background.



“

 

How do I know you truly have my daughter?


 
” McCabe asked at that point.





The caller chuckled. “

 

Well, I suppose you need some proof. Here,


 

I'll


 

let her speak to you.


 
”





Another pause, and a girl’s voice came on the line. “

 

Daddy?


 
” she asked. “

 

Daddy, please, please come and get me…


 
” Her voice trailed off as the phone was taken away.





“

 

Five days


 
,” the caller said. “

 

Do you understand?


 
”





“

 

Wait! How can I contact you? It may take me some time to…


 
”





“

 

You don’t have any need to contact me,


 
” the caller said. “

 

All you want to do is tell your lawyers to get the partnership set up. Once that is done, she’ll be dropped off safe and sound and you will be told where to pick her up. Otherwise, her next ride will be the very last one she ever goes on.


 
”





“

 

Why are you doing this? You don’t sound like one of the Ethiopians. Who are you?


 
”





“

 

Me? I’m just a man who was employed to do a job. I was hired because I know how to motivate people to do what I want them to do. When people need someone properly motivated, they call upon an expert, like myself. As I said, do what I tell you and everything will be fine. You can be absolutely sure of that, but you can also be certain of the consequences if you do not.


 
” The caller hung up, and a second later, the line went dead.



Sam looked at Steve and Denny. “What do you make of it?”

Steve frowned. “That accent is definitely French, but I don’t think it’s real. It sounded just a bit too forced, to me.”

Sam nodded. “I agree. Some of it seemed just a little bit too perfect, the way an actor might do it to make sure people caught it. I’d say we’re probably dealing with someone who is accustomed to using accents when speaking with someone face-to-face, but not so much over the phone. A lot of people tend to put extra effort into it, just to make sure it’s obvious in a situation like that. There were a couple of spots where it sounded more like a New England-type accent.”

Steve looked at him, and his eyebrows rose. “Good point, I missed that. So we are probably looking for someone from the northeast, then.”

Indie was tapping on her keyboard. “I’m running a snippet through the DHS voice print database, now. If this guy is really a player on the international scene, they would be most likely to have him in their files, somewhere.”

Steve nodded. “If that doesn’t turn anything up, try the FBI database. Theirs is pretty good, too.”

“That’s where I’ll go next, if I need to, and after that I’ll hit the Russian database. They’ve been doing that sort of voice print recognition longer than anybody, and they use it almost exclusively for their intelligence people. If this guy is really that big a player, they’d almost definitely have a sample of his voice in theirs.”

“This is awesome,” Wendy whispered to Harvey. “Be sure to get it all, this will be fantastic when we get to let the story out.”

“Okay,” Sam said, “what about the sound in the background? Definitely sounded like a backup alarm to me.”

Steve was nodding again. “I agree, no doubt about it. Maybe they’re holding her in a warehouse somewhere, one that’s actually still working. We should probably send Rob to check all of McCabe’s warehouses. Be a real laugh if she was held in some building he owns, wouldn’t it?”

“Maybe,” Sam said, “or maybe that’s just what somebody wanted us to think. It seems a little convenient that we got some potentially identifiable background noise. That could lead us to the conclusion that the call came from someplace that uses forklifts and such, but what if she was really being held in a basement someplace and that was only a recording? What if they expected the call to be recorded, and this is nothing but a smokescreen?”

Steve shrugged. “That’s certainly possible,” he said. “It does seem a little easy, these clues. I think you have a point, and the caller might have suspected he was being recorded. Why wouldn’t he have gone someplace quiet, why risk somebody overhearing him?”

“Because he’s just plain cocky?” Indie asked. “I got a hit on the voice print. According to the NSA database, there is a 79.8 percent probability that the caller is Evan Reese. That wouldn’t be nearly close enough to be considered evidence in a courtroom, but it’s something. He’s originally from Manhattan, from a wealthy family, but he ended up working with Blackwater for a while. He worked briefly for the government after that, some sort of information analyst, but at some point, he must have decided to go out on his own. He’s been suspected of involvement, and even charged, in a number of abductions and blackmail operations, but there’s never been anywhere near enough evidence to get a conviction. Charges always get dismissed, for some reason.” She clicked the link on her monitor and scanned the page that appeared. “Seems our friends at Homeland Security keep a close watch on this boy, monitoring his movements, even to the point of watching his apartment. Want to guess where he was early yesterday, when Amber disappeared?”

“Right here in Atlanta?” Sam asked.



“Bingo

 

,


 
” Indie said. “You win the prize! He flew in two days ago and stayed in this very hotel, then took another flight to Ithaca, New York, two hours after that call was made. DHS has people watching his apartment, and he’s been inside it since he got back home. There, take a look at the screen, that’s a picture of him.” The image on the screen showed a thin man with graying hair and brown eyes.



Sam and Denny looked at the photo, then at one another. “Sounds like he just might be our man,” Denny said, but then he shook his head. “I don’t know about you, Sam, but this seems just a wee bit easy, to me.”

Sam nodded. “Yeah, it almost feels like we’re being led somewhere by the nose. Unfortunately, we can’t afford not to follow the lead. Whether he’s the actual kidnapper or not, this Reese is definitely involved in all this somehow, and I plan to find out exactly how and why.” He turned it to Indie. “Can you get Herman to find out if Reese rented a car while he was here?”

“He’s already checked,” she said with a grin. “Unfortunately, the answer is no. I’ve got Herman scanning through all of the Enterprise rentals for the last four days, now, and then he’ll check out the people who rented them. Any who don’t check out will be flagged, but we probably won’t have results until later today.”

Sam nodded, then looked at Jade and Summer. “How about it, guys?” he asked. “Anything on Dark Horse?”

“Actually, not that much,” Jade said. “I’m afraid there wasn’t much to find. It’s a relatively small company, only a couple of years old. At the moment, they only have a couple of dozen clients, and most of those are commercial rather than residential. They have a lot of good reviews, though.”

“That’s why McCabe was using them,” Sam said. “Maybe you should pay them a visit. We need to know if any of their people have suddenly disappeared or failed to show up for work.”

The two girls got up from where they were sitting. “They’re only about twenty minutes away,” Jade said. “We’ll go have a talk with the owner, John Burkart.” The two of them walked out the door, and Sam turned to Darren.

“McCabe said the reason he’s been refusing to do business with Ethio Electronics is because of technology that isn’t allowed in certain parts of Africa. He’s worried that the government might wonder if he was cooperating in supplying some of that technology where it’s not supposed to go.”

Darren nodded. “He should be,” he said. “If any of his designs were to turn up in countries that were proscribed from having it, he could be looking at fines or worse. Companies have been shut down by the government for this sort of thing, so he’s wise to want to avoid the possibility.”

“But isn’t there a way to restrict what he shares with Ethio?” Indie asked. “Would he actually have to let them see all of his corporate secrets?”

“He probably wouldn’t, not willingly,” Darren said. “However, there would be exchange of personnel. Some of their people would come to work over here, and some of his would go over there. It’s not that he’d actually want to release any of that technology in that part of the world, but their engineers would learn things that they could use to improve their own products. Some of those things, unfortunately, would likely involve proscribed technology.”

Sam nodded his head. “I see the problem,” he said. “Unfortunately, the most pressing situation is the missing girl. Keep digging as you can, but I want all of us concentrating on finding Amber and bringing her home safely.”

He took his phone out of his pocket and dialed a number, then waited for it to connect. Almost a minute later, he got an answer.

“This is Ron,” his boss said as he answered.

“It’s me,” Sam said. “We have a lead, but we’re going to need to go to New York.”

“Hang on a moment,” Ron said, and the line went silent as he placed him on hold. Sam waited for about three minutes, listening to Indie tapping on her keyboard and cursing under her breath, but he didn’t want to ask questions while he was still on the phone.

“Okay, I’m back,” Ron said. “The Gulfstream is still at the Atlanta airport, so I’m putting it at your disposal. Are you getting somewhere on this case?”



“

 
I'll

 
know that when we get to Ithaca.

 
I'll

 
check in when I know more.”



“All right, Sam,” Ron said. “Keep me posted, and I don’t care what time it is. McCabe is a big client, and we need to do everything we can to save this girl.”

“We’re going up there to check out a guy named Evan Reese,” Sam said. “Indie was able to get into some supersecret database and find a recording of the actual call when McCabe was informed about the abduction, and then she got a voice print match on this guy. I think it’s time he comes face-to-face with me and Denny, see if we can get him to spill a few beans for us. He lives in Ithaca, and we have the address.”



“Sounds like a plan. Come to think of it, I’ve got a friend who lives in Ithaca, a lady cop. What’s the guy’s address?

 
I'll

 
ask her to check him out and keep an eye on him until you get there.” Sam gave him the address and waited as Ron jotted it down. “Okay, her name is Margaret Williams.

 
I'll

 
text you her phone number, and you can give her a call when you’re ready to move on this guy.”



The phone went dead, but a moment later, it chimed to sound an incoming text message. Sam glanced at it to confirm that it was Margaret’s phone number, then shoved it back into his pocket. “Okay, gather everybody up, and let Rob know that we’ll be heading out before too long. If this really is the guy, he may have other people working with him, and Rob and his team might be needed. Ron is letting us keep the Gulfstream, so we’re on the way to Ithaca, New York. As soon as the girls get back, we’ll go on down and check out, and then we can meet in the hotel restaurant for lunch. It shouldn’t take too long to get to Ithaca, so we’ll head for the airport as soon as we finish eating.”

Steve nodded and walked out of the room. Denny stayed behind for a moment, and once the door had closed, he looked up at Sam.

“You agree with me, mate? That this is some sort of wild goose chase?”

“I think there’s a good chance of it,” Sam said. “It just feels like it was all just a little too easy, so I can’t help but wonder if Mr. Reese is nothing but some sort of trick to detour us from where we ought to be going.” He let out a sigh. “Unfortunately, until we have some idea where the girl was being held, I don’t want to split up the team. If I thought it would pay to leave a few behind, I would.”

Denny shrugged. “Indie says the DHS believes he’s done this sort of thing before. Could be the bloke just got sloppy, this time.”

“His sort of people get sloppy only when it’s to their advantage. Still, we need to know what he knows, no matter how little it is.”

“True, and at least it gives us someplace to begin. I’ll see you down in the restaurant.” He got up and walked out the door without another word.

Sam and Indie began packing immediately, then sat down to wait for Jade and Summer to return.




FOUR


The receptionist looked up and smiled when Jade and Summer walked in. “Welcome to Dark Horse Security,” she said. “How can we help you today?”

Her smile vanished a second later when the girls held out their IDs, flipping them over to show the DHS endorsement. “We would like to speak to Mr. Burkart,” Jade said. “It’s on a matter that could involve national security.”

“Of course,” the girl stammered. She picked up a phone on her desk and pressed a button, then whispered into it. “Mr. Burkart, there are a couple of federal agents here to see you. They said it’s very important.”

She listened for a moment, then put the phone down. “He says he’ll be happy to see you,” she said nervously. “If you will go through this door,” she pointed to a door on her right, “he should be waiting outside his office door for you.”

Jade gave her a smile. “Thank you,” she said. She followed Summer through the door, and they spotted a tall, heavyset man in a polo shirt just a short distance down the hall. They both showed their IDs again when they got close enough.

“I’m John Burkart,” the man said. “Please, step into my office.” He held out an arm to indicate that they should precede him, then followed and closed the door. He waited until they had seated themselves in the chairs in front of his desk before taking his own chair. “Now, what can I do for Uncle Sam?”

“Mr. Burkart,” Jade said, “we’re investigating a situation that is rather sensitive. Please understand that we can’t give you details, but we need to ask you some very important questions.”

Burkart seemed to consider what she had said for a few seconds, then nodded. “Okay, I get that. What can I help you with?”

“A couple of things,” Summer said, adjusting her position and crossing her legs. Her short dress rode up a bit, and Burkart couldn’t stop his eyes from noticing. “First, who would have access to your remote security systems? By that, I mean who would be able to disable a security system in one of your clients’ locations, so that doors and windows being opened would not be recorded?”

Burkart’s eyes went back to her own and widened slightly. “Well, our dispatcher can do that,” he said. “Whoever is on duty has access to that system. Of course, all of our people are carefully checked out, so I can’t imagine any of them ever doing it unless it was necessary.”

“And what kind of situation would make it necessary?” Summer asked.

“Well,” Burkart said, “for example, if one of the clients called in and needed it shut down while some work was being done on the place, that would be one reason. Another might be if one of our patrol officers needed to enter the building, to check out a suspicious light or something. He could have the dispatcher shut it down for a few minutes, just to be sure he didn’t set off any alarms.” He grinned sheepishly. “We had that happen once last year, and our patrolman came out of the building to find the several police officers aiming their guns at him. Since then, we always shut the system down when one of them has to enter.”

“I can certainly see why,” Jade said. “And do you keep a record of when those systems are shut down?”

“Oh, certainly,” Burkart said. “We have to, just like any other record from an alarm system. All of our systems, activities are recorded on a main server. Is there a particular incident you’re concerned about?”

“Possibly,” Summer said. “Another question: have any of your people not shown up for work lately? In the past few days, I mean?”

Burkart’s eyes narrowed. “Well, yes,” he said. “Scott Taylor. He’s one of our night patrol officers, but he didn’t show up last night, and we haven’t been able to reach him today. Does this have something to do with him?”

“We don’t know yet,” Jade said. “Can you tell me if there was a specific area that Mr. Taylor worked in?”

“North Atlanta,” Burkart said. “Pretty much anything north of downtown, including Buckhead, Peachtree Park, Garden Hills. We keep five officers patrolling during the day, and twelve of them at night. Any of them can respond fairly quickly to where they’re needed within that region.”

Summer and Jade looked at each other, then turned back to Burkart. “Can you tell me whether Mr. Taylor asked for any alarm systems to be shut down early yesterday morning?”

Burkart turned to a computer on his desk and typed for several seconds, then his eyebrows went upward. “Actually, he did,” he said. He swallowed nervously. “He requested a shutdown at a residential client location. He said that the client had said he was going to be out of town for a couple of weeks, but there was activity inside the house. He went inside and checked it out, then reported back forty-five minutes later that the client had simply left a television and some lights on. He said he left them alone, that he figured it was probably something deliberate to keep people from knowing the house was empty.”

“We’re going to need everything you’ve got on Scott Taylor,” Summer said. “Can you print out his personnel file for us? We need telephone number, address, photos, everything.”

Burkart nodded, suddenly very interested in being as cooperative as possible. He had seen the house Taylor had entered, and while he knew nothing about the abduction, just the thought of Roland McCabe suing him was terrifying.

“Certainly, certainly,” he said. He typed for a few more seconds, and then a printer on the credenza came to life. “It’s strange that he would disappear like this,” he said. “Scott was only with us for a few months, but he was one of our best. He was an Atlanta city police officer for five years, but he was injured in the line of duty and forced out. He got his medical retirement from the police force, but he said sitting around was just too boring. That’s why he came to us and asked for a job.”

He gathered up the papers that had come from the printer and slipped them into a file folder, then handed them to Summer. She glanced through them, then frowned. “According to this, Mr. Taylor is five foot seven and weighs nearly two hundred and sixty pounds. Is that correct?”

Burkart blinked. “Well, yes,” he said. “I’ve known him for a few years, he was a star defensive lineman on the high school football team about ten years ago. Nobody got past him, because he knew how to use all that weight and power.”

Jade was looking over Summer’s shoulder, but then she looked up at Burkart. “Where is the patrol car he normally drives?”

“Well, it’s out on patrol,” Burkart said. “We only have so many cars, so they stay busy.”

“I think we need to see it,” Summer said without looking up. “Can you have it come in, like, now?”

Burkart stared at her for five seconds, then picked up the phone. “Ashley? Who’s driving car six today? Well, tell him to bring it back to the office, right now. We’ll meet him in the service lot.” He hung up the phone and got to his feet. “Frank Jenkins has the car, and he’s only a couple blocks away. They’re having him bring it in now. If you ladies would follow me?”

They got to their feet and Burkart led them through the building and out the back door. There were several patrol cars sitting around, some of them obviously being serviced, but then another one pulled in a moment later. The driver brought it right up to where Burkart and the girls were standing, then parked and got out.

“Mr. Burkart? Is something wrong?”

“Dunno yet, Frank,” Burkart said. “These ladies are federal agents, and they need to look at the car.”

The two men stepped aside as Jade and Summer walked up to the car. Jade opened the back doors and looked inside while Summer reached in and took the keys. She walked around toward the back of the car and opened its trunk, then suddenly stepped back and put the back of her hand to her nose.

“Found something,” Jade said. She came out of the car holding strands of hair. “Blonde hairs…”

The look on Summer’s face cut her off, and she carefully stepped toward the back of the car. A glance into the trunk confirmed what she had suspected she was going to find.

She turned and motioned for Burkart to come closer. “I think we know why Mr. Taylor didn’t report for duty last night,” she said. “He’s been riding around in the trunk.”

Burkart gasped when he saw Scott Taylor’s body. His head was split open from the back, and the drying blood, along with the smell, said he had been dead for well over twenty-four hours.

* * * * *

It was nearly two hours before the girls returned, and the rest of the team had gathered up in Sam’s room once again.

“Well, the security company wasn’t directly involved,” Summer said as they entered. “Our kidnapper is also a murderer. The patrol officer who was on duty night before last had his head bashed in and was stuffed into his own trunk. That gave the kidnapper his keys and his radio, which allowed him to tell the dispatcher to turn off the security system in the house. This guy was so cocky, Sam, he actually dropped off the car at the security company’s parking lot when he was done with it.”

“He’s cocky, all right,” Jade said. “Of course, we had to stick around until the police were called to explain why we wanted to look into the car. We cited national security as the reason we couldn’t give more information, and Summer threatened to do some terrible things to Burkart if he even mentioned the killer’s possible involvement with the McCabes. He’d seen what house it was that the system was turned off in, and he’s terrified McCabe is going to sue him over this.”

“Well, that explains how the kidnapper got in,” Sam said. “He would’ve had Taylor’s keys, and he was undoubtedly the same man who posed as the insurance examiner a couple days earlier, as well, so he knew his way through the house. Using the attic window gave him a way to avoid the creaky board.” He sighed. “Hopefully, Mr. Reese will be able to give us some idea of how to find this man. With the murder involved, this case just became a lot more sinister.”

They went to their rooms and gathered their bags, then Sam and Indie went downstairs to check them all out. When they were finished, they went into the restaurant and found everyone else already waiting for them there, including Wendy and Harvey, who was sitting beside Summer.

“You guys managed to sneak past us,” Indie said. “What looks good on the menu?”

“Everything,” Walter said.

“They have glazed rotisserie chicken with vegetables, that’s what I’m going for,” Denny said, pointing at a hand-lettered sign behind the counter. Rob and his men arrived just then, but they pushed a couple of tables together for themselves.

“I’m with you,” Indie said. “Chicken for me. Oh, look, they got Coke!”

“We’ve all decided on the chicken,” Steve said, grinning at Sam. “Are you gonna be the odd man out?”

“Not me, chicken sounds great.” He looked around. “Do we have a waitress?”

“Waiter,” Steve said. “He’ll be back in a minute.”

“He could hurry,” Sam grumbled. Almost as if he’d been overheard, a waiter appeared and approached the table. The orders were taken, and they were surprised at how quickly the food arrived.

“Talk about fast food,” Denny said. “They must keep this ready all the time. And did any of you know we were each getting a whole chicken? I figured it would be, you know, just a couple of pieces or something.”

“You’re complaining?” Indie asked. “You forget, Denny, we’ve all seen how you eat. Besides, these chickens are pretty small.”

“Complaining? I’m not complaining, luv. Cor, if any of you can’t finish your chicken, just let me know. And I don’t know what these caramelized vegetables are, but they are delicious.”

“Those are called mushrooms and onions, Denny,” Walter said. Everyone stared at him for a moment, trying to decide if he was making a joke or simply being informative. Walter ignored them.

They ate casually, without rushing, and were finished just under an hour later. They had all brought their bags down, so they left the hotel and headed for the airport. It took a few minutes to turn in the rental cars, and then they made their way toward the charter area.

Rob Feinstein and his men boarded the plane first, taking up most of the seats toward the rear of the craft. That left the front end for Sam and his team, and they settled in quickly.

The flight was easy, the seats comfortable. Steve and Jade decided to take naps, but Darren, Walter, Denny, Indie and Sam were awake. Summer was sitting with Wendy and Harvey, the three of them talking quietly among themselves. Walter sat by himself, studying something on a tablet. Indie’s seat faced backward, just in front of Sam’s, while Denny was in the seat across the aisle from the one Sam occupied. It made it easy for the three of them to talk.

“So, is there any particular plan when we get to Ithaca?” Denny asked.



“I’ll have to improvise a bit, but the basic plan is simple. We’re going to go and visit Mr. Reese and do our best to convince him to tell us everything he possibly can.

 
I'll

 
leave it up to Rob to make sure he doesn’t tip anybody off afterward.”



“And if he doesn’t talk, or doesn’t really know anything?” Indie asked. “What then?”

Sam shrugged. “We're going to be no worse off than we already are, I guess. We just need to find a lead, and right now he’s the closest thing we’ve got.”

“Sounds wonderful,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Think there’s any chance the girl is actually in Ithaca with him, somewhere?”

“I doubt it. Denny agrees with me, this is going way too easy. I feel like we were supposed to find Reese, like we’re being set up, somehow. I want all of you on your toes, watching everything you possibly can. Something about this just doesn’t feel right.”

“It’s like some sort of children’s game,” Denny said. “We are feeling around in the darkness for the players, but one of them is making noises to attract our attention. That’s how you keep anyone from finding the one they really want.”

Sam nodded. “Yes, that’s what I’m trying to say. It’s like Reese is the sacrificial pawn in a chess game, stuck out there in front where he’s bound to be captured, but clearing the way for the rook or bishop or queen to do something more serious. The question is, who are the other players?”

“Bad thing about a pawn,” Denny said, “is that he’s really nothing but a foot soldier, somebody who doesn’t know any answers. That way, he can’t give away the plan if he happens to get captured. If Reese doesn’t know who the real people behind it are, then this could be a wasted trip.”

“I don’t think so,” Sam said. “There’s a reason why that pawn was advanced, and whoever he was fronting for will be watching him. We’ve got to talk to him, and I’m going to try to get any information out of him that I can, but the real reason for this trip is to find out whether he really had anything to do with the abduction or not.”

Indie moaned. “That could take days.”

Sam looked at her. “You got something better to be doing?”

“No,” she said. “But somewhere out there, there’s a very scared teenage girl. I don’t know about the rest of you, but she’s what I’m mostly concerned about.”

“Believe me,” Sam said. “That little girl is at the forefront of my mind every minute. All I want to do is find her before it’s too late.”

Indie, her eyebrows arched, stared at him for several seconds. “I didn’t mean to imply that you didn’t care, Sam.”

“I know that,” he said. “I just can’t stop thinking about her, that’s all.”

“You guys will figure it out,” Indie said. “But something tells me I’m not going to get a lot of sleep in the next few days, so I’m going to go ahead and catch a nap while I can.” She reached down beside her seat and picked up a blanket, then reclined the seat and pulled the cover up over herself. “Good night,” she said. “Wake me up when we get there.”

Denny and Sam decided to follow her example, and soon all five of them were sleeping peacefully, despite the snoring that was coming from Steve.

A building storm in their path caused the pilot to have to detour around it, so the plane didn’t land until almost five p.m. The whole lot of them stepped onto the tarmac and then went in search of rental vehicles. Once again, Sam got three separate cars and Rob opted for a van that could carry his entire squad. Because it was already so late in the afternoon, Sam drove directly to the Marriott hotel, which was just outside the airport property, and they all checked in.

The desk clerk looked up at the large group of people who entered and turned to Sam with a smile. “A good evening to you, sir, and welcome to the Marriott Hotel. And how many rooms will you need?”

Sam smiled back. “A bunch,” he said. He handed over a Windlass credit card, and they ended up with a total of seven rooms.

“I can put all of you on one floor,” the clerk said. “I’m afraid it will be the fourth floor, is that all right?”

“Yes, that would be fine. I don’t know how long we're going to be staying, is that a problem?”

“It shouldn’t be,” the man said. “We don’t have many reservations for the next few days. Not really much of anything happening around town, right now.”

Keys were passed out and they ended up taking three separate elevators to get everyone up to the fourth floor. Sam and Indie took the room closest to the elevator while everyone else fanned out to claim rooms for themselves. Once they were all settled in, they went back down to the bistro, which was only open for breakfast and dinner. When they all arrived together, it just about filled the place.

Luckily, it didn’t take long to order, and the food was brought to them fairly quickly. Once they were served, the waitresses went back behind the counter and left them alone.

“Okay, then, boss,” Steve said, “what’s the plan?”

“The plan is to rattle Evan Reese,” Sam said. “While the voice print match might not be enough to bring any kind of charges against him, when you put it together with the fact that he was in Atlanta at the time, it’s enough to convince me he knows something. I want to know how he’s involved and what he knows about the people behind this.”

“Okay,” Denny said. “So, do we just go grab the bloke and beat it out of him?”

“As tempting as that sounds,” Sam said, “I prefer to do this without violence.” He turned to Summer. “How do you feel about trying your own special approach?”

Summer, who was wearing a form fitting black dress and looking like she belonged in Hollywood, smiled at him. “I was hoping you’d ask,” she said. “You know I always enjoy myself in those little sessions.”



Indie broke into a grin. “Okay, I’m dying to see this,” she said. “I keep hearing about your ‘special talents at interrogation,’ but

 
I'll

 
admit I find it a little hard to believe.”



“You shouldn’t,” Wendy said. “I was with them the last time. When she goes into her act, any man she’s targeted is going to melt into a babbling puddle.” She glanced over at her cameraman, a grin splitting her face. “I thought poor old Harvey was going to have a heart attack.”

Harvey glared at her for a moment. “I was fine,” he said. “I knew good and well it was an act. Trust me, Summer warned me ahead of time about what she was planning to do. I’m just surprised that old man lived through it.”

Summer giggled. “I can handle it,” she said. “All I need is to know where to find him.” She turned to Harvey. “And that necklace, the one with the hidden camera built into it. I need that, too.”

“No problem, I brought it,” Harvey said, blushing.



She reached over and patted him on the arm. “Poor baby,” she said. “

 
I'll

 
try not to make it too racy this time.”



Harvey turned a deeper shade of red.

“This will be good,” Summer said. “I can do the ‘little girl lost’ routine. What does this guy look like, anyway?”

Indie called up a picture on her phone and handed it over. The image showed a man in his late thirties or early forties, not terribly tall, but well-built and ruggedly handsome.



“Wow,” Summer said. “Reminds me of some cowboy from the movies.” She looked up at Sam with a smile. “

 
I'll

 
have him eating out of my hands in no time.”



“I’m sure you will,” Sam said, “but the idea is to find out what he knows about Amber. How do you plan to bring that up without tripping alarms in his head?”



“Who cares about alarms? Once I get him tied to the bed, I can drop the act and get down to business.

 
I'll

 
find out everything he knows, but what do I do with him afterward?”



“That’s where Rob comes in,” Sam said. “Since the abduction of the girl involves trying to force her father into an international business deal, we can get away with holding him incommunicado as a suspected terrorist. Rob will have a couple of his men take charge and hold him until this is over. After that, hopefully he’ll be facing plenty of charges that will put him away.”

Summer nodded. “No problem. Do you want to be in on the questioning?”

“Actually, I would,” Sam said. “Once you get him softened up, then I think it’s time for me and Denny to do our part.”

“Sounds good,” Denny said. He grinned. “Since we’re in New York, do you want me to use an Italian accent?”

Sam grinned back at him. “If you think it’ll help,” he said.

“Sam,” Steve said, “what about his surveillance? If DHS is really paying a lot of attention to this guy, they just might take offense to our paying him a visit. Do we want them to know the truth about it?”

“Good point,” Sam said. “We’ll play it by ear, but it would be good if we can avoid having to deal with them until after we’re done with our questioning.”

Summer made a face that was supposed to look innocent and lost. “Oh, sir, I’m so sorry to bother you. I’m just lost. A friend of mine was supposed to meet me around here somewhere, but I can’t remember the address. Could you pretty please give me a ride back to my hotel? Pretty, pretty please?” She fluttered her eyelids for effect, and the men all grinned.

“That ought to work,” Steve said. “Get him to leave his house, and then maybe some of us can run interference to shake his tail. If she can get him back to the hotel and into her room, we can be all done with him before those guys even figure out they lost him.”

“Actually,” Sam said, “I think we ought to avoid bringing him to the hotel. Indie, why don’t you see if you can find us an empty building real quick, something you can rent online without giving too much information? A house would be best, especially if it’s furnished.”

“I can do that,” she said. “Something outside the city, maybe?”

“That’s probably a good idea, but not too far out.”

“I’m checking the local real estate market for possibilities,” she said, tapping on her phone. “There are a lot of places to rent around here by the week, fully furnished and even with dishes and such. Getaway places, I guess. Here’s one about six miles out, and I can get it right now for up to two weeks, immediate possession.”



Sam looked at the picture she showed him and nodded. “That looks perfect,” he said as he handed

 
her

 
a Windlass credit card. “Get it and send us the address. How do we get the keys?”



“Hang on a sec,” she said. “Okay, got it! The keys are in a lockbox on the front porch and the code is 19686. I’m sending you the address now.”

“Send it to Summer, too. Summer, if you can get him to go with you, let’s take him there. If you can’t, we’ll grab him under the Patriot Act and turn him over to DHS when we’re done.” He turned to Darren. “As soon as she gets him out of his apartment, I’d like you and Jade to go in and search the place. Check out his computer, emails, anything to see if you can find any clues to where Amber might be hidden. This guy is involved, so let’s not leave any stone unturned.”

The two of them nodded, knowing that Sam would want to get started as soon as they finished their dinner. It didn’t take long, and then they were each off to carry out their part of the day’s mission.

Sam and Denny followed Steve to his room, and Sam took out his phone to call Margaret Williams. He tapped the number in the text message he’d gotten from Ron, and it was answered on the first ring.

“This is Margaret,” came a surprisingly deep voice.

“Margaret, this is Sam Prichard,” Sam said. “Ron Thomas said you’d be expecting my call.”

“I sure was, Mr. Prichard. I’m keeping an eye on your boy right now. When would you like to get together to talk about him?”

“Actually, I want to come check out the lay of the land,” Sam said. “Are you somewhere around his place?”

“Just a little ways down the street. Ron says you are aware that he has some federal agents keeping an eye on him, as well?”

“Yes, we know,” Sam said. “We’re actually planning to try to get him out and away from them for a while. Do you think that might be possible?”

“Shouldn’t be very difficult,” Margaret said. “There’s only one guy watching him, and he tends to be asleep most of the time. Listen, there’s a convenience store right on the corner beside where I’m parked. Why don’t you stop by here and let’s talk for a minute, let me fill you in on this clown. After Ron called, I got really curious as to what this is all about. Ron said to ask you, and that you can call him if you need to verify that it’s all right to talk to me.”

“All right,” Sam said. “We're going to be there in about twenty minutes or so. You’ll know me, I walk with a cane.”

“Yeah, you won’t have any trouble spotting me, either. Just look for the tallest woman you’ve ever seen, that’ll be me.”

“Okay,” Sam said. “We’ll see you pretty soon.”

He ended the call and told the rest of them what she had said. “Harvey, go get that necklace for Summer, and then you come along with us. You can monitor her from your phone, right?”



“Yes, sir,” Harvey said. “

 
I'll

 
be right back.”



They waited for him to run to his room and get the necklace, and then Sam, Denny, and Summer got up from their chairs. Sam kissed Indie and told her he’d be back as soon as he could, then the four of them walked out of the hotel and got into his rental car. He put Reese’s address into his GPS and then put the car in gear.



“Denny and

 
I'll

 
wait with Margaret,” Sam said to Summer, “while you try to get Reese out of his apartment. Harvey will keep us up to date by monitoring your necklace camera, so you won’t have to signal us when you leave there.”



“Sounds good,” she said. Sam started to say something to the others, but he was cut short when his phone rang. He looked at the display and saw that it was Mr. McCabe calling.

“Sam Prichard,” he said.

“Mr. Prichard,” said McCabe. “I hope you’ll forgive a worried father, but I just needed to check in with you. Have you learned anything about who took my daughter?”

“We think we’ve identified and located the person who called you that morning,” Sam said, “and we are on the way to question him, now. I’m hoping he might be able to provide us with more information about who’s behind this and where we can find her. Mr. McCabe, I wish I had more to tell you, but that’s where we stand at the moment.”

McCabe let out a sigh. “Thank you,” he said simply. “It makes me feel better just to know that you’re out there working on it. You will let me know as soon as you find out anything?”



“Absolutely, sir,” Sam said. “

 
I'll

 
call you the minute I know something, I promise.”



The call ended and Denny looked over at Sam. “You didn’t tell him about the security officer?”

“No,” Sam said, shaking his head. “He’s worried enough without knowing that there’s already been at least one murder involved.”

Denny nodded. “I’ve worked a few kidnapping cases,” he said. “I don’t have any kids, but I can imagine it’s a nightmare for the parents when one of them gets stolen away like this. I don’t envy that poor fellow what he’s going through.”

“I know,” Sam said. “It’s got to be hell.”

Denny was driving, and Summer and Harvey rode along as they went to meet Margaret and check out Reese’s surroundings. Darren and Jade were following in a separate car. The apartment building was in a very nice neighborhood, almost a half hour’s drive from the hotel. The street was lined with apartment buildings that all looked very much alike, but they had no trouble finding the right one.

Sam spotted the convenience store half a block from the apartment building with no problem and parked the car beside it. They spotted Margaret leaning against the outer wall, and she pushed off and came toward them as Sam stepped out with his cane.

“I’m Margaret,” she said as they met in the parking lot. “Which one of you is Prichard?”

Sam smiled and waved his cane in the air. “That would be me,” he said. “This is Denny Cortlandt, Summer Raines and Harvey Reilly, my associates.” Sam, Denny and Summer showed their IDs, flipping them over so that Margaret could see the Homeland Security endorsement on the back. Her eyes went wide when she saw it.

Margaret shook hands with each of them as she looked them all over, her eyes lingering on Summer for a moment. “Looks like a pretty good crew,” she said. “Now, can you tell me what this is all about? See, Reese is somebody we pay attention to here on the police force. He’s one of those guys that’s always in the middle of something, and it occasionally means trouble here at home.”

“Can I ask you a question first?” Sam asked. When she nodded, he went on. “I’m just curious, but how do you know Ron Thomas?”

She laughed. “That’s an easy one,” she said. “I used to date him. Ron and I went to college together in L.A., and we studied criminal justice together. He used to call me ‘Hickory Tree,’ because I’m so tall. We got to be friends, then we ended up dating for about six months. We even talked about getting married once, but I figure I would’ve been a widow before we were married a year, so we decided to just stay friends.”

Sam grinned. “He got on your nerves?”

“Oh, not at all,” Margaret said. “He was just constantly trying to prove himself, and my height made him way too insecure. If we had gotten married, I think the poor guy would’ve died of inferiority complex.”

“Okay, that probably does sound like Ron. As for what this is about, a sixteen-year-old girl was abducted out of her bedroom very early yesterday morning. Her father is a wealthy businessman, and the kidnapping seems to have been a ploy to force him into a partnership with a company from Africa. That partnership could cost him just about everything, so he had been refusing. He was warned that if the police are involved, his daughter will be killed immediately, so he hired Ron’s company to try to find her. I’m their chief investigator.”

Margaret nodded slowly. “And you think Reese is involved?”

“We found a recording of the phone call where our client was advised that his daughter was being held hostage, and there’s a strong possibility that it’s Reese’s voice on the phone. What can you tell us about the guy?”

“Evan Reese is thirty-nine years old, a former government employee who now dabbles in information marketing. He’s been known to offer a lot of other services, as well, like working out secret deals between governments and arranging people to handle things like industrial espionage, things like that. Here in New York, he’s well known for having a lot of dirt on a lot of people. Occasionally, some of our less scrupulous citizens go to him when they feel that the government is getting too close to the things that they do. He knows the strings to pull to make sure an investigation gets stonewalled, or convince the district attorney not to pursue criminal charges. Unfortunately, he has way too much dirt on way too many people for anyone to be willing to do what it takes to shut him down.”

“Do you think they honestly want him gone?” Sam asked. “I’m going to be asking him a lot of questions about his involvement in this abduction, and he better have some answers. When I get done with him, I could probably arrange for him to spend the next fifty years or so locked away in federal prison.”

“Wouldn’t break my heart any, I can tell you that, but you may get some resistance from the local and state governments. A lot of what he does is useful to the political types, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “I’m afraid I know exactly what you mean. Luckily, I’m the apolitical type, and I don’t really care what they want.” He looked down the street toward where Reese’s apartment building should be. “Okay, so where’s our boy?”

“That’s his building right there,” Margaret said, pointing. “Can I ask what you’ve got in mind?”

“Well, Summer is our interrogation specialist,” Sam said with a straight face. “She’ll try to entice him into driving her back home, which happens to be a place in the country where we can get him all to ourselves, to interrogate him. If he has any idea where the girl is, I want to get that information without letting the people behind it know that we got to him. After that, I’ve got some security people who can sit on him for a while, if necessary, or I can turn him over to DHS. Since economic espionage with an international component is involved, we can hold him as a potential enemy combatant under the U.S.A. Patriot Act.”

Margaret looked Summer over again. “She shouldn’t have any problem getting him to do whatever she wants. Evan is nothing if not a horndog. He’s always got a hottie around somewhere, but they change as often as his underwear.”

Summer grinned. “Good,” she said. “Makes my job easier.”

Margaret shrugged. “Just watch him,” she said. “He can be pretty rough on a girl. I’ve had to deal with a few of them after he was finished, and it wasn’t pretty.”

“And he’s still walking around?” Denny asked. “Maybe we can fix that.”

“If he’s the guy from that phone call,” Sam said, “he’s not gonna be hurting any other women in the future. He might even get a taste of it in prison for himself.”

“That would be fine with me,” Margaret said. “So, when do you plan to do this?”

He turned to Summer. “Are you ready?”

She giggled. “Sam, I was born ready!” She turned on the camera in the necklace, then walked off toward Reese’s building as Harvey tuned in to the video transmission.

Margaret grinned when she saw the image on his phone. “Okay, that’s cool,” she said.

The four of them watched as Summer approached the building, then walked inside and went up the elevator to Reese’s floor. He was in apartment 3B, and she found it just beside the elevator when she got off.
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Summer knocked on the door and waited a moment, and then it opened cautiously. Reese looked out around it and said, “Yes? Can I help you?”

Summer smiled brightly. “Yeah, I’m here to meet Brent, did he get here yet?”

The man blinked in confusion. “Brent? I’m afraid I don’t know anyone by that name, you must have the wrong apartment.” He started to close the door, but Summer reached out and put a hand on it.

“What?” she asked, her voice sounding panicky. “This is 3B, isn’t it? That’s what it says on the door. Brent told me to meet him at 1430 Lancaster Drive, Apartment 3B, he said he’d be here around 7:30. Isn’t he here yet?”

Reese looked her up and down, then opened the door a bit wider. “Well, that’s the address,” he said. “But I’m afraid I don’t know anyone named Brent. Are you sure you got it right? Maybe you should call him.”

Summer screwed up her face as if she were about to cry. “But I can’t,” she whined. “He lost his phone and used a pay phone to call me. I swear this is the address he gave me, he told me he’d meet me here. Oh, I don’t know what I’m going to do now.”

Reese stared at her. “I’m really sorry, but I don’t know…”

Summer let tears start down her cheeks as she looked at him again. “I—I don’t suppose you’d be willing to give me a ride back to the house, would you? It’s out in the country, so I don’t have any way to get there.” She reached out and put a hand against his chest. “I would be ever so grateful, if you could.”



Reese looked her over again, then smiled. “What the hell?” he said. “It’s not like I really have anything else to do.” He looked

 
her

 
up and down once again. “Well, at least nothing that would be better than spending time with a beautiful girl like you.”



Summer blushed, a talent she’d developed as a teenager. She put an expression of surprise on her face, as if she simply couldn’t believe such a charming man would say something so flirtatious.

“That’s sweet of you,” she said shyly. “You don’t have to flatter me, though. You really don’t mind giving me a ride?”

“Not at all,” he said. “Just give me a moment to get my keys, and we can go.” He left the door standing open as he walked into another room, then came back a moment later holding a set of car keys. He locked the door behind them, then took hold of her elbow as he led her toward the elevator again.

“So,” he asked, “how did you end up stranded in the city?”

“It’s really embarrassing,” Summer said. “See, Brent is my talent agent. I’ve been trying to get into acting and he sent me here for some drama classes. Unfortunately, there aren’t a lot of jobs open for people who aren’t going to be living here full-time, and I still have to make a living, you know?” She blushed bright red again. “So, Brent got me into doing some private entertaining. Oh, wait, that sounds like I’m a prostitute or something, that’s not what I mean. I just—well, I guess you’d say I’m sort of a private exotic dancer. I don’t go all the way naked, just down to the skivvies, you know?” She shrugged. “It pays the bills, that’s all.”

Reese looked her over one more time as they walked out the front door and toward the parking lot beside the building. He pushed a button on the key fob and the lights flashed on a new sports car, and then the doors on the car tilted upward.

“Oh, really? Well, perhaps I should hire you to dance for me.”

Summer tilted her face down, then looked up at him again with a shy smile. “How about I give you one for free? If you weren’t being so nice, I could be stuck here for hours. There shouldn’t be anybody at the house when we get there, so maybe you could come inside and I could give you a little sample.”

Reese held her hand as she slid into the passenger seat of the beautiful car, then pushed the door down into place and walked around to get behind the wheel. “That sounds like an offer I couldn’t dare refuse.” He pushed a button on the dash and the car started, the rumbling exhaust vibrating the whole vehicle. “So,” he said. “Where are we headed?”

Summer gave him the address and he punched it into the GPS panel on the dashboard. The voice of a woman with a British accent immediately gave him directions, and he put the car in gear.

* * * * *

“We’re on,” Darren said. Jade followed him as he made his way to the front door of the building, then up to apartment 3B. It took him only a moment to pick the locks, and then they were inside.

“Awfully spartan for a playboy,” Jade commented. There was a sofa, a coffee table and a television in the living room, but nothing else. They walked through the apartment, finding a more luxuriously appointed bedroom, and a second bedroom that was set up as an office. “Found his computer. I’ll start there, and you can toss the place.”

Darren nodded. He went into the bedroom and started going through the dresser drawers, then moved to the closet.

Jade took a thumb drive out of her pocket and put it into the USB port on Reese’s laptop. When she powered the computer on, the program on the drive forced the computer to open and bypass the password screen. She sat down in the chair at the desk and began going through all of his files, checking his email folders first.

Twenty minutes later, both of them had concluded that there was no information to be found in the apartment. “The only thing I can tell you about this guy,” Jade said as she and Darren were leaving, “is that he is smart enough not to do any of his business from home.”

“I would agree with that,” Darren said. “However, I can tell you that he’s borderline OCD, and probably overconfident in his abilities. He keeps everything in its place, but the assortment of clothing I found indicates someone who doesn’t have much of a fashion sense. Anybody who will wear a plaid shirt with a suit probably thinks he can’t do anything wrong.”

Jade grinned at him as they closed the door behind themselves. “Is that the official FBI profile?”

Darren shook his head. “No,” he said. “It’s just something I learned from watching my brother. He’s the same kind of jackass.”

* * * * *

“That’s our cue,” Sam said. “Let’s get moving. Don’t follow too closely, we know where she’s going.” He turned to Margaret. “Listen, I appreciate your help.”

Margaret grinned. “No problem,” she said. “Let me know if I can do anything else.”

Denny got behind the wheel and Harvey slid into the back seat as Sam took shotgun. The car started up, Denny put it in gear and he cruised leisurely out of the parking lot. Sam brought up directions on his phone and they followed them along slowly.

The road leading out to the house, though just a county road, was in surprisingly good shape and looked like it had been recently repaved. It took them almost twenty minutes to get to the house, but all three of the men were surprised when they finally turned in to the driveway and got their first glimpse of it.

It was a large country farmhouse and looked to be quite old, but in decent shape. Reese’s car was parked in front of it and there was no sign of anyone outside. Sam pointed to a barn that sat behind the house, and Denny drove around to park beside it.

“How’s the signal, Harvey?” Sam asked. They’d lost it for a bit while they were on the road, but the images were coming in again.

“Good and strong,” Harvey said. “She’s just going into her act. He’s sitting on the sofa, and she hung the necklace on something so that we can see both of them. She’s got some music playing on her phone and is just starting to dance.”

“Good, she’s keeping him busy. Come on, let’s check out the barn.”

The three of them got out of the car and stepped inside the old barn, and Harvey took a position just out of sight inside the barn door. His eyes were glued to the screen on his phone, so Sam motioned for Denny to follow him deeper inside.

“Look at this,” Sam said as they walked through the barn. He pointed upward to where a ladder went into the loft. “Looks like a good place to put the fear into somebody, don’t you think?”

Denny nodded. “I’d say so, right enough. Sort of place where you might feel trapped forever, like there’s no way you’re ever going to get out.”

“I guess,” Sam said. He turned and faced toward the house, even though he couldn’t see it through the walls of the barn. “If Reese really is the one who made that call, he’s probably more scared of the people behind the kidnapping than he will be of us, at least in the beginning. He’s probably going to do everything possible to keep from telling us what we want to know. I’m thinking that if we stash him up there and tie him up, just let him think about things for a few hours, he might be ready to break down and do some serious talking before too long.”

Denny looked into the darkness above. “That should probably work, I’d say. I think it might be a good idea for us to keep a watch on him, though. This guy used to be a spook, so he may have a few tricks up his sleeve.”

“I was planning on it,” Sam said, “but whoever is watching will stay out of sight. I want him to think he’s alone, that we just tied him up and left him there to rot. Most people probably never give it much thought, but I doubt there’s anything more frightening than to think you’re going to be left somewhere all alone, left to die a slow, painful death from thirst or starvation. I want him to be thinking like that before we actually start to question him.”

“That’s devious, Sam,” Denny said. “Bloody devious.”

They went back to the entrance of the barn, where Harvey was waiting and watching the image on his phone.

“It’s getting a mite steamy in there, Sam,” Denny said. He was looking over Harvey’s shoulder at the screen of the phone. “She’s got the dress off, and Reese looks like he’s completely enthralled.”

“Let’s give her a little more time,” Sam said. “It didn’t take me long to realize that she knows exactly what she’s doing.”

The three of them stood shoulder to shoulder and watched the video, and Sam did his best to keep his thoughts professional. This was Summer’s interrogation technique, and he already knew that it was extremely effective, but it was also one of the most excitingly erotic dances he had ever seen.

Summer was only inches away from Reese, but every time he tried to reach out to touch her, she spun away. The audio on the system was working perfectly, and they heard her playfully scolding him. “Not yet,” she said seductively, “just wait. Trust me, I didn’t bring you out here just to dance for you.”

Harvey groaned, then Denny laid a hand on his shoulder. “She’s just working it, mate,” the Englishman said. “She’s just doing her job, that’s all.”

“I know,” Harvey said. “It’s just hard to watch somebody else trying to touch her.”

Denny looked at Sam and rolled his eyes. The poor boy had it bad for Summer.

Sam took out his phone and called Indie.

“Hey, baby,” Indie said. “Looks like nobody noticed Mr. Reese’s disappearance. Darren and Jade are back.  Unfortunately, they didn’t find anything to help the case, but they said the guy watching his building was still snoring when they left.”

“Okay, that’s good. Go ahead and start packing everything up, then, but don’t check us out. We might need to go back there before we finish up in Ithaca. As soon as you’re ready, then head on out here.”

“Okay,” Indie said. “It’s going to get a little crowded out there, though, that house only has four bedrooms.”

“We’ll manage,” Sam said. “Don’t forget to tell Rob to come along. His men are going to be quite useful, I think. And bring something to snack on, and some drinks. Get something for breakfast, too.”

“You got it,” Indie said. “Love you, babe, see you soon.”

Denny, still watching the video, gave a snort. “Bloody cocky bastard,” he said. “He’s tried to grab her a dozen times, and she keeps pushing him back down into his seat. Don’t you think it’s about time we made our move?”

“Yeah, I do,” Sam said. “We go in with guns drawn, so that he’s taken by surprise. There will be two guns pointed at him, so I doubt he’s going to try anything stupid. He might be a badass, but nobody can put up a fight against a bullet. We’ll go in fast, try to be there before he realizes what’s happening. You’ll stand back out of reach and keep him covered while I check to make sure he isn’t armed.”

Denny drew his pistol and nodded at Sam, then turned to Harvey. “You hang back here, mate,” he said. “Keep watching, and when you see that everything is under control, then you can come on in.”

The two of them moved as quickly and quietly as Sam could manage out to the front of the house and up the steps. As Sam had suspected, Summer had left the door unlocked for them, so he quickly twisted the knob and rushed inside.

Reese started to leap to his feet, but then his eyes focused on the barrel of Sam’s Glock seventeen, which was pointed right at his face. He froze, only halfway to his feet, and then sank back onto the couch.

“Smart man,” Sam said. “Here’s the situation. My friends and I have some pretty serious questions for you, and we really hope you have the answers we’re looking for. What do you know about the abduction of Amber McCabe?”

Reese was staring at the gun in Sam’s hand. “Who? Abduction? What the hell are you talking about?”

Sam sighed. “Look, man, playing stupid is—well, it’s stupid. We already know you were the one to call her father and tell him she’d been kidnapped, and that the only way to get her back is to go along with the Ethio Electronics deal. There’s no possible way to get out of this, you’re already nailed to the wall. Your only hope for any kind of leniency is going to be helping us to get her back safely. Do you understand me?”

Reese flicked his eyes to Denny, who hadn’t said a word and was standing just inside the now closed door with his own pistol aimed at Reese’s face. He kept them on the big man for a moment, then looked back at Sam.

“I’m telling you, I don’t have the slightest idea what you’re talking about. Why are you accusing me?”

“Because we have a recording of your call to McCabe and we got a voice print match to you, on top of having proof that you were in Atlanta at the time the girl was abducted. Now, you can cooperate with us and help us get the girl back, or you can go down for kidnapping, and for murder if she dies. Your choice, take your pick.”

Reese stared at him for another moment, then started shaking his head. “Look, you have to believe me, I honestly don’t know anything about any kidnapping! Yes, I was in Atlanta, I flew down a couple days ago to handle a business problem, but I didn’t even see any girls, I swear! I’m telling you, man, you got the wrong guy!”

Sam glanced at Denny. “Keep him covered,” he said. He holstered his own weapon and walked carefully toward Reese. “Up on your feet, hands on top of your head.”

Reese complied, and Sam quickly patted him down. As he had suspected, he found a Beretta 9 mm pistol tucked into the back of his pants and took it away. He found no other weapons, so he stepped back again.

“Okay, sit back down.” He turned to look at Summer, who had slipped her dress back on and was standing beside Denny. “You okay? Looked like he was trying to get hold of you a few times.”

She grinned. “If he’d given me any trouble,” she said, “he’d have broken bones. I’m fine.”

Harvey came through the door at that moment, and she turned to smile at him. “Hey, sexy,” she said. “Did you like the show I put on for you?”

Harvey blushed. “Long as you’re okay,” he said. “But, yeah.”

Sam turned back to Reese. “Okay, here’s the deal. You’re not leaving until I get answers, and they’re going to be the ones I want. When you do leave, you’re going right into federal custody. Now, you might think that stalling is going to do you some good, but I can assure you that is not the truth. It might even be possible that we can work out some sort of an arrangement, something that would leave you in a lot less trouble, but only if we find Amber alive and safe. If anything happens to her, I can assure you that you’re going to be facing not only a kidnapping charge, but also a murder charge.”

Reese shook his head. “You got the wrong guy,” he said. “This happens to me all the time, I really don’t understand why, but it does. You know how many times I’ve been charged with different crimes? Eighteen times, that’s how many, and every single one of them has been dismissed. You can do whatever you want, but there’s nothing I can do to help you.”

Sam reached into his pocket and took out his ID, showed it to Reese, and then flipped it so he could see the DHS endorsement.

“That might be true,” he said, “but now you’re involved in international economic espionage. Since an abduction of an innocent person was part of the crime, that means that we can classify you as an enemy combatant, a terrorist. Under the Patriot Act, we don’t have to charge you with anything at all, we can just throw you into a cell and keep you there for the rest of your life. If we do, the best you could hope for is that you don’t end up in a Supermax facility.”

There was the briefest flash of concern in Reese’s eyes, but then he relaxed. “Look, I’m no terrorist. As far as locking me up and throwing away the key, you might want to check with somebody up your chain of command. I’ve done an awful lot for our government, including some very powerful people within it. They might not take kindly to me being buried alive, somewhere.”

Sam grinned at him. “Do I look like I really give a shit? Because I don’t. I can guarantee you that the people I answer to will be more than willing to stick you in that hole and close the lid.” He cocked his head and looked thoughtful for a few seconds, then pulled out his pistol again. “Maybe,” he said, “maybe you just need some time to think this over. Denny?”

Denny holstered his weapon and reached into a pocket to pull out some zip strips. “Always prepared,” he said. “Get up again, mate.”

“Oh, come on,” Reese said angrily. “Is this really necessary?”

“Get up,” Sam said. “Now.”

Reese huffed, then pushed off the sofa and got to his feet. Denny spun him around and yanked his hands behind his back, securing them quickly. When he was finished, he took hold of Reese’s arm and made him face Sam again.

Sam waggled his gun toward the door. “Let’s go,” he said. “Lead him out, Denny.”

Denny marched Reese out the front door and toward the barn, the setting sun casting long shadows across the landscape, then took him inside. When Denny got to the ladder, he bent over and tossed the man over his shoulder, then climbed up into the loft while Reese protested loudly.

“Okay, knock it off,” the man said. “This is getting way out of hand, guys. What do you think you’re going to do, feed me to the chickens?”

“Nope,” Denny said. “Spiders. Lots of them in a barn, don’t you know?”

He got up to the loft and dropped Reese unceremoniously onto the floor, face down, then sat on him while he secured the man’s ankles. Sam climbed up the ladder and joined them just as Denny flipped Reese over and leaned him against a post. He took out a knife and cut one of the zip strips on the man’s wrists, then secured them again behind the post. It was fairly dark in the loft, with only a hint of light coming through in the gaps between the boards on the west wall.

“When I was a kid,” Sam said, “I got to spend a summer on a farm. I used to love climbing up into the loft of the barn, it just seemed like such a great place to hang out and have fun. But then, one night, my cousins decided it would be fun to play a prank on me. They waited until I was up in the loft, then took the ladder down. I was stuck up there, and it wasn’t until way past midnight that anybody realized I hadn’t come into the house. That was one of the most terrifying nights of my life, and I’ve never forgotten it. Let’s see how you like it.”

He turned and started down the ladder again, carefully because of his bad hip, and Denny followed.

“You think this is funny?” Reese asked. “What, you think this is going to make me give up secrets I don’t have? You’re idiots, gentlemen, complete idiots. I can’t answer questions I don’t have the answers to, don’t you understand that? Hey, are you listening?”

At the bottom of the ladder, Sam looked at Denny with a grin. “So,” he whispered softly, “what happened to the Italian accent?”

Denny rolled his eyes. “After that dance, I could barely remember who I am. Sorry, mate, slipped my mind.”

Sam chuckled quietly. “No problem, just wondered.” He pointed at himself, and then toward the house, while Denny nodded his understanding. He was to wait there, just in case Reese managed to get loose.

Sam left the barn without saying another word and used his cane to make a little extra noise. Reese continued shouting from the loft, but Sam and Denny both ignored him.
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“Is he squirming yet?” Summer asked when Sam got back into the house.

Sam grinned at her. “Not yet, but give him time. Denny is going to keep an eye on him until the rest get here, probably in about half an hour. Rob can put a couple of his men on him, then.”

He took a walk through the house, looking into all of the rooms. As Indie had said, there were four bedrooms, but they were large. Two of them held a queen sized bed and a dresser, but the others each had two sets of bunk beds. There were two bathrooms, the big living room, a laundry room and a kitchen. Sam opened the cabinets and found dishes, but no food of any kind. A glance into the refrigerator showed him that it was perfectly clean, but he did find ice in the freezer.

He went back into the living room and sat in a recliner. “Decent little place,” he said. “When everybody else gets here, we’ll figure out the sleeping arrangements.”

“I already looked around,” Summer said. “I’m calling dibs on one of the big beds for me and Jade, but we can probably squeeze Wendy in, too. I figure you and Indie will take the other one.”

“That sounds like a plan,” Sam said. “The guys can fight over the bunk beds, and whoever’s left can take the couch. Rob and his guys will probably be sleeping on the floor, they seem to like it.”

Summer and Harvey sat on the couch together, and the three of them waited quietly for the rest of the team to arrive.

* * * * *

“Hey, come back here!” Reese yelled. “You can’t just leave me up here like this. Come on, you guys, you said you wanted to talk, let’s talk.”

Denny sat quietly on an old milk crate. He had been listening to Reese for almost half an hour and was really beginning to wish the guy would just shut up.

“Come on,” Reese yelled. “I’ll be honest, I swear!”

The sound of gravel crunching in the driveway caught Denny’s attention, and he rose silently to look out through the barn doors. The rest of the team had arrived and were pulling up in front of the house. He watched as Indie, Darren, Steve, Walter, and Jade, followed by Rob Feinstein and his eight soldiers, stepped out of the vehicles. Rob immediately detailed two men to keep watch outside while the rest of them went into the house.

“Hey, who’s there?” Reese shouted. “Somebody pull in? Come help me, I’m tied up in the barn!”

Denny looked up toward the loft and shook his head. The guy never gave up.

* * * * *

Sam welcomed everyone, pulling Indie into a hug.

“I’ve got two men on watch,” Rob said. “Got anything for the rest of us?”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “We’ve got Mr. Reese tied up in the loft of the barn, hoping he might be a little more forthcoming with information after he stays up there for a while. Denny is keeping an eye on him, but you could send a couple out to relieve him. We’re probably going to be here all night, at least, so you can switch out who’s watching where from time to time.”

Rob turned to the men who had followed him inside. “Jacobson, Maravich, go on out to the barn and give Denny a break. If you can throw a little scare into the guy in the loft, that probably won’t hurt anything.”

“Yes, sir,” came the reply from both men. They walked right back out the door, their M4 rifles in their hands.

Denny looked up as they entered the barn. One of them, the man named Jacobson, silently signaled him to go back into the house. He pointed upward toward the loft to signify that he and his partner would take over.

Denny nodded and walked away and Jacobson went to the ladder. Quietly, managing to do so without a sound, he climbed quickly up and stepped out. Maravich followed a second later, looked curiously at Reese, then turned and said something in Russian to Jacobson.

“Hey, you guys come to get me out of here?” Reese asked. “What did he say? What was that?”

Jacobson shook his head at Maravich, then turned to Reese. “We’re here to watch you,” he said. “My partner just wanted to know if he could have a little fun with you while we do so.”

Reese’s eyes narrowed. “Fun? What you mean, fun?”

“He’s from Siberia,” Jacobson said, grinning evilly. “Hasn’t seen his wife in almost 2 years.”

Reese’s eyes suddenly shot wide open. “No! No fun! No, no, no!”

Maravich scowled, then sat down on the loft floor and glared at Reese. Jacobson moved aside to sit down on a bale of hay.



“Look, I’ve got money,” Reese said. “You get me out of here,

 
I'll

 
make it worth your while.”



Jacobson shook his head. “I got a better idea,” he said. “You sit there and be very, very quiet, or I’m going to tell Maravich that you think he’s sexy.”

Reese stared at him for a second, then clamped his mouth shut.

It was nearly nine o’clock, and Sam suggested that everybody needed to get some rest. He set an alarm on his phone for midnight and then he and Indie went into one of the bedrooms and closed the door. The rest of the team spread out into bedrooms, as well, leaving Harvey to sleep on the couch.

Indie looked at Sam as he stripped out of his clothes and climbed into the bed. “So? Do you think he’s really the guy?”



“I’m pretty sure of it, now,” Sam replied. “Maybe we just got lucky, and he wasn’t a wild goose chase. He claims not to know who Amber is, but the name didn’t surprise him. He’s a cool customer,

 
I'll

 
give him that. He hasn’t shown any sign that he’s worried about how much trouble he might be in. From what he said, he thinks he can get out of anything just by calling in favors or using whatever leverage he has. I’m hoping that a few hours in the dark will make him a little more forthcoming.”



Indie climbed into bed beside him and cuddled up close. The two of them kissed and whispered sweet nothings for a few minutes, and then drifted off to sleep.

Sam woke up almost a minute before the alarm was set to go off and quickly shut it down. He carefully got out of bed, letting Indie continue sleeping, then dressed as quietly as he could. He made it out of the room without waking her, then slipped out the front door and headed toward the barn.

Jacobson looked down through the loft entrance as Sam began climbing the ladder. He moved aside so Sam could step out where Reese could see him, but stayed on his feet.

“Hello, Evan,” Sam said. “Ready to talk now?”

“Oh, yes, Hell, yeah! Ask me anything you want to know, anything at all!”

“Okay. It’s the same question I asked you before. Where is Amber McCabe?”



“Oh, geez, I told you, I don’t know who that is! Ask me something I can answer and

 
I'll

 
sing like a canary! You want to know what the governor was doing at the Catholic girl’s school last month? I can tell you that.”



Sam stood and looked at him for a moment, then shook his head. “Tempting, but maybe another time,” he said. “Here’s how this is going to go down. You can either answer the question now, or I can hand you over to DHS and let them work on you for a while. They probably have a lot more patience than I do, but they also have interrogation techniques I’m not allowed to use. I know they always claimed they don’t use waterboarding anymore, but Roland McCabe is a pretty powerful and influential guy. You may have a lot of politicians in your pocket, and maybe you know some things that they’d like to keep quiet, but I can just about guarantee you that none of them have any control over what the DHS does with its prisoners. Our orders are to find out where Amber McCabe is being held and to get her back safely if at all possible. Do you honestly think you can talk your way out of a secret government prison? Because I don’t.” He paused and just looked into Reese’s eyes for a moment. “Where is Amber McCabe?”

This time, Reese hesitated. “Look, man, I swear I don’t know who that is.”

Sam turned away without a word, walked back to the ladder and started down.



“Oh, come on, I’m trying, here!” Reese yelled. “If you ask me something I can answer,

 
I'll tell you

 
, I swear.” He continued shouting as Sam climbed all the way down, leaving the two soldiers with the prisoner.



Maravich grinned and said something in Russian to Jacobson, and there was a hopeful sound in his voice.

Jacobson shrugged. “I guess you might as well,” he said. “It’ll give him a taste of what’s waiting for him in the joint, anyway.”



Reese’s eyes were wider than ever. “Hey! Hey, come back here! Okay, let’s talk,

 
I'll

 
tell you what I know.”



Sam had been standing at the bottom of the ladder, and he looked up. “If I climb back up there and you don’t tell me what I want to know, I’m going to get really, really pissed off. I might even decide to leave, just let you die up there.”

“Come on, please! You wanted to talk, let’s talk.”

Sam climbed up again, but Jacobson motioned for him to come aside before talking to Reese. When they were at the other end of the loft, he whispered to Sam, “My buddy has this dude scared to death. It’s a little game we play when we watch prisoners, we make out like he wants to turn them into his personal bitch. Wouldn’t hurt anything if you were to help us carry on that little charade.”

Sam glanced over at Maravich, then nodded. “Sounds like a good idea,” he said softly. “Follow my lead.”

He turned and walked back over to Reese.



“You see this guy over here?” Sam asked, pointing at Maravich. “He’s hoping you will be stupid enough to make me mad, so that

 
I'll

 
go away and leave you alone with him for a while. Now, I’m not sure what he has in mind, but he seems to find you rather charming. So, the next time I ask you a question, I want a straight answer, otherwise I might decide I’m finished with you. If I do that, you’re all his. Do you understand me?” He moved to stand where a little bit of moonlight was coming through, so that Reese could see him.



Reese licked his lips nervously, his eyes never leaving Maravich for more than a couple of seconds at a time. “Yes, yes, whatever you want,” he said. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know, I promise!”

“That’s good,” Sam said, “because whether you get through this intact or not depends on how honest you are with me right now. So tell me, Evan, old buddy, where is Amber McCabe?”

Reese licked his lips again. “Okay, look, here’s the truth, they just hired me to make the freaking call, okay? I never even saw the girl until after they had already grabbed her, and then I just had to make a phone call, that’s all.”

Sam shook his head and started to turn away. “That’s not the answer I’m looking for,” he said as he took the first few steps back toward the ladder.

“Wait! Wait, please! I didn’t have anything to do with taking the girl, myself, that’s the truth, I swear, but I might be able to help you find her! See, it’s not the Ethiopians or that company over there that grabbed her, it’s a group called People’s Army of Freedom. They’re a whole new organization, only been around for a few years. They’ve been fighting against ISIS and the Taliban and all those groups, just trying to liberate parts of Africa from all the terrorism and oppression. They want this deal to go through because it will get them access to technology that will help the whole region economically. The stronger the area’s economy becomes, the more the PAF can influence what goes on there. For them, this was just business.”

Sam stood and looked at him for a long moment. “So who was it that hired you? You got a name?”

“He’s from Germany, an independent intelligence specialist I’ve known for the last couple years. His name is Heinrich Wegner, and he deals in intelligence all over Africa. I think the PAF was his idea, and he honestly believes he’s some sort of great benefactor or liberator. He called me up a couple of weeks ago and told me he needed me to help negotiate a deal for him. It was all set up, he said, all I needed to do was handle talking to somebody. I didn’t know what the situation was until I was already in Atlanta, that’s when he told me what was really going on. It was one of his people that snuck into the house and took the girl, but he said the idea was just to push her daddy into agreeing to this business deal. I swear, he told me no one was really going to hurt the girl.”

“And you believed him?”

Reese’s tongue went over his lips once again. “Okay, maybe I didn’t, but he’s not the kind of guy you look in the eye and call him a liar. By the time I figured out what a mess I was into, it was too late. They already had the girl before I even knew what I was supposed to say on that phone call, okay?”

Sam stood still and stared at him for a long moment, then crouched to look him in the eye. “You know, earlier, you claimed not to know anything about this whole situation. How do I know you’re not just making all this up, just to try to get on my good side?”

“Geez, man,” Reese said, “do I really look that stupid? I really am willing to help, but you’ve got to believe me. It was Wegner, I’m serious. He’s the guy behind it all.”

Sam looked at him for a moment, then seemed to get an idea. “So, where did you make the call from?” he asked.

“What? They had me go to this truck stop. I met up with them there, they had the girl in the back of a car. One of the guys handed me a phone, and gave me the number and told me what to say.”

“So you called from inside a car?”

“No, but I was standing right beside it. They had the girl in the back seat, and the window down so I could hand her the phone. That was so her daddy would know they really did have her.”

“It seems to me a truck stop would be a pretty noisy place,” Sam said.

“Yeah, I guess so,” Reese said. “There was this tow truck right by where they were parked, and it had this loud beeping thing going on.”

Sam nodded. That explained what they thought was a backup alarm. “So where can I find this guy Wegner?”



“Look, I can set him up for you. We’ve done a little bit of business together, if I ask him to meet with me, he will. I don’t have to tell him what it’s about, I can say I’ve got a lead on some new information he really needs.” He licked his lips with a very dry tongue. “Just one thing, though—you can’t let him go when you’re done with him. You’re gonna have to throw him into one of those holes, and it’s got to be one he can never get out of. If he ever gets loose, he’ll come after me, and

 
I'll

 
end up dead. Deal?”



Once again, Sam just stared at him for a moment. “All I want is to find the girl alive and bring her back safely. What happens if it turns out that he’s more valuable to me than you are? If it gets me the girl, I might decide it would be worth it to me to let him have you.”

“Oh, come on, man,” Reese said frantically. “Do you have any idea how a guy like him can be, not just to me, but to the entire world? You keep me safe and let me go, and I can help you shut him and his entire operation down! That’s gotta be worth something, right?”

Sam crossed his arms and looked into Reese’s eyes. “Can you find out where the girl is within the next twenty-four hours?”

Reese opened his mouth, but then closed it again. He licked his lips once more, then said, “I can, yeah, but you’re going to have to take me with you. And you gotta stop talking about locking me up for the rest of my life, okay?”

Sam smiled and Reese was reminded of a fox who just got into a henhouse. “What in the world makes you think I would ever trust you, Evan?”

Reese burst out laughing. “Look, man, whoever you are, you got me right by the balls. Do I look stupid enough to try to doublecross you? I know the feds keep tabs on me, so the chance I could ever hide from you would be pretty slim, right? You want to find this girl alive? Then, right now, I’m probably the best shot you got. If giving Heinrich the finger and helping you find that girl gets me out of this mess, it’s worth it. Okay? Hell, I’m ready to retire from this life anyway; after this, I won’t have any choice. Once the word gets out, I’ll have to change my name and go into hiding.”

Sam rose and stood there for a moment, then nodded. “Believe it or not, I actually think you’re being honest with me,” he said. “Hang tight for another minute and I’ll cut you loose. Just remember what you just said, though, and understand that if you cross me, I can guarantee that you will never see daylight again. Got that?”

Reese nodded furiously. “I’ve got it, believe me, I’ve got it.”

Sam stepped back and turned to Jacobson. “Cut him loose,” he said, “and let him make himself as comfortable as he can. Keep him here in the loft, don’t let him out for any reason.”

“Yes, sir,” the soldier said.

“Hey, wait a minute,” Reese said. “That Russian guy there, you got to take him away. I don’t like the way he looks at me, like I’m just a side of beef or something.”

“You mean, the way you looked at the girl I sent to collect you? I’m pretty sure she didn’t like the way you were looking at her, either.”

Sam turned and walked away while Jacobson cut the zip strips to release Reese. Sam climbed down the ladder again and headed back toward the house.

Rob was awake when he got there, and Sam quietly filled him in on what he had learned. “We need to get some rest, but we’re going after this Wegner in the morning. You might want to change the guards on Reese, though. I think one of them is scaring the poor man half to death.”

“Yeah,” Rob said, “they’re good at that.”

Sam grinned, then went quietly back to the bedroom and slid in beside Indie. She rolled over and put an arm around him, sighing in her sleep.




SEVEN


They were up again the next morning at six thirty, and Sam sent Denny and Darren out to drag Reese into the house. They came back with him a few minutes later and sat him into a chair at the kitchen table. Indie had picked up some groceries the evening before, and poured him a bowl of corn flakes.

“Sleeping on a bale of hay makes you itch,” Reese said, after scarfing down the cereal. “Would it be possible to get a shower?” He looked down at himself. “And could I maybe borrow some clean clothes from somebody?”

Sam nodded and Denny grabbed the man by one arm and escorted him to the bathroom. He stood in the doorway while Reese stripped and got into the shower, and then Steve, who was about the same size as Reese, got a pair of his own jeans and a T-shirt, and a bottle of shampoo, and brought them to him.

Reese scrubbed himself from head to toe with the shampoo, then did it a second time. When he was finished, Denny brought him back to the table and plunked him into a chair once more.

“So, what’s your plan?” Sam asked him. “How are you going to take us to the girl?”

“I’ll need a phone,” Reese said. “Since this is going to burn me for good, anyway, I came up with something he’ll never be able to resist. I’ll call Heinrich and tell him that I got the location of the Soviet Sixpack. You know what that is?”

Sam shook his head, but Denny suddenly leaned forward. “Bloody hell,” he said. “The Soviet Sixpack is what Israeli Intelligence calls the six nuclear warheads that disappeared from the Russian arsenal back in the nineties. According to the Mossad, they were actually six prototype warheads that are more powerful than anything else currently in existence. Besides being more than ten thousand times more destructive than the bomb that hit Hiroshima, they’re also designed to spread radioactive dust out for a distance of more than two hundred miles. One of them could make most of Israel completely uninhabitable for centuries, so the Mossad has been hunting them ever since. If they really exist…”

“Exactly,” Reese grinned. “So they’re the most valuable weapons on the entire planet, and Heinrich wants them so bad he can’t see straight. He told me once if anybody could ever find them, it would be me, so he’ll believe me.”

Sam cocked his head to one side and squinted at Reese. “And he believes that you would hand over something that devastating to him?”

“Of course he would,” Reese said. “He knows exactly what kind of person I am, and that I do what makes me the most money. Something like this would be worth billions, and he’d do absolutely anything he had to do to get me to give him that information. If I tell him I’m scared about this whole deal and I want the girl back before I tell him where to get them, he’ll hand her over.”

Sam shook his head. “That sounds like such a stupid, idiotic plan that it’ll probably actually work.” He nodded to Steve, who produced a cell phone and handed it to Reese.

“I hope you know the guy’s phone number,” Steve said. “And put the phone on speaker, so we can all hear everything.”

“Trust me, it’s embedded in my memory.” He dialed a number quickly, then activated the speaker and held the phone out in front of his face.



“

 

Ja?


 
”



“Heinrich? It’s Evan. Listen, old friend, I just stumbled onto something so big you might not be able to handle it.”

“What could you have that is too big for me? Don’t be facetious, Evan, just tell me.”

Reese grinned. “Now, now, Heinrich, this isn’t the sort of thing we want to talk about over the phone. Let’s just say that I found the end of the rainbow, the one you’ve been chasing for the last twenty years.”

“Rainbow? What silliness are you up to? Wait, the one I have been seeking for more than two decades? Evan, are we speaking of something that has, shall we say, half of a dozen components?”

The grin got wider. “Yeah, I think you figured out what I’m talking about. As far as I know, all six of them, but they’re not going to come cheap. The guy who has the location found out who had it entirely by accident and managed to make the guy give it up, but he’s no fool. He knows exactly what he’s got and what they are worth. You’re going to have to come up with one hell of a lot of money to get them, but first, you got to take care of me.”

“Of course, my old friend. I have no problem with paying a healthy reward, especially for such a valuable item. What do you have in mind?”

“Well, here’s the thing, Heinrich. Remember that little trip I took for you a couple days ago? I got feds trying to hunt me down, buddy, and they claim I was the one who grabbed the girl. If anything happens to her, I go away forever, and that really doesn’t appeal to me. You want the name of the man who has the pot of gold, you got to give me the girl.”

“Evan, I cannot do that,” Heinrich said. “We need the technology that McCabe can bring to our region, it’s the only way we can ever win this fight and help our nations to prosper. I can pay you, but…”



“Money won’t help me in prison, Heinrich. Forget all about the technology deal, this is what you need to put an end to your problems forever, and having them will get your member nations an awful lot of respect. With respect, there also comes prosperity, but first you have to get them in your hands. All that’s gonna cost you is that girl, safe and sound. As soon as I have her,

 
I'll

 
hand over the name and phone number of the man you really want to talk to.”



There was silence on the phone for nearly half a minute, but then Heinrich let out a sigh. “Evan,” he said, “I need to ask you one thing. How certain are you that this is truly the treasure I have been looking for?”

Reese grinned as he stayed silent for several seconds. “Well, let me put it this way,” he said. “You’re going to need a very large truck, because the whole package weighs almost 70,000 kilos. Does that sound about right?”



There was another sigh. “Yes, it does. Very well, you have a deal. The girl was never taken out of her country. She is in a small town called Sheldon, about ninety-five miles south of Chicago. If you can get to O’Hare, I can have someone meet you there at the airport to take you to her.

 
I'll

 
let them know that they must release her to you, but then I expect you to call me with the information I need before you leave with her. Is that acceptable?”



“That will be perfectly acceptable,” Reese said. “It may take me a little while to get there, so make sure nothing happens to her before I do. If she’s not healthy and safe when I get there, Heinrich, then all bets are off. Understood?”



“Of course,” Heinrich said. “

 
I shall

 
be waiting for your call. Please do not delay any longer than necessary.”



Reese hit the end button to cut off the call, then looked up at Sam. “Looks like we’re headed for the Windy City,” he said. “Now, are we good? Are you going to make this all disappear for me?”

“Once we have the girl,” Sam said, “we’ll drop you off back wherever you want. What happens to you after that is not my concern, but I suspect you’re going to be dodging Mr. Wegner for a long time to come.”

Reese’s eyes grew round and he shook his head. “Oh, no, hold the phone,” he said. “Like I said, I’m gonna need to disappear. You work with DHS, so I know you can get me into witness protection. I’m gonna need a whole new identity, something that can never be penetrated. If Heinrich ever gets away or even manages to get word out from wherever you put him, my life won’t be worth spit. You can’t get the girl without me, so I want it established right now that I get a new identity. You call whoever you have to and set it up. If we don’t come to terms on that, I’ll be safer in your secret prison than on the street.”

Sam looked at him for a long moment, then slowly nodded. “All right,” he said. “We get her back safely, I’ll make sure you get a whole new identity. Just remember what happens if we don’t, though.”

He turned to Denny. “Can you rig up a blindfold for him? I don’t want him to know how to get back here, just in case he ever thinks it might be a good idea.”

Denny grinned. “Sure, no problem, mate.”

Sam walked out of the kitchen into the living room and sat in the recliner. He took out his phone, looked at it for a moment, and dialed the number for Roland McCabe.

“Mr. Prichard?” McCabe asked. “Any news?”



“Mr. McCabe, I believe we may have located where your daughter was taken. Now, I’m not completely certain just yet, but we're going to be headed there within a couple of hours. If everything goes well, sometime this afternoon

 
I'll

 
be able to put her on the phone with you.”



The man was silent for a few seconds, and then Sam heard him sob. “Mr. Prichard, please—please bring her home safely.”



“That’s the plan,” Sam said. “

 
I'll

 
be in touch as soon as I know more.”



He ended the call and then dialed the number for the Windlass Security offices. A receptionist answered briskly, and Sam asked her to put him through to Ron.

“Ron Thomas,” his boss said as he answered. “Sam? What have you got?”



“Well, I’ve probably broken about two dozen laws, but I’m pretty sure

 
I'll

 
be able to pick up Amber McCabe before the day is over. The kidnapping was orchestrated by some low-level political group in Africa, something called the People’s Army of Freedom, but the girl is being held somewhere in Illinois. We’re about to head for the airport, to fly out toward Chicago.”



Ron laughed out loud. “Sam, that’s the best news you could’ve given me,” he said. “You get her back safely and there’s a healthy bonus in it for the entire team.”

“Well, I may have already spent mine. I need you to call in a favor from DHS. If this works out and we get the girl back safely, my informant is going to need to go in the witness protection program, or something like it. All new identity, no connection to his past. He says, and I’m pretty sure he’s correct, that he wouldn’t live very long after this if we turn him loose.”

“That won’t be any problem,” Ron said. “If necessary, we can create a new identity ourselves. Whatever it costs will be worth it, with what we’re making on this job.”

“Ron, I would’ve done this one for free. All I care about is getting this girl back safe and sound, and getting her back to her father.”

“Hey, me, too, but I’m not going to turn down the ten million dollar bonus he promised to pay if we pull that off. Might as well share the wealth with the ones who did the work, right? Bonus, Sam, just think about how you’re going to spend it.”

“Spend it? I haven’t even managed to spend the last one, yet.” Sam chuckled and they said goodbye. He looked at Harvey and Wendy, who had followed him into the room.

“So, do you honestly think he’s going to lead you to the girl?” Wendy asked.

“Yeah, I do,” Sam said. “He just stuck his neck out pretty far, so I suspect he’s going to want to keep us on his good side for at least a while.”

“That would be good,” she said. “Now, can we get footage of you bringing her out?”



Sam thought about it for a moment. “I’m okay with that, but you can’t release it until I give you the word. At that point,

 
I'll

 
be ready to make a statement for you, anyway. Deal?”



Wendy smiled. “Deal,” she said. “I really can’t wait to put the story together, it’s going to be a blockbuster.”

Sam grinned at her. “I’m sure it will,” he said, “especially if it ends up with a happy ending. The best footage of all will be when she’s reunited with her father, hopefully sometime tonight. For now, I need everybody to get packed up again, because I don’t want to waste any time getting to Chicago.”

They were ready to leave within the next twenty minutes, and hit the road only a moment later. The six vehicles made another convoy down the county road, heading back into Ithaca toward the airport. Reese had to ride in the van with Rob and his squad, sitting nervously beside Maravich the entire time.

Sam took out his phone as they drove and called the pilot of the Gulfstream, who said he would immediately file a flight plan for Chicago and be ready to go by the time they arrived.

Indie looked at him as he ended the call. “There’s something I need to tell you,” she said, “but I wanted to wait until we were alone.”

Sam turned to look at her for a moment, then put his eyes back on the road. “Is something wrong, honey?”

“Not exactly wrong,” she said. “Sam, my mom called a while ago, while you were talking to Wendy. It seems Beauregard decided to put in an appearance this morning.”

Sam sighed. “And what did the old spook have to say this time?”

Indie bit her bottom lip for a moment. “Sam, he said you’re going to get the girl back safely, but that you will be forced to kill some people, and it’s going to put you in more danger than you’ve ever known before.”

Sam was silent for almost a minute. “I hate Beauregard,” he said. “At the same time, I know that I’d be dead a dozen times over if it wasn’t for him. Did he say what kind of danger?”

Indie shrugged. “He said you’re going to have to kill some people to get the girl back safely, and that it’s going to make some very dangerous person very angry.”

Sam nodded. “All right,” he said. “In that case, I want you and the girls to stay here. Steve and Walter will stay with you, I’m just taking Darren, Denny, and Rob and his people.”

“Wait a minute,” Indie said suddenly, “why can’t I go? Beauregard didn’t say any of us were going to be in danger, just you.”

“Yes, just me,” Sam said. “That’s exactly how I want it to be, too. You can drop us off at the airport, then go back to the hotel. Good thing we haven’t checked out yet.”

Indie glared at him. “Samuel Prichard,” she said between clenched teeth, “if you think for one minute that I’m going to sit back here and wait while you go to deal with this, you can just think again. You’re letting Wendy go along, right? If it’s not too dangerous for her, then it’s not too dangerous for me. I’ll hang on to the machine-gun you gave me, just in case, but I am going with you!”

Sam let out a sigh. Trying to argue at this point, he knew, would only cause problems he didn’t have time to deal with.

“Okay, fine,” he said. “You can go, but you stay back with Wendy and Harvey until everything is over. Understood?”

The glare softened slightly. “Okay, I can deal with that. Just don’t try to leave me behind.”

When they got to the airport, Sam quickly explained his plan, and immediately got flak from Jade and Summer.

“Wait a minute, why does Indie get to go?” Summer demanded. “She doesn’t even have a gun.”

“Yes, I do,” Indie said. She brandished the mini-Uzi Sam had brought her from the Windlass armory. “And trust me, I know how to use it.”

“Oh, come on, Sam,” Jade said. “This isn’t fair! Why shouldn’t we get to be in on the rescue?”

“Because whoever Reese is meeting up there is only expecting a couple of people. Rob’s squad will handle any violence that breaks out, so you girls, plus Walter and Steve, can just hang out here and relax. We’ll let you know when everything is over.”

Both girls huffed, but Sam was adamant. They finally gave in, and Sam was able to get on with his plans. They checked in the rental vehicles, with the exception of the one Summer was driving. The two girls, Walter, and Steve got back into that car and returned to the hotel, while Sam, Indie, Reese, Denny, Darren, Harvey and Wendy went onto the plane, followed by Rob and his men. Since they were flying privately, they didn’t have to go through airport security. The terminal wasn’t very big, but the Gulfstream was parked some distance away. Sam leaned hard on his cane as they walked toward it.

Indie held onto his arm as they made their way to the aircraft. Denny held onto Reese, making sure the man didn’t try to bolt and run, while the rest of them followed. A few people on the tarmac seemed interested in the crowd headed for the small jet, but Sam chalked it up to the sight of Rob and his soldiers. Even without having their guns visible, they were obviously a group of men who were prepared to handle any trouble they came across.

They were on board a moment later and everyone took a seat. Moments later, the flight attendant closed the door and the engines came to life. In less than five minutes, they were racing down the runway and then the plane leapt into the air.

The flight to Chicago’s O’Hare Airport took just under three hours, and they arrived to find the skies cloudy and overcast. Most of the soldiers had caught naps during the flight, but everyone was up and ready to disembark as soon as the plane stopped taxiing at its parking space.

Getting off the plane took only a few moments, and then they were in the terminal. Reese nudged Sam and pointed, and they spotted a man holding a cardboard sign that had “Evan Reese” written on it in thick, black ink.

“There’s my ride,” Reese said. “He’s probably not going to be happy about having so many people along with me.”

“That’s why it’s only you and me,” Sam said. “The rest of them will follow us, so let’s give them a few minutes to get a rental car before we approach the guy.” He took hold of Reese’s arm and guided the man toward the restrooms.

Ten minutes later, Sam’s phone rang. He answered it to find Denny on the other end.

“You guys all ready?” Sam asked.

“All set, mate,” Denny said. “A Ford Expedition for us, and Rob got another van. And I’m supposed to tell you that Indie has put a bug on your phone, so we can keep track of where you are all the time. Don’t worry if you don’t see us behind you.”

Sam grinned. “That’s my girl,” he said. “Okay, we’re going to go make contact with our guide. Stay close, but not too close.”

Sam and Reese left the restroom, and Sam let Reese take the lead as they went to the man with the sign. “I’m Evan Reese,” he said to the man.

The guy nodded. “About damn time,” he said. “Who’s this guy?” He pointed at Sam.

“My bodyguard,” Reese said. “Give me any trouble and he’ll shove that cane up your ass.”

The guy chuckled, then shrugged. “I’m Mitch Hendricks, I’ve been waiting here for the last two hours. You could’ve at least let us know when you were going to be here, couldn’t you? Come on, the car’s right outside.” He turned and led the way through the milling crowd to an exit. “What the hell is going on, anyway? Heinrich went to a lot of trouble and expense to grab this girl, but now he just wants us to hand her off to you instead of holding her like we were told. What’s up with the change in plans?”

“Something bigger came up,” Reese said as they walked toward the exits. “So, you work for Heinrich, then?”

“Hell, no,” he said. “Me and my boys are independents, highest bidder, but my mother is Heinrich’s sister. Although, to be honest, I really wish I had never taken this job on, but you know how it is. Wave enough money under your nose, you’ll do just about anything.” He lowered his voice and whispered conspiratorially. “This girl, I don’t like getting involved in kidnappings. Heinrich insisted I grab her myself, and it turned out to be a little harder than I had expected. Had to kill a rent-a-cop just to get the job done.”

Reese nodded while Sam stayed quiet and followed. He made a mental note to do everything possible to take Hendricks into custody. The security officer’s family needed to know that the man who killed him was brought to justice.

Reese nodded, as if sympathizing. “I know what you mean,” he said. “You were lucky, though, you were in the background. I’m the one Heinrich put out there to have his head on the chopping block. Damn feds are all over me, and if I don’t produce this girl, my ass is grass. Does she know she’s about to be released?”

“Of course not,” Mitch said. “She’s locked up in a little room, all by herself. We don’t talk to her, not at all. We give her food three times a day, and other than that, we just stay away from her. We put a TV in her room with cable, so she watches that all the time, when she isn’t crying or begging us to let her go.”

Mitch led them out the door and toward the parking area, where he pointed at an older Chevy. He pressed a button on the key fob and the horn honked, then he opened the driver’s door and got behind the wheel. Sam got into the back seat, so that Reese could take the shotgun spot, and Mitch put the car in gear.




EIGHT


Indie had demanded the keys to the Expedition, and neither Denny nor Darren had wanted to argue with her. They were sitting just inside the rental area, with Rob Feinstein and his van full of mercenaries right behind them. “I’m gonna let one or two cars get between us,” Indie said as they merged onto the road behind the Chevy. “We don’t want their driver to pay too much attention to us.”

Denny nodded. “Sounds like a good idea,” he said. “Just don’t lose them. We know where Sheldon is, but we don’t have an exact address.”

“I won’t,” Indie said with a smile. “Besides, Sam’s phone will give me its exact GPS coordinates. I won’t have any trouble finding him when we get there.” She slowed a bit to let a couple of vehicles come around her, then resumed her speed. The Chevy was still in plain sight, and the intervening vehicles were keeping up with it.

In the back seat, where he was sitting with Wendy and Harvey, Darren leaned forward. “That guy that was holding the sign,” he said. “He was ex-military, I’d bet on it. If this goes south on us, he’s probably got a whole team waiting wherever the girl is.”

“I certainly would,” Denny said. “That’s why Sam wants Rob’s people to deploy as soon as we get there. He’s expecting trouble, for some reason, but I don’t know why.” He glanced at Indie. “Anything you want to share, love?”

She grimaced. “You guys know about Beauregard, right?”

“Yeah,” Denny said. “That’s your mum, right? Her little pet ghost or something?”

“Yeah, well, that’s all sort of up for debate. The trouble is, Beauregard—and this is one of those things that stays off the record, Wendy—Beauregard has a tendency to predict things, and he’s always been right. This morning, he told my mother to call and tell me that Sam will get the girl back safely, but that he’s going to have to kill some people and it’s going to make someone angry enough to come after him for revenge.”

“No problem, Indie,” Wendy said. “Sam already explained about Beauregard, we know not to mention him.”

Darren let out a low whistle. “No wonder he’s taking precautions,” he said. “Don’t worry, Indie, we’ve all got his back. We’re not going to let anything happen to Sam.”

“Sam’s no fool,” Denny said. “He says we’re supposed to get into position as quickly as we can and to be ready for anything. When he comes out with the girl, the number one priority is to keep her safe and alive. The rest of us have already added keeping Sam safe into the mix, as well.”

“Do you think there’s any chance he can find a way to do this without anybody getting killed?” Indie asked.

“No way to tell, love,” Denny said. “If the bastards inside start shooting, it’s going to be very difficult to avoid that possibility.”

Darren nodded. “If I’m right about that guy,” he said, “then the rest of his people are probably ex-military, as well. If anything sets them off, it’s going to be a firefight. Let’s just hope our guys are better than his guys.”

“You guys really know how to make a gal feel confident, you know that? I’m just worried, because whoever is behind this could be a lot more dangerous than anyone Sam has ever dealt with before.”

“Just stay on them,” Denny said. “As long as we know where they’ve gone, we can be there to help protect him.”

“Then, what I’m going to do is cruise past wherever they turn off,” Indie said. “I don’t want them to notice us at all, if possible. Once we see where they’ve stopped, I can circle the area to give you a better chance to look things over. Sam’s phone will tell me that.”

Denny nodded his head. “That’ll be perfect,” he said. “We want to park some distance away from whatever house or building they go to, anyway, so that we can approach from an unexpected direction. This is the kind of situation where surprise is the most important factor.”

They rode in silence for a few minutes, and then Indie glanced at Denny. She turned her eyes back to the road. “Does it get to you, when you know you’re going into a situation like this? Does the adrenaline start pumping?”

Denny grinned. “If it didn’t,” he said, “I’d be dead. Anybody who goes into a potential firefight and says his heart isn’t racing, he’s a bloody liar.”

Indie swallowed hard. “My heart is definitely racing,” she said. “I can tell you I’m just about scared to death. Sam, he always comes off like he’s so tough, but inside…”

Denny watched her for a few seconds. “What about inside?”

She made a nervous smile and shrugged. “Sam hates to kill anybody,” she said. “It tears him up, I’ve seen it several times. Even when there is no other choice, he agonizes about it for days.”

“We’re going to take care of him,” Darren said from the back seat. “Indie, don’t let it worry you. I know that Sam is a little softhearted sometimes, but he’s also strong enough to know what has to be done. He’ll get through it, don’t worry.”

They drove in silence for a while, and Indie continued to let traffic move in between them and the Chevy sedan. The ride took about an hour and a half, and then they saw the Chevy leave the interstate highway just south of Kankakee and start down a two lane blacktop. She deliberately passed the exit and went to the next one, only four miles further, then looked at the screen on her phone. The blip showed Sam about four miles to the east, and she pushed the big Expedition up to eighty. Ten minutes later, they were only a mile behind the Chevy, and she dropped her speed down to just over sixty-five. When the sedan appeared, it was far enough ahead that they were unlikely to be noticed in the driver’s rearview mirror.

“We’re getting close,” Indie said. “That last little town was Donovan. Sheldon should be coming up within the next five miles or so.”

“All right, then keep that car in sight, but let’s keep hanging back a bit. We don’t want to get so close that they notice.”

Indie nodded. “Don’t worry,” she said, “I’m being pretty careful about that.”

The little town of Sheldon had once been important to the farming industry throughout that part of Illinois, and the railroad tracks and silos that had once been part of the country’s grain distribution network were still in place. In its heyday, the town had been moderately famous for some connections to the Chicago mob, and there was an old building not too far outside it that was rumored to have an entrance to a tunnel that led all the way into that city. According to those few who had been down inside it, the tunnel was wide enough that cars were once driven through it, but no one really knew if that was true.

Since then, however, the little town had gone downhill. A long-empty Dairy Queen restaurant stood on its north border, its only grocery store had been closed for years, and—aside from a few junk shops—the only businesses still open were a gas station, a liquor store and the bank.

The interesting thing about the town was that parts of it seemed to be built within the remnants of a forest. Some of the houses and buildings on its south side were surrounded by trees, with dense foliage that made it almost impossible to see one house from another.

The Chevy sedan turned left onto a side street in that section, but then immediately turned into a driveway of the house on the corner. Indie cruised past the turnoff as if uninterested, but then turned left on the second street after that one. She took the first left she came to then, and circled back around until they could see the Chevy still parked at the same house. The narrow street she had stopped on was surrounded by trees and devoid of houses. Rob pulled up behind her and parked the van, then walked up alone and leaned against Indie’s door.

“This is interesting,” he said. “The trees are thick enough to cover our approach, but they make it impossible for us to know what’s in there, as well. I think our best move at the moment is to let Sam do his thing, but I’m taking the squad as close to that house as we can get. If things get hairy, I want us to be close by.”

“All right,” Denny said. “Darren and I…”

“I’d like you guys to stay here with Mrs. Prichard,” Rob said. “My boys can handle this.”

Denny started to argue, but Darren laid a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t get your panties in a bunch,” Darren said. “This is the part Rob gets paid for, remember?”

“Exactly,” Rob said, grinning at Darren.

“Well, we’re going with you,” Wendy said. “Sam said we could.”

“I know,” Rob said. “You just stay back in the woods until I give you the word that it’s all clear. Understood?”

“Understood,” Harvey said before Wendy could say anything else. He climbed out of the vehicle and put his camera to his shoulder while Wendy jumped out and brushed off her clothing. When she was ready to go, he handed her a wireless microphone and aimed the camera at Rob.

Rob nodded. He turned and went back to the van, and Harvey kept the camera rolling as his entire squad came out the back of the vehicle and melted into the trees. Indie watched in her side mirror, breathing a quiet prayer for the safety of all of them.

* * * * *

“Here we are,” Mitch said as he shut off the car. “Let’s go get her, and then you guys can take this car and leave. We’ll bag her, so she can’t see any of our faces. You leave that bag on until you get far enough away she won’t know where she’s at and can’t find her way back.”

“No problem,” Reese said. “I don’t even want her to see my face.”

Mitch got out of the car and Reese and Sam did likewise. They walked up to the steps that led to the front porch, and then Mitch knocked “shave-and-a-haircut” on the door.

A curtain on the window in the door lifted slightly, and Mitch gave whoever looked out the thumbs up. The door opened a moment later, and Sam saw that the guy who opened it was holding a machine pistol.

“You took long enough,” he said to Mitch. “Let’s get this over with, I’m sick of this job.”

“Yeah, you and me both, Bobby,” Mitch said. “Kinda worked out for us, though, since we’re still getting paid the same money. She awake?”

The guy who let the men in pointed at another man. “Ask him,” he said. “He’s the one who’s been feeding her today.”

Mitch didn’t ask anything. “Bag her,” he said, “and bring her on out. As soon as they leave with her, we need to pack up and get the hell out of here.”

The man he addressed nodded, then picked up a black cloth bag and started toward a door in the back wall of the room. He paused before he entered and raised a bandanna that was around his neck so that it covered the lower part of his face, like a wild west outlaw. When that was in place, he opened the door and stepped inside, closing it behind him.

Sam glanced around the room and noticed that everyone there—almost a dozen men in total—was looking closely at him. He leaned on his cane and tried to look unconcerned, but Bobby, the man who had let the men in, looked at Sam and then he and another man started whispering together.

The door opened and the cowboy came out, holding the arm of a small girl. The bag was over her head, so Sam couldn’t be certain that it was Amber, but she was definitely the right size and build. The guy walked her over toward where he and Reese were standing, but then Bobby spoke up.

“I’ve seen you somewhere before,” he said to Sam. “I can’t quite remember where, but I have.”

Reese glanced at Sam, then turned back to the man who had spoken. “Him? I think you’ve got him mixed up with somebody else. This is my cousin, Jim. He’s new in this game, you wouldn’t have met him before.”

The guy shook his head. “No, I never forget a face. I’ve definitely seen you before, and there’s something about that cane that’s familiar, too.”

The man he’d been whispering with suddenly looked at Sam and his eyes went wide. “Holy crap,” he said. “That’s Sam Prichard!”



Sam looked at him, trying to keep his face passive, but he felt the heat rising as his blood pressure suddenly shot upward.

 

Damn television,


 
he thought.

 

I knew having our own news crew was going to end up being a bad idea!




Bobby broke into a grin and started nodding. “Hell, yes, it most certainly is,” he said. “That’s where I know you from, CNN. You were all over the TV just a few weeks ago, something about professional assassins and the Internet awards situation.”

“Shit,” Mitch said. He turned and looked at Sam and cursed again. “Sam Prichard? Dammit, it sure is. Son of a bitch, Reese, what the hell are you doing to us? Sam Prichard is some kind of federal agent, don’t you know that?”

Every one of the men picked up a weapon, and suddenly they were all pointed at Sam and Reese. Sam stood there trying to remain calm and desperately trying to think of what to say to get them all out of the situation alive.

“Okay, you got me,” he said. “Yeah, I’m Sam Prichard. On the other hand, I’m not really a federal agent, I’m a special investigator for a private security company. We were hired to find that girl and bring her back, and that’s what this is all about, right? Mr. Reese, here, we tracked him down and made it clear that if we didn’t get her back alive and safe, he was looking at spending the rest of his life in a federal maximum prison cell. He made a deal with the guy who hired you to give him something he wants even more than this girl in exchange. My only purpose here is to pick her up and take her back to her father. The rest of you don’t matter to me at all, so you’ve got nothing to worry about from me.”

For a moment, Sam thought it was working. Some of the men lowered their weapons, and they were all looking from one to the other, trying to decide what to do. Sam raised a hand and motioned for the cowboy to bring the girl to him, and the guy started walking again.

“No, screw this,” Mitch said, drawing a pistol from his belt. “He’s Sam Prichard, there’s no way in hell he’s going to let us walk. Dammit, Reese, you are such an idiot. Now we got no choice but to kill all of you, and the girl, too.”

* * * * *

Rob and his men stepped into the wooded area beside the road, moving slowly and quietly toward the house where the old Chevy had stopped. According to Reese, the house they went to would be the location of Mr. McCabe’s daughter. In any other circumstances, Rob would have preferred to make this assault at night, rather than in the middle of the afternoon, but there wasn’t time to wait. From what Sam had told him privately, it was highly likely that something was about to go wrong inside that house, and Rob wasn’t going to take a chance on anything happening to Sam Prichard on his watch.

“Vincent?” Rob whispered. Johnny Vincent was the best sniper in the squad, and the .50 caliber rifle in his hand had been specially made for him. “Get yourself in position. Once we start moving, anybody who points a gun at one of our people gets taken out.”

“Yes, sir,” Vincent said. A moment later, he had vanished into the trees.

“All right, let’s move,” Rob said. Quietly, far more quietly than a man of his size could be expected to move, he merged with the brush and led his men toward the house. They reached it without incident and managed to get up beside it without being seen.

Carefully, Rob inched his way to a window and peeked inside. He was looking through the thin curtain, but he was able to make out Sam standing on the far side of the room, right next to Evan Reese.

Unfortunately, he also saw that there were several other men in the room, and they all had weapons pointed at Sam.

“Vincent?” Rob said into his comm unit. “Do you have a shot?”

“I have a shot, sir,” came the response.

“Take your shot.” He raised a fist and then extended a single finger, the signal for his men to burst into the house from any direction they could find, and then the window he was looking through exploded as Vincent’s bullet crashed through it.

Mitch had just aimed his pistol at Sam’s face, but then it vanished. He stared in shock at where his right hand had once been, but the second shot made him completely unaware that it was gone. The fifty caliber bullet from Johnny Vincent’s rifle had blown his head completely apart, and the other men were suddenly scrambling for cover even as they tried to figure out where the shots had come from.

Some of them caught on quickly and the room erupted with automatic weapons fire. What was left of the window disintegrated, but Rob was already gone. He reappeared a moment later at another window, the big Desert Eagle in his hand shaking everything with its thunder.

Sam drew his own Glock and grabbed the girl, who was screaming inside the bag over her head. He dragged her back, trying to get her out of the line of fire if any of them turned back toward him, but two of Mitch’s men got between him and the door, raising their rifles. Without even thinking, Sam snapped off a brace of double-taps, and both men dropped with a pair of holes in each of their chests.

Reese had ducked down and was crawling toward the door as fast as he could go. He was almost there when it suddenly burst inward and two of Rob’s men came rushing in.

Bobby, who had ducked when the shooting began, suddenly jumped up and shouted something. He started to aim his machine pistol in Sam’s direction, but Sam squeezed off another shot that caught him center mass. He went down, a spreading stain just over where his heart would be, as Sam fired at another man who was trying to bring a rifle to bear on him.

“Go, Sam,” one of the soldiers shouted, his own weapon spraying bullets around the room. Sam pulled the girl by her arm toward the door, still screaming, and then they were outside. The gun fire continued inside for another few seconds, but then everything became eerily silent.

Across the street, people were looking through windows, trying to figure out what was happening, but no one was stepping outside. Rob came from around the side of the house, then hurried inside while Sam yanked the bag off the girl’s head.

“Amber? Amber, relax, you’re safe, now. My name is Sam, I’m going to get you back to your father.”

The girl was nearly hysterical, but suddenly she threw her arms around Sam and clung to him. Sam held her as she sobbed, and then looked up as Rob Feinstein came back out of the house.

“They’re all down,” he said, “but a few of them are still breathing. I lost one man, Billy Jamison, took a round through his right eye. Nobody else was even hit.”

Sam shook his head. “I’m sorry, Rob,” he said. “I’ve got to call this in.” He took out his phone and dialed 911.

“911,” said the operator, “what is your emergency?”

“My name is Sam Prichard, and I’m a professional investigator. My people and I have just affected the rescue of a kidnap victim in Sheldon, Illinois. There was gunfire and I have numerous dead and injured. I need police and medical personnel at my location.”

“Yes, sir,” the operator said. “I show your location at 217 Waldron Street in Sheldon, is that correct?”

“I believe so, yes.”

“Yes, sir, officers and emergency personnel are responding. Please do not leave that location.”

“I have no intention of it at this time,” Sam said. He hung up the phone and then dialed another number immediately.

Amber was still clinging to him and he was keeping one arm wrapped around her as she wept. He put the phone to his ear and waited for it to be answered.

“Mr. Prichard?”

“Yes, sir,” Sam said. “I have somebody here who wants to talk to you.” He put the phone to Amber’s ear, and he could hear McCabe calling her name. The girl looked up at Sam, then took the phone.

“Daddy?” She pulled away slightly, and Sam let her go so she could talk to her father. “Daddy, they were shooting guns, and I was so scared…”

Evan Reese suddenly appeared in front of him. “Wow, that was crazy,” he said. “I thought we were going to get killed for a minute there, but at least we got her back. So, you and me, we’re all good now, right? Because, like, there are sirens coming this way in a hurry, so I want to make sure everything’s okay between you and me.”



Sam looked at him and smiled. “Everything’s fine, Evan,” he said “because I still need you at the moment. You cooperated, and you did help me get the girl back safely, but I don’t think we’re quite done. Keep cooperating, everything goes fine, but if you cross me just one time,

 
I'll

 
place you under arrest as an accessory to kidnapping and murder.”



The man’s eyes shot wide open. “Murder? But she wasn’t even hurt, there’s no murder…”

Sam grabbed him by his shirt collar and dragged him close till they were nose to nose. “One of my men died in there,” he growled, “along with several others, and a security officer was killed the night she was abducted. Under the law, if somebody dies during the commission of a crime, all of those who were involved in the crime are responsible for the death and charged with murder. You may have a lot of friends, Evan, but I’m pretty sure that most of them would drop you like a hot potato over this.”

Denny and Darren showed up then, after one of Rob’s men had told them that everything was over. Sam looked at Denny and shoved Reese in his direction. “Hold on to this piece of crap for me,” he said. “Until I’m sure I’m done with him.”

Wendy and Harvey came rushing up at that moment, and Wendy shoved the microphone toward Sam.

“Mr. Prichard,” she said, “you just rescued a young girl from her kidnappers, and it turned into quite a firefight. Can you tell us if the girl is safe?”



Sam bit back the urge to tell Wendy to wait and put on his tired but happy face. “She is,” he said. “Wendy, all I can tell you at the moment is that she is safe, and that her kidnappers did not escape. We’re waiting for the sheriff to arrive at the moment, and

 
I'll

 
be able to give you a better statement after I’ve spoken with him.”






NINE


The Expedition pulled up at the end of the driveway and Indie got out and hurried to Sam. She threw her arms around him and he hugged her tight in return.

“Oh, God,” Indie said. “I heard all the gun noise, I was scared to death, Sam.”

“I’m fine,” he said. “I even managed not to get shot, this time.” He squeezed her again, then let go and looked her in the eye. “But I think I know what Beauregard was warning me about. It turns out Wegner’s nephew was one of the kidnappers, and he just got killed.”

Indie put a hand to his face. “I’m sorry, Sam,” she said. “But, yeah, that’s probably going to make him pretty angry. Dammit, I hate Beauregard!”

Sheldon was a very small town in a rural county, but the Iroquois County Sheriff’s office was quite efficient. Within less than ten minutes, the house was surrounded by more than a dozen sheriffs and state police vehicles, and five ambulances had arrived.

Sheriff Ken Mackie was one of the first to arrive, and one of the men directed him to Sam. Sam showed them his ID, including the DHS endorsement.

“Prichard, what on Earth happened here?” Mackie asked. They were watching the paramedics bringing people out on stretchers.

“The young lady is Amber McCabe,” Sam said. “She is the daughter of Roland McCabe, CEO of McCabe Electronics. She was kidnapped out of her bedroom three nights ago, part of a plot to force Mr. McCabe into an unfavorable business alliance. My team and I were called in to investigate, and managed to track down an individual who had been involved in the scheme. That let us learn that she was being held here, and we attempted a nonviolent rescue. Unfortunately, her captors decided to open fire, and we were forced to return it. Ms. McCabe was unhurt, and I’ve already notified her father that she is safe. He’s arranging a flight to come and pick her up as soon as possible.”

Once the scene was secured and the medical examiner called out for the dead bodies, the rest of the follow-up was moved back to the sheriff’s office. The FBI arrived shortly thereafter, and Sam had to go through his entire report again. His DHS credentials, along with his reputation, were enough to impress the agents, however, and he and his people were finally released after three hours of questioning and paperwork. Amber would remain at the sheriff’s office in the care of a couple of female deputies until her father arrived in a couple more hours.

Wendy Dawson was in news heaven. After Sam had introduced her to the sheriff as the CNN reporter, she had been allowed to stay close while they discussed the situation. Both Sam and the sheriff answered numerous questions for her on camera, and then Sam gave her the go-ahead to send the footage back to her studio for editing and release.

As they were getting ready to leave, Rob called Sam aside. “Sam, I need to stay here. There’s going to be some paperwork about Billy’s death, and I need to make arrangements to have his body transported back to Denver for burial. The guys, they’d like to stay with me. Do you need me to send some with you?”



Sam laid a hand on his shoulder. “I think this is over, at least for now. We should be all right.

 
I'll

 
see to it that Ron arranges a flight for you, so you can all come back with him as an honor guard.”



The big man looked at Sam for a moment, and Sam noticed a single tear on his cheek. “Thank you, sir,” Rob said. “That’ll mean a lot to the guys.”

After that, Sam called Wendy and Harvey aside. “I want the two of you to be here when Mr. McCabe arrives,” he said. “You want to get that for your news story, anyway, right?”

Wendy smiled. “That’ll be the icing on the cake, Sam,” she said. “We’ll take it easy on them, though. I’m sure they’re going to be dealing with enough reporters over the next few days.”

Sam nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “But, once again, it was you that broke the story.”

The drive back to Chicago was uneventful, but Indie decided to take a slightly different route back to the airport, anyway. The path took her through parts of the city, and she was amazed at just how beautiful it was in some places, while obviously run down and dysfunctional in others.

Sam was looking out the window and pointed at the signs along the road that indicated landmarks. “Wish we had time,” he said. “I’ve never been to Chicago before, I’d love to look around.”

Indie smiled. “Maybe we can come back on vacation, someday.”

“Like any of us are ever going to get a vacation,” Denny grumbled. “Your husband, love, is a slave driver. All we do is work, work, work.”

Darren, who had been leaning against the window on his side, said, “You wouldn’t know what to do on vacation, anyway.”

Evan Reese, stuck between the two men in the back seat, suddenly leaned forward. “So, what is it we need to do next? You said you weren’t done with me yet. What did you mean by that?”

Sam turned in his seat to look at him. “It’s pretty simple,” he said. “We got the girl back, and that was our primary goal. Now, I want the people who were responsible for this. I have reason to believe that somebody is going to be pretty angry about the people who died back there. It’s most likely going to be the ones who were behind the kidnapping, so I want to get to them before they get to me.”

The man looked at him, trying to seem confused. “What? I already told you, it was Heinrich. He’s the guy who hired me, and you heard that guy back there, they were working for Heinrich, too. Hell, one of them was his freaking nephew.”

“But Heinrich is part of an organization, right? That means there was more than just one person involved, and I want to know who all of them are. You’re going to help me find out, because I want each and every one of them brought to justice, both for the girl and for the men who died because of this.”

“The only one I know about is Heinrich,” Reese said, “and I already told you I’d be happy to have something happen to him. I’m supposed to call him and tell him where to meet the guys who supposedly have what he wants, so it would be pretty easy to set that up for you to be there.”

“Now you’re catching on,” Sam said. “Because that’s exactly what I have in mind.”

They were getting close to the airport, so Sam took out his phone and called the pilot. The company that provided the plane had switched the flight crews while they were busy, but the pilot’s phone was one that was passed from one pilot to another. The new guy was happy to file a flight plan back to Ithaca, and said the plane would be ready to go by the time they arrived.

They got to the airport and went through the process of turning in the vehicles, then made their way to where the Gulfstream was waiting for them. The pilot, a tall, thin man, was waiting by the boarding steps.

“You’re Mr. Prichard, right?” he asked. Sam nodded and shook his hand. “Okay, I was told to let you know that we are going straight back to Denver. I had filed the flight plan for Ithaca, but I just got the call that your boss wants you back home. Oh, and I’m supposed to tell you that your other associates back in Ithaca are coming back on another flight this evening.”

Sam nodded again. “Thank you, I appreciate it.” The pilot climbed inside and went to the cockpit, and Sam reached into his pocket for his cell phone. It showed four bars of service, so he quickly dialed the number that would connect him to his boss, Ron.

“Sam,” he said as he answered. “I understand some congratulations are in order.”

“Well, we managed to find her,” he said, “and Mr. McCabe is on his way to pick her up as we speak. I have a question for you, though. Back when you were with DHS, did you ever hear of a guy named Heinrich Wegner?”

He could hear Ron tapping on computer keys. “Don’t think I did but… Give me a minute, checking the file on this guy. Looks like he’s known as an information and weapons merchant, but he’s mixed up with some rebel army group based in Nigeria. What about him?”

“If our boy Reese is telling the truth, then this is the guy who arranged the kidnapping. I was planning to set him up for an arrest, but now that you diverted us back to Denver, I’m not sure what to do. To be honest, I have a very strong feeling that this guy is going to create problems for me. It seems Beauregard foresees somebody being really angry over the people who died today, and since one of them was this guy’s nephew, I’m thinking it must be Wegner.”

“And you could be right,” Ron said. “We are bringing Steve and Walter and the girls back home today, too, and you can put Mr. Reese in one of our guestrooms. It’ll be pretty late by the time you get back here, so we might as well just sleep on this and discuss it in the morning.”

“That will work,” Sam said. “If there’s one thing I’m learning about this corporate life, it’s that it doesn’t leave time for nearly as much sleep as I want.”



“Yeah, but we pay you pretty well. You can’t have everything, right? All right,

 
I'll

 
see you in the morning. McCabe is extremely happy with how you handled this, Sam, so all of you will be hearing about those bonuses when we get together tomorrow.”



“See you then, boss,” Sam said. He ended the call and looked over at Reese. “Well, there’s been a little change in plans,” he said. “We’re not going back to Ithaca, we’re on the way to Denver, where my company is based. You will be our guest for the night, and then we’ll figure out what we’re doing about Heinrich in the morning.”

Reese’s eyes were wide and round. “Hey, I’m supposed to call Heinrich this evening, remember? If I don’t give him something, he’s going to be…”

“He’s probably worried about whether you even made it out of that mess alive, by now. Don’t you think he would know that it turned into a firefight? Wendy’s report is probably already on CNN, so he’s going to hear about it if he hasn’t already. I don’t think waiting until tomorrow to call him is going to make that big a difference, and it will give us time to come up with a cover story for how you got out of there alive and without being arrested.”

The flight attendant offered to make them dinner, and everyone accepted. It was simple fare consisting of roast beef sandwiches, potato chips and soft drinks, but it was welcome. Once they had eaten, Sam and Indie drifted off to sleep while Darren and Denny sat up to keep Reese company.

The flight wasn’t very long, and they landed at Denver at just after seven p.m., local time. Roger was waiting when the plane taxied to a stop.

“Been hearing about how well things went, Sam,” Roger said as they climbed out of the aircraft. “You did one hell of a job out there.”

Sam grinned at him. “Thanks, Roger,” he said. “It was a team effort, though.” He squeezed Indie’s hand.

“And it’s a hell of a team you’ve got,” Roger said. “You got any luggage to grab or anything?”

“No, just our carry-ons. All the rest was with our other team members in New York, so I guess they brought it back with them.”

Roger grinned. “Okay, then, let’s get you folks home. We got a room set up at HQ for your guest, and Ron asked me to stick around and keep him company for the night. The boss man says to let you get some rest tonight, but then he wants to see all of you first thing in the morning to talk about what happens next.”

Roger led Sam and the rest to the big Ford passenger van he was driving, and they all climbed in. Sam let Denny take the front passenger seat while he slid into the seat behind it with Indie. Reese and Darren took the next seat, and Roger put the van in gear.

Indie suddenly slid across the seat to lean into Sam, and he put an arm around her. They rode like that all the way to his house, where everyone got into their own vehicles and headed for home. Sam and Indie went to the door, where they found a note from their mothers. It said that they’d taken Kenzie and Bo up to the cabin for a couple of days, and to call when they were ready for them to come home.

It was still relatively early in the evening, and neither of them were terribly tired after napping on the flight. After twenty minutes of staring at the television screen and finding nothing worth watching, Sam suddenly grabbed Indie’s hand and pulled her to her feet.

“What? Where are we going?” Indie asked, but Sam only put his finger to his lips. He pulled her out the front door, and she suddenly realized he was taking her to the garage, and she let out a squeal of delight when he opened the door and rolled his motorcycle out into the driveway.

“We’re going for a ride?” she asked with a smile, and Sam grinned back.

“We haven’t had a moonlight ride for more than a year,” he said, “and it’s gonna be too cool within a few more weeks. The kids are safe and having a good time, and we just did ‘one hell of a job,’ so let’s go reward ourselves.”

Indie climbed onto the back and put her helmet on, and Sam hit the button to fire the big Honda Shadow up. He squeezed the clutch and put it in gear, then twisted the throttle and cruised the big bike out onto the street.

For the next two hours, they just enjoyed the feel of the wind and the road. Sam took them out of the city and into the foothills of the Rockies, leaning into the curves and relishing the feel of his wife’s arms around him.

Finally, though, it was time to go home. He rolled the bike quietly through the nighttime streets and eased it back into its place in the garage before they climbed off of it. They hung their helmets on the handlebars, and Indie wrapped her arms around him again and pulled him down for a kiss.

They went inside and straight to their bedroom, and made passionate love while they had the freedom to do so.

* * * * *

Morning came and Sam and Indie rose to start another day. She went to the kitchen to start the coffee while Sam got a quick shower, then surprised him by climbing in with him a couple of minutes later.

“Well, now,” Sam said. “This is a delightful way to get the morning off to a good start.”

Indie smiled. “And an even better way to get you to wash my back.”

Sam complied, and then Indie returned the favor. They languished in the water for a few extra minutes, then toweled off and got dressed before heading back to the kitchen for coffee and breakfast. Eggs and bacon were sizzling a few minutes later, and Sam sipped his coffee as he offered a silent thanks for the life he was living.

“You might as well come with me this morning,” he said as they sat down to eat. “You were part of the team this time, so Ron is going to want to hear your take on the case, as well.”

“Fine by me,” Indie said. “Any idea how I’m supposed to bill for my time on this one?”

“We’ve got a standard set up, but I know Ron is talking about bonuses for everybody. I’m pretty sure he’ll have it all figured out by the time we get there.”

“Okay, then,” she said. “I’m gonna follow you, though, because I’ve got to go pick the kids up from the grandmas this morning. The way Mom sounded on the phone last night, I think they’re ready for a break.”

Sam grinned. “That’ll teach them to volunteer to babysit.”




TEN


Ron was in the conference room when they arrived at the office building, with Jeff, Steve and Walter. They all got up to shake hands with Sam and Indie, and Ron and Jeff offered their congratulations while they waited for everyone else before they got down to debriefing. Darren and Denny arrived next, and then Jade walked in alone. A few minutes later, Summer came hurrying through the door, and they got down to business.

“Once again, Sam,” Ron said. “you’ve proven that you are the best, Sam. Of course, we all knew that already, but having it broadcast all over the world through the news is good for business. Harry Winslow called about an hour ago, after seeing the latest report on CNN.”

“I’m just glad we pulled it off,” Sam said. “I spent a good part of the time we were on this case feeling like maybe things were going too easy, too smoothly. I mean, we found Reese so fast that it just seemed almost like it was set up. Couldn’t the cops have found him just as easily?”

“Local cops? I doubt it,” said Jeff. “I’m pretty sure they don’t have access to the voice recognition databases that Indie ended up using. Of course, if things had gone normally and the FBI was called in on this, they probably would have tracked him down, so in one sense, the answer to your question would be yes. The thing is, they weren’t, and it was you and your team that found Amber and got her home safely.”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “And we blundered right smack into the middle of an international problem. This PAF, and Heinrich Wegner, they’re going to be pretty upset that their plans were foiled.”

“Yes, I spoke with Mr. Reese about that this morning,” Ron said. “And I completely understand where he’s coming from, because people like Wegner have connections that could conceivably blow up in his face. He described his plan to lure Wegner into a trap, and I took the liberty of discussing it with Harry. He thinks we should go for it, try to bring this guy in and shut down the PAF before they become an actual terrorist organization.”

Sam turned to Jeff. “Jeff? What do you think?”

Jeff chewed on his bottom lip for a moment, then leaned his head to the left, as if giving it serious thought. “Just the fact that this outfit resorted to kidnapping,” he said, “is enough to make me want to see them shut down now, while they are still fairly small. Reese is in a position to contact Wegner and set up a chance for us to do exactly that. Or, and this might be more sensible, we could simply turn this over to DHS and let them handle it. After all, this isn’t really within the umbrella we normally work under.”

Ron looked at him. “We could do that, but should we? The thing that concerns me at the moment is the Beauregard prediction, that this is going to put Sam in some kind of extreme danger. If the PAF was actually behind the kidnapping, then he could be looking at some attempted revenge coming his way.”

“That’s what worries me,” Jeff said. “If we go after them ourselves, aren’t we running the risk of putting Sam right in the line of fire? I’m not sure I like that idea.”

“I do,” Sam said. “According to Reese, Wegner and his people can get pretty vindictive. Don’t you think it would be better to take the fight to them, rather than wait for them to try to strike against me, or the team?”

Ron was nodding. “I think you hit the nail on the head,” he said. “We were asked to bring Amber home safely, but also to catch the people responsible. While the PAF may be an international problem that’s under DHS jurisdiction, they are also the culprits in this particular crime. If they intend to seek revenge against Sam, then we need to get on top of this as quickly as we can.”

“And that leaves the question of why they might want that revenge,” Jeff said. “Who was involved that would be so valuable that they want revenge for him getting killed?”

Ron shrugged his shoulders. “I think maybe it’s time to bring Reese in here,” he said. “Let’s see if he knows anything that might help us get an answer to that question.”

“I already know the answer,” Sam said. “One of the men who died there last night was Heinrich Wegner’s nephew. My gut feeling is that he’s going to be pretty pissed over that, and that it will be the reason he wants revenge.”

“And you’re probably right.” Ron touched a button on the speakerphone that sat on the table. “Roger, could you bring Mr. Reese to the conference room, please?”

“Yes, sir,” Roger replied. There was a tap on the door only a few seconds later, and then Evan Reese stepped inside.

“Mr. Reese,” Ron said. “Please take a seat, we’re trying to figure out our next step.”

“The next step ought to be getting me a phone,” Reese said as he sat in one of the chairs. “The longer we keep Heinrich waiting, the more suspicious he’s going to be when I talk to him.”

“That’s possible,” Ron said. “News of the firefight has gone all over the world, and the fact that Amber was returned safely to her father is out there. He’s probably trying to figure out why your name hasn’t come up in the news stories, so he might be wondering if you are the one who tipped off the authorities.” He looked Reese directly in the eye. “We need to come up with something that will clear you of suspicion before you actually speak to him, don’t you think?”

“That’s an absolute necessity,” Sam said. “The trouble is, Heinrich knew that Reese was trying to get the girl back to get federal authorities off of his own ass. If I were him, I’d start to wonder if he got turned into an informant. I’m not sure how we can get Heinrich to trust him again.”

Ron nodded. “I was worried about the same thing,” he said, “so I hit Harry with that question. He came up with an idea, and I think it might actually work.”

“Okay,” Sam said. “And what was that?”

Ron grinned. “We charge Mr. Reese with murder,” he said, “and put out a press release that he is wanted for killing a federal agent. Billy Jamison, like everyone else here at Windlass Security, was a contract agent with the Department of Homeland Security.”

“Now, hold on,” Reese said, “Here we go with murder charges again. The trouble is, I didn’t kill anybody! And how is that going to help us with Heinrich?”

“Because it makes your story more credible,” Ron said, “when you call Heinrich to tell him that you were there when the raid began and had to shoot your way out to get away. Sam, you were smart enough to keep his name out of the news reports about the rescue, and I’ve already arranged for the word to be spread that the men who survived the firefight died later at the hospital. As far as Heinrich knows, none of them lived long enough to be questioned. With Mr. Reese’s face being displayed on television all over the world as a fugitive, his story will be believable.”

“Yeah, okay,” Reese said, “but if I was on the run, why would I contact Heinrich anyway? Wouldn’t I be trying to hide, change my name, disappear into the woodwork?”

“Actually, I can see you being even more motivated to get in touch with him,” Sam said. “He still thinks you’ve got the Soviet Sixpack, or at least that you know who actually has it. If you have to start a whole new identity, you’re going to need money. You certainly won’t be able to access any of your own, because the feds would be watching your accounts. Telling him you want a few million would make sense, in this situation. Yeah, I think this could work.”

“Hello?” Reese said, “anybody home in there? The price for getting him that information was the girl, remember?”

“Yes,” Sam said, “but just tell him the situation has changed. Now you need cash, and a lot of it. He wants the Sixpack pretty badly, and he’s already mentioned that he would be willing to pay you a finder’s fee. All we have to do is come up with a convincing scenario for how he’s going to get his prize, and some way to draw out the rest of the PAF in the bargain.”

“You’re crazy,” Reese said. “You freaking people are going to end up getting me killed, you know that, right? I dangled the bait of the Soviet Sixpack because I knew it would get his attention, but after all this, he’s going to want some kind of proof that I really can get it for him. Now, considering the fact that it’s probably nothing but a post-Cold War fairy tale, I don’t know where we are going to get any kind of convincing proof. Do you?”

Ron looked at him for a moment, then grinned. “Actually, Harry can help us out with that.”



Everyone at the table was watching him, but Sam was the one who spoke up. “Okay,

 
I'll

 
bite,” he said. “How can Harry help us convince this guy that we have the super weapon he wants?”



Ron started to speak, but then he chuckled. “Sorry, it’s just funny,” he said. “You see, Harry is the one who stole it and smuggled it out of the Ukraine.”

“What?” Denny asked suddenly. “Our bloody Harry? The Soviet Sixpack is supposed to be six AN602 nuclear bombs, and each one of them weights about 15,000 pounds.”



“No, wait a minute,” Darren said. “The AN602 was the one they call the

 

Tsar Bomba,


 
the King of Bombs. They only made one of them, for a test back in the early sixties.”



Denny shook his head, but Walter spoke up. “There were ten of them,” he said. “One was used in the test, but there were nine others that were retrofitted with a special tamper that raised their yield from fifty megatons to a hundred megatons. They were built in 1960 and ’61, but after the first one was used in a test, the whole world was in such an uproar that the Russians denied the existence of the others. They put some empty casings on display to try to convince everybody there weren’t any more bombs, but then they were taken to the Balaklava Submarine base in Ukraine and hidden there. When that base was shut down in 1995, three of them were found and dismantled, but the other six had disappeared sometime in the years before that. Until mid 1994, there were several nuclear weapons technicians who were employed just to make sure they were properly maintained. A couple of years before that, two of them had defected to the United States, and quietly handed over the proof to the Americans. In January 1993, the United States sent an agent who was codenamed Sparrow to investigate whether the bombs were still there, and there is an existing report that Sparrow bribed a submarine crew to smuggle six of them out of the base. According to that report, they were then taken to a highly secret base somewhere in the south Pacific and hidden, but its location is one of the biggest secrets there is.”

Everyone at the table was staring at him, but Walter didn’t seem to notice. Despite the fact that he was usually very quiet, Walter was an incredible walking store of information.

“Is that really true?” Summer asked, her eyes round.

“If he says it is,” Steve said, “it is. Walter loves to read, and his security clearance lets him read things most people would never be able to get close to.”

Ron leaned forward and looked at Walter. “Walter, are there any photographs of the bombs?”

“Yes,” Walter said. “There are several of them. I can download them, if you want.”

Ron turned to Reese. “Would Heinrich know what he was looking at if we showed him pictures of the bombs?”

Reese managed to stop staring at Walter for a moment, and turned to look back at Ron. “I think so,” he said. “I don’t think it would be that hard to convince him, anyway.”

“All right, that’s the basic plan, then,” Ron said. “Walter, get us those photos. Sam, you and Reese put your heads together and figure out where to set the trap. This just might actually work.”

Everyone started to get up out of their chairs, but Ron held up a hand to stop them. “Hold on, hold on,” he said. “We’re not done here, yet. I had told Sam there was going to be a bonus for everyone on this case, and I don’t go back on my word.”

Jeff reached down beside his chair and picked up a stack of envelopes. Each of them had a name on it, and he passed them out. Summer got hers first, and she raised the flap to peek inside at the check it contained, and then her eyes went wide.

“Holy cow,” she said. “Guys, are you serious? I can actually deposit this?”

Ron chuckled. “Yes, it’s for real. You can actually take it to the bank, and it won’t bounce. Mr. McCabe was quite generous yesterday.”

Everyone else peeked at their bonus checks and reacted about the same way, but Indie was surprised when one of the envelopes came her way. She glanced at Sam, then raised the flap and looked inside.

The check was for fifty thousand dollars, and her eyes almost popped out of her head. She looked up at Ron and tried to speak, but only a squeak came out.

Ron smiled. “You earned it,” he said. “You all did. Now, let’s get to work on the next phase. DHS has given us the go-ahead on this case, so Uncle Sam is paying the bills from here on out. Let’s nail us some PAF.”




ELEVEN


Indie kissed Sam goodbye and left, anxious to get to the bank and deposit her bonus, then pick up the kids and go shopping. Sam grinned as she hurried out the door, then went to his office with the team, and Reese, following along.

“First things first,” Sam said. “If we’re going to convince Heinrich Wegner that we are on the up and up, I need to know everything I possibly can about the Soviet Sixpack.” They were all sitting at the conference table, and Sam reached over and tapped the speakerphone. “Jenna, can you get me Harry Winslow on the phone, please? Patch it through to the speakerphone on the conference table.”

“Yes, sir,” came Jenna’s quick reply. A moment later, the phone chimed. “Mr. Winslow is on the line, sir.”

Sam tapped the blinking light. “Harry?”

“Sam, boy, considering this is the second call I’ve had from Windlass this morning, I get the feeling it’s not just to wish me a good day.”

Sam grinned. “Of course I wish you a good day,” he said. “And I wish you would help me have one. I need to pick your brain, old man. Are you on a secure line?”

“Of course I am,” Harry said. “Uncle Sam won’t allow me to even touch a phone without one.”

“Good. Harry, I need to know everything you can tell me about the Soviet Sixpack.”

“Well, since I know you aren’t much of a drinker, I have to assume you are referring to the souvenirs I brought back from a trip many years ago. What do you need to know, Sam?”

“Everything I possibly can. We are about to dangle them out as bait, and I need to be as convincing as possible.”

“All right, then,” Harry said. “Back in early ’93, I was sent to the Ukraine to determine whether rumors of some massive nuclear warheads had any truth behind them. The mission was codenamed Sparrow’s Nest, and I had to infiltrate a secret submarine base. The rumor said that the Russians had built ten massive hydrogen bombs back in the early sixties, though they claimed they had only built one and used it in a test. That test had been so terrifying that they hid the rest of them away, keeping them back as a last resort in the event of World War III. There were nine of them, each one more than three thousand times as powerful as the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The one they used in the test was only half as powerful as these, because the leftovers had been modified with a more powerful detonation system than the first one. I passed myself off as a Russian sailor to get inside the base, and that’s where I met Vladimir Petrov.”

Harry paused, so Sam prompted him. “And Vladimir is important because…”



The old man chuckled. “Vladimir was the captain of the

 

Sokorov


 
, an Oscar II class nuclear submarine that was built in the eighties. He was also one of the most disillusioned men I had ever met, disgusted with his own country and its military policies. While we were drinking together one night, I suggested to him that I had a way to make him a very wealthy man, if he was interested in starting a new life. Since his wife had left him and taken his children over his long tours of duty, and he was very tired of living in a tin can under the waves, it wasn’t difficult to convince him to help me steal six of the warheads. He forged a set of orders indicating they were to be taken to another secret base in the Yam Islands, then screamed at people until they were loaded into his weapons bay. As soon as that was finished, we all got aboard and sailed out of the base, and I took him to Pearl Harbor. He and his entire crew defected and were quietly given new identities and dispersed around the United States. The warheads were offloaded from the submarine, which was then taken to some secret base of our own and dismantled. In February of ’93, I accompanied the warheads to their final destination in a top-secret bunker on a top-secret base in the Arizona desert, just outside Tucson. They’re still there, and still highly classified, but that’s just to help the Russians save face.”



“I’m amazed no one ever let the secret out,” Sam said. “Of course, there have been rumors about them for a long time, apparently.”

“Why, Sam,” Harry said. “Surely you know the best way to hide something is to keep people looking for it in the wrong place, don’t you? We make sure to let rumors out periodically, always pointing to some other part of the globe, of course.”

“That’s pretty smart,” Summer said.

“Okay, so here’s the situation,” Sam said. “There is an up-and-coming terrorist organization in Africa called PAF. We have a chance to identify and hopefully arrest some of its leadership, which will hopefully kill off the entire organization. The guy we’re dealing with, who may be their top man, is Heinrich Wegner. He wants to get his hands on those warheads, so we’re dangling them out as bait as we set a trap. I need enough truth to convince him we can really get him those warheads. Any ideas?”

“Why, certainly,” Harry said, a smile evident in his voice. “I can give you the coordinates of the base, and you can take him right to them. The place is only used for storage of classified material, so it only has a skeleton crew. We can replace them with some of your own trusted people, and then you can go in and make it look like they’ve been captured.”

Sam’s eyes went wide. “Harry, I just want to bluff the guy. I wouldn’t want to really let him know where they are, just in case things go wrong and he actually got away with them.”

“Oh, it wouldn’t matter if he did. The nuclear explosives or whatever they call that stuff, that was all removed back in ’93. There’s enough residual radiation in the casings to convince a Geiger counter that they’re still live, but they couldn’t go off. The only reason they still keep them a secret is because Clinton thought people might panic if the word ever got out that the Russkis really did make the most powerful nukes ever, but nowadays, I don’t think anyone would be all that surprised. You can set your trap right there in the desert, and close this case for good.”

“Okay, Harry, you’ve obviously got something in mind. What is it?”

“Why, it’s simple, Sam boy,” Harry said. “I’m an old man, right? If you put some of your people to beating me up, I’d spill every secret I know, wouldn’t I? And if you had a video of me spilling the beans about where they were hidden, since I know so many details about how they got there and all that, that would be pretty believable, wouldn’t it?”

“I’m sure it would,” Sam said. “How soon can you get here?”

“How soon can you get me a plane? Tell Indie Kathy and I want to come and see the kids, then get Q started on the makeup. We want me to look beat up, but I don’t intend to let anybody hit me for real.”

“Hold on a moment,” Sam said. He put Harry on hold, then hit the button for the intercom and spoke to Ron. “Harry has a plan to let us use the real Soviet Sixpack, which has been disarmed, to set a trap for Wegner and his organization. Can you arrange to fly him and his wife up here from Florida?”



“Consider it done,” Ron said. “Tell Harry

 
I'll

 
call him with the details in a few minutes.”





Sam hit the button to return to Harry. “Ron’s setting it up,” he said. “He’ll call you as soon as he knows the flight details.

 
I'll

 
have everything ready by the time you get here, and Indie will be delighted to see you both.”





“Sounds like a plan, Sam,” Harry said. “

 
I'll

 
make a few calls and clear this with the Joint Chiefs—they owe me, so it won’t be any problem—and we’ll make it happen. See you soon, Sam, boy.”



Sam cut the call and looked at the others, including Reese. “I think we might just have a bait that our mouse can’t resist,” he said.

“Damn, I’d say so,” Reese said. “So the Sixpack was real all along… I never would have believed it before now, but I know Heinrich always did. And we are actually going to let him get his hands on them?”

“You heard Harry,” Sam said. “What he’s going to see is nothing but the casings, the bombs have been neutralized. The beauty of this is that it’s going to be the set up in an isolated location. We're going to be able to take them down without endangering any bystanders.”

“Harry said this place has a skeleton staff,” Darren said. “If we replace that with our own security people, then invite Wegner and his people to come on in after we supposedly ‘captured’ them all, we should have a fairly significant force. I’m willing to bet that twenty or so of our people are more than a match for anything the PAF might bring along.”

Sam nodded. “I agree,” he said. “Especially since we can make sure their weapons are within reach wherever we pretend to lock them up. One quick signal and they can be armed and ready to back us up.”

“There’s just one problem,” Jade said. “Sam, they’ll know who you are. Your face was all over CNN after Amber’s rescue. And, I hate to say it, but you’re pretty well-known. That’s what almost got you killed on this one, remember?”

“Mr. Prichard?” Jenna’s voice suddenly came through the intercom. “Ron said Mr. Winslow will arrive about four o’clock this afternoon. Roger will pick him and Mrs. Winslow up at the airport and bring them straight here.”

“That’s perfect,” Sam said. “Thank you, Jenna.”

“Yes, sir,” Jenna said, “and your wife is on line three.”

Sam grinned as he punched the button. “Hey, babe,” he said. “Are you having fun?”

“I am,” she said. “The grandmas decided they weren’t ready to give up the kids just yet, so we have the rest of the day to ourselves. I know you’re busy, so I’m getting in some shopping while I can.”

Sam chuckled. “That sounds good,” he said. “Harry and Kathy will be here later today, but Harry is likely to be busy for the evening. They’ll want to see the kids tomorrow, though.”

“No problem. I told Mom I’d be out to get them in the morning, so they can come over then.”



“I’m sure that will work. All right,

 
I'll

 
let them know and you can let me know when you get back home.”



They pledged their love to one another as they always did, and then Sam cut off the call. The rest of the team went back to their own desks, and Sam leaned back to think about how to handle the situation. Denny took Reese with him, promising to stop at the break room to let him get a cup of coffee.

An idea came to mind, but then Sam remembered Harry’s request. He got up and went to see their gadgets maker, who was known as Q.

“Hi, Sam,” said the short, stocky man. His real name was Fred Turner, but he got his nickname because his gadgets rivaled those in the James Bond movies. “What can I do for you?”

“Q, Harry Winslow is flying in this afternoon. We need to make a video of him getting beat up, and it needs to look very realistic. He told me to give you a heads up about that, because he doesn’t want anybody beating on him for real.”



Q chuckled. “I can handle it,” he said. “We’ll use the old tied to a chair in the damp basement routine.

 
I'll

 
put some blood packs in his mouth that he can bite down on and spit out, that’ll make it look like blood is flying every time he gets punched, and we’ll mark him up with bruises and a black eye before we turn on the camera. What’s the gimmick?”



“He’s supposed to be getting tortured, beaten to make him give up information. It has to be extremely convincing, so I imagine that means no cuts in the video. It’ll all have to be done in one take, so the camera stays on him the whole time.”



“Yeah, that’s no problem.

 
I'll

 
have it all set up before he gets here, don’t worry. Who’s going to do the beating?”



Sam shrugged. “I hadn’t thought of that,” he said.

“No worries. I can round up somebody who looks mean.”




TWELVE


The rest of the day went pretty slowly after Sam’s visit back to Q and his domain, to make sure everything would be ready before Harry arrived late in the afternoon. Sam was sitting in his office when the old man and his wife came walking in, and he got up quickly to shake his hand.

“Sam, boy, the things I do for you. Do you have any idea how many favors I had to cancel out or call in to pull this whole thing off? General Kelsey made me sign an agreement that I’d never reveal certain little details about his early years in the army, things I’d already forgotten about, anyway. Pity, too, because there were a few things he would’ve done anything to keep secret over the years. One of them involved the day I had to go get him out of a Japanese jail cell and arrived to find him wearing nothing but a silk kimono. It seems all his uniform and ID had been stolen by the hooker he had gotten mixed up with, and she screamed for the police when he decided he was going to wear her dress to make his escape.”

Sam’s eyes went wide, but he said nothing.

“It’s probably BS, Sam,” Kathy said. “I learned a long time ago not to believe all of Harry’s stories.”

“Now, woman, it’s the gospel truth,” Harry said. “I just wish I had remembered it ten years ago, when Kelsey was trying to cut some of our funding.”

Sam chuckled and the three of them sat at the conference table to visit for a bit. A little while later, Ron stuck his head in to say that Q was ready.

Making the video was likely to take a couple of hours, Ron said, so Sam decided to head home for dinner. “Kathy, would you like to come along and visit with Indie?”

“Oh, no,” Kathy said. “There’s no way I’m going to miss this. I’m going to sit back and watch them make the video, because it’s going to be the only time I ever saw Harry get beat up.” She winked at Sam. “Other than the few times when I did it myself, that is.”

“There you go again,” Harry said, “telling all our secrets.” He and his wife followed Ron off to see Q, and Sam took the opportunity to slip out and head for his car.

He got home a short time later, and Indie met him at the door with a kiss. “I’m making us a couple of steaks for dinner,” she said. “They’ll be done in a few minutes, would you like a glass of iced tea?”

“That sounds delicious,” Sam said. He followed her into the kitchen and sat at the table while supporting the glass. He told her about everything that was happening while she cooked dinner, and then they sat and ate together.

By the time dinner was finished, both of them had realized that they were alone. Since that wasn’t something that happened very often, Sam helped Indie load the dishwasher, and then they headed for the bedroom.

Two hours later, basking in the afterglow, Indie was cuddled up under Sam’s arm when his phone rang. He reached to the nightstand and picked it up, and saw that it was the office number calling.

“Hello,” he said, and he heard Ron’s voice.

“Sam,” he said, “I need you in my office in an hour. Is Indie with you?”

“Yes, she’s right here.”

“Bring her along,” Ron said, and then the line went dead.

Sam turned to Indie. “Ron wants us at his office in an hour. You need anything before we go?”

Indie’s eyes were wide, but she shook her head. “Just to get dressed.”

Sam nodded and they got out of bed. They took a shower together to wash off the sweat, then went out the door and got into his Mustang. The drive in to Windlass only took about thirty minutes, so they made it easily. Sam parked in his own space at the Windlass office building, and they quickly made their way to Ron’s office. Lisa, his secretary, was already gone for the day, but there were lights on inside. Sam tapped on the door and heard Ron call out, “Come in.”

They stepped inside and Sam was surprised to see no one else there. Ron was fumbling with some papers on his desk and pointed at the chairs in front of it. “Sit,” he said. They sat and waited for Ron to finish what he was doing. It took him another minute or so and then he looked up at them.

“Sorry for the sudden roust,” he said. “I just got off a three hour conference call with the alphabet soup in DC, and I learned a couple of things you need to know. It seems that Heinrich almost certainly must have been working on some kind of plot that was designed to favor the Ethiopian electronics outfit. NSA and CIA have both picked up chatter that confirms that he was the mastermind behind the plot to use the girl against McCabe. They’ve got at least eight clandestine meetings between him and the Ethiopian ambassador over a three-month period leading up to her disappearance. In at least one of them, the topic of discussion was the alliance the Ethio Electronics outfit has been pressuring for, and the ambassador was heard saying that the only thing standing in the way was McCabe’s reluctance to sign the contracts.”

Sam shrugged. “Well, we beat him,” he said. “You don’t think they’ll try to use the girl again, do you?”

Ron shook her head. “Very doubtful,” she said. “And this doesn’t really mean a whole lot to us, anyway, except that it confirms just how evil this organization really is. They claim to be trying to liberate the people in the poorer African nations, but their actions are as terroristic as some of the things Al Qaeda used to do. It seems Wegner has even been involved in deals involving very small nuclear devices, such as suitcase nukes.”

Sam sat and looked at him for a moment, letting all that he was saying run through his mind. “I can’t really say I’m surprised,” he said. “Any idea what their next step might be?”

Ron shook his head. “The CIA is working on it, but they don’t seem to have any real leads. Harry did manage to get the Joint Chiefs to sign off on his plan, and this whole phone conference came about because NSA, DHS and CIA are fighting over who gets to run the operation. Don’t worry, I got them all off your back. This is your gig, Sam.”

Sam’s expression did not change. “I should have seen that,” he said. “I should have realized there was some other agenda behind this whole thing. Why else would Wegner want these super nuclear bombs?”

Indie reached over and took his hand. “Sam, don’t beat yourself up,” she said. “You can’t predict what people like this will do. You’re only human, remember?”

Ron leaned forward again, bracing his arms on top of his desk. “Well, like I said, none of this really matters a whole lot to us, because we would have taken this case, anyway. The girl was an innocent victim, we couldn’t just leave her at their mercy.”

Sam was still thinking it all over, running all the information through in his mind, and he reached a conclusion. “It’s Heinrich that I want,” he said. “According to Reese, he’s been trying to get his hands on these super nuclear bombs for more than twenty years. I would just about bet that they plan to use them in this fake war of liberation, and that’s going to mean a pretty massive act of terrorism. And now, thanks to us, he thinks he can get his hands on the biggest nukes ever built. I’d give anything to know what he’s planning.”

“Yes,” Ron said, “and so would the alphabet soup groups.” He let out a sigh. “There was some new chatter, also. It seems that Heinrich Wegner has decided to offer a bounty on your head, Sam. Two hundred thousand dollars to anybody who can kill you and confirm it to him.”

“I’m not that surprised,” Sam said. “Since I killed his nephew, he’s undoubtedly going to want me dead in retaliation. Beauregard even warned me about this, but we didn’t know what he was saying at the time. The trouble is that this plays right into Heinrich’s hands, because it’s going to mean every punk in the international underworld will be looking to collect that bounty.”

Ron and Sam looked into each other’s eyes for a few seconds, and then Sam broke the silence.

“Ron, I need you to make sure my family is safe. Pull in whatever favors you have to, but get them into a safe house, somewhere. Give them all the security you can, and…”

Ron held up a hand and grinned. “I’ve already got it set up, Sam. Gary Collins runs one of our security teams, like Rob Feinstein. He and his men are at your mother’s house, gathering up them and the kids right now, and they’ll be back here shortly to pick up Indie. Harry and Kathy will be going along with them, as well, just to keep them company. You can stay in one of our guestrooms until this is over.”

“I’m not staying anywhere,” Sam said. “In fact, I’m probably on the way to Arizona. How did things go with the video, with Harry?”

Ron grinned. “See for yourself,” he said. He tapped a couple of keys on his computer, then turned the monitor so that Sam and Indie could see it.

In what looked like a dimly lit, damp basement of some sort, Harry Winslow was bound to a chair. The chair was big and heavy, and gave the impression of being bolted to the floor. There was a band around Harry’s chest, and Sam recognized the connections to a polygraph machine.

His eyes were blackened and his lips were split, with blood on his chin. There was a bleeding gash on his left cheek, as if he’d been struck by someone wearing a ring. “Geez,” Sam muttered.

“I’m going to ask you again,” said a voice off-camera. “We know that you were the agent who stole nuclear devices from the Russians in the early nineties. You convinced an entire submarine crew to defect, and to help you smuggle them out of the base. We want to know where they are, today.”

“And I’m telling you I don’t know,” Harry said, and the pain and fatigue in his voice tugged at Sam’s heartstrings. “I’m retired, they don’t let me have that kind of information anymore.”

“You know,” said the off-camera voice, “if I were dealing with anyone else, I might believe that. You, on the other hand, are Harry Winslow. You know more secrets of the government than almost anyone else, and I happen to know that you are still consulted by most of the American intelligence agencies on a regular basis. Now, try again, Mr. Winslow. Where are the bombs?”

“I don’t...”

That was as far as Harry got, because a large man stepped into view and struck him across the face. Blood shot out of his mouth and splattered onto the floor, and Harry cried out at the pain. The big man hit him again, and then again, and when he drew back for another strike, Harry said thickly, “All right, all right, that’s enough!”

The big man stepped out of view again and the voice came back. “Well? Where are they? Don’t try to stall, Mr. Winslow, no one is going to come to your rescue.”



Harry gasped a few times, then leaned his head back against the chair. “

 
I'll

 
tell you,” he said after a few seconds. “It won’t matter, because you can’t get to them in any case. They’re at the Baldwin Ranch, outside of Tucson. The old gold mine on the ranch, it’s actually an entrance to an underground base. Kinda like Area 51, it’s a warehouse for secret materials. That’s where they were the last I knew.”



Harry sagged against the chair, and the voice said, “Is he telling the truth?”

“According to the polygraph and voice stress analysis, he is,” said a woman’s voice. “I think he’s simply ready to die, and doesn’t care anymore about keeping secrets.”

“Is he?” asked the man. “Are you certain he’s given us the truth?”

“As certain as I can be,” said the woman. “I can’t see any sign of deception, and all of this equipment seems to indicate he’s not lying anymore. I could tell he was lying when he insisted he didn’t know the answer, so I would say he’s given you the truth as far as he knows it, at least.”

The man hesitated. “Mr. Winslow, is there a chance the bombs have been moved since you were last aware of them?”

Harry slowly shook his head weakly from side to side. “I doubt it,” he said. “There aren’t a lot of places you can hide things like that, and even fewer places where the security can handle them. Baldwin Ranch is a special warehouse for dangerous items. That’s where they are, and I hope they blow your heads off when you try to get in.”

There was a moment of silence, and then the big man stepped into view once again. He put a pistol to Harry’s head and squeezed the trigger, and Sam and Indie both gasped as blood and gray matter splattered against the wall.

“Relax, Sam,” Ron said with a grin. “Harry’s fine, but Hollywood lost out when Q decided not to go into special effects. He rigged all of that up, and I’ve never seen anything more realistic.”

Sam looked up at him. “That was too realistic,” he said. “But it fits perfectly with an idea I had earlier.”




THIRTEEN


“What kind of idea?” Ron asked. “I’ve seen that look in your eye before, Sam, and it makes me nervous.”

Sam shrugged his shoulders. “Why should it make you nervous? The only logical course of action is to shut down the PAF and put Heinrich in prison, where he belongs. We know that he wants me for killing his nephew, and we are already baiting a trap for him. I’m only going to suggest we sweeten the pot by letting him think he has a chance to get to me while he’s at it.”

“Sam, Heinrich Wegner is a cold-blooded killer, and an international criminal. I don’t know where his actual politics come from, but everything I’ve read about the guy tells me that the PAF is nothing but a tool he uses to enrich and empower himself. I don’t really like the idea of you painting a target on your forehead.”

“I second that,” Indie said. “Sam, this is too risky.”

“No, it’s not,” Sam said. “I’m the one who killed Hendricks, his nephew; if we put me into this whole situation, we can be pretty certain he’s going to swallow the bait and come after me. When he does, we're going to be ready to take him down.”

Indie squeezed his hand. “Sam, you’re talking about using yourself as bait! That could be suicidal!”

Once again, Sam shrugged. “Leaving him out there, knowing he wants to come after me, would probably be even worse. I’m the one he wants most, so I’d be the irresistible target. If I were him, I might be leery of trusting Reese over the bombs, but if he thinks it will give him a chance at me at the same time, it’ll be irresistible.”

Ron stared coldly into his eyes. “And what if he does manage to kill you? Never mind the fact that we lose the best investigator we’ve ever had, what about your family? You need to think about this, Sam.”

“I am thinking about it,” Sam said. “Ron, I’m going to be worthless to you if I have to stay hidden all the time, and I’d only be endangering my family. How long would it be before Heinrich would decide to try to use them against me? Or, what happens if he decides to take me out while they’re with me?”

The man behind the desk simply looked into his eyes. “As much as I hate to admit it,” Ron said, “you’re making some valid points. Okay, so how do we do this? Tell me your plan.”

“It’s simple,” Sam said. “We let Heinrich believe that I’ve gone rogue, that I’ve thrown in with Reese on this whole deal. Get my family hidden away, along with Harry and his wife, and then we let Reese make his phone call. The only difference is, now he gets to explain that it was Sam Prichard that helped him track down the Soviet Sixpack, and that I want a share in the reward. Heinrich will play along because it will give him the chance to look me in the eye while he puts a bullet through my head.”

Ron was silent for almost a minute, and it was obvious that the wheels in his head were spinning. “I can’t say I like this idea, but it does make sense. It would also strengthen the story of how Reese avoided being arrested back in Illinois. All right, I’ll play along. Meanwhile, Gary should be back here with your kids and your mothers shortly. We’ll take care of your family, Sam, but you and the team are going to have to make sure you all come back safely. A lot of people are going to get very upset if you get yourself killed.”“Yeah, and I’m one of them,” Indie said.

“I’ll do all I can to avoid that, I promise you,” Sam said. “Arresting Heinrich has to be the main priority, though. He represents a threat to the entire world, not just me. He and the PAF have to be shut down while they’re still small enough to handle without a war.”

Ron nodded once. “All right, then,” he said. “Nine o’clock in the morning, right here. Have your team with you.”

Ron turned back to his computer and Sam knew that the interview was over. Sam rose and pulled Indie to her feet, and the two of them walked out of the room. They were quiet as they walked down the hall to Sam’s office, but once they were alone, Indie looked at him.

“Do you really think this is the smart move?”

“I think it’s the only move. Beauregard said that I was going to end up in more danger than I’ve ever known, right? Well, we know he’s never wrong, but at least this way I can control the way that danger comes. If Heinrich wants me that badly, then I’m going to use that obsession against him.”

They sat on the couch in his office and Indie leaned against him. “And what do the kids and I do if you get yourself killed?”

“You’ll get by,” Sam said, after a moment’s hesitation. “I know it would be hard, babe, but I also know how strong you are, and you’d get the kids through it. Just promise me that you won’t let it ruin your life, that you won’t turn down a chance to be happy again someday.”

“God, Sam, you sound like you expect to die. I haven’t had you long enough to think about losing you, Sam, so don’t expect me to be able to think about what I would do if that happens.” Tears were starting to run from her eyes and track down her cheeks.

Sam turned and put his arm around her as she wiped away the tears and snuggled up to him.

“You pick the lousiest times to volunteer yourself for a suicide mission, do you know that?”

“I have absolutely no intention of making it a suicide mission,” Sam said. “What I’m planning to do is draw Heinrich close enough for us to take out his people and place him into custody as quickly as possible.”

Indie looked up at him for a long moment, then leaned her head on his shoulder again. “I just don’t know how I could cope with it if I lost you now…”

Sam thought for a second, then kissed the top of her head. “I’m going to do my best to make sure you don’t,” he said. “That’s all I can promise you right at this moment.”

“Indie?” Indie’s mother, Kim, called out to her as she and Grace came rushing into the office. “Oh, thank goodness you’re safe! I’ve been worried all the way here.”

“I’m okay, Mom,” Indie said. “Where are the kids?”

“They’re down in the lobby,” Grace said, “with a couple of ladies that came along to help with them. Bo is sleeping and Kenzie is watching videos on my phone. We came down because we needed to talk to you, find out what’s happening.”

Sam nodded. “Did they tell you what’s going on yet?”

“Mr. Collins just said to grab some things,” Grace said, “and come with them, because there was some kind of danger that might affect us and the kids, so we were supposed to go to some safe house. That’s all we know at the moment, so what’s really going on? Sam?”

Sam let out a sigh. “On my last case a couple days ago, there was a gunfight and I had to kill a man. Turns out his uncle is the terrorist behind that whole situation, and he’s put a bounty out on me. Ron made arrangements to take all of you to somewhere safe while we deal with the situation, and you will be taking Harry and Kathy Winslow along with you. Harry is helping us out with this case, but now he needs to disappear for a while. Sending him with you seemed like the best option, and it gives me a little extra peace of mind knowing he’ll be there to help protect you.”

Kim nodded. “This is what Beauregard was talking about,” she said.

Sam nodded. “Yes, I suppose so. He said somebody was going to be angry at me, and he was right again.”

“I’m talking about today,” Kim said. “He told me something was going to happen, and to give you a message.” She raised her face to look Sam in the eye, and he saw the fear in her own. “Beauregard says to tell you that Indie has to go with you. If she doesn’t, you will die, and so will many, many others. If she does, then you have a chance to come through alive and save everyone else.”

Sam stared at her. “Okay, no way,” he said. “I know exactly how dangerous the situation is, and there is no way I’m taking my wife into that.”

Kim shrugged and looked downward again. “Then you will die, and probably the rest of your people, as well. I don’t know the whole situation, but if you die, the bad guy will be able to kill millions of people before this is over.”

Sam, his heart racing and his mind chasing after, stared at her. He took several deep breaths, then got up and went to his desk. He punched the button on his phone that would ring through to Ron’s office.

“You got Ron.”

“I think you need to come down here,” Sam said. “There’s been a new development, and I don’t trust my own judgment at this moment.”



“Oh-kay,” Ron said. “

 
I'll

 
be right there, Sam.”



“Sam,” Indie said as he hung up the phone, “Sam, I have to go with you. I don’t understand it either, but Beauregard says…”

“Beauregard isn’t real,” Sam said emphatically. He looked at his mother-in-law. “Kim, there’s got to be more. I know you can see bits of the future, but you’ve got to be able to give me more than just this. I’m going into the one of the most dangerous situations I’ve ever seen, probably worse than Lake Mead. How can you ask me to take Indie into that?”

“I’m not asking you anything, Sam,” Kim said. “I can assure you, I do not want her going with you, that’s the last thing I could ever want for my daughter! But Beauregard says there’s no choice, that if she does not go, you will die and the bad guy will get his hands on something that can kill millions of people, and he’ll use it! As much as I love Indie, as much as I hate the thought of her going into danger of any kind, how can I balance that against the thought of millions of people dying? And maybe Beauregard isn’t real to you, but he is certainly real to me. He’s never been wrong, Sam, never! You know that, so why do you even bother trying to convince yourself he might be this time?”

Tears were streaming down her face as she spoke, and Sam couldn’t help softening a bit. “Look, all I meant was…”

“I know what you mean,” Kim cut him off. “You think he is just a figment of my imagination, and maybe you’re right. That doesn’t change the fact that the only time I know anything about what’s going to happen is when Beauregard pops up inside my head and tells me. Maybe he’s just a psychological construct, I don’t really know, but I don’t really care, either! All I care about is the many, many times he has saved our lives.”

Sam started to speak, but then he realized that Ron was standing in the office doorway. He motioned for his boss to come on in, and then asked Kim to repeat Beauregard’s warning.

Ron stared at her for a long moment, then turned to Sam. “You said you don’t trust your own judgment,” he said. “I’m not sure I want you to trust mine on this, but everything you’ve ever told me about Beauregard, you said he was always right. Everything he told you proved to be true, right?”

Sam nodded, not trusting his voice to speak.

“In that case,” Ron said, “I think you need to do exactly what he tells you to do. I don’t know why having Indie with you will make a difference, but apparently it will. I’m going to suggest you accept his warning and take her along, Sam.”

Sam nodded again. “Yeah,” he said. “I guess there really isn’t much of a choice, is there?” He looked up at Ron. “Where’s Harry?”

“He and Kathy went up to one of the guestrooms. He wanted to get a shower to wash off all the makeup and fake blood, and then they were going to take a nap.”

“Naptime is over,” Sam said. “Get him down here, now.”

Ron started to say something, then got up and walked out of the office. He was back ten minutes later with Harry Winslow right behind him.

“Grace, Kimberly,” Harry said. “It’s good to see you ladies again. I trust you have been well?”

“Cut the crap, Harry,” Sam said. “Ron tell you what’s going on?”

“He did, on the way down here. How can I help, Sam?”

“You can tell me just how in the hell this thing is going to go south on me. Beauregard says Heinrich could get his hands on something that would let him kill millions of people. Are we talking about the Sixpack, here?”

Harry looked him in the eye. “Those bombs have been disarmed,” he said. “The nuclear material was removed shortly after I delivered them. However, I have to suppose that it would be possible to replace it with other fissionable material and make them functional once more. That’s the only possibility I can think of.”

“Well, what about this place, this Baldwin Ranch? You said it’s a place where dangerous things are stored; is there something else there that could be that deadly?”

Harry shook his head. “I’m sure that there almost certainly is, but I wouldn’t know what,” he said. “When I spoke with the Joint Chiefs, I tried to make sure of that, but I couldn’t get a straight answer. Most of what that vault houses are items that have been neutralized, but may still hold value of some sort. A lot of them have nothing but political value, if we ever needed to reveal the fact that they existed at all. These bombs, for instance, were only retained because of the potential political value in revealing their existence. The Russians know we have them, and the threat of going public has made them blink on several occasions. That would be a major embarrassment, since they have denied that these bombs were ever built in the first place.”

“So, if Heinrich could get his hands on enough plutonium, he could make these bombs explode?”

“Theoretically, I would have to say yes,” Harry said, “though it isn’t really that simple. These were hydrogen bombs, which involves plutonium-239 along with uranium-238 and a captive amount of compressed hydrogen gas. A normal atomic bomb works on fission, splitting the nucleus of an atom, which causes other nuclei to split and creating a chain reaction that releases an immense amount of energy. In these bombs, the process starts the same, but the detonation of the plutonium causes the hydrogen atoms to fuse. That releases far more energy from fusion than from fission, which is why the hydrogen bomb is so much more powerful. If Heinrich can get his hands on plutonium-encapsulated hydrogen, he could theoretically make these bombs as powerful as they ever were, perhaps even more so.” He blinked. “Of course, the detonating mechanism is the same, so even just the addition of plutonium-239 and a uranium tamper would create a simple but effective atomic bomb capable of destroying the city the size of Los Angeles.”

Sam ran a hand over his face. “And if we mess this up, he could end up with six of them. Maybe we should just abort this plan, or redo that video to point him to a different location.”

Harry shook his head. “It’s too late for that,” he said. “The Baldwin Ranch is a compromised secret, anyway. Its existence is already known to most of the intelligence community in the world, so it’s the most logical place for these bombs to be stored. That’s precisely why this plan will work. Changing it now would only complicate matters, and could possibly make Heinrich so suspicious that we wouldn’t be able to draw him out again.” He clasped his hands together and looked Sam in the eye. “Sam, I don’t know what Beauregard’s problem is, but I have every confidence that you can set this trap and spring it. Besides, just getting the bombs out of that vault would take heavy equipment and many hours. While I know that Beauregard has always been right in the past, I cannot imagine any scenario that would allow Heinrich and company to actually remove them from it.”

Sam stared at him for another moment, then slowly nodded. “All right, we’ll go ahead with it. Harry, you go with Mom, Kim and the kids, and you make sure they stay safe. We’re putting the plan into action tomorrow morning, and I’m going to do my best to make sure Heinrich and the PAF don’t get away with anything they could use.”

He turned to his mother. “Mom, would you go get the kids? We want to see them before you leave.”




FOURTEEN


Denny pulled into the parking lot just behind Summer and Jade and parked right beside them. They all greeted one another and then stepped into the building and headed directly towards Sam’s office. They were surprised to find him standing there, waiting in the doorway when they arrived, but he only hooked his head at them and led the way to the conference table.

Ron, Jeff Donaldson, Steve, Walter, Darren, Reese and Indie were already waiting there, and there were large cups of coffee on the table in front of each of them. Sam nodded as he took his seat at the table. “I figured we might as well make this as comfortable and informal as we can,” he said. “There have been some changes to the plan since you all left yesterday, and I’m going to bring you up to speed on them.” He picked up a cup and took a sip of the hot liquid.

“This is turning into something of a nightmare,” Jeff said. “We’ve received a warning that we may have set something into motion that could result in the worst terrorist attack in history. Naturally, our hope is to minimize that risk as much as we possibly can before we even begin.”

The team had all taken their seats and gratefully accepted the coffee. Sam took a sip of his own before he answered.

“Here’s the situation,” he said. “Heinrich Wegner wants to get his hands on the Soviet Sixpack, and he’s been trying for as long as rumors of their existence have been floating around. You all know that it turns out Harry was the spy who actually stole them from the Russians and delivered them to the secret base in Arizona. Our plan is to turn the tables and use his own obsession with these bombs against him. Now, the problem is that he knows I killed his nephew, so we are also adding me to the bait. We’re going to let him believe that I’ve gone rogue, and that I’m working with Mr. Reese to get our hands on the bombs and deliver them to Heinrich. The idea is to convince him that this is a peace offering, that killing Hendricks was nothing but an accident, so I’m trying to get on his good side. We don’t believe he’s going to be very forgiving about that, however; more likely, and this is what we’re counting on, he’s going to see it as an opportunity to not only get what he wants as far as the bombs go, but as a chance to avenge Hendricks’ death on me.”

Sam glanced at Ron, who took over speaking. “The first thing we decided to do was make sure that was truly his nephew that you killed. I’ve been doing a lot of research and calling a lot of favors, and it seems that Mitchell Hendricks is definitely the name of Heinrich’s sister’s youngest son. He was raised here in the U.S.A. by his mother and father, an American soldier she met while he was stationed over there, but after some time in the army, Hendricks became a mercenary. He had spent some time in the special forces as a Green Beret and went into the private sector after his discharge. I managed to find a couple of photographs of him.” He pointed at the monitor on the wall, and pictures appeared there. They showed a young man in military uniform, apparently during his training. “Is that the man you killed in Sheldon?”

Sam looked closely at the pictures, and then nodded. “Definitely,” Sam said. “That’s him. He didn’t look much different from the way he looks there.”

Ron nodded. “Then there’s not much doubt. Heinrich is definitely going to be out for your blood. Apparently, he doted on his younger sister when they were kids, and sent her money quite often after she married her American husband. Unfortunately, Gertrude Hendricks passed away when young Mitchell was only seventeen, and his father died a year later while Mitchell was in the Army. It seems he and his uncle reconnected after he was discharged, and Hendricks took on the occasional job for him. That’s probably why he was recruited for this one, and why Heinrich is so determined to make you pay. You were running the operation, so even though you weren’t the one who shot Hendricks, he holds you responsible.”

Sam nodded. “That’s why we came up with this plan. By adding me into the prize package, we hope to have created an irresistible draw for Heinrich. And if he wants these bombs, he’s going to have to bring a pretty big crew along to get them. Reese, do you have an opinion to offer?”

Reese’s eyebrows went up almost a half inch and his eyes got a bit wider, as well. “Sir, I’m not sure what you’re asking. Will he come after you? I’d say probably, but I don’t really know him all that well. I didn’t even know he had a nephew before this. As for being able to put together a crew to haul those bombs, I’d say he probably can. I know that he’s talked before about being able to get the material to make a nuke, so he’s probably got people who would know how to put them together.”

“I agree,” Sam said. “If he runs PAF himself, or has a lot of influence in it, then he’s undoubtedly got plenty of people he can bring along, and he’s also got connections with other terrorist groups. At least some of them have nuclear weapons technicians, we know that already. It shouldn’t be that difficult for him to find somebody who can make the bombs function once he gets his hands on them. That’s going to be a pretty strong motivator for him to show up, but the opportunity to get his hands on the man who killed his sister’s boy will probably be what tips him over the edge. That’s what I’m counting on.”

“But what happens,” Ron asked, “if he actually manages to kill you or capture you? Sam, we have got to plan this as tightly as possible, look for every possible eventuality.”

Sam shook his head. “Ron, we don’t have time for that. By now, Heinrich is probably getting nervous about Reese. He was supposed to be in touch right after getting the girl, but everything went belly up and it all hit the news. There is no way we can clean up the mess now, so we’ve got to give him a reason to go ahead and swallow the bait. Reese needs to be in touch with him within the next couple of hours, or we may lose the opportunity altogether.”

Denny held a hand up in the air. “Excuse me? What are the rest of us supposed to be doing while you’re out there playing human target?”

Indie looked over at him. “Sam came up with an idea about that,” she said. “We're going to be posing as the technical staff in the facility, along with several of the security guys. Most of us will all be locked up somewhere by the time Heinrich arrives, but with weapons hidden where we can get to them. As soon as Sam gives the word, the idea is that the security guys are going to bust out and surprise the dickens out of everyone, and then you guys go out and make the arrests.”

Denny’s eyes also went wide at this point. “You want us to sit it out while Sam faces Heinrich down alone? That’s not bloody going to happen, mates. Lock the girls up with the soldiers, that’s fine, that makes sense, but if Sam Prichard is going rogue, I’m bloody well going to be right there at his side!” He gave Sam an imploring look. “Come on, Sam, you and I have been through too much together. Remember that last little trip to London, and the side trip to Israel?”

Indie patted him on the shoulder. “Denny, thank you. I’ve been trying to convince him to keep you close to him, because I trust you to keep him alive.”



“Fine, Denny,” Sam said. “

 
I'll

 
be glad to have you with me, but you need to realize that it’s putting you at even greater risk. Heinrich may be aware that you were with us at Sheldon, and he’s liable to be thinking that anyone on my team is equally responsible for Hendricks’ death.”





“That’s fine,” Denny said, “but don’t even think about getting out of my sight, mate. You and

 
I'll

 
run about like we own the bloody joint, but we’ll need a few of the soldier lads if we plan to convince Heinrich and his lot that we captured the place. I vote for Rob, is he back yet?”



“Now, wait a minute,” Darren began. “I want to be part of the front line on this. I can dress up like one of the mercenaries, and I know how to use the weapons. I can help keep Sam’s back covered.”

Sam started to protest, but Ron cut him off. “He’s right, Sam,” he said. “If anything goes south on this, you’re going to need all the help you can get. While Rob and his men are quite effective, Denny was trained as a commando by the SAS, and Darren’s FBI experience could be just as valuable.”



Indie nodded. “And

 
I'll

 
feel a lot better if both of them are with you,” she said to Sam.



Sam shook his head, but grinned. “Fine, they can pretend to be my lieutenants. Rob and his men were never on camera in Sheldon, so Heinrich shouldn’t have any issues with them. Our story is going to be that we heard Reese talking to Heinrich about some big prize he’s been after for years, and decided we can make a lot more money in the private sector than we could continuing to work for Windlass and the government. Helping Heinrich get hold of these bombs is supposed to be me offering him an olive branch, so that he might throw me some work from time to time. That sort of thing really does happen all the time, right? Shouldn’t be all that hard for Heinrich to believe.”

Denny grinned at Sam. “Don’t you worry, mate,” he said. “I can play the part of the bad guy when I need to. We can convince him we’re just as bad as he is. That’s something he’s bound to understand.”

“Okay, okay, people,” Jeff said. “Let’s get back on topic. Sam, is there anything else we need to discuss?”

Sam nodded his head. “One more thing,” he said. “We’re doing this under the authority of the Department of Homeland Security. What that means, ladies and gentlemen, is that preventing Heinrich from getting those bombs is the number one priority, with arresting him falling into second place. If we can accomplish both at the same time, that’s great, but under no circumstances are any of those bombs to get away from us. That means, if I have to spell it out, that each and every one of us is expendable. The mission has to come first, no matter what.” He turned and looked at his wife, and saw that she understood exactly what he was saying.

“We get it, Sam,” Indie said. “We stop him, or we die trying, all of us.”

“I’m afraid that’s exactly what it means. As soon as we break from the table, Reese is going to make his call. The rest of you get down to the armory and choose weapons. Denny, you go visit Q and see if he’s got any special toys that might help.”

“You got it, mate,” Denny said. “Are we done here, then?”

“We’re done,” Sam said, nodding.

“Hold on,” Steve said. “What about me and Walter? Where do we fit into this plan?”

“I thought that would be obvious,” Sam said. “You will be in the group posing as technicians. Walter’s ability to analyze situations could be invaluable, and you will be there to help him do what he does. When everything really starts, though, we’ll need you to keep Walter out of the line of fire.”

Steve gave a sigh. “All right,” he said. “As long as you weren’t going to try to leave us behind.”

“I wouldn’t dare,” Sam said. “Walter would never forgive me.”

Walter, who normally avoided eye contact with anyone, looked directly into Sam’s eyes. “You are correct,” he said. “I never would.”

Steve, Walter, Denny, Darren, Jade and Summer all got up and left the room. Sam waited until the door was closed, then looked at Reese.

“You ready for this?” he asked.

Reese looked at him for a long moment. “We haven’t really discussed what happens to me after this,” he said. “I think now might be a good time.”

Sam pursed his lips and nodded. “Okay. What have you got in mind?”

Reese shrugged. “Just like I said before,” he said. “A new identity. Evan Reese turns up dead, and I become somebody else. Clean record, a new start somewhere nobody would ever look for me, and you help me get some of the money I’ve got put away. I know we can’t touch all of it, but I got a few million in some secret accounts. I’m pretty sure you guys can find some way to move it to my new identity, right?”

Sam looked at Indie, who nodded, and then he looked at Ron.

“Ron? Are you sure we can do that for him?”

“I can,” Ron said. “Under our contract with DHS, I can use the Witness Protection Service when I feel it necessary.” He turned to Reese. “You do realize that it will mean never talking to anyone from your past, right? You have to walk away from everyone and everything you’ve ever known.”



“Yeah, look, I’m the black sheep of the family. They’ll probably be relieved when they find out I’m supposed to be dead, and I don’t have any friends. I may be a bit young for retirement, but it works for me. I can just kick back and take it easy for the rest of my life. Maybe

 
I'll

 
get a hobby.”



“Something that doesn’t involve dealing with terrorists, I hope,” Indie said. “You do realize that if anything happens to Sam, I’m holding you personally responsible, right?”

“Lady, if anything happens to him, I’m probably going to be just as dead. I have a vested interest in keeping your husband alive and healthy, and you can believe that.”

“That’s fine,” Indie said. “I just want you to know that if anything happens to him, you will be looking over your shoulder the rest of your life for me.”

Reese looked at her for a moment, then turned to Sam. “I think she’s even scarier than Heinrich,” he said.

“I’m pretty sure you’re right,” Sam replied with a grin. “And I guarantee she could track you down, no matter where you went or who you became.”

“Sam, I’m not even going to pretend that I’m happy with this cockamamie idea,” Ron said, “but I don’t think there’s any way that we could come up with anything better. I’ll get started on the witness protection angle, but I agree that it’s time to get this show on the road.”

“Then let’s do it,” Sam said. He went to his desk and took a cell phone from a drawer, then handed it to Reese. “Call him.”

Reese took the phone and dialed, putting it on speaker so that Sam and the others could hear. It rang four times before it was answered, by a gruff voice that simply said, “What?”

“It’s Evan Reese,” Reese said. “Let me talk to Heinrich.”

There was silence on the line for nearly a minute, and then Heinrich’s voice came on. “Why aren’t you dead?” Heinrich asked.

“Because I know which side of the bread has the freaking butter,” Reese replied with a snarl in his voice. “Your idiot boys got trigger-happy and we had to shoot our way out of their little hideout. It’s a miracle I made it out alive, or was that what you had in mind?”

“There was not supposed to be any shooting,” Heinrich said. “They were to turn the girl over to you and be finished. What the hell were the DHS people doing with you?”

“Hey, remember I told you the feds were crawling up my butt? Did you think I was making a joke, maybe? I made a deal with them to get the girl back in order to keep my own ass out of the federal slammer. It’s not my fault one of them recognized Sam Prichard and started shooting.”

“Yes, I know about Prichard. Were you there when Mitchell was killed?”

“Look, Heinrich, I’m sorry about your sister’s boy, but he was the first one who went crazy. He started the shooting, and I don’t know how it could have gone down any differently. Yeah, Prichard killed him, but he didn’t know it was your nephew when it happened. As far as he knew, it was just one of the kidnappers trying to blow his brains out, what would you have done?”



“

 
I'll

 
deal with Prichard,” Heinrich said. “Now, you and I had a deal. Where is my pot of gold?”



“Well, this whole fiasco has changed things a bit on that, too. See, Prichard and some of his people, they figured out what it is you want. Turns out they have the means to get it, where all I had was a rumor of where it might be hidden. In return for keeping me alive and healthy, I had to give them what I knew. They tracked down the one guy who knew the actual location, and they have a proposal for you.”

“Prichard works for the American government. Why would he help you?”

“Because Uncle Sam doesn’t pay very well,” Reese said. “Prichard and his people are better than any other paramilitary outfit out there. They decided that they’d rather be making the kind of money they can make in the circles you and I run in. You want to hear the proposal, or not?”

Heinrich was silent for a few seconds. “What kind of proposal?”

“The gold is hidden in a special kind of bank, the kind it’s very hard to get into. Prichard and his people know a way to get in and secure the place, so that you can come and pick up your prize. They want something out of the deal for themselves, though, since they are the ones who are going to be taking all the chances. Prichard says you can have what you want, but it’s going to cost you ten million. You pay up, you get your toys and Prichard might be a handy guy to know in the future.”

The silence lasted longer this time, nearly a minute. “That sounds a lot like a trap, Evan. How do I know I can trust you?”

“Give me an email address. I have a little video I want to send you, something that I think will prove that we are men of our word. Once you see it, call me back on this number and we’ll set up the meeting.”

They could hear Heinrich speaking off-mic to someone, but then he came back. He gave them an email address and said he would expect to receive the video within the hour.

“Chill out, man,” Reese said. “I’m sending it right now. Check it out, then call me back.” He ended the call and laid the phone on the table.

Beside him, Ron was entering the email address into an anonymous online account. Within seconds, the video was uploaded and on its way to Heinrich Wegner.

Ten minutes passed quietly, and then the cell phone on the table rang. Reese picked it up and hit the speaker button to answer. “Talk to me,” he said.

“Prichard murdered Harry Winslow?” Heinrich asked.

“Well, not personally,” Reese said. “I take it you understand why the information is so reliable, now?”

“Let us just say that I am prepared to trust you. How shall we proceed?”

“Give us twenty-four hours, and Prichard and his people will secure the facility. Nobody knows yet that he’s going off the grid, so his connections with the government will get us inside. Once that happens, we’ll take the place over and you can meet us there. Do we have a deal on the price?”



“

 
I'll

 
bring the money. If I get what I come for, it is yours. We will be there in twenty-four hours, and if there is any attempt to betray us, you will all be killed. Is that clear?”



“Crystal clear,” Reese said. “Don’t worry, Heinrich, all he wants is to deliver the goods and disappear, start making some real money. Besides, you never know when you might need him again. Like I said, they make Blackwater look like amateurs.”

“We can discuss that during the meeting. Twenty-four hours, and no tricks.” The line went dead instantly.




FIFTEEN


“Looks like we’re in business,” Reese said to Sam. “Twenty-four hours isn’t a lot of time.”

“It’s more than enough,” Sam said. “Ron, get a flight ready for us. Indie and I are going down to the armory, and then we’re off to visit with Q. Call me if you need me.”

“Sure thing, Sam,” Ron said. He, Jeff and Reese left Sam’s office and went down the hall toward Ron’s own.

“Why am I going to the armory?” Indie asked. “I’ve still got the little machine pistol that you gave me before we left the other day.”

“I know,” Sam said. “And that will be fine if we get into a firefight, but I want you to have something for a backup, something for up-close work.”

She followed him through the maze of corridors until they arrived at the armory that took up what used to be the main repair garage, back when the building housed a car dealership. Gerald Porter, the company armorer, looked up and smiled when he saw Sam.

“Back for more?” Porter asked.

“I’m good, personally,” Sam said. “Indie has to go with me on another case, and she needs something small, something she can keep concealed on her person. What do you recommend?”

“Her hands are kinda small,” Porter said. “I’ve got a nice little Kimber forty-five that ought to do well.” He went to a rack on the wall and picked up a handgun, then quickly loaded a magazine and handed it to Indie. “Take it back to the range and see what you think.”

Indie followed Sam into the range and took up a position on one of the lanes. Sam hung a target and sent it down the lines, then handed her a pair of ear protectors. She put them on, grabbed the pistol and quickly squeezed off five shots.

Sam hit the button to bring the target up close for inspection, then whistled. “Nice grouping,” he said. “You put all five in center mass, good shooting.”

“Thanks,” Indie said. “It has a little bit of kick, but not as much as I was expecting. This is a nice little gun, Sam.”

“Good,” Sam said. “It’s yours. I want you to keep it on you as long as we’re on this case. Let’s go back and get you some extra magazines.”

They went back to Porter and he set them up with three extra magazines and a box of bullets. Sam told Indie to go to the break room and he would meet her there after he went to see Q. She pulled him down for a kiss, then scuttled back the way they had come.

Sam went further into the building, to the R&D section that took up the old machine shop. He spotted Q talking with Denny and walked directly up to them.

“Sam,” Q said. “What can we do for you?”

“Something simple, I hope,” Sam said. “I’m looking for anything that might give us an advantage over these people when we meet them. Got any suggestions?”

“Yeah, Denny’s been filling me in. Sam, I can only think of one thing that might help,” he said. “We’ve got bulletproof clothing that can handle just about anything but a high-powered sniper rifle. It’s rated Level IV by the NIJ, which means it will stop thirty caliber, steel core, armor piercing rifle ammunition at reasonable range. I can outfit you and anyone else you want with some of that. Just remember that it has to come back when you’re finished with it, the stuff is unbelievably expensive.”



“Okay, that sounds good,” Sam said. “

 
I'll

 
have everybody stop by here. Do you have anything that looks like military uniforms? We’re going to be impersonating army personnel.”



“I thought of that when Denny told me what you’re planning. I’ve got it in both black and OD green military style patterns, so just give me the sizes we need. This is the same stuff our security officers wear, so we’ve got just about every size you can imagine.”

It turned out that Q already had sizes for all of the team, so Sam only had to give him Indie’s size. Q promised to have bags packed for each of them within an hour, and Sam and Denny headed toward the break room.

Windlass Security had been growing over the last few months, and Ron had finally decided that vending machines weren’t quite enough for when the crew was hungry. A few weeks earlier, he had made a deal with a local catering company to set up a kitchen off the break room, and it operated much like a small restaurant.

Indie was sitting at a table with Summer and Jade while Steve, Walter and Darren were seated at another nearby. She waved when she saw Sam, and he and Denny sat down with her. The other guys pulled their table over to combine the two into one big one.

“Good timing,” Indie said. “I just ordered us lunch. I hope you both like spaghetti, because it’s on special today.”

“Spaghetti is fine,” Sam said, and Denny nodded his agreement.

“So how did that go?” Indie asked. “Does Q have any goodies for us?”

“Bulletproof clothing,” Sam said. “Designed to look like military clothing so that we won’t look out of place. Q is getting some ready for us now, for everybody.”

“Really?” Darren asked. “I’ve been reading about it, but I’ve never worn any. I hope it doesn’t chafe.”

Denny laughed. “Don’t worry, mate, I’ve worn some before. Doesn’t feel a whole lot different than denim, in my opinion.”

A few moments later, the spaghetti arrived and everyone gave up talking while they ate. Shortly before they finished, Sam’s phone rang, and he walked away for a moment to take the call privately. It was Ron, telling him that the flight was arranged and that they would be leaving for Arizona in about two hours. When he returned to the table, Sam tapped on it for attention.

“Look, guys, we are going to be heading out for Tucson in just a couple hours. I need everybody to keep their head in the game, because this is not like a normal case. This time, we are up against real terrorists, the organized kind. We’ve got to stay focused, and we’ve got to make sure we nail these bastards to the wall.”

Denny nodded. “I agree. If Heinrich is ambitious enough to try to get his hands on the Soviet Sixpack, then he’s crazy enough to do anything. It was bad enough when terrorists had to use airplanes, but the world has gotten so high tech since then that just about anything can become a WMD. He’s got to be stopped, and it looks like it’s up to us to do it.”

“Anyway,” Sam said, “we are all going to need to be in the best shape we can. The Joint Chiefs and Justice have all agreed to let us handle this, so the real technicians will be ready to leave by the time we get there. The security personnel will be staying, but they’re going to be acting under Rob’s orders. I suggest we get whatever rest we can on the plane, because we may not get a lot of sleep later tonight.”

“Commercial flight?” Denny asked.

“No,” Sam said. “The boss got us another charter jet. It’ll take us to Tucson, and there will be vehicles waiting to transport us out to the site when we arrive there.”

They finished their lunch and went to get their travel bags, then made a stop at R&D to pick up the bags Q was preparing for them. He had provided three complete uniform sets for each of them, just in case things took a little time. He reminded them that they had to turn it all in when they returned, and then Sam invited them all back to his office to wait until it was time to go.

Rob Feinstein and ten of his security soldiers arrived a few minutes later, and Sam arranged to have some extra chairs brought into the room. With Reese, they were up to twenty people, and the conference table could hold no more than ten. Sam and Indie sat on the couch while everybody else pulled the chairs into the center of the floor so they could all talk.

“The plan is pretty simple,” Sam said. “When we arrive at the Baldwin Ranch, the real technicians will leave. Their security people will stick around, but they’ll be working with you, Rob. We’ll keep the place looking as normal as possible through the night, but Heinrich and his people should be arriving tomorrow morning sometime. When they do, we’re going to put on a real show for them. I want them so excited about those bombs that they don’t realize they’re being surrounded until it’s too late. I want to take as many of them as we can alive. That includes Heinrich, unless he makes it absolutely impossible to do so.”



“So,

 
I'll

 
be locked up with everybody else in the beginning, right?” Rob asked.





“That’s correct,” Sam said. “Denny, Darren and

 
I will

 
be the welcoming party. Once all of their people are inside and the entrances sealed, we’ll signal you that it’s time to move. At that point, you will break out the weapons and move as surreptitiously as possible into position. We want them surrounded as quickly as we can, and hopefully without letting them know it’s coming.”



“And toward that end,” Ron said, coming into the office, “I have a surprise for you. Darcy?” A young woman stepped into the room behind Ron. “Sam, this is Darcy Wallace. While we were working on putting this plan together yesterday, I had put in a request for details of the underground facility at the Baldwin Ranch. Darcy was flown out this morning to brief us about it. She just got in a few minutes ago, but I figured you’d want to see what she’s got right away.”

Darcy was about five foot seven and had an athletic build. Her brown hair framed a face that was rather cute, but the sparkling green eyes were her most notable feature. The girls in the room smiled at her, but the men not only smiled, they actually got to their feet.

“Oh, goodness,” she said, “sit down. I’m just here to tell you about the layout of the facility.” She looked at the big screen over the conference table. “Is there a computer connected to that?” she asked.

Sam glanced at the screen, then leaned closer to the door. “Jenna!” he shouted. “Get in here!”

Jenna, his secretary, came through the door in a hurry. “Yes, sir?”

“Can you show Ms. Wallace how to use the video display? She’s brought us some information on the facility we’re going to be infiltrating.”

Jenna looked at Darcy and grinned. “No problem,” she said. “What kind of media?”

“I have a hard drive with me,” she said. “It has the blueprints of the facility on it, and the program that will allow us to view them from every possible angle.”

“Oh, that’s easy,” Jenna said. She led the girl to a cabinet on the wall, where Sam was surprised to see a laptop computer suddenly appear. “There you go. Just connect it to the USB port and you should be good to go.”

It took Darcy a moment to get the program she wanted, and then the big screen came to life. Everyone crowded around the conference table as close as they could as she gave them a virtual tour of the facility, from the entrance on the surface of the ground through the old mining tunnels and then through a concealed doorway.

“Behind that rock façade is the elevator,” she said. “It’s an open freight elevator, about fifteen feet square. It runs on cogs that climb racks attached to the shaft walls, and can handle up to fifty tons. It’s the only way into and out of the facility, and is controlled by an operator in a secure booth on the main subterranean level. There are two operators on duty at all times, because the system uses biometric security. Either of the operators can run it, but only with a combination of facial recognition, a retina scan, a palm print and a thermal scan. If all of those factors are not within acceptable parameters, that elevator is not going anywhere.”

On the screen, the 3D video animation showed them what it would look like as they rode down the elevator, and then zoomed out to show a three-dimensional wireframe blueprint of the overall facility. There were six levels, each of which had been bored into solid rock. Between the levels was twenty feet of solid stone, making it virtually impossible to get from one level to another without the elevator itself. Each level was comprised of tunnels that were roughly fifty feet wide and twelve feet high. Various structures stood in the tunnels, and Darcy explained that these were the offices and laboratories of the facility staff.

“Each level is made up of roughly ninety acres of floor space. That means that the entire facility, taken altogether, adds up to almost a square mile underground. The material storage vaults, the part you’re going to be most interested in, are on the lowest level, level six. There are a hundred and fifty-two vaults down there, and it takes a special code to open each and every one of them.”

She pointed out a particular room on the display.  “The one containing the Soviet Sixpack is vault number thirty-seven, which is the very last vault in tunnel three. It’s a third of a mile walk from the elevator to that vault. You will be given the code, Mr. Prichard, by the security chief when you arrive. Under no circumstances should anyone attempt to open any of the other vaults. Is that understood?”

“Absolutely,” Sam said. “I take it they contain even more dangerous items?”

“Actually, there are two vaults that contain biological weapons that are considered the most deadly ever made. Because they are so dangerous, any attempt to open the vaults without the proper codes will result in the detonation of a rather large incendiary explosive device. The heat will destroy the biological agents, but the explosion would probably kill everyone on that level. Those particular vaults are so secure that no one within the facility actually knows the code. On the rare occasions when they have to be opened, a special operative is given the code and sent in to open it. The code only works one time, and then a new code is generated. There is a computer at the Pentagon that can then generate the matching new code when it’s needed.”

“Then, we couldn’t get into them if we wanted to. To be honest, that makes me feel better. Now, if there’s no way to get from one level to another, how are my people supposed to take the PAF folks by surprise?”

“There’s a secure room on the main level, level 1, right here.” She pointed to a particular cubicle on the screen. “It’s actually right next to the control booth for the elevator, and is the perfect place to have your people waiting. There are some movable panels in the walls where weapons can be hidden, and a second door that opens directly into the control booth. If your enemies decide to put someone in the booth with the elevator operator, that should give your people a way to neutralize that person. At that point, your people can rappel down to level six and get into position. Because the elevator is so far from the vault, they should be able to get pretty close without being detected.”

Sam nodded, but Rob held up a hand.

“I have a question,” he said. “Those tunnels are cut out of solid rock, right? What’s it going to be like when bullets start flying down there?”

Darcy gave him a sour face. “It’s going to be like getting stuck inside a popcorn machine,” she said. “You’re dealing with bedrock, so bullets are going to be ricocheting everywhere.”

“Yeah,” Rob said. “That’s pretty much what I figured.”

Darcy answered a few more questions and then the meeting broke up. They still had about an hour before their flight, so Denny suggested they all go down to the break room and have soft drinks. The suggestion was welcomed by everyone, and Denny made sure to catch up to Darcy before she could get out of the room.

“Can I buy you a Coke?” he asked.

She grinned at him. “Unless you got something stronger available. You’re Mr. Cortlandt, right?”

Denny’s eyes went wide. “I am,” he said. “You’ve heard of me?”

“Oh, yes,” Darcy said with a chuckle. “I’m actually the liaison officer for DHS and its dealings with Windlass. What that means is that I get to sit and read all of your after action reports. Yours always make me smile, because you put so much extra into them.”

“I do? How so?”



Darcy shrugged, but kept smiling. “Well, for instance,” she said, “everybody else writes in the report that the person they were watching got into a car. You, on the other hand,

 
will

 
tell me that it was a 1973 Dodge Challenger, that it was silver with red pin striping, and that it had custom wheels and tires on it. Where everybody else says the bad guy pulled a gun, you will tell me that it was a Chinese copy of a Russian knockoff of a Colt model 1911. Believe it or not, your after action reports read more like a spy novel than anything else.”



Denny grinned at her. “And you’re a girl who enjoys a good spy novel?”

She blushed a bit and batted her eyes coquettishly. “Maybe,” she said.




SIXTEEN


It was finally time to go, and Sam whistled to get the attention of everyone in the break room. “Okay, people,” he said, “it’s time to head for the airport. Roger has the bus out back, all ready to go. Grab your gear out of my office and let’s mount up.”

Everybody said goodbyes to those who were staying behind, then went to get their bags. Darcy walked along with Denny and even followed him to the bus, chatting with him for a final few moments.

“Well,” she said, “I hope I get to see you again sometime. Maybe, if you want, you could give me a call?”

Denny’s eyes lit up and he snatched out his phone. “I’d certainly like that, love,” he said, and then grinned as Darcy took his phone and put her number into his contact list.

“I know you probably don’t get to D.C. very often,” she said, “but call me anytime, whenever you can. At least give me a call when you get back, let me know you got home safely, okay?”

Still grinning, Denny promised that he would. Darcy handed his phone back and let her fingers linger on his for a moment before she turned and walked back inside.

Darren, of course, couldn’t let the opportunity to tease his friend go by. “Well, would you look at that?” he asked. “Did you see that, Sam? I think Denny might have actually met a girl he really likes.”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Summer said. “Denny won’t ever settle down, that would be too much like growing up.”

“Yeah, really,” Jade said. “If Denny ever finds the right girl and gets married, I want to run a background check on her. You know, just to be sure she didn’t brainwash him or something. Denny’s the kind of guy who plans to play the field until he’s far too old to find his way to it.”

Sam didn’t say anything, but Indie noticed an amused expression on his face. She leaned close to him and whispered, “What?” Sam glanced at her but didn’t say anything. He let one eyelid droop in a wink, which she took to mean that he would tell her later.

The bus started moving and they were on the way to the airport. When they arrived, Roger drove right up to the charter flight gate so that their luggage could be loaded onto the plane, and a couple of luggage handlers hurried over to help. Five minutes later, they were all inside the big Gulfstream and getting comfortable as the pilot started up its engines.

Within another fifteen minutes, they were in the air and the big jet was banking toward the west. All twenty of them settled back in their seats and quite a few managed to drift to sleep. The flight would be short, taking only about an hour and a half, but Sam envied them the ability to shut themselves off so easily.

Because the flight was so short, the flight attendant barely had time to offer soft drinks. There was no meal served, but Indie did manage to talk her out of a bag of pretzels. The plane touched down at just before three thirty and taxied directly to the charter gate. Sam was the first off the plane, with Indie right behind him. A man in an army uniform stood beside the gate and waved at them, and Sam walked toward him.

“You must be Mr. Prichard,” the man said, and Sam nodded in response. “Mr. Prichard, I’m Sgt. Douglas. I have transportation for you and your people out to Deep Impact.”

“Deep Impact?” Sam asked. “I was told we were going to the Baldwin Ranch.”

“Yes, sir, that’s correct. Deep Impact is the military code name for the place, and we had it long before the movie. My apologies if I confused you.”

“No problem,” Sam said. He looked around, but didn’t see a bus. “You said you brought transportation? There are twenty of us.”

“Yes, sir, that’s no problem. I have two vans, so there should be plenty of seating and luggage space.” He turned and waved a finger in the air, and three soldiers materialized from a shady spot beside the hangar. “Double time, hut, hut,” the sergeant said. “Get the luggage, use that cart over there.”

The soldiers were quick about it, loading all of the luggage onto the cart and then pushing it to where two vans sat waiting outside the fence. In a matter of moments, they had it all loaded and were standing beside the open side doors. Rob and his men got into one of the vans, leaving the other one for Sam and his team. Sam let Denny take the shotgun seat while he sat in the next seat with Indie.

“It just hit me,” Denny said. “We didn’t bring the bloody newshounds.”

“No,” Sam said. “Somehow, I don’t think this is the kind of case we want documented on video. I’m going to leave it up to Uncle Sam whether anybody holds a press conference about this, but I have my doubts it will ever happen.”

“I’d be willing to bet you’re right,” Reese said. “This isn’t the sort of thing the government would ever admit to.”

“They might,” Walter said suddenly, sitting behind Sam. “Stopping a terrorist organization could be worth letting a few secrets out. They might talk about it.”

Sam glanced around at him and shrugged. “Maybe,” he said, “but I’m not going to make that decision for them.”

Summer, who was sitting with Walter and Steve, leaned forward. “So, Sam,” she said, “we’re supposed to be taking these people hostage, right? I mean, that’s how it’s supposed to look, right?”

Sam nodded his head. “Yes, we’re supposed to be invading the place and then locking everybody up so that we can bring Heinrich and company down to see the bombs. Why? What have you got in mind?”

She grinned, looking at Sgt. Douglas. “He looks suspicious to me,” she said. “Don’t you think you need to have me interrogate him rather thoroughly?”

Sam smiled while Indie burst out laughing. “I think you will have to save your interrogation for another time,” he said. “Besides, he’s probably security. We don’t need him distracted when everything starts.”

Summer frowned, but then she shrugged. “Okay, it was just a thought.”

Sgt. Douglas climbed behind the wheel and started up the van, and then the two of them pulled out together. “It’s about an hour and a half’s drive out to Deep Impact,” Douglas said. “There’s a cooler with soft drinks behind the seats, if anybody’s thirsty. The chow hall down below is excellent, and you can join us for dinner. Only about two thirds of the actual tech people are being evacuated for this operation, but you should know that a few of them had to be ordered to go. They all volunteered to stay and try to be helpful.”

“I’m not surprised,” Sam said. “We’ve got some of the finest soldiers in the world.”

The van followed Interstate 10 for a while, then Douglas took an exit onto a smaller highway. Fifteen minutes later, he turned onto a gravel road that gradually became dirt. The desert landscape was barren except for various types of cactus, but they did spot a couple of large snakes basking in the sun.

“Is that a bloody rattlesnake?” Denny asked at one point.

“Very likely, sir,” Douglas said. “They seem to be everywhere out here. We all learned to watch where we step when we come outside. Scorpions, too, you have to watch out for them. And then, of course, you have the tarantulas.”

“Tarantulas?” Jade squeaked from the rear seat. “You mean those giant spiders? Do they get down in the tunnels?”

“You see them every once in a while,” Douglas said, “but the thing to remember is that they’re pretty much harmless. As long as you don’t bother them, they won’t bother you.”

Jade shivered, and Reese, who was sitting beside her, leaned close. “I know what you mean,” he said. “I can’t stand spiders either.”

The ride was interesting, as Douglas pointed out the dry washes that could become raging rivers in a matter of minutes, in the phenomenon known as a flash flood. The area was surrounded by mountains, and when rain fell on the mountains and began running downward, it would collect into rivulets that would fill those washes.

“You hear a sound sort of like a train off in the distance, and then you look up and see a wall of water and logs coming at you down the wash. By the time you see it, it may be too late to get out of its way. There have been people in cars that couldn’t move fast enough to escape the rushing water, so walking along the wash on foot is a pretty bad idea.”

“You sound like you’ve been here a while,” Denny said. “Are you from this area?”

“Oh, no, sir,” Douglas said. “I grew up in a little town in New Jersey. I’ve been stationed at Deep Impact for about three years now, though, and I’m the sort that likes to get out and explore.”

The van entered an area that looked like a ghost town, with old buildings standing on either side of the road. The thought crossed Sam’s mind that it would make a great set for a western movie, and he voiced the thought.

“It has been,” Douglas said. “They filmed about a half a dozen movies here back in the seventies. That little town was called Rockville, and the buildings you see are still standing from when it was built more than a hundred and fifty years ago. They had tours there for a while, but after the army bought the ranch back in the eighties, it sort of got forgotten.”

“So that ghost town is actually on the ranch?” Sam asked. “I didn’t realize we had already entered the property.”

“Oh, yes,” Douglas said. “The Baldwin Ranch covers about fifty thousand acres, more than eighty square miles. We came onto it about twenty-five minutes back. Deep Impact is about another thirty minutes up this road. It started out back in the 1860s as a gold mine, but the vein petered out about ten years later. There were a few other mines scattered around the area, but this was the only one that ever really produced any quantity.” He looked at Sam in the rearview mirror and grinned. “I was told that they actually discovered a whole new vein while they were building the Deep Underground Military Base, and pulled out almost a ton of gold. You can still find occasional tiny nuggets down there, just peeking out the edge of the wall. Most of us have a few little nuggets tucked away somewhere. I’ve got almost half an ounce altogether.”

They rounded a bend a moment later and then the van began to slow. There was an old fence ahead, just wooden posts with some heavy barbed wire, and a wooden gate was closed. Inside the fence, Sam and the rest could see cattle wandering about, grazing on the sparse vegetation.

“You raise your own beef?” Denny asked.

Douglas grinned. “Darn right,” he said. “This really is a working ranch. The cattle are partly for camouflage, but some of them do end up in the freezers down below.”

There was a shack near the gate, and a man dressed like a western cowboy, all the way down to the six-guns on his hips, stepped out of it as Douglas stopped at the gate. He sauntered lazily toward the van, but Denny and Sam exchanged a glance. Both of them could feel the crosshairs of other weapons aimed at them.

“Help ya?” the cowboy asked, leaning on the gate.

Douglas had rolled down his window and leaned out. “Only if your wife is better looking than you,” he said. He turned to Denny, and said so Sam could hear, “That’s actually Corporal Larsen, one of the guards. He and five others watch this entrance to the secure area, all dressed like that.”

The cowboy grinned and swung the gate open, then walked over to the open driver’s window. He glanced at Denny, Sam and the rest, his eyes lingering on Indie, Summer and Jade for a second longer than necessary, then came back to Douglas. “You remember, Sarge?”

“Of course,” Douglas said. He reached into his pocket and took out a pack of cigarettes that he passed over. “Had to get the long ones, they were out of the shorts.”

Larsen took the pack and grinned. “Beggars can’t be choosers,” he said. “Okay, go on through. Nobody else coming out today, right?”



Douglas shook

 
his

 
head. “Nope, this is it. We’re on lockdown until this is over. You guys know what you’re supposed to do?”



“Yeah,” Larsen said. “We’re all buggin’ out to the line shack on the ridge as soon as you’re gone. Holler if you need us; otherwise, we get to relax for a couple days.”

“Why would we need you?” Douglas asked with a grin. “You can’t even shoot that thing.” He took his foot off the brake before Larsen could answer and drove through the gate. The other van followed, and Douglas said, “The captain told them to make themselves scarce once you guys arrived. They’ll be watching from up on the ridge to let us know when your guests arrive, but they won’t engage unless they’re ordered to.”

“Good idea,” Sam said. “We want Heinrich to think we’ve eliminated all security, so there shouldn’t be any sign of it when he gets here.”

The vans came to a halt about fifteen minutes later and Sam saw the entrance to the mine standing open, right next to a large building that looked like a garage. Half a dozen more soldiers came out of the building as they parked and quickly removed all the luggage from the backs of the vans. When everyone was out and on the ground, Sgt. Douglas led the way into the mine itself.

The virtual tour that Darcy had given them earlier didn’t prepare them for the nearly claustrophobic sensation of moving through the old, hand hewn tunnels. The main tunnel was about eighteen feet wide, with the ceiling roughly nine feet above the floor. It took about five minutes to walk through the tunnels to the false door that concealed the elevator, and Sgt. Douglas took a small radio out of his pocket when they arrived there.

“Deep Impact,” he said, “this is Pigeon. We’re ready for the ride.”

What looked like a solid rock wall in front of them suddenly slid back into itself and then moved aside. Douglas stepped forward and raised a grate that was on the front of the elevator, and everyone stepped aboard. As soon as he lowered the grate, the rock wall slid back into place and he keyed the radio again. “Pigeon and party, ready to go.”

The elevator suddenly began to descend rather quickly, and just about everyone leaned against its walls. The stone shaft was visible toward the front, and they watched it slide rapidly upward. The elevator descended almost eight hundred feet before coming to a stop on Level 1.

The grate opened and Douglas invited them all to follow him. They were taken directly to the main office for the base and introduced to Captain Howell, its commander.

“Captain,” Sam said, “it’s an honor to meet you. I’m Sam Prichard.”

“Mr. Prichard, the honor is mine,” said Captain Howell. “I had the pleasure of reading your file today, and I want to personally thank you for your work at Lake Mead. That contaminated water would’ve come directly to us if you hadn’t stopped that terrorist from achieving his goal.”

Sam tried to brush it aside, but Captain Howell insisted on telling the other soldiers present how Sam had once stopped a terrorist from dropping a suitcase nuke into Lake Mead, getting himself shot and barely surviving in the process. While the bomb might have done some damage to the Hoover Dam, it would have contaminated the water supply for most of the southwestern United States. Millions of people would have been affected, and most of them would have had to migrate eastward, without jobs or income. The country would have been economically devastated, and might not have even survived.

“Okay, okay, that was the past,” Sam said. “What we have to worry about is the present, and the immediate future. Tomorrow morning, a terrorist organization is going to show up here, hoping to lay claim to the most dangerous nuclear bombs that ever existed. This is a high risk operation to trap them, but their ambitions are so terrible that we have to do what it takes to put a stop to them now.”

“Yes, sir,” Captain Howell said. “Our technical people will be leaving in the next hour, after they have a chance to brief your folks on how to be convincing while impersonating them. There are five technicians, so we need five of your people to pull this off.”

Howell’s cell phone rang suddenly, and he held up a finger to tell Sam to wait. He answered the phone, listened for a minute and then gave a short reply, and put it away.

He turned to Sergeant Douglas. “That was Lieutenant Forney,” he said. “All gates are now standing open.”

“Yes, sir,” Douglas replied. “I spoke with Corporal Larsen on the way in, and they were ready to move.”

Sam was looking at Howell curiously when the captain turned back to him. “Cell phones work down here?” he asked.



“We have a relay, connected to the nearest cell tower by a wireless setup on the surface.

 
I'll

 
show it to you when we get to the control room.”



The next few minutes saw each of Sam’s team assigned to a different technician for briefing. Walter was assigned to Corporal Mayweather, who was the base records officer. It took Mayweather about five minutes to show Walter how to enter notes into the computer, and then he simply got out of the way.

Steve Beck was to pose as a scientist, and he worked with a man called Doctor Lincoln to learn how to operate an electronic microscope. A series of unimportant items were already set out, things that Steve could appear to be examining when Heinrich and the others arrived.

Jade Miller would be the computer repair technician; Summer Raines was assigned to facility maintenance.

That left Indie, and she was appropriately assigned to be the computer system operator in the control booth. Lieutenant Jacoby, the actual CSO, was prepared to show her how the computer worked, but realized instantly that Indie was fully aware of what she was doing. The computer was probably bigger than anything Indie ever used before, but it was still a computer. Within minutes, she could find her way into any part of it that she needed.

“And that,” Captain Howell said, “is the cell phone relay.” He pointed to a large box with several lights on it beside the computer where Indie was sitting. “We keep it on most of the time so that emergency calls can come through, that sort of thing.”

When everything was in place, the actual tour of the facility began. Sergeant Douglas walked them through all of Level 1,which housed the offices and surprisingly large medical facilities for the base, and then they took the elevator down to level 2. There they found maintenance shops for all of the equipment and the base PX, which looked like the interior of a normal convenience store. Since the chow hall was also on Level 2, they stopped there to have dinner along the way.

Sam was surprised to see that it was set up like a smorgasbord, rather than a normal military mess facility. There were various entrées, and many different side dishes. He and Indie both went for roast beef and found it delicious.

When dinner was over, the tour resumed. They made it down to Level 3 and saw that it was used for storage of obsolete weapons and equipment. There were thousands of crates stacked along its walls, and most of them, Sam was told, contained rifles, pistols, grenades and landmines that were no longer in regular use.

“They’re kept as a sort of emergency reserve,” the captain explained. “Should we ever experience the kind of invasion that can actually hamper our normal military response, these weapons could be broken out and distributed to the citizens. They may be obsolete, but they’re still in perfect working condition.”

Sam’s eyebrows rose. “We certainly hope it never comes to that,” he said. “I take it this is kind of a doomsday scenario?”

Captain Howell shrugged. “I’d say it’s more like for after doomsday. In the aftermath of a coordinated nuclear attack against the United States, weapons like these could end up being the last line of defense for our surviving citizens.”

“You blokes have the most bloody cheerful thoughts,” Denny said.

Level 4 was the housing level. There were nearly 200 rooms on that level, each of them equipped with either a full size bed or several bunk beds. The ones with single beds were considered officers’ quarters, while the rest were for the enlisted personnel and were stocked with bunks, six to a room. Sam and Indie were given one of the officers’ rooms while everyone else was assigned to bunk rooms. Each room had at least an en suite bathroom, but the officers’ rooms had private showers, as well. Everyone else had to use the community shower rooms designated for male and female enlisted personnel.

Level 5 was general storage, and was packed floor to ceiling with cases of MREs, medical supplies, toiletries, tools, clothing, boots and shoes of different styles, and many other things. Douglas explained that there were many such stockpiles scattered around the country, just in case of massive catastrophic events. Those supplies could be distributed even to civilians in emergency situations, but would probably make it possible for up to a thousand people to survive in the underground base for more than twenty years.

“In the aftermath scenario we were discussing earlier,” the captain said, “we could bring hundreds of uncontaminated survivors down here. It wouldn’t exactly be paradise, but it would mean survival.”

“I couldn’t imagine having to spend twenty years down here,” Sam said. “What sort of situation could cause that to happen?”

Douglas shrugged. “Could be a number of things,” he said. “A massive earthquake could make it impossible to get out, or nuclear attacks could make it dangerous to go on the surface. A meteor impact somewhere on Earth could cause dirt and debris in the atmosphere that would blot out the sun, putting us into an Ice Age. Anybody down here would survive all of that, but there’d have to be some serious population control.” He grinned at Sam. “You will notice that we have approximately an equal number of male and female personnel, and the ladies are all of childbearing age? That’s specifically because we could possibly end up trapped down here for many years. If a catastrophic event on the surface wiped out humanity up there, this base and a hundred or more others would hopefully be able to keep us from extinction. There is even a special system in place to allow all of the bases to remain in contact in such a situation.”

“But would everyone really want to stay down here? What about those who have families on the surface?”

“It’s one of the risks we take in this assignment,” Douglas said. “For example, if anything happened to our elevator, there’s no way out. It could take a year or more for a new shaft to be cut down to get to us, and if there were any type of disasters going on up there at the time, we’d be forgotten. That’s one of the reasons that most of our personnel are not married. Only a few of the older men are, but they’re fully aware that they could lose contact with their families if a situation arose that required us to stay down here.”

Sam shook his head and the tour continued. It was time to go visit Level 6, and they were escorted directly to vault number thirty-seven.

“This is the one you will be most concerned with,” Douglas said. “It can only be opened with the code that I’m about to give you. If you will enter it into the keypad, I can show you the genuine Soviet Sixpack.”



The code consisted of sixteen letters and eight numbers, and Sam entered them into the keypad as Douglas recited them. When the last digit was in place, the massive steel door made a loud

 

clank


 
and then slowly swung open.



There they were. Six huge warheads, each of them sitting on a wheeled cart. Something that looked like a small, heavy tractor was at the side of the room, and Sam realized that it was how they moved the carts around with such massive weight on them. The huge weapons had actually been designed to be used as missile warheads or as bombs that could be dropped from an aircraft, and Sam stared at them, suddenly glad that Harry had told him they were disarmed.

“Good Lord,” he said. “Those things are huge. They actually drop those from airplanes?”

Douglas grinned. “What you’re looking at is only the warheads,” he said. “These are the active, explosive portion of the devices. The one that was actually deployed in the 1961 test was encased in a bomb housing that was twenty-six feet long and weighed nearly 60,000 pounds altogether. The airplane that carried it actually had to have its bomb bay doors and external fuel tanks removed just so it could get off the ground.”

“I understand they are still radioactive?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” Douglas said, “but their shielding is still intact. The amount of radiation leaking from them is far less than you get in a normal x-ray, so there’s no real danger in looking at them. You can spend a week inside this room without any ill effects.”

“But they have been disarmed, is that correct?”

“Yes, sir. They are not capable of actual detonation, not without their plutonium cores. Those were removed shortly after they got here and are stored in a different vault.”

“They’re here? In the same facility? Isn’t that a little bit on the stupid side?”

Douglas grinned. “I understand why you ask, but there really isn’t much danger. Reinstalling the cores would take a thorough understanding of the design of the bomb, and there are very few people in the world who have that knowledge. I can assure you that there is nobody here who could actually make them function, so there’s not much chance it could ever happen.”

Sam shook his head. “I certainly hope not,” he said. “Those things freaking terrify me.”




SEVENTEEN


On the western slope of the Rocky Mountains sits a little town called Telluride. Once a rather prosperous mining community where silver, gold, lead, zinc and copper were produced, it has become in recent years a resort town, offering skiing in the winter and numerous outdoor recreational activities throughout the rest of the year. Although the residential population is less than three thousand, there are often tens of thousands of tourists in the community.

Situated on its eastern border is a house. The house was built in the 1980s, and had originally been the vacation home of a wealthy businessman. He and his family had used it periodically until just after the turn of the century, when it was sold to a company known as Franklin Holdings. Since that time, it has been used as a guest house for many people. What the local residents didn’t know is that those people who visited the house were not there to enjoy the tourism as much as to hide from the rest of the world—or someone in it.

Franklin Holdings was the name of a shell company set up by the National Security Agency. It purchased homes in many parts of the country and even in other countries, homes which were used as safehouses when needed. As far as the local Telluride folks were concerned, the dozen or so people who took up residence in it were all part of a family or business group that was taking a break from their normal, mundane lives.

In this case, they were partially correct. There were two older ladies who were joint grandmothers to the seven-year-old girl and year-old boy with them, but there was also another older couple and half a dozen younger men and women. The grandmothers were, of course, Kim Perkins and Grace Prichard, the children were Kenzie and Bo, the older couple was Harry and Kathy Winslow, and the other three men and three women who came along with them were some of the most deadly security agents Windlass could provide.

Being sent into hiding had become almost commonplace for the grandmas and the kids, and Harry Winslow had been sequestered in safehouses many times. Kathy knew enough about what her husband had done over the years to accept it in stride, so they were all able to relax and enjoy the solitude for a while.

“That’s the third time Grace has poured your coffee before I could,” Kathy said. “I think she has a little bit of a crush on you, Harry.”

“What, Grace?” Harry asked. “Nonsense, my dear, she’s far too young for me. Why, she hasn’t reached her mid-fifties yet.”

Kathy smiled. “Still, I’m going to keep my eye on her. Can’t blame her, though, I have something of a crush on you myself.”

They were all sitting in the living room of the house, watching the latest Disney movie with Kenzie. Kim was sitting on one chair with little Bo in her lap and Grace was on a footstool that was big enough for Kenzie to share with her while Harry and Kathy occupied a loveseat. Jerry and Alisha, two of the security officers, were on the sofa, while two others named Alex and Betty were prowling around outside. The third couple, Taylor and Miranda, were getting some sleep so they’d be fresh for the night guard duty.

Harry was trying to relax, but his mind was on Sam and the current situation in Arizona. He glanced at the watch on his wrist and saw that it was nearly eight o’clock, then got up and wandered to the window as he took out his cell phone. He dialed Sam’s number and put the phone to his ear, making sure he was far enough away that Kenzie could not overhear.

“Sam Prichard,” came the answer.

“Sam, boy,” Harry said, “how are things going out there?”

“Hey, Harry,” Sam said. “We’ve been taking a tour of the whole place, and I’ve got to tell you that I never would’ve believed something like this could even exist before now. Good grief, do you know all the kind of stuff they keep down here?”

“Of course I do,” Harry said. “I helped design those DUMB facilities.”

“Dumb? I don’t think that’s a term I’d use to describe a place like this. Good grief, Harry, it’s built to let its occupants survive the end of the world.”

Harry chuckled. “Sam, ‘D-U-M-B’ stands for Deep Underground Military Base. I wasn’t making a judgment, I was just referring to it by its proper designation. Pretty impressive, is it?”

“It’s downright frightening, Harry,” Sam replied. “Captain Howell and Sergeant Douglas have gone to great lengths to explain to me just how serious they are about security in this place. If anything goes wrong tomorrow, there’s a strong possibility none of us will ever get out of here.”

“Things would have to go terribly wrong for that to happen, Sam. I don’t anticipate anything that disastrous. After all, the captain was informed that you are in command throughout this operation. Don’t let them intimidate you; there is nobody better than you to handle the situation with Wegner.”

“Yeah, well, while I appreciate the vote of confidence,” Sam said, “I really wish you were here running this yourself. I love you, Harry, but the thought of spending the rest of my life locked in this place is not something that makes for a pleasant future.”

“You will be fine, Sam. Have you got your plan laid out?”

“Of course. Sergeant Douglas showed me several places I can stash people, so that we can come from three different directions when it’s time to take them down. I was also kind of impressed that all of the security people insisted on staying to help.”

“I can’t say I’m really surprised,” Harry said. “Those are some good people out there, Sam. They’ll do what you tell them to do.”

“Yeah. Now, if only I knew what it was I was supposed to tell them. Harry, I’m starting to think we were crazy to even try this. If this place was so secret, why in the world are we inviting a terrorist organization to step right in the front door? Do you honestly think the word about this place isn’t going to get out after this?”

Harry chuckled. “Sam, the Baldwin Ranch is one of the worst kept secrets we have. Pretty much everybody in the intelligence world knows that it exists, even if they don’t know everything that’s stored down there. As soon as this operation is finished, it’s likely to be repurposed, anyway. All of its dangerous materials will either be destroyed or transported somewhere else that’s more secure, and it will become something like a survival shelter for political bigwigs, in the event of a global catastrophe of some sort. By bringing down the PAF, it’s probably serving its highest possible purpose.”

“As long as we actually take them down,” Sam said. “I’m no fool, Harry. I can read between the lines. If anything goes wrong down here, I’m sure there’s a way Captain Howell can shut the elevator down so that none of us ever get out. Am I right about that?”

Harry hesitated. “Just don’t let it come to that, Sam. Keep your wits about you, and you will be able to handle this the way you handled so many other things. Call me if you need anything, you have my number.”

He hit the end button and cut off the call before Sam could say anything else, then turned and looked at Kenzie and Bo. If there was anything in the world he hated to think about, it was how he could ever tell them that it was his fault their parents never came home.

* * * * *

Sam looked at the phone in his hand and then slipped it back into his pocket. He was standing in the tunnel outside the room he and Indie would occupy that night. The phone had rung just as he was about to enter the room, where Indie was waiting for him.

He stepped inside and shut the door, and his wife looked up at him and smiled. “It’s going to be okay, Sam,” she said. “We’re together, and Beauregard said that was important. One way or another, it’s going to be okay.”

“And I can’t help but wonder if it’s all going to fall apart. Harry just called, and he says this isn’t as dangerous a situation as I think it is, because this place was not really all that big a secret, after all. If we can take Heinrich and his people into custody, everything will go well.” He thought about it for a moment, then sighed. “You should know that, if anything goes really badly wrong, there’s a possibility we may be trapped down here for good.”

Her eyes betrayed her for only a second as a flash of fear went through them. Instantly, she got it under control and smiled. “But it won’t,” she said. “It won’t go wrong, because you’re Sam Prichard. You always figure out what to do, Sam, that’s what makes you the best. That’s the reason Harry trusted you to handle this. We all trust you, Sam.”

Sam sat on the bed beside her. “I’ve got everything set up as well as I can,” he said. “Between our people and the security staff here, we’ve got thirty-seven armed personnel. Heinrich won’t be able to bring that many down with him, but he could have a fair sized army waiting up top. Even if we manage to arrest them without a problem, getting out of here could become a nightmare.”

“I don’t think it’ll be that bad,” Indie said with a grin. “There are a dozen cameras hidden around up there, and I can see everything from the computer station in the control room. I can also reach out to get help if we need it. Davis-Monthan Air Force Base is less than an hour away, and could get security forces out here to us pretty quickly by helicopter. You handle what’s going on down here, and I'll take care of the situation up there.”

Sam looked at her. “Have I told you lately how much I love you?”

“Well,” she said, “we are all alone in a private room. I suppose you could show me.”

He opened his arms and she flowed into them.

* * * * *

Reveille sounded at five a.m., coming through the speaker in the ceiling of the room. Sam and Indie were up quickly, got their showers and took care of morning necessities, then put on the black, bulletproof uniforms Q had provided and headed up to the chow hall for breakfast. Sam was delighted to see waffles on the buffet, and snatched two of them along with bacon and sausage.

Rob Feinstein and his men were already there, so Sam and Indie joined them. Sergeant Douglas had another group at a table right beside them and another sergeant, named Rankin, had more people at a table on the opposite side. Summer and Jade arrived a few seconds later, followed by Denny, Walter, Steve, Darren and Reese. Sam waited until everybody was seated at the long table, then tapped his coffee cup with a spoon to get their attention.

“Okay, people,” he said. “This is the big day. As far as we know, Heinrich and his people will arrive here sometime this morning, and might even be waiting upstairs right now. However, I’m changing up the plan a bit. Steve, I want you in the control room with Indie. Summer, Jade, I want the two of you to take Walter down and hide with the unarmed staff. Both of you take your weapons with you, because you will be their last line of defense. No, I’m not going to listen to arguments, you will do as I tell you. As soon as we finish breakfast, I’m going to take Mr. Reese to the control room, so that he can call Heinrich and find out the game plan. From the moment he arrives here, we stay in character until we can get all of them into one area.”

“What if that proves impossible, Sam?” Rob asked. “He’s going to bring people down with him, no doubt about it. He may want to put some of them guarding the rest of us while he and a few others go with you to look at the bombs.”

“If that happens, I have complete confidence that you and your people can handle the situation. We’ll also have people on levels 2 and 4, stashed in supposedly empty areas that Heinrich won’t know about. Besides my own team, we’ve got thirty-seven armed soldiers available. Sergeant Douglas will have nine of them on level 2, and Sergeant Rankin will have eleven on level 4. That leaves fourteen with you, Rob. As soon as we take Heinrich down to level 6, you guys get your weapons out of hiding and secure level 1. Indie will be in the control room, so she’ll notify Douglas and Rankin when the elevator arrives on 6. While we’re keeping Heinrich and company busy looking at the bombs, your guys will rappel down the elevator shaft, picking up the people on 2 and 4 on the way. Once you are all on level 6, just bring it on. Denny, Darren and I'll be with Heinrich and his people, so we’re going to do our best to make sure we take them by surprise. Avoid shooting if possible, but if it’s necessary, try to make each shot count. Remember what Darcy said about ricochets; we don’t need bullets flying around like crazy down there. Any questions?”

“None here, sir,” said Sergeant Douglas. Rankin echoed him.

Sam looked at Rob, who shook his head. “We’re all ready,” he said. “This should all be over pretty quickly, Sam.” He shoved another forkful of scrambled eggs into his mouth.

Sam sat and finished eating, shoving the waffles down quickly. Everybody was talking amongst themselves, and Sam knew that they were all mentally preparing themselves for what was about to happen.

As soon as breakfast was over, Sam led his team back up to level 1. Rob and his people went into the security room to check where their weapons were hidden, Steve, Walter, Summer and Jade took their own positions, and Sam, Indie, Denny, and Reese entered the control room.

Private Landry, the elevator operator on duty, looked up as they came in. “We received a message from the observation team on the east gate,” she said. “Our visitors entered the compound about twenty minutes ago, and should be here any moment.”

Indie sat at her computer terminal and quickly scanned the video monitors from the surface. “Sam?” she said. She pointed at the monitors and Sam saw five large SUVs parked near the old mine entrance. “I think they’re here.”

“No doubt about it,” Sam said. He turned to Reese. “You ready?”

Reese looked at him nervously. “Ready as I’m ever going to be,” he said. “I don’t mind telling you I’m a little scared.”

“You’d be an idiot if you weren’t.” He turned to Indie to be sure she was ready, then nodded at Reese. “Okay, go ahead.” He handed Reese a cell phone and the man dialed the number he had memorized for Heinrich Wegner. He hit the speaker button as it was ringing, and a moment later they heard Wegner’s voice answer.

“I’m here,” he said. “Where are you?”

“We’re down in the basement,” Reese said. “Sam got us in last night, and it took a little time to disarm everybody and get them locked up. Wait there a few minutes, and I'll be up to bring you down.”

“Come alone,” Heinrich said. “If this is a trap, Evan, you will be the first to die.”

Reese swallowed nervously. “Trust me, Heinrich,” he said, “I plan on living a long time. Sit tight, I'll be up in a few minutes.”

“We will be waiting.” The line went dead.

“Okay, you’re on,” Sam said. “Get on the elevator and we’ll send you up. We’ll leave the hidden door open so you won’t have to call down for it. I don’t know how many people he has with him, but tell him the elevator can only handle about twenty. That will let us keep the advantage in numbers.”

Reese gave him a nervous grin, then stepped out of the booth and headed toward the elevator. As soon as he was on it and had closed the gates, Sam nodded to Private Landry.

“Send him up.”

Reese leaned against the wall as the elevator rose, and Indie turned on the camera that was hidden in the elevator itself. They watched as he rode all the way up to the mine, and then she switched to another camera as he made his way out to the entrance.
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Heinrich stepped out of his vehicle as Reese appeared in the entrance, and suddenly, all of the doors flew open and men flooded out. All of them were armed with machine guns, and Reese stared around himself.

“Okay, okay, I’m here,” he said, his hands visible and his eyes wide. “Follow me inside, there’s a big elevator. How many people you got? The elevator can only handle twenty.”

Wegner pointed at two men, and each of them gathered several others. The rest were told to wait outside and make certain that nobody else entered the mine, and then Wegner looked at Reese. “All right, let’s go,” he said. “Is my prize waiting for me?”

Reese pointed at the large duffel bag Wegner was carrying. “As long as that has the money,” he said. “I actually got to look at them myself last night, they’re pretty impressive. A lot bigger than I thought they were, but I’d never really believed in them before now.”

“That’s because you are a fool, Evan,” Wegner said. “You do not know how to separate fact from fiction, nor how to locate and interrogate those who know the truth. I found a Russian sailor in the late nineties, and he told me all about how six of the biggest nuclear bombs in the world had vanished. He had been a part of the security force in that base, and had spent the next two years in prison when they were stolen. His story was enough to tell me they were quite genuine, and I have searched for them ever since.”

“And now,” Reese said, “you have found them.”

He led them through the mine and onto the elevator and Indie switched the camera back. She, Sam and Denny watched closely as the elevator descended. Heinrich’s men seemed alert but at ease, and Sam waited until they were only a couple of minutes away before he and Denny stepped out of the booth to wait at the elevator landing.

“This is where it could go pear-shaped,” Denny said. “If he really wants to kill you, Sam, he might not wait for later.”

“As long as he doesn’t go for a head shot,” Sam said. “Just don’t let him get away, especially with any of those bombs.”

“He’s not going anywhere,” Denny said. “You know, we could just get Rob and his people, let them blow them away right now. Just handle it like our friends from London would, right?”

Sam shook his head. “We are not assassins,” he said. “We stick to the plan, try to do this with as little bloodshed as possible. Besides, we want them alive. The PAF will still be out there, but these people should know enough to help us shut them down.”

“Your call, Sam.”

“Yeah. My call. Let’s just hope I make the right ones.”

They heard the elevator coming down, so both of them stopped talking. A moment later, it came into view and Reese opened the gates. He stepped out of the elevator and looked at Sam.

“Sam Prichard,” he said, “allow me to introduce Mr. Heinrich Wegner. Heinrich, this is the famous Sam Prichard.”

Heinrich stepped forward and looked Sam in the eye. “Mitchell was my sister’s youngest son,” he said. “You killed him.”

“Yes, I did,” Sam said, keeping his own eyes on Heinrich’s. “Had I known who he was, I would’ve tried to avoid it. Unfortunately, things were happening so fast I couldn’t do anything but try to defend myself and get the girl out safely. After Mr. Reese told me about you, I just wanted to keep him alive so that we could make this arrangement.”

“I have read a lot about you, Prichard. It seems odd to me that a man who has done so much for his country would suddenly betray it. Can you explain that to me?”

Sam shrugged. “I’ve been taking out the trash for the government for several years now,” he said. “All that time, I’ve been shot up, beat up, and got basically nothing to show for it other than some scars. I talked it over with some of our people, and we decided that it was time to get something for ourselves. When Reese told me how badly you wanted the Sixpack, it dawned on me that I happened to know the guy who could tell me how to get my hands on them. I take it you saw the video?”

Heinrich stared at him for a moment, then nodded once. “I did. The death of Harry Winslow marks the end of an era. I never had the pleasure of meeting him, but I know that he was among the best America ever had to offer.”

“He was also my friend,” Sam said. “That should tell you how serious I am about all this.”

Heinrich looked at him for another moment, then nodded again. “All right,” he said. “I'll accept that killing Mitchell was an unintended consequence of your decision. Now, let us get down to the real business. You truly have the Soviet Sixpack here?”

Sam grinned. “I do,” he said. “Do you have the money?”

Heinrich lifted the duffel and one of his men stepped forward to hold it. He opened it up, showing Sam that there was a large amount of cash inside.

“You may count it, if you wish,” Heinrich said.

“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Sam said. “I think you and I both hope that this will lead to even bigger deals in the future, so I doubt you would try to cheat me out of any of the money.”

Heinrich zipped the bag closed again. “And my bombs?”

“We’ll need to go down to Level 6,” Sam said. “That’s where they are stored. I need to caution you not to try to open any of the other vaults you see there, because we don’t have the proper codes. I don’t even know what’s in them, but if you enter the wrong code, it sets off an explosive. Everything on that level would be destroyed, including us.”

Heinrich nodded. “All I want is the bombs. With them, we can achieve our goal of freedom and independence for our allies in Africa.”

“Yes, sir, you sure can.” Sam started toward the elevator, but Heinrich stopped him.

“Before we go down,” he said, “where are the security people from this facility?”

Sam grinned again. “Follow me,” he said. He led them to the security room and pointed at a window in the door. “This place only keeps a skeleton crew. Once we got in, it was no big deal to disarm them and lock them up in here.”

Heinrich looked through the window and saw more than a dozen men sitting on benches, looking dejected. They were wearing black uniforms, and gave the impression that they had been sitting there for quite a while.

“Very good,” he said. “Now, the control booth for the elevator. I understand that it can only be controlled from that location. Show me.”

Sam had anticipated this and managed a smile. “Right this way,” he said. He stepped to the door into the control booth and opened it.

Darren Beecher and Steve Beck stood beside the girl who controlled the elevators, a pistol in Steve’s hand. It was aimed loosely in her direction, and she was looking nervous as she turned to face the men who stepped into the room. Heinrich set the duffel down on the floor next to the wall, just behind the door.

“As you can see,” Sam said, “I have her under control. She knows that she has to do exactly what she’s told or she’ll be killed. She has a three-year-old daughter, so she is unlikely to do anything stupid.”

Heinrich looked at her for a moment, then turned his eyes to Indie. “And this one?”

“She’s actually one of mine,” Sam said. “She’s monitoring the computer and communication systems to make sure we don’t get any surprises.”

Indie smiled at Heinrich. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’m watching your backs for you. Your men up on the surface are all taking it easy for now. Want to see?”

Heinrich narrowed his eyes, then nodded. She tapped a key and the video from outside the entrance appeared on the screen. Most of his men were sitting inside the vehicles with doors open, but a few were leaning against them. One of them was smoking a cigarette.

“Very good,” Heinrich said. He turned to Sam. “All right, now we can go. I am ready to see my long-awaited prize.”

Darren joined them as they went back to the elevator and all of them crowded on. “The elevator is not supposed to carry more than twenty people at a time,” Sam said, “for some sort of safety reasons, but it’s more than strong enough to take all of us.” He closed the gates and held up a thumb, and they could see through the window into the booth as Steve prompted the elevator operator by poking her with his gun barrel. The elevator began to descend and Sam leaned against the gate.

Three minutes later, they arrived at Level 6. Sam opened the gate and they all stepped off, following him, Denny and Darren into the tunnel. Sam led the way to Tunnel 3, which cut off to the left, and then to vault thirty-seven at the end.

Heinrich and his people were looking around as they made their way through the tunnels, but their attention was all on Sam as he entered the code. The door opened and Heinrich’s eyes grew wide when he got his first glimpse of one of the bombs.

He motioned to one of his men, and the man produced a Geiger counter. He stepped close to the bomb and turned it on, and the clicking of the device turned quickly into a loud buzz. He looked at the meter on the device for a moment, then turned to Heinrich and nodded with a grin on his face.

“They are very large, aren’t they?” Heinrich said. “Over fifteen thousand pounds each. Apparently the elevator can handle that much weight?”

“One at a time, yes,” Sam said. “We’ll use that little electric tractor over there to take each one up and out, but you’re going to need something pretty stout to carry them.”

“Arrangements have already been made,” Heinrich said. “A large truck is on the way, with a crane. We should begin now, so that we have one or two of them waiting when it arrives.”

Sam nodded. “No problem,” he said. “Let me get the tractor.”

He walked over and climbed onto the little machine, flipped the switch that was supposed to turn it on and then frowned. He flipped the switch off and on several times, then looked up at Heinrich. “I guess the batteries went dead,” he said. “It’s been sitting here for years.”

Heinrich stared at him for a moment, then shrugged. “We have enough people,” he said. “I’m sure we can push them to the elevator.”

Sam nodded and got off the tractor, mentally patting himself on the back for thinking of disabling it the night before.

* * * * *

Steve patted the elevator operator on the shoulder. “Good job,” he said. “You put on a perfect act.” He turned and went to the door on the side of the room, opened it and leaned inside. “Rob, the elevator is on its way down. Get your people ready.”

“All right, we’re up,” Rob said. Instantly, all of the men and women in the room were up and opening the hidden panels that concealed their weapons. Sixty seconds later, all their equipment in place, they quietly signaled Rob that they were ready to go. Rob opened the door into the hallway and they all stepped out quietly. They made their way to the edge of the elevator shaft, then looked through the window at Indie.

She was watching something on her console, but then looked up and smiled. She jumped up and went to the door, stuck her head out and said softly, “Okay, they’re all off the elevator and moving down the tunnel. You’re good to go.”

“That’s it,” Rob said. Two of his men came forward and anchored ropes to the elevator’s frame, and then four of them clicked carabiners to their belts and stepped out into space. Four at a time, they disappeared down the shaft.

Their first stop was at Level 2, where Sergeant Douglas and his people were waiting. They had also secured ropes to the framework, and as soon as all of Rob’s people were on their level, they all began sliding down the new ropes.

That brought them to Level 4, where Sergeant Rankin had his own people waiting beside the shaft. They had their own ropes secured, but hadn’t dropped them down the shaft yet. Once again, they waited until everyone was present before Rob, the two sergeants and one other man made the first drop to Level 6 and the floor of the elevator.

They quickly detached themselves from the ropes and stepped out of the elevator, kneeling in position with their weapons aimed toward the entrance to Tunnel 3. It took almost two whole minutes to get everyone down, and then Rob signaled Rankin to keep his people near the elevator while Douglas and his soldiers went with the Windlass operatives.

They moved quickly but quietly down the main tunnel and arrived at the entrance to Tunnel 3 only a moment later. They positioned themselves out of sight from inside the tunnel and then Rob held a small mirror out to get a peek toward where Sam had taken Heinrich and everyone else.

He jerked the mirror back suddenly. “Bunch of them coming this way,” he whispered to Douglas. “They have one of the bombs on a heavy duty cart, pushing it toward the elevator.”

Douglas nodded. “Sounds like our cue, then,” he whispered back. He raised a hand and pointed two fingers upward, then dropped one of them as he thrust his hand forward. He and his men rushed across the entrance to take position on the other side while Rob stepped out into the middle of the tunnel.

“Got some bad news for you gentlemen,” he shouted. “You’re not going to be taking that anywhere after all.”

There were a dozen men pushing the bomb, and they suddenly dropped what they were doing and snatched up their weapons. As they did so, all of the Windlass people flooded into the tunnel, kneeling and aiming directly at them.

“Drop your weapons, gentlemen,” Rob shouted. “There is no way you’re getting out of here.”

The men who had been pushing the bomb along froze, seeing so many armed men blocking their path. One by one, they laid down their weapons and stepped back from them as Rob led his people forward. Sergeant Douglas, seeing what was happening, moved into the tunnel with them and caught up quickly.

At the vault, they had heard Rob clearly, because of the acoustics in the tunnel bringing his voice right to them. Heinrich stopped looking at the bombs and turned toward Sam.

“So it was a trap,” he said. “I was almost certain that it would be, you know. And of course, like any man who knows he is being drawn into a trap, I took certain precautions.” He pointed toward the bombs in the room. “These are marvelous creations,” he said, “far more powerful than anything we could acquire, but that does not mean we could not lay our hands on smaller nuclear devices. We did, in fact, and six of them were designed to fit into small packages. Five of those are currently in place in the city of Tucson, not far away. One is in the auditorium of the University of Arizona, where more than a thousand students will shortly be attending a lecture. Two more were placed in schools in the city, and the other two were deposited in busy department stores. When they go off, they will kill or injure more than ten thousand people, including many, many children.” He chuckled. “You really should have counted the money, Mr. Prichard.”

Sam, who had drawn a pistol and had it aimed directly at Heinrich, narrowed his eyes. “The money? What about it?”

“You looked at the currency in the top of the bag and decided not to count it, just as I thought you would. Had you bothered, you would have realized that the money was not all the bag contained. Did you notice that the bag was rather large? That’s because it contains a small nuclear device, far too small to be a terrible threat against a government, but certainly large enough to kill everyone on that level and collapse the elevator shaft forever. When I closed the bag, I armed it. It will detonate in just over two hours, or it can be detonated immediately by one of my men on the surface, with a remote device, should I not check in with him periodically. Those of us down here might survive the explosion, but that would be only a very short extension of life, I’m sure.”

Sam stared at him. “You son of a bitch,” he said. “Do you think we didn’t realize we might not get out of this alive? If that’s what it takes to protect the world from you and your kind, then so be it.”

“Oh, I was certain you would feel that way,” Heinrich said with a smile. “But can you really let so many civilians die? Remember, Mr. Prichard, I have read a great deal about you. I don’t believe you could possibly allow that to happen, especially when you know that children are involved and at risk. And yet, that is exactly what you will be doing if I do not leave here with these bombs.”

“You expect me to trust that you would disarm them if I let you go? I’m not that crazy, Heinrich.”

“Neither am I, Mr. Prichard. No, my plan is much more simple than that. Each of the devices is connected to a cell phone. A simple call to the phone will disarm the device. You will designate one man to ride up the elevator with me. Once my bombs are loaded, I shall give that man all six of the numbers that will disarm them, as well as the precise locations where they can be found.”

Denny and Darren were standing close by, their own weapons aimed at the men who were still in the vault with them. Rob Feinstein and three of his own men stepped into the room at that moment, and Rob looked at Sam closely.

“Sam?” Rob asked. “Something wrong?”
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“How do I know you’re telling the truth?” Sam asked.

“I am willing to prove it to you,” Heinrich said. “But only on my own terms.”

Denny was filling Rob in on what was happening while Sam was staring into Heinrich’s eyes.

“What terms?”

“I happen to know that the elevator can carry two of the bombs at a time,” Heinrich said. “I can be happy with two of them, so here is my proposal. We load two of the bombs onto the elevator and go up to the control booth. I shall then give you the location and cell number of one of the bombs, so that you can disarm it personally and then send the police to confirm its existence. Once you have done so, you will allow me and my men to take those two bombs to the surface. As soon as they are loaded into the truck, I shall give your man the rest of the disarming cell phone numbers, along with the remote detonator for the one I brought down. We drive away and he can bring those numbers back down to you, so that you can disarm the one in the control room, first.”

“You still won’t get away,” Sam said. “Satellites are watching this area all the time, we’d have no trouble tracking wherever you go.”

“I'll take that chance,” Heinrich said. “If you’re correct, then you don’t really have much to worry about, do you? You will be able to catch me, anyway, right?”

“He’s got a trick up his sleeve, Sam,” Denny said. “Don’t trust the bloody bastard.”

Sam’s mind was racing as he thought about the innocent people who could die if Heinrich was telling the truth. While he might be willing to sacrifice his team, and even Indie, to save the world from a madman like this, he couldn’t bring himself to willingly sacrifice thousands of innocent people, many of whom would be children.

“We don’t have a choice,” he said. “Rob, order your men to stand down. Same to the sergeants, everybody stand down. Get that first bomb on the elevator, and let’s get another one out there.”

“Sam, you…”

“There’s no choice, Denny,” Sam said. “Too many lives at stake. I don’t think there’s any way he can get these big mothers out of the country, and I don’t think there’s any way he can disappear with them, even in the desert. We’ll let him take them for now and let the army take over.”

With all of them working together, they got the second bomb out of the vault and down the tunnel quickly. Within fifteen minutes, two of them were loaded onto the elevator and then Heinrich’s men boarded. Sam, Heinrich and Denny stepped on with them, leaving everyone else on Level 6.

Sam spoke into the little radio he was carrying. “Bring us up to Level 1,” he said. The elevator began to rise only a few seconds later.

Sam turned to Heinrich. “Denny will go up with you,” he said. “If you don’t give him the numbers, I'll do whatever it takes to track you down and skin you alive.”

“I’m certain you would,” Heinrich said. “I'll do exactly as I have said, because the distraction will help me. While your American authorities are busy dealing with the small devices, I'll be able to take these to a place where they can be most effective.” He smiled at Sam. “And you and I can play a game. I'll be the mouse, and you can be the cat. If you can find me, so be it.”

“I'll find you,” Sam said. “Don’t worry about that.”

On Level 1, Indie had been watching the video from the tunnel on Level 6. She had brought what was happening to Steve’s attention.

When the elevator arrived, Heinrich told his men to remain with the bombs. He and Sam stepped into the control booth, and Sam saw Steve aiming his pistol at Heinrich.

“Stand down, Steve,” Sam said. “He’s planted bombs all around Tucson, suitcase nukes. If he doesn’t take these two bombs and leave, all of them will go off.” He glanced at the duffel bag. “There’s also one in that bag. Once he is up on the surface, he’ll give us the means to disarm them all.”

Steve looked him in the eye as he laid his gun down on the floor. “You honestly trust him, Sam?”

“Not as far as I could throw one of those bombs,” Sam said, “but he’s holding all the cards. There’s nothing I can do but cooperate, I’m afraid.” He turned to Heinrich. “All right, your turn.”

Heinrich recited a telephone number.

Sam glanced at the cell phone relay. His phone and the one in the bomb would need it in order to function, but it seemed to be working fine, so he dialed the number Heinrich had given him.

He put the phone to his ear and heard it ringing on the other end. There was no answer, but it stopped after three rings. Sam looked at Heinrich.

“That one is in a small briefcase under a garbage can near the entrance of the Park Place mall. You can contact the mall security office to verify this.”

Indie turned to her computer and tapped the keyboard, then read off the number for mall security to Sam. He dialed it quickly.

“Park Place Security,” came a voice. “How may I help you?”

“My name is Sam Prichard, and I’m a special investigator with the United States government. I need you to check under the trash cans near the entrance of the mall, look for a suitcase or briefcase. If you find it, do not open it. It may contain a small nuclear bomb.”

The man who answered the phone sputtered, but then Sam could hear him issuing orders frantically. Sam waited for almost three minutes, and then he came back online. He sounded nervous. “Okay, we found a briefcase. What am I supposed to do with it?”

“Call the police,” Sam said. “And tell them there may be more, shortly.”

He ended the call and put the phone into his pocket again, then looked at Heinrich.

“You see? I am telling you the truth. When I am safely on the surface and the bombs are loaded, I'll give your man the other numbers.” He pointed at his own head. “They only exist here,” he said. “It wouldn’t do you any good to kill me and try to find them, because only I know them.”

Sam stared at him for a moment, then nodded. “Go ahead,” he said. “But don’t you dare doublecross me.”

Heinrich tried to look innocent. “Me? Doublecross the man who killed my beloved nephew? Believe it or not, Mr. Prichard, I look forward to the next time we meet.” He turned without another word, walked out of the room, went straight to the elevator and then looked through the window at Sam.

“Send them up,” Sam said.

The elevator operator looked at him for a moment, then turned and activated her system. The elevator started to rise, and Sam began trying to answer the questions that were being thrown at him.

Indie was watching the elevator on her monitor, keeping her eyes on Denny as he rode silently up to the surface. When they got there, she switched the monitor to outside the front entrance, and then they watched as a large truck backed up to the entrance. A crane lifted the bombs off the carts when they got there and set them into cradles. Tarps were quickly thrown over them and the truck driver climbed into the cab.

Heinrich turned to Denny, who had been standing quietly off to the side. The microphone couldn’t quite pick up what he was saying, but Denny was scribbling something onto a notepad. A moment later, Heinrich climbed into the cab of the truck and the SUVs followed as it drove away. Denny rushed back into the entrance of the mine, running for all he was worth to get back to the elevator.

“Okay, bring me down,” Denny said into the radio as he stepped onto the elevator.

Down below, the elevator operator prepared to do so, but that’s when the door from the security room suddenly opened and a man stepped through. He fired two shots, one of them instantly killing Private Landry and the other turning the cell phone relay into electrical junk. As Sam and Steve turned to aim their own weapons at him, the man turned his gun and shot himself through the head.

Sam stared at the two dead bodies. “Where’s the other elevator operator?” he demanded.

Indie was staring at the dead girl beside her, but tore her eyes away and turned to her husband. “Level 3,” she said haltingly. “He was sent down there with Summer and Jade and Walter, to hide until it was safe.”

“Dammit,” Sam said. He looked at Steve. “The ropes,” he said. “Indie, can you communicate with them?”

“Well, yes,” she said.

“Tell them to get to the elevator shaft and to tie the operator into a boatswain seat with one of the ropes. Steve and I'll pull him up. We have to get that elevator operating again, now. Then call Denny, and tell him to start calling those numbers.”

“Sam, he can’t,” she said. “Heinrich took his phone from him before he drove away. Without the relay, Sam, there’s no way we can disarm those bombs. I can have him give me the numbers, then try to contact someone at the air base, have them do it.”

Sam nodded. “Do it, but first tell Jade and Summer to get the elevator operator on the rope.”

Indie nodded and spoke into the microphone in front of her as Sam and Steve hurried to the elevator shaft. It was only a couple of minutes before they heard voices from below them, and a moment later Jade shouted up to them, “Pull him up!”

Sam and Steve braced themselves and began pulling on the rope that was taut. Slowly, almost inch by inch, they were raising the man along the wall of the elevator shaft. It was almost sixty feet from where they stood to the floor of Level 3, and both of them were straining by the time they got him close enough that they could see him in the darkness.

The operator, Corporal Jenkins, was trying to help. He was using his fingertips to try to claw his way up the wall, taking at least a little bit of his weight off the men who were pulling him upward. As he finally scrambled over onto the floor with them, all three of them dropped and began gasping for breath.

“What happened?” Jenkins asked. “What happened to Julie?”

“One of Heinrich’s men,” Sam said between gasps. “Hid in the security room and shot her, then killed himself.”

Jenkins looked heartbroken, and Sam suspected that he and the girl might have been close. Unfortunately, there was no time to worry about that.

“Come on, Corporal,” he said. “I’ve got to get up there, now.”

The three of them managed to get to their feet and stumbled into the control booth, and then Sam and Steve dragged the dead girl’s body into the security room. Jenkins sat in her vacated seat and stared at the blood and gore splattered all over her console for a moment, then shook it off and got to work. He logged on to the console and then signaled the elevator to come down.

“Sam,” Indie said, “there’s another problem. Something is jamming radio transmissions, I can’t contact the airbase or anybody else outside of here.”

Sam stared at her for a moment. “Then you have to go up to the surface and call those numbers yourself,” he said. “Captain Howell said there was a relay set up to a cell tower somewhere in the area, so there must be a signal up there somewhere.”

“Me? What about you?”

“I’m going to be busy,” Sam said. He turned to the elevator operator. “Jenkins, are there any vehicles up there?” he asked. “Anything in the garage, maybe?”

“Our personal vehicles, the vans, maybe an army pickup truck or two. I don’t know where the keys would be, though.”

“What about yours? Do you have your keys?”

“Well, yeah,” Jenkins said. He reached into a pocket and held out a key ring. “I rode my motorcycle out yesterday,” he said. “It’s a BMW 650, a dirt bike. Can you ride one?”

“Oh, yeah,” Sam said. “And if I break it, I'll buy you a new one.”

Sam turned to Steve. “As soon as that elevator comes back from taking me up top, you get everyone else out of here.” He looked at the duffel sitting beside the wall. “We’ve got about half an hour before that thing goes off. Corporal, is there any way to start the elevator going up and let you get onto it?”

Jenkins looked at him. “No, sir,” he said. “Once it starts moving, if I leave my seat, it will stop. I can’t leave here until another elevator operator comes down and takes over.”

Sam looked at him sadly. “Then I may be asking an awful lot of you,” he said. “That duffel bag contains what may be a nuclear bomb. I was told that if I move it, it’ll go off, but it’s going to go off in about thirty-five minutes no matter what. I need you to get as many people out of here as possible before that happens.”

Jenkins swallowed hard. “I know my duty, sir,” he said. “I'll get them out, you can count on me.”

“Sam,” Indie said. “There may be a way I can disarm this bomb. If Denny has the number, I can use this computer system to generate a signal on eight hundred megahertz. I should be able to make the phone think it’s a cell tower and dial its number. Just dialing the number is what disarms it, right?”

“Yes, that’s what Heinrich said,” Sam replied. “Here he comes, now.”

The elevator was just dropping to their level and Denny came running into the booth. “I got the numbers, Sam,” he said. He held out his notepad and Sam snatched it instantly.

“Any idea which one of these goes to the bomb in this case?”

Denny shook his head. “No, he didn’t say. He just gave me the numbers, and then four more locations where he said bombs are hidden in Tucson, but I don’t know which number goes to which location.”

“Try them all,” Sam said to Indie. He handed her the list and she started tapping her keyboard frantically.

It turned out to be the fourth number, and they suddenly heard the phone ringing from inside the case. It rang three times and stopped, and Sam let out his breath.

“That should mean it’s disarmed,” he said. “Unfortunately, there’s only one way to know. Jenkins, whatever you do, don’t touch that bag. If everything goes well, we’ll get a relief down here for you as soon as possible.”

“And if it doesn’t,” Jenkins said with a wry grin, “I won’t know about it anyway.”

“Remember, as soon as we’re off the elevator, you get everybody else out. Pack them in like sardines if you have to, the elevator can handle the weight.”

“I'll handle it, sir,” Jenkins said. “Go get that bastard, will you?”

Sam snatched a machine gun, grabbed Indie by the arm, and then she, Steve and Denny hurried to the elevator with him. As soon as they were on, it started rising.

“I’m taking Jenkins’ motorcycle and going after Heinrich. Denny, see if you can hotwire something else so you and Steve can follow. Indie, you call the rest of those numbers, then notify the police to check all those locations. As soon as you’ve got that done, call Ron and tell him what’s going on.”

“I will, Sam,” Indie said. “Sam, please be careful.”

He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her tight, then kissed her passionately. A moment later, they arrived at the surface and all of them hurried out of the mine.

Sam, Denny and Steve stepped out first to make sure all of Heinrich’s people were gone. As soon as they were sure the area was clear, Sam yelled for Indie to come out and make her calls while he and the men hurried into the garage.

There were two motorcycles in the garage, but the BMW was easy to spot. With the high fenders of a dirt bike, Sam had no trouble telling it from the Ducati speedster that sat beside it. He climbed on and stuck the key into the ignition, then hit the button for the electric starter. The engine roared to life and Sam squeezed the clutch and dropped it into gear.

“I’m going after them,” he said loudly. “If you can get something running, I can use all the help I can get.”

“Go, Sam,” Denny said. “We'll be right behind you, mate.”

Sam twisted the throttle and let the clutch out and the motorcycle shot through the doorway. There was only one roadway leading out of the mine, and they already knew that the truck and all of Heinrich’s people had gone south. Sam opened the bike up and let the knobby tires dig into the sand.

Overhead, the sky was cloudy and thunder could be heard rumbling in the distance. Sam spotted a lightning strike to his left, but it was up on the mountains. As long as it stayed up there, he wasn’t going to worry about it.

Off in the distance, he could see a dust trail and figured it had to be his quarry. He opened up the bike and gave it all the speed he dared on the loose sand and gravel, and could tell that he was slowly gaining on the cloud.

The road bore to the east, but the dust cloud was to the south. Sam watched for an intersection, someplace the truck and other vehicles might have turned off, but he decided he must’ve missed it. He was just about to turn around and go back when he spotted the dry wash, one that looked like it was headed almost perfectly toward where the dust cloud was going. Without even thinking about it, he rode down the bank and took off along the wash.

The first raindrops hit him a moment later, stinging like tiny bees when they hit his face. He looked up again at the clouds and realized that they were moving rapidly in the same direction he was going. He remembered what Douglas had said about flash floods in the washes and started looking for a spot to climb the bank. He could follow along beside the wash just as easily, he figured, and cut down the risk from whatever rainstorm was hitting the mountains behind him.

Getting up the bank, however, was going to be a lot more difficult than coming down it had been. Sam had never been much for hill climbs and wasn’t sure how to handle the powerful motorcycle on the sand. He kept going in the wash, but continued to look for someplace to get out of it.
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The speedometer on the motorcycle said he was doing a little over sixty-five miles an hour, but the gravel, sand and loose rocks on the bottom of the wash made it dangerous to try going any faster. He was hoping that the trucks were having problems of their own, because he figured they were about to make it through the ranch itself into the old ghost town, Rockville. He wanted to get there before they did and find a way to at least stop the truck.

Suddenly, the roaring sound of the engine seemed to change. Sam glanced at the speedometer, but the bike wasn’t slowing. A quick glance in the rearview mirror told him that what he was hearing wasn’t the engine changing tone, but the roaring, hissing sound of a debris-laden wall of water that was trying its best to overtake him.

Ignoring the way the rear wheel was dancing from side to side on the loose surface, Sam cranked the throttle as wide as he could. The speedometer climbed, passing eighty miles an hour, and Sam struggled to keep the bike upright. In the mirror, he could see that he was pulling away from the flood, but he still didn’t see a way to get out of the wash.

The rain began falling harder and the floor of the wash started to look muddy ahead in spots. He was just about ready to try running up the bank, preparing himself for a crash landing on the desert, when the wash made a gentle curve and he spotted a way out. Up ahead, a small wooden bridge crossed the wash, and there was a wide spot where some of the bank had washed away beside it. He downshifted quickly, dropping his speed to just over forty miles per hour as he got to the slightly less vertical slope, and leaned hard into the bike. The wheels dug in and he hit the gravelly ramp just as the water full of brush and branches came rushing past him.

He got about fifteen feet of air and managed to stay up on his wheels when he came down. Looking around frantically, he tried to spot the dust cloud, but the rain had gotten far ahead of him and was settling it to the ground. He locked his eyes onto a mountain that was in the same direction as where he had last seen it, then opened the throttle up again.

Up here, out of the wash, the desert was thirsty. While the rain was falling harder, it was soaking right into the ground without turning it into mud. Sam dodged around rocks and cacti, but kept his heading locked on that mountain top the best he could.

Five more minutes passed as he raced along, and suddenly there were buildings ahead. He had made it to Rockville, the ghost town, coming across the desert so that he had shaved several miles off the journey. He slid to a stop beside one of the buildings, keeping the motorcycle out of sight of the road that passed right through the middle of town, then unslung the machine gun from his back and crouched down. As far as he could tell, nothing else had driven through in the last few minutes. The road was wet and muddy in spots, and there were no fresh tracks in it.

He only waited a couple of minutes when he picked up the sound of the diesel engine. Sure enough, he had beat the trucks to the ghost town and braced himself for the confrontation that was about to take place. If he got the chance to shoot Heinrich, he would, but the most important thought in his mind was to stop that truck. Without it, there was no way Heinrich could get those bombs anywhere that would do him any good.

The clouds had made it dark, even though it was still not quite noon. Between the clouds and the rain, the truck had turned on headlights and they came into view. Sam braced himself and waited until the truck was in between the buildings, then aimed his weapon and squeezed the trigger.

The windshield of the truck disintegrated under a ten round burst, and the driver must’ve died instantly. The truck veered to the left and crashed into one of the buildings, and Sam adjusted his aim to the tires. A driver could be replaced, he thought; flat tires would keep the truck from moving, no matter what.

The SUVs were sliding to a stop behind the truck and men were pouring out of them. Sam emptied his magazine into the front tire of the truck, blowing it apart, then dropped the rifle and ducked back alongside the building. If they took the time to hunt him down, he was finished and he knew it. His only hope was to hide until they felt they had to move on to escape capture.

He got behind one of the buildings and suddenly had an idea. A broken window hung open just above the remains of an old buckboard. Sam climbed onto it quickly and threw himself up onto the window ledge, then shimmied inside. He landed with a thud on the floor, grateful that the old boards held, then got to his feet and started looking for somewhere to conceal himself.

The building he had entered was an old hotel, a three-story structure. When he got toward the front and saw that some of the men were moving along the boardwalk in front of the building, he decided that going up was his only option. He moved up the stairs as quietly as he could, praying that the dry, old lumber wouldn’t squeak and creak, and made it to the second floor without alerting anyone. He looked around quickly and found a room at the front of the building that still had heavy curtains hanging over the windows. He crouched behind them and peeked out, and then his heart sank.

Four men were rolling another tire up toward the front of the truck while two others were using a large lug wrench to take off the one he had blown out. Another man was jacking up the front of the truck, and Sam knew that they would have it back on the road within minutes. He had to think of some way to stop them, but other than a pistol, he was out of options.

He took out his phone and powered it on, but there was no signal. Wherever he was, there wasn’t a cell tower close enough to do him any good, and he hadn’t thought to bring a satellite phone. There was certainly no hope of finding a working telephone in this ghost town, so he started racking his brain to try to think of some other way to keep that truck from leaving.

He looked around the room and inspiration suddenly struck.

On the table beside an old bed frame stood a kerosene lamp. The lamp itself was empty, of course, the kerosene having evaporated many years earlier, but the big, glass jug on the shelf below it was nearly half full. Sam scuttled over to it and pulled out the cork, and the smell of kerosene flooded out at him. There was a layer of sludge across its top, but Sam knew that the liquid below that was just as flammable as ever.

The remains of an old sheet hung over one of the rails of the bedframe, and Sam quickly tore off a long, wide strip. He wadded it up and stuck it into the spout of the jug, tipping it to make sure the cloth soaked up plenty of kerosene, then tapped the cork back in loosely. He carried it back to the window, then tried to think of some way to light his improvised Molotov cocktail.

He didn’t have a lighter, because he didn’t smoke. Any matches that might be in the building would be so old they’d have no chance of working, but he knew of one way to get a fire started in a hurry. It was a trick he had learned in the army, and one that had gotten him thoroughly chewed out by a drill sergeant on a basic training bivouac.

He extracted the magazine from his pistol, then worked the slide to eject the round that was in the chamber. The Swiss Army knife in his pocket held a small pair of pliers, and he used them to wrench the bullet out of the cartridge. He sprinkled some of the gunpowder onto the kerosene-soaked cloth, then tipped the rest into the barrel of his pistol. He put the empty cartridge back into the magazine, shoved it home and let the slide pop it into the chamber. He tilted the pistol upward slightly, letting the loose powder run down the barrel, then carefully lowered it toward the primed rag.

He pulled the trigger. The primer on the cartridge made a “pop” sound and ignited the powder in the barrel. A flash of flame, like the fiery breath of a dragon, came out the end, lighting the powder he had sprinkled onto the cloth, and the fire sputtered for a couple of seconds before the part of the cloth sticking out of the jug started burning in earnest.

In a smooth motion, Sam yanked the curtains down, hooked a finger into the ring on the spout of the jug, and then hurled it through the empty window frame. It arced over the street and crashed perfectly on the side of the cab of the truck, and the kerosene ignited instantly. Within seconds, the truck was engulfed in flames, including the big, round fuel tank on the side.

The men who had been trying to get the new tire into place were soaked as well and began screaming as the fire ate into their flesh. Sam looked out and saw Heinrich and several others simply staring at them, but then the burning men came running directly toward them. Heinrich’s men, their faces ashen and shocked, raised their weapons and shot down their friends who were ablaze.

Sam aimed his pistol at Heinrich and squeezed the trigger, but nothing happened. He had forgotten to eject the empty cartridge, still in the chamber because there was no recoil to work the slide. He worked the slide manually and chambered another round, then aimed again.

Heinrich was gone. In the couple of seconds it took Sam to reload the chamber, the man had simply vanished. Sam stared at the spot where he had been, but then one of the SUVs suddenly turned around and went back the way it had come.

Sam hurried down the stairs and went to the window he had entered the building through, looked out quickly and saw no one in sight. He climbed out and down the buckboard, then breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the BMW right where he had left. The motorcycle was unhurt, and he quickly turned it around, turned the key and hit the button. As soon as the engine started, Sam threw it into gear and took off across the desert once again.

* * * * *

As Sam raced away from the garage on the motorcycle, Denny and Steve had gone from one vehicle to another, hunting for something with keys. They hit pay dirt a moment later, finding a battered, old Dodge pickup truck with its ignition switch torn out. The screwdriver laying on the seat worked as a makeshift ignition key, and the old truck roared to life.

“Come on, get in,” Denny shouted and Steve jumped in through the passenger door. The two of them drove out of the garage and took off down the road, going the same direction Sam had taken. He was already out of sight, but they spotted the same dust cloud in the distance that he had seen. Steve pointed toward it and then he nodded as the truck bounced over the rocks and slid around the curves.

Behind them, Indie was standing just outside the entrance to the mine. She had frantically dialed all of the numbers on the list, and in each case, the line had rung three times and then gone silent. As the two men drove past her, she got through to Detective Matheson of the Pima County Sheriff’s office and began telling him about the suitcase nukes that were allegedly scattered around the city.

She was staring down the road after Sam, Steve and Denny, and never saw the two men who came from behind the garage. They crept up behind her silently and one of them reached out and took the phone while the other grabbed her by the back of her neck and put the pistol against her head.

“Be very quiet,” the man said, “and I'll not have to kill you. Heinrich told us to watch, just in case your Mr. Prichard was as resourceful as he is reputed to be. You will be coming with us, now.”

The other man quickly pulled her hands behind her back and secured them with a zip strip, then removed her own machine pistol and the little .45 caliber Kimber. They marched her around the garage, then shoved her into the back seat of one of the SUVs. The man who had first spoken to her got in beside her while the other one slid behind the wheel and put the vehicle into gear. He came around the garage and followed the road for a short distance, then cut off on a barely visible dirt track that went east, off toward the highway.

Indie sat back in the seat and tried to think of some way to get free, but the pistol leveled at her midsection told her there wasn’t much chance. She sat quietly, just watching and praying for a miracle.

* * * * *

Heinrich had driven back north, as if he was headed back toward the mine, but Sam didn’t really think so. He rode along the desert, keeping the road in sight but not getting close to it. The rain was still falling, though not as hard, but the dry, desert ground had greedily soaked up all of the moisture and the surface seemed almost perfectly dry again.

There was no sign of the SUV, so Sam decided to head back to the mine. By now, Indie would’ve told Ron what was happening and the government forces would be involved. Sam was more than happy to let them take over the manhunt, so he pointed the motorcycle toward the dirt road and began following it back toward the mine and his wife.

Ten minutes later, he came across an interesting scene. An old Dodge truck had apparently rammed one of the SUVs, and Sam felt a thrill of hope that it was the one Heinrich had been driving. He rode closer carefully and then spotted Denny. As soon as he saw the Englishman, he gunned the motorcycle and slid to a stop beside him.

“What’s going on?” Sam asked. Denny was holding the shirt collar of one of Heinrich’s men and had apparently been working the guy over pretty well.

“Just goes to show you, Sam,” Denny said with a grin. “Even bad guys end up buying junk vehicles now and then. These blokes blew the radiator, and it seems they were at the back of the line, so they got left behind. Seems Heinrich didn’t want to risk slowing down to pick them up.”

“Well, he didn’t get very far with the bombs,” Sam said. “I managed to shoot the truck driver, then blew out the front tire on the truck. He and his men were trying to fix it, but I rigged up a homemade incendiary device and set the whole damn truck on fire. Got a couple of his men while I was at it.” He shook his head. “Too bad Heinrich wasn’t one of them.”

“You mean Heinrich got away?” Steve asked.

“Yeah, I’m afraid so. Indie was going to call Ron and let him know what was happening, so hopefully the government can take over, now. He shouldn’t be able to get far, anyway.” He looked down at the man Denny was holding onto. “What’s this guy’s story?”

“He and his two buddies tried to put up a fight when we found them,” Steve said. “I managed to shoot one of them, but the other two ducked behind the car. Denny mumbled something about what nasty individuals they were, and then he just ran right into them. Knocked them both over, but one of them was still trying to shoot us when we came around the wreckage. Denny took him out, and this guy dropped his gun and surrendered. I guess he didn’t know he was supposed to die for the cause, right?”

“Good,” Sam said. “Maybe we can get some information out of him.” He looked at the old truck. “Think that thing will still run?”

Denny glanced over his shoulder at the truck. “It’s a RAM,” he said. “You can’t kill a RAM.” He dragged his captive onto his feet, then marched him to the bed of the truck. He threw him inside, then climbed up with him. “Steve, you drive. I’m going to keep playing twenty questions with our friend here.”

The truck started up and backed away from the wreckage, and though it was going to need new headlights and a grill, it kept running. Sam climbed onto the motorcycle again, started it up and followed as they drove back to the mine.

Almost everyone from down in the tunnels was standing around outside when they got there, with the exception of Captain Howell and a couple of the other personnel. Rob was waiting when Sam parked the motorcycle.

“Where’s Indie?” Sam asked as he threw his leg over the bike.

Rob blinked. “Didn’t she go with you guys?” the big man asked. “She’s not here, nobody was here when we came up.”

Sam looked at him for a moment, then hurried into the garage. He looked around, but there was no sign of his wife. “Indie?” he shouted. “Indie, are you in here?”

There was no response. He hurried back outside and looked at Rob. “You saw no sign of her when you came out?”

“No, Sam, she was nowhere around. I figured she went with you three.”

Sam turned to Denny and Steve. “Did you guys see her when you left?”

“Yeah, Sam,” Steve said. “She was standing right here, on the phone. Where the hell could she have gone?”

Denny’s captive suddenly began to chuckle and Denny turned to him. “You think this is funny, mate? You know something about this, do you?”

The man looked up at him and grinned. “Of course,” he said. “Heinrich will be pleased.”
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Sam leaned against the tailgate of the truck and looked at him. He was young, probably not more than twenty or twenty-one. “What’s your name, kid?”

“My name is Roberto,” he said. “Roberto Del Toro.”

“Del Toro? Are you Spanish?”

“I was born in Spain, yes. Now I am a citizen of Nigeria.”

“Okay,” Sam said. “Roberto, here’s the situation. Heinrich is gone, he has left you behind. Unfortunately, he’s also taken one of my people with him. Where would he be going?”

Roberto smiled. “I have no idea where he would be going at this moment, but I can tell you where he will be later today: he will be somewhere in California, preparing to load his bombs onto a ship, and there is not even any way for you to stop them, because you do not know which ship. Who did he take?”

“A young woman,” Sam said, keeping his cards close to his vest. “She works with me. What will he do with her?”

Roberto’s eyes seemed to show the slow dawning of realization. “This young woman, she is someone who is important to you? To you personally, I mean?”

Sam nodded once. “She is. All of my people are very important to me.”

“But this one, she is apparently somewhat more important to you than the others,” Roberto said, a statement rather than a question. “That makes some sense, Mr. Prichard. Heinrich will use her as bait, to set a trap for you, and just when you think you are going to be able to get her back safely, while you are watching, then he will kill her. He will kill her in the same way that you killed his nephew, so that you will know how it feels to lose someone you care for.”

“Why would he take her? He had what he wanted, and he was getting away, so why would he arrange to take her?”

Roberto began to chuckle again. “You really were so easy to manipulate. Heinrich expected there to be a trap here, so he planned to turn it around on you. Why do you think he did not simply kill you when he had the chance? It would have been easy, all he had to do was let the bomb explode. Or he could have insisted you come up here with him and put a bullet into you himself. Why do you think he did not already kill you, Sam Prichard?”

“Holy crap,” Darren muttered, but Sam only nodded once.

“Because he wants revenge,” Sam said. “I should’ve seen it. I should’ve seen where this was going, and killed him when I had the chance.”

Roberto nodded his head. “You probably should have. Of course, then the bomb would have exploded and you, your woman, all your people and many more would be dead. Heinrich said you would never let that happen, and he was quite correct, wasn’t he? You did exactly what he predicted you would do, and let him take the bombs and leave.” He chuckled again. “Obviously, he knows you very well, Mr. Prichard.”



Sam looked at him for a moment, then nodded again. “Better than I had him figured out, obviously. Of course, now I have you. I’m sure you realize that if anything happens to Indie,

 
I'll

 
personally put you through more torture than a dozen Hells could ever produce.”



Roberto shrugged. “I have been living on borrowed time ever since I joined the PAF,” he said. “You can torture me as much as you wish, if it will make you feel any better. It won’t get you any information, because I do not have any. Heinrich keeps it that way, he makes certain that only a very few ever know what he is truly doing. You can, however, be certain that he is not finished with you. Soon, very soon, you will hear from him. He only has to prepare his surprise for you, and then he will contact you directly.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Sam said. “He managed to turn my trap around and use it against me, so maybe I can do the same to him. As for not getting any information out of you, I think you might be surprised at two things. First, you might be surprised how much you really do know, and second, I think you’re going to be very surprised at how much you’re actually willing to tell us.”



Roberto suddenly laughed, a hearty laugh that echoed off the buildings and the hills. “Oh, Mr. Prichard, you are most welcome to try. You should know, however, that my loyalty to Heinrich is absolute.

 
I'll

 
never betray him,

 
I'll

 
do absolutely nothing to help you. Feel free to kill me now, since you will almost certainly end up killing me anyway.”



“Let me keep on working with him, Sam,” Denny said. “He thinks he’s tough, but I can crack him.”

Sam shook his head. “It was undoubtedly some of Heinrich’s people who took Indie, and they’ve been gone for at least twenty minutes. By now, they could be just about anywhere in this whole desert, and I’m sure he and his men are better equipped at the moment than we are.” He looked back at Roberto. “Luckily for you, I’m not ready to kill you yet. Instead, I have an interrogation specialist who is going to wring you out to dry. When she gets done with you, I suspect you will tell her anything she wants to know.”

Summer stepped up. “Did I hear you talking about me?” she asked.

Sam nodded. “I want you to put him through everything you possibly can,” he said. “Anything he knows, I want to know it. Think you can handle that?”

Summer smiled. “It’s going to be a pleasure, Sam. Where should I take him?”

“Someplace nobody can hear him when he screams,” Sam said. “Anybody have any suggestions?”

Sergeant Douglas waved a hand at him. “I’ve got one,” he said. “There’s an old toolshed behind the garage. It’s made of steel and pretty sturdy. Would that work?”

Summer turned her smile to him. “Oh, it most certainly will. Come on, Denny, let’s get Roberto into position for me.”

Denny and Sergeant Douglas grabbed the man by his arms and marched him around the garage. They took him into the toolshed and Douglas produced a pair of handcuffs that he used to secure the man to a steel rack against the wall. He was standing up, his arms stretched up over his head, and there was no way he was getting the cuffs unhooked.

“Shall I stick around and help?” Denny asked, grinning at Summer.

“No, thanks,” she said. “Trust me, I got this.”

Then he looked up at Roberto. “Poor chap,” he said, and then he and Douglas walked out and shut the door behind themselves.

Sam took out his phone and called Ron and quickly filled him in on what had happened. Ron agreed to contact the air force base and get helicopters out to secure the truck and the two bombs, then call in every possible favor to try to track down where Heinrich might’ve taken Indie.

“At least he didn’t get the bombs,” Sam said. “The man we captured said he would’ve taken them to California, to load them on a ship at one of the ports. He’s probably still going to head that direction, just because that was his exit strategy.”



“Then

 
I'll

 
get people watching every possible route from where you are to California,” Ron said. “Keep the faith, Sam, we’ll find her.”



Sam rode the elevator down with the rest of his people to gather up their things and get ready to leave. He went into the room he had shared with Indie the night before, quickly zipped his own bag and Indie’s closed, then grabbed them and carried them back to the elevator. He rode up to Level 1, then went into the control booth. The duffel bag was right where Heinrich had left it.

Captain Howell was standing there, looking at it. “Do you think we dare try to take it outside?”

“I think we ought to take a look inside it, first,” Sam said. He reached down and picked it up, allowed himself to breathe when it didn’t go off, then set it on the table in the room and opened it up. Heinrich had told him that the money was only there to hide the bomb, but, as far as he could tell, there was nothing there but bundles of bills. No, that wasn’t quite correct; at the very bottom of the bag there was a cell phone, but there was absolutely nothing inside that could have been a nuclear device.

“I got played,” Sam said. “I let him walk right out of here with those bombs, and there was never any threat to us at all. God, I’m such an idiot.”

“No, you’re not,” Howell said. “And just because this one wasn’t real, that doesn’t mean the others weren’t. You did exactly what had to be done, Mr. Prichard. You did what was necessary, according to everything you knew, to save lives. That’s exactly what Uncle Sam would expect of you.”



“It won’t matter,” Sam said. “If anything happens to Indie,

 
I'll

 
always know that he played me.” He looked at the very real ten million dollars, then zipped the bag shut.



“There’s nothing you can do about that, sir,” Howell said, “but to do everything possible to rescue her and kill him.”

“Too bloody right,” Denny said. “That sonofabitch just made a fatal mistake! Windlass takes care of our own!”



“We’re going after her,” Sam said, “and

 
I'll

 
even confess that at this moment, I want Heinrich dead. He’s far too dangerous, so if we can’t take him alive, then we take him any way we can.”



“What I can’t believe,” Darren said, “is how cool that bastard is. He actually stood right here and bluffed us into believing that was a nuclear bomb. DHS is going to take away our contract after this.”

Sam nodded. “They might,” he said. “On the other hand, the fact that he took Indie and hopes to use her to get me into a position so he can kill me on his own terms, that means we get another shot at him. This time, I don’t intend to let him get away.” He looked over at Denny and lowered his voice. “I never thought I would say this, but all of a sudden, I can completely understand why people like our friend Noah are necessary.”

“I tried to tell you, mate,” Denny said. “Think maybe we should call them up, see if they can help us out?”

Sam shook his head. “No,” he said. “Heinrich is all mine.”

“Hold on a minute,” Denny said. “You’re not going off alone on this, the lot of us are going with you. We’re a team, remember? A team. The question is, what do we do now?”

“We get to somewhere safe and hunker down for the moment,” Sam said. “I’ll check in with Ron and Harry, get them both calling in every possible favor to look for any sign of Heinrich and wait for Heinrich to get cocky enough to call me out. Somewhere out there, there’s got to be some sign of him; we’re going to do our best to find it, so that we can get a step or two ahead of him.”

* * * * *

Up in the toolshed, Summer had stripped down to her underwear, complaining of the heat. She was simply walking back and forth in front of Roberto, talking to him in a normal tone of voice. A couple of times she got close, and once she smiled up at him.

“I’ve always loved the way a man smells when he’s sweating,” she said. “There’s something so powerful about it, it just really gets to me. And you are absolutely drenched, aren’t you? Let me open your shirt, maybe that will cool you down a little bit.” She slowly undid the buttons on his shirt, then spread it wide, exposing his chest. She smiled again and ran her hands over his muscular physique.

“My, my,” she said. “It’s really too bad you’re on the wrong side. You and I could’ve had a lot of fun together, you know?”

Roberto swallowed hard, but said nothing. Summer stayed close to him and looked up at his face. She leaned toward him slowly until her body was pressed against his.



“Now, here’s how it works with me,” she said. “I can be your worst nightmare and make you suffer, or I can be the most intense pleasure you have ever known. The only thing that determines which way I go is how hard it is for me to get the information I need out of you. If you give it up willingly,

 
I'll

 
show you a good time like you have never imagined in your life.” She stepped back for a moment, raised her hands over her head and spun around. “I think we can both agree that I’m pretty well-equipped for it, right?”



Involuntarily, Roberto’s eyes looked her up and down. He swallowed again.

“You know, I’ve been around the espionage business a little while. A couple of times, when somebody in your position decided to cooperate with me, I’ve been able to convince Mr. Prichard to let him change sides. A new identity, the chance to start over, and nobody—Heinrich, I mean—will ever know that you accepted my offer.” She stepped close to him again, then reached up and ran a hand along the side of his face. “If you came over to our side, I think you and I could have something special. Don’t you?”

Roberto gasped as she ran a hand down his chest and let her fingernails drag down. The tent in the front of his jeans told her that she was definitely making progress.

“Come on, Roberto,” she said pleadingly. “You don’t even really have to give up anything serious. All I want to know is where he would’ve taken Mrs. Prichard. I realize you don’t know the details, but surely you could make a good guess to point us in the right direction, couldn’t you?”

“I’m not stupid,” Roberto said. “Yes, you’re very beautiful, but if you think for one moment that I believe that you have any interest in me…”

She stood on tiptoes and shut him up with a kiss. Her hands were running through his hair, and she clutched his face to her own. The kiss went on for close to a minute, until she finally broke for breath.



“Now do you believe me?” She rested her hands against his chest as she looked up into his eyes. “Look, I may come off as some tough bitch, but I know a real man when I see one. I think you might be a little younger than me, but I can overlook that if you can. You help me get Mrs. Prichard back safe, and

 
I'll

 
see that you get a new identity, with lots of benefits.” She gave him a lascivious grin, and stretched upward to whisper in his ear. “I can guarantee you sexual experiences you’ve never even dreamed of before.”



Roberto swallowed again, then licked his lips. “You’re telling the truth? A new identity, a new name?”

“Baby, I guarantee it,” she said excitedly. “Come on, baby, give me something I can take to the boss. Something real, it’s got to be real. Surely you can think of something that would help, can’t you?”



“I…” He licked his lips again. “He has a ship waiting at San Pedro, Port of Los Angeles. The ship is from Australia, the

 

Billabong


 
. He’s supposed to meet it at noon tomorrow. That’s all I know, but that’s where he’ll be going.”



Summer looked at him and smiled. “Now, see?” she asked. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” She reached up and kissed him again, then turned and picked up her clothes. She walked out the door with them in her hands, leaving him hanging where he was. He was still calling out to her as she shut the door. She hurried into the cavern, where it was cooler, and then stopped to put her clothes on again.



She took out the radio and spoke into it quickly. “I got something,” she said. “Heinrich has a ship waiting in San Pedro, Australian registry. The name of the ship is the

 

Billabong


 
.”



“Great work,” Sam said. “Hang tight, we’re coming up.”

A few minutes later, Sam and the rest came up on the elevator. They had all of the luggage and weapons with them, and Sergeant Douglas came along with a couple of men. They went into the garage and got the vans loaded up all of the luggage and gear, and then waited for Sam and his people to get aboard.

“What do we do about Roberto?” Douglas asked.

Summer looked at him with a grin. “Seriously? The guy is a terrorist, an enemy combatant. I’m sure someone will be along to pick him up, and he’ll probably never see daylight again.”




TWENTY-TWO


Sam, sitting in the shotgun seat, had his phone in his hand and was talking to Ron Thomas back at Windlass headquarters. “We got a lead,” he said. “Heinrich had been planning to take the bombs to a ship in San Pedro. Now, he doesn’t have the bombs, so he doesn’t need the ship anymore, but he’s going to figure we got that information out of his man. My guess is that he’s going to expect us to head that direction, so Indie is going to be somewhere over there, as well. He can’t set a trap if I’m too far away for him to spring it, right?”



“That makes sense,” Ron said, “as much as I hate it. I’ve got a plane waiting for you at the airport, you can be in Los Angeles within three hours. I’m also arranging rental cars and hotels, so

 
I'll

 
text you all the information you need. And Sam? Call Harry. I’ve already told him what happened, but he’s worried sick. Give him a call, maybe he can give you some ideas.”





“

 
I’ll call him right now

 
,” Sam said. He ended the call, but didn’t dial Harry’s number at that moment. Instead, he sat in the seat of the van and looked out the windows as they drove through the desert.



When they got to Rockville, they were stopped by military guards. Douglas rolled down his window and spoke to the guard, showed his ID and was waved through. Sam watched as they passed the burned-out truck and realized that the fire had burned down nearly half of the old ghost town. There were several military vehicles there, including a crane that was loading the bombs onto a truck.

“What happens to them now?” Sam asked Douglas.

“They’ll go right back to Deep Impact,” the sergeant said. “And right back in the same vault.”

Sam glanced at him and then looked back at the road ahead. “I’m sorry about the ghost town,” he said. He picked up his cell phone again and found Harry’s number in his contacts. He hit the dial button and put the phone to his ear.

“Harry? It’s Sam.”

“About time you called,” the old man growled. “What’s the situation, son?”

“Heinrich took Indie, and we captured one of his men. He tells me that Heinrich plans to use Indie as bait to draw me into a trap, so that he can kill me on a personal level. We found out that he had a ship waiting for the bombs in Los Angeles, so that’s where we’re headed. I figure he would expect us to learn that, so it’s probably part of the trap.”

“I would agree,” Harry said. “If you got information out of one of his men, it’s probably information they were fed to make sure you get it. That’s the way these people work. What are you going to do, son?”

“What do you think I’m going to do, Harry? I’m going to go get my wife back, and I’m going to kill the son of a bitch that took her.”

“Sam,” Harry said, “I know this isn’t something you want to hear at the moment…”

“Then don’t say it, Harry. I know, you’re going to tell me not to let my emotions cloud my judgment, right? Well, guess what, it’s a little late for that.”

There was silence on the phone for a moment, and then Harry actually chuckled. “No, that’s not what I was going to say. Believe it or not, you are too much like me. Saying something like that to you right now, that would only make you mad. No, what I was going to say is that I have a message for you from Beauregard.”

Sam leaned back against the seat and put a hand over his eyes. “What is it?”

“He wants you to know that all of this is part of what he saw in the beginning,” Harry said. “He says to remember what he told you before, that Indie had to go along or none of you would survive. He says you will find her, and you will know what to do when the time comes.”

“And that’s the very reason she was with me, Harry,” Sam said. “Because freaking Beauregard said so. If I had left her at home, left her at the safe house with you, she wouldn’t be in this position. Tell Beauregard I said—no, don’t say anything. I’m pretty sure he knows exactly what I’m thinking, anyway.”

He ended the call and it instantly buzzed to tell him he had received a text message. He read it, then looked at Denny and Darren. “We’re going to the Oceanside Hotel in Santa Monica, a cheap hotel where we won’t be noticed. Ron has rooms waiting for all of us. When we get there, we’ll check in and wait until we have some idea of what to do next.”

“We’ll find her, Sam,” Darren said. “No matter what it takes, we’re going to find her.”

Sam nodded his head. “You can bet the farm on that one,” he said. “Even Beauregard says we will.”

“That doesn’t exactly make me feel better, Sam,” Denny said. “I know he’s supposed to be right all the time, but it sure seems to me that he gets you into an awful lot of grief.”

“Yeah,” Darren agreed. “Too bad there isn’t a way to kill a ghost.”

They arrived at the airport a little over an hour later and quickly gathered their gear and got onto the plane. The flight crew had been warned that there was a rush, and the attendant told everyone to get seated and belted as quick as possible for takeoff. Two minutes after the door was shut, the plane was turning onto the runway and then they were thrust back into their seats. Sam leaned back and tried to relax as the plane outran the sun to California.

They had left the airport at Tucson at just before one o’clock. They arrived at LAX at two forty-five, and the plane taxied to the charter gate. Sam led them all to the car rental desk, where Ron had arranged several vehicles. It took about thirty minutes to get them all checked out, and then they headed for the hotel.

* * * * *

“Okay, I think I’ve got something,” Jade said, sitting on a bed in Sam’s room, using a laptop she carried with her. “An Arizona highway patrolman reported a number of SUVs traveling together on Interstate 10 just west of Phoenix, and one of them was driving erratically. He told his dispatcher he was pulling it over, and he was found dead beside his car twenty minutes later.”

Sam nodded. “That’s got to be them. Of course, that means they will have changed vehicles. They wouldn’t continue to drive the same ones after that. Any auto thefts reported in that area?”

Jade looked at him. “I already checked,” he said. “This only happened about two hours ago, so it’s possible they’ve not been discovered yet.”

Sam was sitting on the other end of the bed, leaning against the wall. He had just showered and changed, wearing his own clothing instead of the Windlass uniforms. “Well, then maybe we know something Heinrich doesn’t realize we know. If they were on I-10, then I’d say there’s a very good chance they really are headed this direction. That means we are in the right place, anyway.” He let out a sigh. “Jade, go on to your room. Let me know if you come across anything else, but I just need to think for a bit.”

She picked up the computer and walked out without another word, and then Sam looked over at Darren. “All we can do now is wait,” he said.

“Yeah,” Darren said, sitting on the other bed with Denny. “Although, if only we had some idea what they might be driving, we could have a chance to spot them coming into the city.”

“Boss?” Denny asked when Sam said nothing. “Are you doing okay?”

Sam looked over at him. “Not really,” he said. “But I’m holding it together. I have to, right? Why do you ask?”

Denny rolled his eyes. “Well,” he said. “I just thought maybe since your wife has been taken hostage by an international terrorist, you might be a wee bit over-stressed.”

Sam gave him a weak grin. “I know,” he said. “What’s killing me is that if Heinrich decides to kill her before we get to him, the only thing I’d be able to do about it is kill him. On the other hand, if she’s still alive when we get there, I intend to do whatever it takes to keep her that way.”

Denny frowned. “Sam, we are your friends. If you need to let it out, believe me, mate, we’re the ones who are going to understand.”

Darren nodded. “He’s right, Sam. It would be a lot better to get through the emotional breakdown before we get into the middle of—of whatever’s going to happen. You can let your guard down with us, and it’ll never leave this room.”

“I appreciate it, guys,” Sam said, “but I’m not ready to give up just yet. Sure, I’m worried, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t. I just can’t give in to the grief, though, because that would be like saying she’s dead already. As long as I don’t know for certain that she is, I’ve got to cling to the hope that she’s alive and I can keep her that way.”

Darren looked at Denny and shrugged. “Sam’s right,” he said. “We’ve got to keep thinking positively, that we’re going to get her back safe and sound. That’s the only hope we have of getting through this without losing our minds.”

“Yeah, I know,” Denny said. “I just hate seeing him sitting there looking like that. Makes me wish there was something I could do right now, you know? Something to help.”

“I’m going to need both of you to help me,” Sam said. “Denny, you most of all.” He sat up suddenly. “Sooner or later, Heinrich is going to call. When he does, he’s going to tell me where I can meet him, and I need all the backup I can get. I want you to go get Rob, tell him to get all of his people ready. As soon as I have a location, they’re going to need to get into place before I ever get there. Tell him I want his best snipers, and I want them ready to fire on a split second’s notice. Then tell him to give you one of those long rifles, because I know you’re just about as good as anyone he’s got.”



Denny perked up and got to his feet. “On the way, Sam,” he said. “

 
I'll

 
be back in a moment.”



“Darren, I want you and Steve to work with the girls. Once we know where the trap is supposed to happen, I want everybody as close as possible to that location. Heinrich never saw the girls, so they can get closer than anyone else. You and Steve hang back, but be ready when the shooting starts. And send Reese in, I want to talk to him.”

“You got it, Sam,” Darren said. He got up and left the room right behind Denny.

Evan Reese tapped on the door a moment later, and Sam called out for him to enter. He stepped inside nervously and then took one of the chairs at the table in the room. “They said you want to talk to me?”

“Yeah, I do,” Sam said. “I want you to give me your take on this situation. You know Heinrich better than any of us, what do you think he’s going to do?”

“Well, that’s pretty obvious, I think,” Reese said. “Like that other guy said, he’s going to use your wife as bait for a trap. He’s going to want you to come to him, all alone, and there’s no doubt in my mind he plans to kill you, Sam.”

“Yes, yes, I know all that,” Sam said. “What I want you to tell me is how he’s likely to do it. What kind of place is he likely to choose, for instance? Someplace public? Private? Come on, Reese, you’ve known the man for years, right? I need you to help me figure out what he’s going to do, so I can be at least half a step ahead of him.”

Reese looked down at the floor and scratched his head. “Look, it’s not like the guy and I were fishing buddies, okay? We didn’t hang out together, we weren’t exactly friends. If you want me to guess, I can try, but that’s the best I can get you.”

“Then guess,” Sam said. “Think the way he does, think the way you know him. If you were going to set up a trap like this for me, and you were Heinrich Wegner, how would you do it?”

Reese closed his eyes, his face still pointing toward the floor. He sat like that for a moment, then opened his eyes and looked at Sam.

“Heinrich likes to put on a show,” he said. “He’ll choose a place that’s somewhat public, but not overly so. I’m thinking someplace like a bar, maybe a nightclub. That’s another thing, it’ll happen at night. He’ll want the cover of darkness when it’s over, so it’s not going to happen until after the sun goes down.”

“Okay, that’s good, you’re giving me something. What else you got?”

“I’m thinking, I’m thinking,” Reese said. He sat quietly again for another moment, and then a grin stole over his face. “He wants revenge for his sister’s kid, right? He can’t get that if somebody else kills you, so all of his people will be told that you’re off-limits. Wherever he sets up the meeting, he’ll have plenty of people around to make sure you don’t get away, but they won’t be allowed to actually shoot you. He’ll want that pleasure himself, and he happens to be the kind of guy who likes to see somebody suffer. If he gets the chance, you can expect a gut shot. He’ll want to watch you die slowly, not quick and easy.”

Sam nodded. “Go on,” he said. “What else?”

Reese stared at him for several seconds, then shrugged. “I’m afraid that’s it, Sam,” he said. “I can’t think of anything… No, wait. There’s one more thing. I only know of one other case where Heinrich went after somebody in particular, but the thing that makes it stand out in my memory is the fact that he shot the guy in a restaurant. The place wasn’t really crowded, but people started screaming and running, trying to get out.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “None of them got out alive. He had people waiting outside to gun them down as they ran.”

A shiver ran down Sam’s spine. “Well, that sucks,” he said. “So he doesn’t like to leave witnesses?”

Shrugging, Reese nodded. “That’s how I see it. It’s the only reason I can figure why he killed all those people that weren’t even connected to the guy he was after.”

The door opened again and Denny stepped inside, followed by Rob Feinstein. “Sam, Rob had an idea,” Denny said. “It sounded good to me, but I thought he should tell you himself.”

Sam looked up at the big man. “What is it, Rob?”

“Couple of things,” Rob said. “First off, I wanted to give you this.” He held out a very small walkie-talkie. “I have enough of these to go around, so I’m giving it to everybody on the team. They’re all on one channel, so when you know what the plan is, you can tell us all at once.”

Sam took it and looked it over, then set it on the bed beside him. “Good idea,” he said. “And the second thing?”

Rob grinned at him. “I was just thinking,” he said. “If Heinrich sets up a meeting, it’s a safe bet you’re going to be patted down, stripped of any weapons, right?”

“Undoubtedly,” Sam said.

“Well, what if you had a weapon they wouldn’t recognize?”

Sam looked at him, his eyes narrowing. “What have you got in mind, Rob?”

Rob reached into a pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. He tossed it onto the bed beside Sam.

“A cigarette?” Sam asked. “I know they’re deadly, but somehow I don’t see them as much of a defensive weapon.”

Rob chuckled. “Ordinarily, I would agree with you. These, though, they’re a little different. Q came up with these, and all of my people carry them. They’re for the last resort emergency, but they’re surprisingly effective. All you do is light one, then count seven seconds. When you light it, an electronic heat sensor buried inside it starts the timer. The bottom half of the cigarette contains a thin, twenty-two caliber gun barrel with a single shot. At exactly seven seconds, the round fires. All you got to do is keep a tight grip on the cigarette and make sure it’s pointed straight at your enemy’s face.”

Sam looked at the pack and picked it up. “How do I know which one?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Rob said. “They’re all loaded. You usually only get one shot, but if it’s the one that counts…”

“Then it’s the one that counts,” Sam said. “Thanks, Rob. I guess I can ask him for a last cigarette, right?”

Rob chuckled again. “That’s exactly why Q designed them that way. He said he got the idea out of an old James Bond movie.”

“Yeah, I think I saw that one.” He opened the pack and took out one of the cigarettes, then handed it to Rob. “Needs to look like I’ve already been smoking them, right?”

“Yeah, good idea,” Rob said. He dropped the single cigarette into his pocket, tossed Sam a lighter and left the room. Sam picked up the lighter and put it and the cigarettes on his nightstand.

“That’s a hell of an idea,” Reese said. “Of course, if you manage to kill him, you will still have to get past all his people who will be waiting outside. It’s a safe bet they’ll be told not to let you leave the place alive if anything happens to Heinrich.”

“That’s why I’m trying to get out in front of him,” Sam said. “I need to figure out ahead of time what he’s going to be doing, so I can have measures in place to counter it.”



Reese nodded. “Well, I told you everything I can think of.

 
I'll

 
say that I wish you luck.” He grinned. “For a guy who kidnapped me, you’re pretty much all right, Sam.”



“And you’re not so bad for a scumbag,” Sam said, shooting him a grin in return. “Don’t waste the chance you’re getting, Mr. Reese. A whole new identity, a new life. Make it worthwhile, will you?”

“I intend to, Sam. No more games, no more international deals. All I want to do is live my life from here on out.”




TWENTY-THREE


It was getting late. Sam had sent a couple of Rob’s men out to bring back dinner earlier in the evening, and everyone had already eaten. Rob and the rest of his people were sitting in their vehicles outside, ready for Sam to give them a location. Now all he had to do was wait for Heinrich’s call, and that was proving to be the hardest part of the job as far as Sam was concerned.

The sun had been down for half an hour, but no call had come. Sam was pacing around the hotel room, trying to keep himself from panicking. The longer he waited, the more he worried that Indie might already be dead, that a different call would come anytime to tell him that her body had been found.




No! No, I can’t think like that,


 
he told himself.

 

She’s alive, she has to be.




He looked at his phone again to check the time, and nearly jumped out of his skin when it suddenly rang. The caller ID said RESTRICTED, and he answered it instantly.

“Prichard,” he said.

“Sam?” It was Indie’s voice that came through the phone, and she sounded shaken. “I’m sorry, Sam, they were hidden somewhere, and they caught me completely off guard. Sam, I’m so sorry…”

“Hello again, Mr. Prichard,” Sam heard, and he recognized the voice as Heinrich’s. “I had planned on taking one of your people, having learned that you are such a conscientious man that you could never resist trying to rescue someone. Imagine my delighted surprise when the one we took turned out to be your wife.”



“What do you want, Heinrich?” Sam asked. “Just tell me what it will take to get her back, and

 
I'll

 
do it. What do you want?”



“Do you really think it will be that simple? Do you honestly think that you can save her, Mr. Prichard? You asked me what I want; what I want is vengeance, justice. Mitchell was very important to me, and he was only twenty-three. It seems like only days ago that he was climbing up on my lap when I visited, and I was reading him stories. How dare you take him from me the way you did?”

“I told you, Heinrich,” Sam said. “First, I didn’t know he was related to you in any way, and second, he was shooting at me. I was simply doing my job, and that required returning fire in self-defense. There was nothing personal about it.”

“Really?” Heinrich asked. “And will it feel like a personal insult to you, Sam Prichard, when I put a bullet to the head of your pretty, young wife?”

Sam suddenly felt the fear rising in him again, and forced it down. “Look, Heinrich, it’s me you want, not her. We both know what this is about, it’s about you getting the chance to kill me, yourself. How about we stop playing games and do this man to man? We can do it like a duel, the old-fashioned way, where only one of us ends up leaving alive. Isn’t that what you really want?”

Heinrich laughed. “At last, you are beginning to understand,” he said. “Yes, we need to do this man to man, face-to-face, and we need to do it very soon. I want to see your face, Sam Prichard, as I kill your wife right in front of you. I want to see the pain and grief in your face as the person you love most in the world is taken away forever, laying dead at your feet. Then, and only then, will I offer you the peace that comes in death.”



“Just tell me when and where,” Sam said. “You can name the place and the time, and

 
I'll

 
be there. I just want you to remember one thing, though: only one of us is going to walk out of this meeting alive, and it will not be you. I intend to leave you laying dead on the floor, and walk out of there with Indie alive and well right beside me.”



Heinrich snarled through the phone. “We shall see, Mr. Prichard, we shall see. I am sitting in a nightclub, a place called The Fisherman’s Net. I have several of my own men surrounding the place, so sending the police would be rather foolish. I assure you, my men could handle any police response, and your wife would die before they ever got here. My men will wait outside, of course, to make certain you bring no weapons with you. Come as soon as you can, you will find me sitting here with your wife beside me. You can join us, have a drink or two, and try your best to convince me not to kill her. You may even be successful, if you really try. I am not an unreasonable man, and there are certainly ways that someone like you could be of benefit to me. Perhaps we can come to an arrangement that will allow you to continue living, both of you.”

The phone went dead. Sam looked at it for a moment, then spoke into the radio Rob had given him earlier. “It’s going down at a nightclub called The Fisherman’s Net. Heinrich has his men all around the place, so everybody be careful. We don’t want to tip them off that you guys are there, so be as careful and discreet as you can.”

Everyone tried to acknowledge at once, so all Sam got was static, but he knew what they were saying. Outside, several cars started up and roared out of the parking lot. Sam could hear Rob talking over the radio, telling various members of his own team where to station themselves to get a good shot.




Thank goodness for the age of the Internet,


 
Sam thought.

 

Rob must be looking at satellite pictures of the surrounding buildings. He’s putting snipers up where they can pick off Heinrich’s men without ever being seen themselves.




A moment later, as Sam was going down the elevator, the radio chatter went silent. As soon as it did, Sam heard Jade’s voice come through.

“Sam? Summer and I are going into the club. He’s never seen us, so we should look like local traffic.”

Sam thought for a second. “That’s good, but don’t get too close. Try to put yourselves where you can keep Indie covered, but don’t worry about me. Just be ready when all the fun begins, and maybe we’ll all get out of this.”

“We’re on it!” Sam heard her say, and then the radio went quiet again. Sam stepped out of the elevator and left the hotel, then got into his own rental car. Ron had arranged something special for Sam, a brand-new Mustang GT that was pushing more than six hundred horsepower. He climbed in and started the car and the exhaust rumbled under his seat.

Sam punched up the club on GPS and pointed the car toward it. He would be there in less than thirty-five minutes, but Rob and all the others would be in position before he ever got there.

That wasn’t a problem, because Heinrich’s people were sure to let him in. It was getting out again that was uncertain. By that time, Denny and the rest of the snipers would be somewhere on top of the buildings in the area, ready to cover him and Indie as they made their escape.

Slightly over half an hour later, he pulled into the parking lot of the club, and three men with obviously and poorly concealed weapons approached his car. Sam had left his weapons in the hotel room, knowing that they would only be taken away if he tried to bring them, anyway. The three men approached him cautiously, but Sam smiled and raised his hands.

“I’m not going to give you any trouble,” he said. “Heinrich told me to go inside unarmed, and I’m doing exactly what he wants. Go ahead and frisk me, I don’t have any kind of weapons on me at all.”

One of the men stepped forward and patted him down quickly, checking everywhere a weapon might be concealed. A moment later, he nodded at the others and they stepped aside to allow Sam to enter. He stepped through the door that one of the men held open, and then stopped to let his eyes adjust to the dim light. Music was playing toward the back of the room, but Sam ignored it as he looked around the dark interior. He spotted Summer and Jade, sitting together at a table of their own and apparently giggling about something, but then he saw Indie sitting with Heinrich near the wall to his right. Heinrich, of course, had his back against the same wall.

A barmaid came over as he took the empty chair. “Hi,” she said. “What can I get you?”

“Rum and Coke,” Sam said, and the girl nodded.

“Okay, be right back with it.”

The barmaid walked away and Sam looked at his wife. “You okay?” he asked.

“A little shook up,” she said. “I haven’t been hurt badly, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I’m glad,” Sam said. He turned his gaze toward Heinrich.

“So, here we are,” he said. “How do you want to handle this, Heinrich?”

Heinrich grinned from ear to ear. “Straight to business, eh? I suppose I can understand that, under the circumstances. I, however, would like to enjoy my drink. Can we not wait until after we have finished them?”

Sam looked at Indie again, and his eyes had adjusted enough that he could see that her face was bruised. He slowly raised a hand and reached out to touch her cheek, watching Heinrich for any sign that he would object. He didn’t, and Indie laid her face against his hand. There were tears on her cheeks, and Sam brushed one away with his thumb.

“Sam, I’m so sorry,” she whispered, but he shushed her.

“It’s okay, Indie,” he said. “I’m here now, and I’m going to do my best to get us out of this.”

“Ah, you are an optimist. I am always amazed by the optimism that people display, even under the worst possible circumstances. I have killed hundreds of people, and they always seem to think that some miracle is going to happen to save them, all the way up to the very last breath.”

“I’m not really much of an optimist,” Sam said. “I think of myself more like a realist, but I’ve survived enough things already to believe that there’s always a possibility. As long as I’m still living, then the chance to keep on living remains, right? You don’t have to be an optimist to recognize that as a fact.”

Heinrich continued to smile. “Maybe you’re right,” he said. “Either way, unless something were to change, both of you are going to die here, right here at this table, tonight. Now, perhaps we should discuss what might prevent that from happening. Don’t you agree?”

“I’m listening,” Sam said. The barmaid returned with Sam’s drink and set it on the table in front of him. Heinrich handed her a twenty dollar bill and told her to keep the change, and she was smiling as she walked away.

Heinrich raised his glass. “I propose a toast,” he said. “To the future. May we come to some agreement that will allow the two of you to have one.”

Sam looked at him for a second, then raised his own glass and touched it to Heinrich’s.

Sam took a sip of his own drank, then set his glass down on the table.

“So, what is it you have in mind?” Sam asked.

Heinrich grinned, leaning his elbows on the table. “Isn’t that rather obvious? A man in your position could be a great benefit to someone like me. You have access to information I might want from time to time, and you are obviously good at tracking down people I might wish to find. Of course, I would pay rather generously. I’m sure you know by now that I really did deliver the ten million dollars, yes?”

Sam nodded. “I also know you lied to me about the suitcase nuke,” he said. “There never was one in the case with the money, and I haven’t heard yet whether any of the others turned out to be real.”

“Oh, they were. One of my sources tells me that your FBI has taken charge of them. They will undoubtedly be dismantled, in some vain hope of determining who built them for me. Oh well, no matter. They weren’t nearly good enough for what I truly need. Of course, the Sixpack would have served marvelously, but you even managed to keep me from getting away with the two I had. That was very upsetting, Mr. Prichard. I should probably kill you just for that.”

Sam raised his eyebrows slightly. “You mean you honestly thought you were going to be able to get away with them? Each one of them was heavier than a large truck, how could you really believe there was any hope you were going to be able to smuggle them out of the country?”

Heinrich gave him a wicked smile. “What makes you think, Mr. Prichard, that I was going to take them out of the United States?”

Sam could see Indie’s face in his peripheral vision and knew that she was scared, but he kept his eyes on Heinrich. “Are you telling me that you have a target within the U.S.? I thought the PAF was about liberating and enriching the poor African nations. Committing a terrorist attack on American soil would only result in American military forces laying waste to those countries, just to track you down. That strikes me as being pretty stupid, Heinrich.”

“I’m sure it would look that way to you,” Heinrich said. “On the other hand, you are assuming that we would get the blame. How would it go, however, if something like, say, the city of Kansas City, Missouri, were to suddenly cease to exist at the hands of ISIS? All that American military might would suddenly be taking care of some of our biggest problems for us.”

“But how could you blame it on them, when you were the one who stole the bombs?”

“I would not have to blame them,” Heinrich said. “They would claim responsibility for the attack. I already have people high in their organization who will make those announcements when I tell them to. They get what they perceive as the glory, and I get a nuisance removed. It is a double win.”

Sam looked at him and wondered if the man might be even more shrewd than he had originally thought. “Okay, I can see the point. Now, let’s get back to this proposition you have for me. You say you can be generous, and I don’t doubt that for a minute. The trouble is, if I start doing work for you on the side, it’s not going to take long for Uncle Sam to figure that out. If I end up in federal prison, I’m not going to be doing you a lot of good.”

“Oh, come now, Mr. Prichard. Surely you don’t think me so feeble-minded that I would put you at risk, especially if you were of benefit to me? Everything I would ask of you would come to the company you work for, from paying clients. Our private financial arrangement would be strictly between ourselves.”

“And suppose I say no?” Sam asked. “What happens then?”

Heinrich turned to Indie, and she tried to sink down into her chair. “Tell me, Mrs. Prichard,” he said. “Is it frightening to know that you could be within moments of your death? Or is it in some way exhilarating, perhaps even liberating?”

“Don’t let him scare you, Indie,” Sam said without taking his eyes off Heinrich’s face. “He’s trying to use you to distract me, make me look away from him at you. If I do, he’ll make his move to kill one of us then, and I might not be able to stop it in time.”

“I’m all right,” she said, but he could hear the fear in her voice. “I just want you to kill this arrogant son of a bitch.”

“I’m certain that’s what he has in mind,” Heinrich said. “The only question, then, my dear, is whether you will be alive to see which of us might survive the encounter.”

Sam continued to watch Heinrich closely, keeping his eyes focused on the man’s face. If Heinrich decided to make a move, Sam was hoping it would be reflected in his eyes, in an expression on his face. That was the only chance he would have to see it in time to react, but even then it might be too late.

“Drink up,” Heinrich said. “Good liquor should never be allowed to go to waste.” He picked up his glass and took another drink, then looked at it as he set it down. He seemed to be contemplating what he would say next, but Sam never relaxed his attention.




TWENTY-FOUR


“Suppose I were to tell you, Mr. Prichard,” Heinrich said, “that there could be a position of great power in our organization for you. You have a talent for seeing things that others do not, and we could use a man like you.”



“

 
I'll

 
listen to any job offer,” Sam said, “but I’m not going to make any promises.”





Heinrich smiled at him. “I can perfectly translate that. What you actually just said was that you would almost certainly never consider working with us, because you abhor what we do. However, you do not have the entire picture. You see, Mr. Prichard, we are not exactly the terrorists you believe us to be. Yes, we resort to quasi-military actions at times, things that you refer to as terrorism, but only when they are absolutely necessary to achieve our end goal. Until you know that end goal, you’re not in a position to judge whether we are justified in using such tactics. Therefore,

 
I'll

 
tell you now what those goals are, so that you can make a proper decision.”



“The end justifies the means? Sorry, I’ve heard that argument used too many times in court. It never holds up there, so why should it hold up here?”

Heinrich continued to smile. “During the Second World War, both Germany and Japan set out to rule the world. Each of them wanted to be on top when the dust settled, and yet they found opportunities to work together at times. The rest of the world, particularly the Allies, didn’t want either of them to rule. Therefore, they joined forces and committed some of the greatest atrocities ever perpetrated against human beings in order to achieve the end they desired. The Allies were ultimately successful, so they are now regarded as the heroes of that war. Can you argue that I have not told the truth about this?”

Sam shrugged. “That’s in every history book,” he said. “I guess it only proves the old adage that history is written by the winners. If the Nazis or the Japanese won the war, those same books would say that the Allies were the evil opposition to a perfect world, and had to be stopped.”

“How perceptive,” Heinrich said. “You have just struck upon one of the most important truths of human nature, Mr. Prichard. Humanity approves of success. Now, the PAF, in your current estimation, is nothing but a terrorist group trying to force its will upon the world. But what if, and please keep an open mind, what if the PAF were truly part of a popular desire to form an entirely new nation on the continent of Africa? What if a number of economically and technologically disadvantaged countries had looked at your own United States and said, ‘This is what we desire, to be like you,’ and formed the PAF to help them achieve that goal?”

“Are you serious? That sounds like a pipe dream.”

“The peoples of Chad, Nigeria, Cameroon, Central African Republic, South Sudan, Ethiopia, Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, Somalia, Uganda and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, along with a dozen or more of the smaller nations, have for several years been working in secret to form a union like yours. From those eight nations would come thirty-two states, states whose populations would seek to become part of the global community. Those states would model themselves after the states in your own country, basing their laws after your laws, forbidding religious theocracy from oppressing the people and ensuring true and legitimate freedoms for everyone. This is the end goal of the PAF, Mr. Prichard, and a man like you would be most useful as the new nation and its states begin to establish real reform in the enforcement of laws.”

“Wait a minute,” Sam said. “You say that the people of these countries have been working toward this goal, but this is the first I’ve ever heard about it. If there was that big a conspiracy among so many people, you would think the news would’ve gotten out.”

“The vast majority of the people of these nations, Mr. Prichard, are not those who occupy the few sparkling, beautiful cities. They are the peasants, the poor people, those who are forgotten when the benefits of statehood trickle down from the top. For years, I, and many others, have traveled among the villages and smaller communities, hearing from the people themselves. For more than half of the populations of these countries, evolution into a global community nation is the only hope they have for survival.”

“And they think you’re their savior? You are the man who will lead them into these wonderful freedoms?”



Heinrich shrugged. “I am only a man employed to bring this nation into existence. When the United States of Central Africa is announced next year, when the people of those nations rise up to unseat the corrupt individual governments that rule them so cruelly at this time,

 
I'll

 
be the head of the provisional government committee. For two years,

 
I'll

 
hold veto power over the Congress of the new nation, to help them shape the government and work toward truly free elections. It will be within my power to appoint the top people who will move that government into our modern age, and I can think of no one better for Director of its Justice Department than yourself.”



Sam stared at him. “You’re off your bird,” he said. “I’m no kind of politician, I can’t stand them. Besides, I thought you wanted to kill me.”



“My personal desires can be put aside, Mr. Prichard, for the good of the nation I am trying to midwife into existence. If you accept, then

 
I'll

 
need your assistance with certain matters for the next year or so in the position you now hold, but the day will come when you will need to leave the United States of America and take your position in the government of the U.S.C.A. You would be the senior most law enforcement officer of what will almost certainly be the largest single nation on all the Earth. It will be larger than Russia in land area, with a population nearly double that of China.”



“But I have to take orders from you? Sorry, that doesn’t sound like freedom, to me.”

“No one would give you orders, Mr. Prichard,” Heinrich said. “I would have the power to appoint you for a five-year term, after which you would have to stand for re-election. My own appointment as provisional administrator will last only two years, and I am specifically prohibited from ever running for political office in that country afterward. Believe it or not, Mr. Prichard, I and the PAF truly have the best interest of the people of the U.S.C.A. at the forefront of our thoughts.”

Sam suddenly chuckled. “I can’t believe this,” he said. “I’m sitting here listening to an offer to be the head of a national Department of Justice from a man who has already threatened to kill me and my wife. Doesn’t that strike you as little bit contradictory?”

“Not really,” Heinrich said. “As a man, there is a rage inside me that wants to make you suffer for what you did to my poor sister’s son. As a political leader, trying to shape the future for more than two billion people, I know that my own desires are worthless compared to their welfare. If you accept, you will have nothing to fear from me. If you do not, then I am free to allow my personal feelings to achieve the vengeance they desire.”




The man is a total lunatic,


 
Sam thought.

 

Does he honestly expect me to believe that he will surrender all that power once he gets it? Power corrupts—and we all know that absolute power corrupts absolutely.




“Mind if I have a cigarette while I think about it?” Sam reached into his pocket for the pack of cigarettes and the lighter.

She didn’t mean to do it, but Indie suddenly stared at him. Heinrich caught it, and suddenly a pistol appeared in his hand.

“Put the cigarettes down, Mr. Prichard,” he said. “I was surprised when you mentioned them, because I didn’t think you were a smoker, but your wife’s reaction tells me that she was just as surprised. Let me guess, lighting a cigarette is a signal to someone?”

“No,” Sam said, trying his best to keep his face from showing any emotion. “I used to smoke when I was younger, and when Indie vanished this morning, I was just suddenly craving a cigarette. Somebody back at the base let me have one, and that was it.”

Heinrich shook his head. “You are too honest, Mr. Prichard,” he said. “Your face betrays you when you lie.” He reached out and took the cigarette Sam had laid on the table and squeezed it, and then his eyes went wide. “I, on the other hand, do enjoy a good cigarette now and then. You don’t mind, do you?”

Keeping his pistol leveled on Sam, he put the cigarette to his lips and picked up Sam’s lighter. He struck the wheel, then slowly raised the flame toward the end of the cigarette.

The cigarette flared and Heinrich dropped the lighter. He quickly took the cigarette from his lips and held it, pointing directly at Indie.

“A good brand,” he said, “but a bit stale.”



In his mind, Sam was counting seconds.

 

One… Two… Three… Four… Five…






As he reached the number six, Sam moved suddenly, bringing a hand up under the table and flipping it into Heinrich’s face, while reaching his other hand across Indie and dragging her out of the cigarette’s line of fire. There was a loud

 

Pop!


 
and something struck Sam’s hand just as he yanked Indie to the floor. He felt the impact of the little bullet, but he didn’t have time to worry about it. He grabbed the center pedestal of the table and pushed it as hard as he could, keeping the tabletop between himself and Heinrich.



Heinrich squeezed the trigger on his pistol and the cheap particle board of the tabletop barely slowed the bullet down. Sam felt something slam into his left thigh, but then he was on his feet and dragging Indie away. Heinrich shoved the table aside and aimed at Sam again, but before he could pull the trigger, both Jade and Summer began firing at him.

One of the slugs grazed Heinrich’s arm and he turned and fled. Summer snapped off a couple more shots, but Heinrich made it out the door, so both girls rushed over to Sam and Indie.

“Are you guys okay?” Jade asked, but Summer had her radio in her hand.

“Denny!” she shouted. “Heinrich is leaving the building, get him!”

Heinrich had gotten to the outer door and pushed his way past several people who were trying to come in. Suddenly, there were gunshots and people screaming just outside and Sam knew that Heinrich’s men must be firing at those who were trying to flee the building. He and Indie were both on their feet and he grabbed her hand in his own and led her toward the door.

He paused in the exit, ducking low and peeking out to see what was happening. There were several people lying on the ground outside while others were running in different directions, trying to escape the men who were shooting at them.

Suddenly, Sam saw two of the three men who had frisked him drop suddenly to the ground, blood spraying from their heads onto the asphalt of the parking lot, and a moment later, the sound of new shots rang out from the distance. The third man was crouching down, trying to see where the shots were coming from, but another one put an end to his curiosity, and his life.

There was no sign of Heinrich Wegner.

Sam turned to Indie and whispered, “Stay low,” then pulled her through the doorway. He rushed to where the first of Heinrich’s men lay dead on the concrete and snatched the pistol in his injured hand, ignoring the pain as he clutched the grip and put a finger on the trigger. His car was only thirty yards away, and he pulled Indie along as he hurried toward it.

A shot rang out from his left and he spun in time to see two more of Heinrich’s men preparing to fire at him again. He spun and aimed his pistol toward them, squeezing the trigger twice in rapid succession. Both of the men ducked, but one of Sam’s bullets found its mark in the second man’s throat. He dropped his own gun and grabbed at his neck, then fell to the ground as blood gushed onto the pavement.

Another shot rang out from the opposite direction, and the second shooter’s head exploded. One of Rob’s snipers had seen what was happening and had taken the shot. Sam continued toward the car, but suddenly his leg was weak and couldn’t support his weight. Indie ducked under his arm and wrapped her arms around his chest, holding him up as he hobbled along. They made it to the car and Sam had to switch the gun to his other hand as he fumbled in his pocket for the key remote. He unlocked the car and pushed Indie inside, then hurried around and climbed in behind the wheel.

Another shooter appeared suddenly in front of them and took aim at the car. The bullet crashed through the side window, narrowly missing Indie’s face. Sam hit the button to start the engine, then yanked the shifter into reverse. He shoved his foot to the floor on the throttle and the car roared backward, making the shooter’s next bullet go wild. It ricocheted off the building as Sam dropped the shifter into drive and raced directly at the man who had fired, causing him to dive for safety.

The car hit the street and Sam spun the wheel to the right, then raced away from the continuing gunfire. A throbbing in his leg caused him to look down, and he saw that blood was soaking the seat as it ran freely from a wound in his thigh.

Sam picked up the radio that he had left on the console and pressed the button. “Denny, it’s Sam, and I’m hit,” he said into the microphone. “I took a bullet in the leg, and it’s bleeding badly. There’s a hospital just a couple miles away, I’m headed for the emergency room there. Anybody got a line on Heinrich?”

“Okay, Sam,” Denny said. “Heinrich made it to a car, he’s long gone. I’m sorry, Sam, he’s in the wind.”

“Sam, this is Rob,” came the big man’s voice. “One of my people got a round into the car, but Heinrich was not hit. I’m mobile, and so are a few others. We are looking for him.”

“Okay, keep me updated. Denny, get the girls and Darren and meet me at the hospital.” He dropped the radio and suddenly slumped in his seat, the car drifting to the left into oncoming traffic.

Indie grabbed the wheel and pulled back into their own lane, then looked at Sam. Besides the blood from his hand and his leg, there was a quickly spreading pool of blood coming from his right side. The bullet that had smashed through her window had hit him, and he suddenly coughed, spraying blood all over the steering wheel.

“Sam,” Indie cried frantically. “You’re bleeding really bad! Can you get us to the hospital?”

“I don’t…” His head fell forward, and his good hand dropped from the steering wheel.

“Sam?” He didn’t respond, so Indie grabbed the wheel again. Sam’s foot was still on the gas pedal, so she grabbed hold of his leg and dragged it off, then steered the car toward the side of the street. She spotted the entrance to a parking lot and jerked the wheel to put them inside, then grabbed the parking brake and yanked it upward. The car chattered to a stop and she hit the button to shut down the engine.

Sam was barely conscious, his head leaning against her. Indie wrapped her arms around him and pulled him closer. “Sam? Sam, talk to me. Oh, God, Sam hold on!”

“… love you...” Sam muttered, but then his eyes glazed over and he collapsed and fell against her. Indie grabbed his cell phone from the console and dialed 911.

“911,” the operator answered. “What is your emergency?”

“My husband has been shot, I need an ambulance. We’re in the parking lot of a drugstore, but I don’t know the address.”

“Yes, ma’am, I have your location. I’m dispatching police and an ambulance right now. Is your husband breathing?”

Indie began to cry, but she tried to check to see if she could detect Sam’s breath. She couldn’t tell, so she began feeling for a pulse on his throat, but didn’t find one.

“I don’t know,” she wailed. “Please, please tell them to hurry!”

People were coming out of the surrounding buildings and gathering around the car, staring at the bullet-riddled window and the sobbing girl inside. Some of them were pointing and a few were taking pictures with cell phones, but Indie ignored them.

Sam gasped suddenly, a quick, short breath, but Indie held him tight. “That’s it, Sam, hang on,” she said through her sobs. “Help is coming, Sam, you gotta hold on.”

An ambulance suddenly appeared, its siren shrieking. It pulled into the parking lot beside the car, and then a police squad car slid to a stop just behind it. Paramedics rushed to the car and yanked opened the driver’s door, reaching in to carefully pull Sam out and put him on a stretcher. Indie climbed out of her side of the car and ran around to stay near Sam, but the paramedics told her to stay back.
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She started to scream at them to get out of her way, that the man they were trying to help was her husband, but then someone took hold of her arm and she spun around. Denny Cortlandt was there, and after a moment, she threw her arms around him. It took her a moment to focus enough to understand what he was saying and that he was walking her toward another car.

“Come on, love, we’ll follow the ambulance. They’re doing everything they can for him, Indie. Come on, get into my car so we can follow them. We’ll worry about Sam’s car later.”

Indie held his hand as he took her to his car, looking back and watching over her shoulder as the paramedics worked to keep Sam alive. She kept telling herself that he must still have some life left in him, because one of them had started an IV even before they got him inside the ambulance. A moment later, they lifted the stretcher up and pushed it into the ambulance. The doors closed behind them and the siren screamed as the ambulance raced toward the hospital.

Denny opened the door for her and then hurried around to get behind the wheel. It was only a couple of minutes before they pulled up at the hospital and Denny parked the car just outside the emergency entrance. The ambulance was backed up to it and the staff and paramedics were already pushing Sam through a pair of glass doors.

Denny helped Indie out of the car, then put an arm around her as they walked inside. “She’s with the bloke they just carried in,” he said. “That’s her husband.”

The nurse looked at Indie’s bruised face. “Oh, my goodness,” she said, “this girl’s been beaten! Come on, honey, you come with me.” She took Indie’s arm and guided her into the same room Sam had been taken into and put her on another table.

“Is he gonna be okay?” Indie asked, and the doctor who was working on Sam looked around at her.

“He’ll make it,” the doctor said, smiling at her. “He’s got enough scars to tell me that he must be a pretty strong fellow. I got a steady heartbeat, a little weak but still going, but he’s lost a lot of blood. We’re getting some into him now, just getting him stabilized so we can get the bullets out of him and put him back together. I think he’s going to be okay, I really do.”



The nurse glanced over her shoulder at the doctor for just a second. “That’s Doctor

 
Rashid

 
,” she said. “He’s the best trauma surgeon in Los Angeles County, as far as I’m concerned. If he says your husband is going to make it, then it’s a pretty safe bet that he’s going to turn out okay. You want my opinion, you are pretty damn lucky that he was on duty when your husband was brought in. Some of the other doctors here, I wouldn’t give you a plugged nickel for them.”



Indie managed a very small smile and then shock and exhaustion hit her like a ton of bricks. She lay back on the bed and relaxed as the nurse started applying a painkilling cream to her bruises.

“Well, I don’t think you have any serious injuries,” the nurse said. “But I’d like to get my hands on whoever smacked you around. It wasn’t your husband, was it?”

Indie shook her head, but she was rapidly succumbing to exhaustion.

The nurse smiled down at her. “Okay, well, we can talk about all that later, sweetie. You just need to get some rest, so you go right ahead and take yourself a nap.”

Indie started to nod, but sleep overtook her.

Unfortunately, the nap didn’t last long. Indie was awakened by the nurse just a few minutes later and looked up to see several police officers looking down at her. She looked over at where Sam had been laying and saw that he was gone, and then looked back at the nurse in a panic.



“Sorry to bother you, honey,” the nurse said. “Your husband is in surgery, and everything is going fine.

 
I'll

 
be back to tell you more as soon as I know it, but these policemen need to speak with you.” She glanced sternly at the officers, then turned and left the room.



“You’re Mrs. Prichard, right?” asked a man in plainclothes. “I’m Detective Robertson, LAPD. It seems your husband was shot up during a shooting at the Fisherman’s Net a little while ago. Can you tell me what you were doing there?”

“Yes,” Indie said. “Just a moment, let me get my ID.” She was still wearing the black uniform and reached into her back pocket for her Windlass ID. She handed it over and then told the detective to read the DHS endorsement on the back.

His eyes went wide. “Okay, so you and your husband are federal agents?”

“Contract agents,” she said. “We work for Windlass Security, which is contracted to the Department of Homeland Security. We were at the club to try to apprehend a terrorist named Heinrich Wegner. The people who were shooting the customers were his men, and some of ours were working to take them out.”

The detective looked at her for a moment, then glanced at the ID again. “This says I’m supposed to call this number in D.C. Should I do that right now?”

“It’ll probably make this whole thing go a lot smoother if you do,” Indie said.

Five minutes later, the officers left the hospital after getting Indie’s assurance that she and Sam would not leave town before making their official statements. A short time later, the nurse returned to tell her that the doctor had removed the bullets and was closing Sam up.

“That’s good,” Indie said. “Listen, is there a phone I can use? I need to call…”

“If you’re about to say you need to call the rest of your people, I can save the phone company the trouble. I’ve got about twenty people out in the waiting area, all asking about you and your husband. I told them that you will be out in a few minutes, so you can talk to them about it then. Okay?”

“Yeah,” Indie said with a smile. “Can I go out there now?”



“Let me get you discharged,” the nurse said. “

 
I'll

 
be back in just a minute with the paperwork, and then you can go talk to your friends.”



True to her word, she returned less than five minutes later and let Indie sign the papers that would free her from the emergency room. When that was done, she helped her get off the bed and steadied her for a couple of steps while she got her legs back under her.

Indie went out to the waiting area and found everyone sitting or standing around. Denny and Summer saw her first and rushed over.

“Indie, how’s Sam?” Denny asked. “How bad was it?”

“The doctor says he’s going to be okay,” Indie said. “He’s in surgery right now, but they already got the bullets out and they’re closing him up. He should probably be in recovery pretty soon, but he may be stuck in the hospital for a few days.”

The rest of them had spotted her by then, and she was suddenly the center of a crowd. Walter surprised everyone by reaching out and grabbing Indie’s hand. “Is Sam okay?” he asked, showing more emotion than usual. “Where is Sam?”

Steve put an arm around his shoulders. “He’s gonna be okay, Walter,” he said. “He’s gonna be okay, and Indie is all right, too. Sam had to go to surgery and get some bullets removed, but he’s going to be all right. We’ll come back and see him tomorrow, okay? Tonight, we should just let Indie be with him.”

Walter looked at Steve, then turned back to Indie. “Sam’s okay, right?”

She smiled and nodded. “He’s going to be fine, Walter.”

Darren and Jade joined the crush around Indie, and then Rob and the rest of his men insisted on their own chance to give her a hug. They sat in the waiting room chairs and Denny went to the vending machine to get Indie a soft drink. They had been sitting there for about thirty minutes when the doctor suddenly appeared.

“Mrs. Prichard? I wanted to tell you that your husband came through surgery just fine. We removed the bullet from his leg, and another from his chest, and that required repairing his right lung. Everything went very well, and I expect he’s going to make a full recovery. It’ll be a little sore for a while, so I’m going to suggest he take a couple of weeks off. He’ll probably be here with us for about three or four days, but then you can take him home.”

“Is he in recovery? Can I see him?”



“You can see him, but he won’t be awake for a little while yet. I’m afraid it’s just you for the moment, everyone else will have to wait until he’s transferred to his own room.” He motioned for her to follow him. “Come on,

 
I'll

 
take you to him right now.”



Indie hugged several of them one more time, then followed the doctor down the hall. They got into an elevator and rode up one floor, and then he opened the door to the recovery room where Sam was lying in bed with hoses sticking into him in various places. There was a chair beside the bed, and Indie sat in it and reached up to hold her husband’s hand.

Despite what the doctor had said about Sam being asleep for a while, his eyes flickered open. He looked around the room for a moment, and then spotted Indie’s face.

“Baby? You okay?” he asked.

She smiled and tears started running down her cheeks. “I’m fine, babe,” she said. “How are you feeling?”

Sam looked at her for a moment, and licked his lips. “Like shit,” he said. His eyes drooped and then closed, and he went back to sleep.

The doctor kept Sam sedated through the rest of the night, but then canceled the order the following morning. Sam finally rejoined the land of the living at around nine a.m. and was surprised to find the room overflowing. Indie was there, of course, along with Denny, Darren, Summer, Jade, Steve, Walter, Rob and several others. Evan Reese was there, standing in the corner like he was trying not to be noticed.

Denny was the first to speak. “Hey, mate,” he said. “Looks like you managed to forget the plan. I don’t remember anything in the plan about you getting yourself shot to shit.”

Sam stared into his face for a moment, then grinned. “I think you’re right,” he said, and everyone chuckled. “Any line on Heinrich?”

“Nothing yet, I’m afraid,” Darren said. “There’s an APB out nationwide, and every way in and out of the country is being watched by both people and computers. If he pokes his head out, we’re going to find him.”

Indie pushed both of the men out of the way and leaned down to kiss Sam full on the lips. Darren whistled, Denny groaned, and Steve Beck said, “Nobody ever did that for me when I got shot.” Another round of laughter made its way through them, but then things settled back to normal.

Indie had already told everyone what had happened while they were in the nightclub and Denny had told her about climbing up onto a nearby building with an extra sniper rifle. He went over it again for Sam, and then Rob Feinstein took his place beside the bed.

“Sam, Denny and my guys took out eleven of Heinrich’s people,” he said, “and I think we put a bit of a crimp into his plans. Indie has made a report already on the offer he made to you, and that’s been passed on to the CIA and NSA. It turns out that the CIA already knew a bit about this, the plan to unite a lot of the African countries, but the official position of the United States government is that it’s nothing more than your typical backwater country rebellion. They’ve been working with intelligence agencies throughout Africa on this for more than a year, and Heinrich’s attempt to get his hands on those giant nukes is enough to make most of those countries renounce him. They’re even spreading the word to the general population about it, and I think they’re hoping that the people will say they don’t want any part of someone who would employ such tactics.”

“Heinrich Wegner is one of those charismatic madmen that crop up from time to time,” Sam said. “Hitler, Stalin, Castro—he’s that sort, the kind that can rally the people around him, but then use them for his own evil ends. I’m just sorry this bastard got away. Sooner or later, you can bet he’s going to be causing problems somewhere again.”

Steve grimaced. “Actually, I don’t think it’ll be all that long. I’ve been talking to Darren, and he says Heinrich is the kind who won’t give up on revenge until he gets it. Sam, we need to keep heavy security on you until he’s caught.”

Sam shrugged, but it used muscles all the way down to his leg, so he winced. “Fine, then send me on home, and we can let Rob and his guys camp out in my backyard.”

“Not so fast, there, slugger,” Indie said. “The doctor says you’re not going anywhere for a few days. I called Ron and he already took care of all the insurance details and such. I’m afraid you’re stuck here until the doctor gives you the all clear.”

Sam looked at her for a moment, but then he turned his eyes toward the door.

“Now, if that don’t beat all,” said a deep, southern drawl. “Never thought I’d see you laying down on the job, son.”

Sam broke into a big grin. “Screw you, Harry,” he said. “As I recall, you looked a lot like this not that long ago. What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be in a safe house, taking care of my kids.”

“I am taking care of your kids,” Harry said. “Kathy and the grandmother twins are bringing them up now. Ron called in some favors and got us a place to stay out here until you are up on your feet again.”
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There was more commotion and the crowd had to part to let Kim, Grace and Kathy into the room, but it was Kenzie who shoved everyone aside as she marched right up to the bed. She climbed up onto the chair beside it, leaned on the safety rail and looked Sam in the eye.

“Daddy,” she said, her voice dripping with scorn and disappointment. “You went and got shot again!”

Sam gave her a wry grin. “Honey, I promise you it wasn’t my idea,” he said. “Bad guys just don’t always listen, you know what I mean?”

Denny quietly collected all of the Windlass personnel and suggested they get back to their hotel rooms and let the family have some time together. Sam and Indie got a few more hugs, and then they were left with just Harry and his wife, the two grandmothers and their children. They all stayed until lunch time, and then Sam suggested that they take Indie to wherever they were staying and get her settled in. If they had to put up with security and a safe house, he could at least know that his family was protected from Heinrich.

Sam slept through a lot of the afternoon, and then woke to find Indie back at his side. “I tried, Sam,” she said. “The kids are having a good time with the grandmas, which now includes Kathy Winslow, by the way, and with Harry. Kenzie thinks we ought to adopt a couple of the security people, because they get down on the floor and play with her, and I almost felt like I wasn’t needed. For right now, my place is here with you, Sam.”



Sam reached out and took her hand, then brought it to his lips and kissed it. “I’m glad you’re here,” he said. They spent the rest of the day together, and Indie finally went back to the house at just before seven, when Kenzie called and asked her to please, please,

 

please


 
come home.



Morning came and the doctor showed up earlier than Sam expected. He walked in and took a look at the chart hanging on the bed, then spent half an hour looking closely at Sam’s wounds and stitches. He called in the nurse who was on duty for the day and conferred quietly with her in the corner, then turned around and looked at Sam.

“Mr. Prichard,” he said, “I have been doing this job for nearly fifteen years, now, and I have never seen anyone heal as quickly as you are. You’re not completely back to normal, but I wouldn’t have expected to see this much healing in less than four or five days. Everything is drawing together nicely, and if you’re willing to be careful, I’d have to say it would be okay for you to be discharged today, if you like.”

Sam stared at him. “If I like? How soon can we get me out of here? I’m dying to spend some time with my family.”



“I can imagine,” Doctor

 
Rashid

 
said with a chuckle. “I met your daughter. She congratulated me on doing such a good job putting you back together. I think you’d better watch that one, she’s likely to turn out smarter and tougher than you.”



“That wouldn’t surprise me,” Sam said.



“Well,

 
I'll

 
get everything started. If you want to call your wife, she can probably pick you up in about an hour.” He turned without another word and walked out of the room.



Sam reached over and picked up his phone and Indie answered on the first ring. “Don’t pay the ransom,” he said. “They’re letting me go. Think you can arrange a ride to come pick me up?”

Indie squealed with delight. “We're going to be right there,” she said.

She arrived forty minutes later, accompanied by Alisha and Miranda, two of the female security officers that were protecting the family. The doctor had gotten all the paperwork finished by then and the nurse had brought it in for Sam to sign. She had given him three prescriptions, a couple of antibiotics and another one for pain. Sam promised to get them filled as soon as he could and then an orderly brought a wheelchair to carry him down to the exit.

The wheelchair was a good idea, Sam admitted. He’d been shot in the left leg, and it was still extremely sore. Between that and the pain in his right hip that was always with him, walking was not going to be something he could do easily for the next few days. When they got to the hospital exit, the orderly had to help him get up out of the wheelchair and slide into the back seat of the SUV beside Indie.

The ride to the current safe house took a little over half an hour, and Indie stayed close so that they were cuddled up together the whole time. When they got to the house, Jerry, another security guard, came out to help Sam up the walk. He helped them settle him onto the couch and produced a footstool to prop his legs up while Indie went to fix him what Sam called, “a cup of real coffee.”

Kenzie had come running and jumped on the couch beside him and little Bo kicked until Grace was forced to put him down on the floor, then got onto his feet and raced at lightning speed toward his daddy. He was talking quite a bit lately, but Sam was still surprised to hear him saying, “Daddy home, daddy home,” all the way across the room. Sam couldn’t lean down to pick him up, so Kenzie jumped down, wrapped her arms around her baby brother and hoisted him up onto the couch. Sam ignored the pain when the little boy crawled onto his lap, sitting on his very sore leg.

With Bo in his lap and Kenzie cuddled up beside him, Sam was a happy man. When Indie returned with the coffee and squeezed in on the other side, he announced himself absolutely ecstatic.

“Good to have you back, Sam, boy,” Harry said. “Me and Bo need help, we’ve been the only roosters in the henhouse.”

Jerry glared at him. “I beg your pardon?”

“You don’t count,” Harry said. “You’re on salary.”

“Well, I’m back,” Sam said. “And from what the doctor tells me, I’m going to be sitting around home a lot the next couple weeks. It’s probably going to be that long before I feel like trying to get up and move, anyway.”

“You can stay right on the couch,” Indie said. “If you need anything, I'll get it for you.”

“Yeah? How’s that going to work when I need to go to the bathroom?”

“Okay, there, you’re on your own. I don’t think we’ve ever figured out a way for me to do that for you.”

Harry grinned at her. “Well, you could always…”

“Shut it, Harry,” Kathy said. “Don’t you dare.”

Everyone chuckled and Sam settled in to enjoy the day with his family. It was planned for them to fly back to Denver the following day, but Sam was worried about going home. Harry told him that Ron said they could continue to use the Boulder safe house for as long as they needed it, and Sam decreed that they would stay there for at least a couple more weeks.

They stayed in the living room the entire day, watched several movies and spent time talking. Alisha made pizza for lunch and they ate where they sat, but then Indie insisted on cooking dinner. She had sent one of the girls to the grocery store earlier, so she could make lasagna. It was Sam’s favorite, and she wanted to make it for him to celebrate his release from the hospital.

When eight o’clock came, she and her mother put the kids to bed, then Indie curled up beside Sam on the couch. They found another movie to watch and the rest of the adults decided to leave them alone. They sat there until the movie was over, then started another.

It was after eleven o’clock when they were startled to see Kim, Indie’s mother, come shuffling into the room. Her eyes were barely open, and she looked like she was sleepwalking.

“Mom?” Indie asked. “Are you okay?”

“Samuel,” Kim said, her voice deeper than normal. “He’s coming.”

The hairs on the back of Sam’s neck suddenly stood up. “Beauregard?”

“Yes. He’s coming, Sam, he’s coming now.” Kim suddenly stumbled and shook her head, then blinked several times. “Indiana? What did I… Oh. Beauregard?”

“Get her back in the bedroom,” Sam said. “Security! Security, get in here!”

Alex and Betty were on night duty and came running. “I don’t have time to explain, but Heinrich is on the way here. I don’t know how he found us, but he has. Get me a gun, and wake the rest of them.”

“No need,” Jerry said, rushing into the room. He was wearing a pair of jeans and nothing else, but he had a pair of shoulder holsters strapped over his bare chest.

Indie came back from taking her mother back to her room and handed Sam a pistol. It was the Glock that he normally carried, and he quickly checked the magazine and racked one into the chamber.

Ignoring the pain in his legs, Sam got to his feet. Indie passed him his cane and he used it to get to the front door, then looked out through the small windows on it. “Two of you at the back door,” he ordered. “Jerry, you stay here with me. The rest of you watch the windows, keep moving. Protect Indie and the children first, got that?”

“They got it, Sam,” Harry said. He had stepped into the living room wearing pajamas, but the Colt Python in his hand was enough to say that he meant business. “Where’d the tip come from?”

“Beauregard,” Sam said scornfully. “That’s why I can’t refuse to believe it.”

“Sometimes I love that old spook,” Harry said. “But this ain’t one of ’em.” He moved over to stand beside a window, then pulled the curtain aside just enough to peek out. “I don’t see any activity out front. I’m going to the back.”

He started across the room, but the big picture window suddenly exploded. A bullet struck the wall, and it must’ve passed directly behind where Harry was at the moment. The old man dropped to the floor and scurried back to the window. He looked up at the hole in the glass, then at the one in the wall, mentally calculated the trajectory and then popped up and fired three rounds in rapid succession.

He had just dropped to the floor again when another shot came through the window. At the same time, Sam heard a gunshot toward the back of the house and he turned and started hobbling that direction. “Cover Harry,” he shouted.

Jerry stepped back from the door and aimed through one of the small windows, then squeezed off a shot. Outside, a man screamed as his bullet found its way home.

At the back door, Alisha was crouching down and there was a pair of bullet holes just over her head. The back door had a larger window, but it was still intact. Sam raised his head enough to look outside, spotted a muzzle flash as the shooter popped off a shot at the window to his right, then squeezed off a double tap. The shooter fell and Sam dropped low again.

“Any idea how many are out there?” he asked Alisha, but she shook her head.

“Only saw one, so far,” she said. “There’s at least one more, though, because he was signaling somebody off to the right, my right.”

“To the right? That’s where the kids are,” Sam said, and he took off hobbling at his best speed down the hall. He had almost reached the room where the children were sleeping when he heard Kenzie scream and he hit the door with his shoulder, not even bothering with the knob.

Heinrich Wegner and another man were in the room, both of them with guns pointed at the children. Sam froze and lowered his weapon.

“Heinrich,” he said, “don’t do this. Heinrich, they’re just kids, for God’s sake.”

“Yes, Sam Prichard,” Heinrich said, his voice a snarl, “they’re your kids! And Mitchell was my sister’s little boy! What better vengeance could there be?”

He looked down at Kenzie, who was staring straight at his face. She had only screamed once, but now the only expression on her face was pure rage. “You shot my daddy!” she shouted. “You’re a bad man!”

Heinrich blinked and stared at her for just a second, but it was all the time Sam needed. He raised his weapon again and squeezed the trigger twice, so quickly that it almost sounded like one long, single shot.

The man with Heinrich dropped instantly to the floor. Heinrich spun to look at Sam, started to turn his gun toward him and then stopped. He opened his mouth to say something, but then his face registered surprise.

The gun was suddenly too heavy to hold, and he looked down at himself. A spreading bloodstain on his chest was just off-center, slightly to the left of his sternum, and he actually poked a finger into the hole. He pulled it out and looked at the blood on its tip as the gun fell from his hand.

He looked at Sam and held that bloody finger up high. “So be it,” he said softly, and then coughed. He stood for another couple of seconds and then collapsed, falling onto Kenzie’s bed.

There were a few more gunshots from other parts of the house, but Indie came rushing into the room and snatched up her daughter. Sam used his left arm, the stronger one, to pick up Bo, and then followed her back into the hallway.

Police sirens cut through the air and the shooters outside suddenly disappeared. When the police arrived a few minutes later, they found four bodies outside, including one man who was still alive and likely to recover. He was rushed to the hospital under police guard while the medical examiner was called out to deal with the ones who were dead.

“Can you identify any of these people?” the senior officer asked.

Sam took him into Kenzie’s room and pointed at Heinrich. “That is Heinrich Wegner, a known terrorist. He was trying to kill my children.”

The officer looked at the two bodies, then up at Sam. “You killed them?”

“Yes.”

The officer looked at them again, then nodded to Sam. “A good night’s work, then,” he said.

The sun was up by the time everything was finished, the bodies hauled away and all the paperwork done. Bo had managed to go back to sleep, but Kenzie was clinging to her mother.

Sam looked at his little girl. “Kenzie?” he asked. “Are you okay? That was something I hoped you’d never have to see.”

She looked up at him for a moment in silence, then slowly nodded her head. “I’m okay,” she said. “And Bo is okay. We’re all okay, Daddy, because you saved us.”

Sam looked at her for a long moment, then nodded slowly. He turned and looked at his wife for a moment, then reached into his pocket and took out his phone.

Indie watched him carefully, but said nothing. Sam tapped an icon in his contacts list and put the phone to his ear.

“Ron?” he said a moment later. “It’s Sam. I’m calling to tell you that I quit.”
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PROLOGUE


“We can’t go in there.” The girl who spoke looked at the foreboding old building, her fingers intertwined with those of the boy who was trying to pull her forward.

“Oh, come on,” he said. “You said you wanted to be alone with me, right? You said you wanted to spend some time off by ourselves? Well, nobody’s going to look for us in there.”

She stared at him, her eyes wide. “That’s because everybody else would be too smart to go in there in the first place. Jimmy, that place is scary. You know they say it’s haunted, right?”

“It’s not haunted, Jill,” Jimmy said derisively. “Me and a bunch of the guys started that rumor years ago, when we were kids. It kept everybody out so we could use it for our clubhouse. Only a few of us still come out here, but I know nobody will be here today.”

The old factory building had sat on the edge of town for much longer than either of them could remember, and had been empty for more than twenty years. It had once been one of the biggest employers in the county, turning out more than a hundred thousand oil filters every week. Those filters had helped keep millions of cars on the road, but new technologies had come along that made the old paper filters less necessary. Orders had trickled off, until finally there weren’t enough steady customers to justify keeping the factory open. It had closed down and started the small Colorado town down the path to poverty.

There had been several attempts to resurrect it into something that would create jobs, and a few of them had been successful for short periods, but none of them lasted. The most recent attempt had been to turn it into a shopping center, but it was too far off the beaten path. The few stores that tried to open inside it were closed within just a few weeks, but that had been two decades earlier.

“Oh, fine,” Jill said. She let Jimmy pull her forward, and he pushed open the big, heavy door by the old loading docks.

The truck drivers used to spend hours waiting for their loads sometimes, so there had been a lounge set up for them just off the loading area. While a lot of the roof of the building had developed leaks, the roof over the lounge area was still intact. All the original furniture was gone, but adventurous boys had scavenged up some old couches and brought them in over the years, and the light coming in through the windows turned it into a fairly cozy space.

“Somebody’s been here,” he said. He pointed to a pile of rags in the corner. “I find out who it is, I’m going to kick some butt. Everybody knows to clean up after themselves.”

He pulled her past the pile, intent on getting her to the couch in the corner, but Jill suddenly froze.

“Jimmy? There’s somebody under that stuff.”

Jimmy stopped, then turned to look. A hand was sticking out from underneath the pile, and he suddenly got a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. While he had never seen an actual dead body, other than at his grandmother’s funeral, he had enough sense to know that healthy fingers shouldn’t look purple.

“Stay back a minute,” he said. He let go of her hand and stepped closer to the pile of old blankets, then squatted down beside it. He looked at the eerily discolored hand for a moment, then reached out and lifted the blanket away.

It was a girl, and her equally discolored face had been beaten and bloodied. Jimmy put the back of his left hand to his mouth as he gagged, but managed not to throw up. He didn’t recognize her, but he knew she wasn’t alive. The shirt she was wearing had been ripped open, and she was naked from the waist down, but the real sign that she was dead was the dozens of stab wounds in her chest and abdomen.

“Oh, Jesus,” he said. He got to his feet and grabbed Jill’s hand again, dragging her back toward the door they had just come through. “We gotta go, we gotta get the police. Somebody killed that girl, we gotta go get help.”

They ran through the woods toward his car and jumped inside while Jill frantically dug for her phone. She got it out and dialed 911 as Jimmy got the car started.

“Hey, this is Jill Stevens,” she said when the operator answered. “Me and Jimmy Chalmers were just out at the old Wellington filter plant, and there’s a dead girl out there!”

“A dead girl?” the operator asked. “Are you still there?”

“No, we just got to the car,” Jill said. “We’re on our way to the police station.”

“No, wait there,” said the operator. “I’m sending police out to you now, just wait there for them.”

Jill turned and looked at Jimmy. “They want us to stay here,” she said. “The cops are coming.”

Jimmy rolled his eyes and then turned the engine off again. “Okay,” he said. “But they better hurry. I ain’t sitting here too long.”

The first police car arrived five minutes later, and Jimmy and Jill got out as he pulled up beside Jimmy’s Subaru.

“Jimmy,” said Kevin Edwards. Kevin had been a cop in the small town for as long as Jimmy could remember, a friendly man with a big belly and the grin to go with it. He wasn’t grinning at the moment, however. “You found a body in there?”

“Yes, sir,” Jimmy said. “In there where the couches are.”

“Uh-huh. Any idea who it is?”

Jimmy shook his head, and so did Jill. “No clue. It’s a girl, and she’s pretty tore up.”

Kevin glanced toward the building, then pulled a big flashlight off his belt. “Okay,” he said. “You two wait here. The chief and a deputy are on the way, so you tell them where I went.”

He turned and walked toward the building, the flashlight hanging loosely in his hand. The two kids watched as he stepped into the building and left the door open behind himself.

It was only the middle of the afternoon and plenty of light was coming through the windows, but Kevin turned on the flashlight anyway. He shone it down on the floor as he made his way toward the lounge, looking for anything that might indicate who could have entered the building recently. There were cigarette butts, a few candy wrappers and other trash laying around, but nothing that was likely to point to a particular person.

The lounge door was off to the left, and he made his way toward it. It was standing open, just the way the kids had left it, and he saw the pile of old blankets as soon as he stepped inside. Jimmy had dropped it back onto the body, so the cop stepped around to where the single hand was still protruding from it.

He let out a sigh. That was a tiny hand, and there was a simple little ring on the index finger. Kevin was terrified of what he was going to see when he lifted the blankets, but it had to be done. He used the butt end of the flashlight and stuck it under the edge of the blankets, then flipped them back.

“Sure as shit,” he said. The brown hair was the first thing he saw that told him this was the girl who’d gone missing three days earlier from Fort Collins, twenty miles away. Brenda Starling, that was her name, and she was only fourteen. Everybody thought she had run away, what with her dad being a drunk and all. It wouldn’t have been the first time.

A sound behind him made him turn and look, and he saw Chief McFetridge step into the room. Don Porter, the Sheriff’s Deputy, was right behind him.

“What have we got, Kevin?” McFetridge asked.

“Looks like the girl from Fort Collins,” Kevin replied. “She’s definitely dead, but I think it gets worse than that.”

The two other officers came close and looked down at the body, then McFetridge asked, “Anybody touch anything?”

“Don’t think so. I think Jimmy may have touched the edge of the blanket, just enough to see what was under it, but then they split and called in.”

McFetridge nodded and turned to Porter. “We’re going to need crime lab, and you better call out the county medical examiner. With her clothes ripped off, she was probably raped before she was killed.”

Porter nodded, visibly holding back the bile that was rising in his throat. He turned quickly and left the room, and they heard him talking on his portable radio a moment later.

“This is the last thing we needed right now,” McFetridge said. “Newspapers will tear us up, small-town cops dealing with a murder case. Best thing we can do right now is just secure the scene, don’t let anybody do anything until the crime lab gets done.” He glanced around the room, then turned back to Kevin. “Lucky for us, this old place is out in the county. We can let the sheriff take charge.”

“Yeah,” Kevin said. “That’s exactly what I thought. I haven’t touched anything, and I’m not about to.” He looked down at the battered face of the dead girl. “You probably want to get somebody out here to keep the reporters away. And you might want to tell those kids outside not to talk to anybody about this just yet.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” McFetridge said. “I’ll do that, if you don’t mind staying here until the lab shows up.”

“Yeah, go ahead. I’ll keep everyone away. I got the strongest stomach around here, anyway.”

McFetridge left the room and stepped out of the building, and then let out a sigh. There were half a dozen kids standing around Jimmy and Jill, which meant they had called their friends and told them what they found. Any hope of keeping it under wraps had just gone up in smoke.

The Medical Examiner arrived a half-hour later, and the crime scene techs from Fort Collins were right behind him. Dale Hargrove, the Larimer County Sheriff, came along, as did Detective David O’Rourke from his office. He’d been the county’s top homicide detective for the last five years, but he handled other things as well. He’d been in charge of looking for the girl after she went missing, and had been certain she had just run away with some friends and would turn up any time.

Brenda Starling had last been seen by a couple of her girlfriends from school, when the three of them left the library where they had been studying together. The trio had walked together for a short distance, and then Brenda had turned to go down the street toward her own house, which was only a couple of blocks away. That had been around five o’clock in the afternoon, and when she hadn’t turned up at her house by dinnertime at seven, her mother had called her friends to see if she was hanging out with them and had forgotten what time to be home.

Both of them said they hadn’t seen her since they parted company on the walk home, and Brenda’s mother became concerned. When she still hadn’t made it home by nine o’clock, the police were called. They canvassed the neighborhood where she had last been seen, but found no one who remembered spotting her as she walked down the road. By morning, she was considered a genuinely missing person, but she had been known to run away before. O’Rourke had interviewed her parents and learned that Brenda had been arguing with her dad earlier in the day, and figured she had just snuck off with friends again. Just as she’d done in the past, he figured she’d come home within a couple of days, at most.

And now she was dead. O’Rourke was shocked that he had been wrong, and it showed in his face.

“Dave,” McFetridge said. “You come to lend a hand?”

O’Rourke nodded. “Figured I might,” he said. “It’s going to end up my case whether I want it or not.” He shook his head. “This just sucks, Benji. The little girl had made noises about running away for the last two months, I was just sure she was going to come home anytime, safe and sound.”

“Don’t beat yourself up about it, Dave. Ain’t no way you could have known.”

“That don’t matter. I was so sure she was just off on a tear that I didn’t even really bother to look for her. If I had, maybe…”

“Wait and see what the ME says,” McFetridge said. “Be perfectly honest, she looks to me like she’s been dead a while.”

O’Rourke nodded again. “He’s in there,” he said. “Mind if I go inside and see what he’s thinking?”

“Go ahead. I’m more than happy to let you guys take this. Besides, I’ve seen enough for right now, I’m just gonna stand out here and have another cigarette.” He glanced down at the half dozen butts that were already laying around his feet.

O’Rourke walked into the building and followed the sounds until he found the medical examiner and crime scene people. They were all gathered around the body, and he forced himself to look down at the girl before he turned to the ME.

“What have we got, Doc? How long she been like this?”

“I’m just guessing at the moment, based on a visual inspection of the decomposition. We’ll know more after an autopsy, but right now I’d say she’s been dead about two days. Forty-eight hours, give or take.”

“Damn,” O’Rourke said. “You think that’s all?”

“Like I said, we’ll know more after the autopsy. Not more than three days, anyway, I can say that with decent certainty.” He looked at the detective. “On the other hand, I can tell you she didn’t die here. There’s almost no blood around the body, so this was just where she got dumped. Another thing, somebody had her tied up for a while.” He pointed at the girl’s wrist. “Both of her wrists are marked like that. Ligature marks, probably from some coarse rope. Her hands were tied together at some point, so you’re probably looking at an abduction.”

O’Rourke shook his head. “I’m gonna be handling the case, and working with the locals,” he said. “The sheriff and Chief McFetridge already okayed it, so send me everything you find.” He turned to Samantha Dickens, the crime scene investigator. “Sammy? You got anything for me yet?”

The short brunette rolled her eyes at him. “Hell, Dave, we just got here. Let us do our jobs, will you?”

“Yeah,” he said, a sour look on his face. “Now, if only I had done my own.”

The news was all over the region within a couple of hours, and O’Rourke had to go back and confirm it to the poor girl’s parents. Brenda had been in minor trouble a couple of times, so her fingerprints were on file. It hadn’t taken long to confirm that the body was hers.

The crime lab wasn’t one of the biggest or best in the area, but they were decent. By morning, they had confirmed that Brenda had been raped more than once before she was killed, and had died of multiple stab wounds to the chest. Any one of several would have been fatal, but the perpetrator had first beaten the girl half to death, then finished her off with what seemed to be a butcher knife. The wounds were consistent with that type of blade, and there were minute traces of carbon steel to be found in some of them.

While there were no recoverable fingerprints on the body, the CSI team had found other bits of evidence. The girl had definitely been violated, though it appeared the rapist had used a condom. Still, they found trace amounts of bodily fluids, and Samantha explained that could happen from the condom slipping off or somehow leaking. In addition, they found what appeared to be broken whiskers inside her bra, and recovered a few grayish pubic hairs that were not her own from her genital area.

“We sent the rape kit and hairs off for DNA analysis,” Samantha told O’Rourke the next morning. “There’s at least a decent chance we will be able to catch this guy. With all the DNA databases out there nowadays, there are dozens of ways DNA can be collected. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

“I hope so,” O’Rourke said. “I’d hate to think this guy is out there somewhere, looking for his next victim even now.”

“But you know that’s probably the truth,” Samantha said. “I don’t know who we are dealing with, but somebody who does this kind of thing probably does it for the thrill. Once he’s felt that, he’s going to do it again.”

O’Rourke nodded sadly. “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”

“Hey, Dave?”

O’Rourke looked up to see a uniform standing in his office door. “Yeah?”

“We just got something that might be related,” the officer said. “Maintenance worker from the highway department just found what looks like a lot of old, dried blood out behind the state garage. Could be where the girl was killed.”

O’Rourke looked at Samantha. “You ready to roll?”

She sighed, but nodded. “Let’s do it. I’ll get the team.”

The state garage was eight miles out of town on Route 14, and sat away from the road a good quarter-mile. It was where the highway maintenance equipment was stored, the trucks and bulldozers and graders and paving equipment that was all necessary to keep the highways in decent condition. It took them fifteen minutes to get there, and they were greeted by a couple of state troopers.

“Yeah, that’s blood,” Samantha said. “And a lot of it.” She took some samples and then set cones out with crime scene tape to secure the area. “Give me a couple hours and I’ll tell you whether it’s hers or not.”

“My gut says it is,” O’Rourke said. “And it may be the biggest break yet.” He pointed at the security cameras on the building. One of them was pointing almost perfectly at the blood stain on the ground. “I need the tapes from that camera.”

One of the troopers found the maintenance supervisor and brought him to O’Rourke.

“It’s not a tape,” the supervisor said. “All the security video is stored on a hard drive, but we got a monitor in the building. I can make a copy of any part you want and put it on a flash drive for you.”

“I want everything that camera has seen for the last seven days,” O’Rourke said. “Can you do that?”

The supervisor nodded. “Sure. Take me about twenty minutes.”

Two hours later, O’Rourke was sitting at his desk, scanning through the silent, black and white video. He started at the end of the time sequence, where the video showed the crime scene tape already in place. He skipped backward twenty-four hours, looked at the image of the bloodstain and then went back another twenty-four hours. It was still there, so he went back another day, and it was gone.

He skipped forward an hour at a time, and a vehicle suddenly appeared after the sun had gone down. It was an old van, something out of the eighties. It was parked behind the building where the bloodstain would soon appear, positioned so that only the nose of the van was visible to the camera. O’Rourke went back ten minutes and it was gone again, so he let the video play. When the van appeared again eight minutes later, he leaned forward and watched intently. He could barely make out the outline of a driver sitting behind the wheel, but only for a moment.

O’Rourke could see that the driver was rather large, and almost certainly a man. He climbed out of the driver’s seat and moved into the back of the van, and then the whole vehicle seemed to shake for a few minutes. The shaking stopped, and then a short time later it resumed again, but lasted only a minute or so. Everything seemed quiet for a while after that, but then the shaking began again, violently.The van continued to sit there for another few minutes, but then the driver reappeared and suddenly drove away.

The bloodstain was there, and O’Rourke realized that he had just watched Brenda Starling’s murder. He jumped back to when the van first appeared and watched it again. When the van drove away for the second time, the timestamp indicated that it had been there for almost an hour in total. O’Rourke stared at the bloodstain again, but then he had to stop and go outside for a cigarette.

The camera had been facing the van head on, and O’Rourke was certain nobody had gotten out. Whatever happened to Brenda Starling took place inside the vehicle, so how the bloodstain could appear once the van drove away was leaving him confused. He made a mental note to ask Samantha for her opinion.

Three smokes later, he managed to sit at his desk again and replay that section of the video. The man who was driving went into the back of the van and the shaking began. Based on the rhythmic movement of the van, O’Rourke concluded that Brenda was being raped during that time. The shaking stopped and then began again, but didn’t last as long. Sometime later, when it resumed again, it seemed to be more violent. Tears rolled down his cheeks as he made notes about what he was watching, concluding that the final violent shaking was when the beating and stabbing must’ve taken place. A moment later, the van drove away, disappearing off the screen toward the right of the camera angle.

Unfortunately, the camera never captured the license plate. O’Rourke played it again, this time focusing on the van itself as he looked for damage or other identifying marks. Unfortunately, all he could tell was that it was a light-colored vehicle, but there was no way to know what color it was. If he had to guess, he’d go for gray or brown, but it could easily be blue, green, orange or purple, or some other shade that looks neutral in black and white.

He called the crime lab and asked Samantha to come up to his office, then set her in front of his desk and played the video for her. While she watched, he stood to the side where he couldn’t see the monitor.

“We have a monster on our hands,” she said when it was finished. “Any clue who this could be?”

O’Rourke shook his head. “Didn’t see anything I can identify,” he said. “Can’t get a good look at the driver through the windshield, it’s too grimy. No tag on the van, either. The van looks like a mid eighties Chevy, but that video is black-and-white so I have no idea what color it really is. There aren’t any noticeable signs of damage on it, something that would make it identifiable.” He sat down heavily in the chair beside his desk. “What about DNA? Come up with anything yet?”

She shook her head. “Getting a DNA result back can take time. I did ask them to put a rush on it, but we’re probably still looking at a couple of weeks.”

“Call them back and beg,” O’Rourke said. “Couple of weeks from now, this guy may have more kills under his belt. I want to stop him before he can get to his next victim.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“You do that. And while we’re at it, what do you think about all that blood showing up after the van drives away? Far as I could tell, nobody got out. I’m thinking maybe some kind of drainhole in the floor?”

“That’s what it looks like,” Samantha said. “That makes me wonder if he’s used it for this purpose before.”

“Yeah,” O’Rourke said. “Me, too.”

The days passed slowly, and O’Rourke grew more and more frustrated. He had printed out several images of the van from the video and made sure every officer had them, just in case one of them would run across one that might match. He figured it had to be somewhere in the area, unless the killer was simply passing through, but using the maintenance garage to hide behind made it seem like somebody who knew the area.

The family, and a lot of their friends, had set up a crowdfunding account to raise a reward, but even the promise of thousands of dollars wasn’t bringing any decent leads. O’Rourke had talked to all of his informants, but none of them seemed to have any idea who the killer might be and didn’t show any sign that they recognized the van in the pictures.

Of course, the news media moved on to other stories. There was occasional mention of the ongoing investigation, but without any new developments, it was destined to end up in the back pages of the newspapers. The reporters had not even bothered to call him in a couple of days, and he didn’t know whether to be glad or angry. The girl deserved justice, and her killer deserved the needle.

It had been almost three weeks since her body was found when O’Rourke walked into his office on a Thursday morning. He sat at his desk and started going through the reports that had come in overnight, looking for anything that might take his mind off the case that wouldn’t leave him alone, that wouldn’t let him sleep more than a few hours each night. He was halfway through the last page of overnight incidents when the phone on his desk rang, and he picked it up without the slightest hope that it would be bringing him any news.

“Dave?” Samantha said. “I got the DNA report back.”

“And? Does it tell us anything?”

“Oh, it does,” she said. “I have a ninety-nine percent positive match.”

O’Rourke’s eyes popped open wide. “I’ll be right down,” he said. He slammed down the phone and jumped out of his chair, heading out the door and toward the stairs that would lead to the lab in the basement.

“Okay,” he said as he rushed into her office. “Who is it?”

Samantha, her face looking anguished, simply pointed to the computer on her desk and O’Rourke took a look. There was a DNA profile on the screen, and as he watched, she clicked a button to bring up the identity of the person whose profile it was.

He stared at the screen for a long moment, then turned and looked into her eyes.

“You have got to be kidding me,” he said. “This is some kind of joke, right?”

“Don’t I wish it was,” she said. “Our DNA match comes back to the most famous private detective in the freaking country. We have a ninety-nine percent positive match on Sam Prichard. No matter how I try to find a way around it, Dave, he’s your killer.”




ONE


Two Months Earlier

“This really sucks, Sam,” Jade said. “We’re not going to know what to do without you around here.”

Sam Prichard looked at her, then around the conference table at the rest of the Windlass team. “Baloney,” he said. “All of you are incredibly talented investigators on your own. I was really nothing but a glorified supervisor, and you people don’t need one. Each and every one of you is fully qualified, you don’t need an old, retired cop telling you what to do.”

“You’re not old,” Steve Beck said. “And now that you’re defecting, Ron and Jeff are talking about sticking me in the job. I really am an old, retired cop, remember?”

“No, you tried to be one,” Sam said. “You couldn’t cope with it, which is why you ended up here. Steve, you’d make a fine Chief Investigator. Besides, you have this team to do all the work. All you have to do is travel around with Walter.”

“But who’s going to bail me out when I get myself in a pinch?” Denny Cortlandt asked. “Blimey, Sam, I’ll be stuck with this lot.”

Sam grinned, but got up from his chair. “They’ll do fine, Denny. Come on, help me carry this stuff out to my car.”

Sam Prichard, former Chief Investigator of Windlass Security, had tendered his resignation after his last case with the company. He had gone up against one of the most dangerous terrorists he had ever met, and had come within a split second of seeing his own children murdered in front of his eyes. For this reason and several others, he had decided it was time to get out of the business once and for all.

On this particular day, he was cleaning out his desk. Ron Thomas and Jeff Donaldson, the owners of the company, had already told him that they were promoting Steve Beck to the job, and Sam didn’t think there was a better man possible for it. He hoped they would all remain friends, but Sam’s wife and daughter were overjoyed that he decided to retire.

It wasn’t like he couldn’t afford to. Over the course of his investigative career, Sam had earned more than four million dollars in pay, bonuses and rewards. That money was sitting in high-yield accounts that would pay out nearly two hundred thousand dollars to him each year, more than enough for his family to live comfortably for the rest of their lives.

“Fine, then,” Denny said. He and Darren Beecher each picked up a couple of boxes, while Steve and the girls followed along. Summer looked like she was about to cry, and insisted on giving Sam a hug before he climbed into his Mustang to drive away from the office for what they all expected to be the last time.

Indie was waiting when he got home, along with their children McKenzie and Bo, and both of their mothers. Since this was the day that made his retirement official, they had decided to celebrate by all going out for dinner.

“Well, it’s done,” Sam said as he walked in through the front door. “All my crap is in the car, but I can unload it tomorrow.”

“Dad dad dad,” Bo said, sitting in his playpen, and Sam grinned down at him. Kenzie was standing beside her brother, smiling, but there was something in her face that pained Sam. When things had come so close to going terribly wrong, Kenzie had been forced to watch as Sam killed the man who was threatening them all. She was already seeing a counselor, but Sam knew that it would be some time before his bright, happy little girl would be able to get back to normal.

“Hey, kiddo,” he said to her. “Are you glad Daddy is retired?”

She nodded solemnly. “Yeah, so you won’t get shot no more.” She made a face and shook her head. “I always hated that part.”

“Me too,” Indie said. “But now we don’t have to worry about that. Daddy won’t be doing those kinds of jobs anymore, so nobody will be shooting at him.”

“Samuel, look at this,” his mother said. Grace Prichard held out the newspaper that had arrived only a short time earlier, and Sam saw his own picture near the bottom of the front page. A local reporter had heard that he was retiring and called him up the day before for an interview.

“Wow, front page,” Sam said. “Somebody must think I’m a celebrity of some sort.”

“You were,” said Kim, Indie’s mother. “Just about everybody knows who Sam Prichard is, after you saving the world so many times.”

Sam rolled his eyes. “Okay, I didn’t exactly save the world,” he said. “I might have done a little bit to stop some bad guys, but any world saving took a lot more than just me.”

“Oh, yeah?” his wife asked. “I dare you to tell that to everybody who would have been affected by some of those bad guys. I’m pretty sure they think you saved the world.”

“I don’t want to think about that,” Sam said with a grin, pulling her into a hug. “I want to think about taking my family on a vacation. Doesn’t that sound like a good thing to think about?”

“Well, for right now, we need to think about where we are going for dinner. You’re the guest of honor, got any preferences?”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “How about Taco Bell?”

“Taco Bell? I was thinking more along the lines of Cracker Barrel, or maybe Applebee’s. Why would you pick Taco Bell?”

“Because that’s where my life really started,” Sam said. “Don’t you remember? That’s where I met you.”

Indie grinned. Four years earlier, she had been a homeless single mother when she spotted an ad on Craigslist looking for a computer hacker. She had carefully checked out who posted it and determined that it was a retired policeman. She tracked him down, then had to follow him when he went out for lunch. Sam had been sitting at an outdoor table crunching tacos when he got a text message asking if they were good.

The text had taken him by surprise, but shortly thereafter, he found himself sitting across the table from a beautiful woman. He bought her lunch because she said she was hungry, while she explained that she could do the kind of things he wanted done. He had called his former partner at the police department to check her out, which was how he learned that she had a little girl hiding in her car, and nowhere to live.

He had made her an offer: he would pay for her computer hacking skills, and she and her daughter could use a spare room in his house while she tried to get back on her feet. At first, she had thought he was making a less than honorable proposition, but he assured her that was not the case. In desperation, she had accepted, and the two of them had fallen in love within weeks.

“I do have some fond memories of that day,” Indie said with a grin. “I guess we can do Taco Bell if you want.”

Sam squeezed her and kissed her cheek. “I’m teasing,” he said. “Cracker Barrel does sound like a good idea.” He looked around the room. “Everybody ready?”

They were, and it was only a few minutes before they were all loaded up in two vehicles and headed for the restaurant. Kenzie had wanted to ride with her grandmothers, and Bo was happily fastened into his car seat in the back seat of the Honda Ridgeline. They all backed out of the driveway, and Sam led the way to the restaurant.

Dinner was wonderful, and they followed it up by going out to a movie. Bo wasn’t entirely sure what the movie was all about, but he was sitting in Daddy’s lap, so he was content. Kenzie had chosen a movie about a gigantic shark, so Sam had to endure Indie’s fingers digging into his arm, but it was a wonderful evening altogether.

The next day, all six of them boarded a plane that would take them to Orlando. Sam had decided to spend a little money on a week at Disney World, and they all enjoyed the vacation. The grandmas were happy to take the children from time to time, letting Sam and Indie have some private moments for themselves. They spent some of it in their room at the resort, but they also did a little sightseeing of their own around the enormous theme park. It was a delightful time, and they were all a little sad when the week ended and it was time to go back to Denver.

It was necessary, though. Kenzie would be starting school shortly, and Sam was looking forward to spending time relaxing. He had ideas for new songs he wanted to write, and his friends in Nashville were always happy to shop them around to various recording artists.

It wasn’t long, though, before boredom set in. Sam wasn’t the kind of man who could sit around and do nothing, so when Ron Thomas called to ask him if he would be willing to help out with some simple cases, Sam talked it over with his wife and got her blessing.

The first one was easy. All he had to do was fly to New Jersey and pick up some sensitive paperwork. Because they had not decommissioned his ID, including the Homeland Security endorsement on the back, Sam was still authorized to carry a weapon even on a commercial flight. That made him an ideal courier for sensitive items, such as secret corporate agreements that had to be kept away from the press. Windlass clients were happy to have the famous Sam Prichard watching over their secrets for them as they traveled from place to place.

Jobs like that were okay with Sam, and even Kenzie didn’t worry too much about him on those trips. Most of them lasted less than a day, but occasionally he would be out overnight. It was easy work, paid well and didn’t involve having to shoot anybody.

The fourth job turned out to be more complex. A man who worked for a government defense contractor had come forward to reveal improprieties within the company and suddenly found himself with a target painted on his back. He had reached out to Windlass for help, and Ron asked Sam if he would be willing to go to Idaho and pick the fellow up, then keep him safe all the way to D.C. The case was highly classified by the government and had to be kept ultra secret because it had serious implications for national security.

Sam had agreed, and then thought about how best to accomplish the job. He didn’t want to draw any attention to himself, so he bought an old, gray Chevy van from some guy on Craigslist. He bought new tires and had it checked out to be sure it would make the trip, and the next morning, he stopped by the Windlass office to pick up cash for expenses. Everyone was delighted to see him again, and they all came out to say hello while Eileen Thomas, Ron’s mother and the office manager, counted out a couple thousand dollars in cash for him.

Sam chatted with everyone for a few minutes, then left and drove north on I-25. Five days later, he delivered his living cargo to the capitol police, so that the guy could testify before a Senate committee, then worked his way back home.

By that time, the old van was running on five of its eight cylinders, the transmission was refusing to shift into high gear, and he was getting four miles to the gallon. The day after he got home, he drove it to the scrapyard with Indie following. He happily collected the couple of hundred bucks they gave him for it, then stood and watched as it was dropped into a giant machine that chopped it into billions of tiny pieces.

Things settled into a routine, and Sam was relaxing into his new life as a semi-retired courier. He didn’t really need the money, but Indie understood that he needed something else. Doing these little jobs helped him to feel like he was still contributing to the world around him, and while it wasn’t as exciting and dangerous as what he had done before, the little risk that somebody might try to take whatever it was he was carrying was enough to fill his need for excitement.

It had been almost a month since his trip to the nation’s capitol and Sam had made a few more simple runs. He went to Tokyo, once, to pick up a prototype of some device that Sony was working on with Google, and he’d bought Indie a ticket for that one. They spent an extra day in Japan sightseeing and just got home when the grandmas came to drop off the children.

Kim, his mother-in-law, was looking at him strangely when she came in. Sam noticed and narrowed his eyes at her.

“Kim? Something wrong?”

“I don’t really know, Sam,” she said. “You know, Beauregard has been pretty quiet lately. I was starting to worry that he might have finally left me, but this morning I woke up dreaming about him. When he kept talking, I knew it wasn’t just a dream.”

Knowing he was going to regret it, Sam asked, “And he had something important to say?”

“Something weird, I guess,” she said. “I don’t know what it means, and he says he can’t explain it, but he told me to tell you that he knows you’re not guilty. When I asked him to tell me more, he said that was all he got. I haven’t been able to get him to say anything else at all since then.”

Sam’s eyebrows went up. “He knows I’m not guilty? Guilty of what?”

Kim shrugged. “That’s what I mean, he says he doesn’t know. He just said to tell you that he knows you’re not guilty.”

Indie was looking at her mother, but she turned to Sam. “Do you have any ideas what he means?”

Sam shook his head. “Not a clue. I can’t think of anything somebody might think I was guilty of.”

There was a sound outside and Kenzie looked out the window. “Daddy? Aunt Karen is here.”

Indie grinned and went to the door, but her grin faded suddenly. She turned and looked at Sam, then opened the door for Karen Parks, the homicide detective Sam had worked with on many cases. She was flanked by three uniformed officers and another man wearing a suit, and none of them were smiling.

“Karen?” Indie asked.

“Where is he, Indie?” Karen asked.

“I’m right here,” Sam said. “What’s all this about, Karen?”

The man in the suit shoved past Karen and Indie, and Sam realized he was keeping a hand on the gun at his belt.

“Sam Prichard?” he asked.

Sam got to his feet, keeping his hands in plain sight. “That’s me,” he said. “What’s going on?”

The fellow’s eyes were glaring at Sam. “I am Sheriff’s Detective David O’Rourke, from Laramie County. Sam Prichard, you are under arrest for the rape and murder of Brenda Starling in Wellington, Colorado. You have the right to remain silent. If you give up the right to remain silent, anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to have an attorney present during questioning. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed for you. Do you understand the rights I have just explained to you?”

Grace, her mouth falling open, said, “What? What are you talking about?”

Sam stared at O’Rourke as two of the uniform officers stepped beside him and took hold of his arms. He didn’t resist as they pulled his hands behind his back and applied the handcuffs.

“Indie?” Sam said. “Call Carol Spencer. Tell her I need an attorney, now.”

“Sam,” Karen said, “I don’t know what to say. They have your DNA on a murder victim, a fourteen-year-old girl.”

Sam looked at her, his eyes growing even wider. “That’s impossible,” Sam said.

“Really?” O’Rourke asked. “We got three different samples, Prichard, and they all came back as a match to you. You want to tell me how you would explain that?”

“I don’t know,” Sam said, “but I know that I didn’t rape or murder anyone. You said this happened in Wellington? When?”

“Sam, the murder took place outside Fort Collins, but the body was found near Wellington.  The murder happened on a Thursday evening, about three and a half weeks ago,” Karen said, looking him directly in the eyes. “That was the same day you left on that trip to D.C.”

“Yeah, I heard about that trip,” O’Rourke said. “Detective Parks has been helping me fill in some blanks the last couple days. We have video of that old, gray van you bought. As soon as we find it, that’ll just be another nail in your coffin.”

Sam started to say that the van had been crushed and shredded, but suddenly realized just how that would look. He looked at Indie, who was staring at him, and then at Kenzie. The little girl was glaring at O’Rourke, but she was smart enough not to say anything.

Sam looked back at his wife, and the look in her eyes told him that she was shocked at what she had heard. He started to speak, but Kim put a hand on Indie’s shoulder and said, “Indiana! Remember what Beauregard said. I think we know now what he meant.”

Indie looked at her mother, then turned back to Sam. She blinked a couple times, tears leaking out of her eyes, then put on her bravest smile. “We’ll get through this, Sam,” she said. She turned to Karen. “Karen? You know Sam better than this, don’t you?”

Karen grimaced. “Three days ago I would’ve said so,” she said. “I’m sorry, Indie, I had to see the DNA evidence for myself. It’s a ninety-nine percent match, and that’s too much to be coincidence.” She shrugged. “For what it’s worth, I wanted to ask Sam to step outside. I didn’t want to do this right in front of you and the kids, but O’Rourke wasn’t willing to play along.”

Indie swallowed hard, but didn’t lose her smile. “You’ll see,” she said. “I don’t know how, but this is a mistake. There’s no way Sam would do something like that.”

“That’s enough,” O’Rourke said. He motioned at the officers holding Sam, and they walked him out the door and put him in the back of a squad car. O’Rourke and the other officer followed, but Karen stood where she was for another moment. She looked at the floor at first, then turned and forced her eyes to meet Indie’s.

“They’ve got semen, pubic hair and whiskers,” she said. “All three samples come back matching Sam’s DNA profile.”

“But how could it?” Indie asked. “Sam never had a DNA test.”

“Yes, he did,” Karen said. “Remember when he was arrested over murdering that dentist’s wife? During the booking process, they took swabs from his cheeks for the DNA registry. It’s standard procedure, nowadays.”

Indie stared at her. “I don’t care,” she said. “First off, I know Sam couldn’t have done this. But second, and you understand what I’m saying, Beauregard warned us. Mom?”

Karen was aware of Beauregard, the probably-imaginary Civil War ghost that had a tendency to predict the future. Kim called him her “spirit guide,” and he had never been known to be wrong in his predictions.

Kim cleared her throat and looked at Karen. “Just this morning,” she said, “Beauregard told me to tell Sam that he knows Sam isn’t guilty. We didn’t have any idea what he was talking about until now, but you know enough about Beauregard to know that he doesn’t make mistakes.”

Karen looked at the woman for a moment, then shrugged her shoulders. “I wish I could say that makes me feel better,” she said, “but it doesn’t. I’ve never seen so much DNA evidence, and they checked it three times. All the samples came back with the same profile, and the only one it matches up to is Sam.” She looked at Indie again. “I’m really sorry,” she said, and then she walked out the door and got into her car.

The others had waited and followed her as she drove away. Indie stood at the door, staring after them for a long moment, then turned and looked at her mother.

“I don’t care how you do it,” she said, “you get Beauregard to find out just how this could have happened.”

Kim gave her a halfhearted grin. “I’m trying, but he isn’t talking.”

Grace put her arms around Indie. “Indie, call the lawyer. God only knows what they’re going to do to Sam, we have to get started on this now.”

Indie nodded, then reached into her purse for her cell phone. She scrolled through the contact list for a moment, then clicked a button and put it to her ear.

“Carol? It’s Indie Prichard. We need your help.” She listened for a moment, then said, “Sam has just been arrested for rape and murder, and they claim they got his DNA off the victim. No, I don’t know any details, just—that’s all they told me so far. They just took him out of the house, I suppose toward the jail. Okay, let me know.”

She ended the call and put the phone on the coffee table as she sat on the sofa. “She’s going to start making calls now, try to find out anything more. As soon as they get Sam booked in, she will go to see him.”

Kenzie, who had been standing quietly beside her brother’s playpen, walked to her mother and climbed into her lap.

“Mommy? Did Daddy hurt somebody?”

Indie wrapped her arms around her daughter and held her close, shaking her head.

“No, sweetheart,” she said. “Your daddy would never do what they are saying he did.”

“Then why did they take him away?”

“Because somebody has made a big mistake,” Indie said. “And somebody, somewhere, somehow is going to pay for it.”




TWO


Because he was Sam Prichard, a dozen reporters and news crews were standing in the foyer at the detention center when they arrived. They were all shouting questions at him, but Sam only shook his head until one voice cut through the din.

“Sam,” Wendy Dawson called out, and he turned his head toward her voice. Harvey’s camera was pointed straight at him. “Sam, is there any truth to the charges against you?”

“No,” Sam said emphatically, then closed his mouth. The officers pushed him forward past all of the reporters and into the booking room.

Sam had been through the booking process before. With O’Rourke and two other officers standing beside him, he emptied his pockets and handed over his belt and shoes, then was led to the shower room. He tossed his street clothes into the basket they gave him, stepped into the shower and lathered up, then rinsed off and put on the bright orange jumpsuit that marked him as being charged with felony crimes. When he was finished, he was handed a stack of sheets and blankets with the pillow he would use while he was there, and then escorted to a cell.

“You’ll be here for tonight,” O’Rourke said. “It’s late enough in the day that they don’t have a spot for you at Fort Collins, so we will go up there tomorrow. I suggest you get whatever sleep you can tonight, because you probably won’t get much chance to rest up there. Somebody at our jail let out the rumor that we were coming after Brenda’s killer, and an awful lot of the people we’ve got locked up want to have private conversations with you.”

Sam looked to him. “I’ve been where you are,” he said. “And I’ve arrested the wrong man before. I know you don’t believe me at the moment, but you’re going to find out that I didn’t do this. When you do, it’s going to tear you up. It’s going to make you feel like you’ve lost your edge, like you can’t do your job anymore.”

“I know my job just fine,” O’Rourke shouted in his face. “Bringing you in is doing my job!”

“Just remember what I said. You’re probably a very good cop, O’Rourke. Don’t let it destroy you when the truth comes out.”

Angrily, O’Rourke shoved him into his cell and slammed the door shut. He stared at Sam for a moment, then turned and stomped away as a jailer stood outside the cell.

“You really do this?” the jailer asked.

Sam looked at him, and suddenly realized that he knew the man fairly well.

“What do you think?” he asked.

“I’ve seen people come in here before,” the jailer said, “people I never would have believed could do the things they were charged with. Most of the time, it turns out they were guilty. I know you, Mr. Prichard, so I don’t want to believe this, but everybody says the evidence is absolute.”

Sam nodded. “That’s what they tell me, too,” he said. “All I know is that I didn’t do it. Either they’ve made some kind of big mistake or somebody is working very hard to frame me for a crime I didn’t commit.”

The jailer looked at him for a moment, then slowly nodded his head. “I hope you’re telling the truth,” he said. “Otherwise, an awful lot of people are going to be pretty disappointed in you.”

He turned and walked away, and Sam started putting his bunk together.

The reporters had left the detention center and were now camped on Sam’s front lawn. Indie had asked the grandmas to stay over, not wanting to be alone while this was going on, and Grace was looking out the window.

“Indie?” she said a moment later. “Wendy Dawson is coming up the steps. You want to talk to her?”

Indie was curled up in Sam’s recliner, her eyes red. Kenzie was sitting in her lap, with Bo in the playpen beside her. She didn’t respond for a moment, then looked up at her mother-in-law and nodded.

“Yes,” she said. “Let her in. The cameraman, too.”

Grace opened the door to let Wendy and Harvey step inside, and the reporters on the lawn started shouting questions. She ignored them while the pair stepped into the living room, then shut the door firmly behind them.

Wendy Dawson and her cameraman, Harvey, had known Sam and Indie for several months. Wendy and Harvey were local reporters who managed to work their way into Sam’s good graces and had accompanied him on several of his cases with Windlass. When he announced his retirement, they went back to their regular jobs, working for the local TV station.

“Indie?” Wendy asked. “How are you holding up?” She glanced at Harvey, who was keeping the camera pointed at the floor, and smiled before turning back to Indie. “Off the record, of course.”

“I’m in shock at the moment,” Indie said. “I don’t understand what’s happening, because I know Sam couldn’t have done this. The detective said they have his DNA that they recovered from the body, but that’s just impossible.” She sat straighter in the chair and picked up a tissue to dry her eyes. “I need to say that, I need to say it on camera.”

Wendy nodded, then motioned for Harvey to turn the camera on. He put it to his shoulder and pointed it at Wendy, then waved a finger so she would know he was ready.

“This is Wendy Dawson,” she said into her microphone, “and I’m here in the home of Sam Prichard, the famous investigator, who has just been arrested for the rape and murder of a young girl in Fort Collins. I’ll be speaking with his wife, Indiana, who has something she’d like to say.”

She turned to Indie and Harvey aimed the camera at her.

“Mrs. Prichard, do you believe there’s any truth to the charges your husband is facing?”

“Absolutely not,” Indie said. “Anyone who knows Sam Prichard would know he is incapable of the sort of thing he’s accused of. While he may be famous for being a tough guy, he’s one of the gentlest men I have ever known in my life. There’s absolutely no way I could ever believe he could do something like this.”

“But the police say the evidence is overwhelming,” Wendy said. “According to my sources, they have positively identified Sam Prichard’s DNA on the victim. Can you explain how that could happen?”

“I’m no forensic expert,” Indie said, “but I know that DNA evidence can be flawed. There are lots of things that can happen to a sample that can contaminate it and make it give a false reading. I think that may be what happened in this case.”

“What about when the crime occurred? Does Mr. Prichard have an alibi?”

Indie grimaced. While Wendy was friendly, she was also a very professional reporter.

“At that time, my husband was on a trip for the government, something that is classified. He was unfortunately alone, so there’s no one who can definitively state that he was not there at the time, but he’s just not the sort of man who could do this kind of thing.”

Wendy frowned. She liked Sam a lot and had been hoping to get something from Indie to help her keep her own faith in him, but Indie was not giving it to her. She thought quickly, desperately trying to find something that would give her a reason to keep believing in him, then looked at Indie.

“Mrs. Prichard, do you believe someone could be trying to frame your husband?”

Indie’s eyes lit up. While she hadn’t considered the thought on her own, she grasped at it like a drowning man reaching for a life preserver.

“Wendy, that’s definitely a possibility. As everyone knows, my husband has put a lot of people in prison, including some extremely powerful people. It’s definitely possible that somebody would do something like this just to try to destroy him.”

Wendy had to stifle a grin, because that was exactly what she wanted to hear.

“And how are you holding up? This is probably going to be very hard on you and your children; do you plan to stay here while it’s happening, or have you thought about leaving town?”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Indie said. “They said this happened up in Fort Collins, so I’m sure I’ll be going up there to visit my husband at times, but I’m staying right here in my home.” She looked directly into the camera. “The one thing I’m absolutely certain of, all the way to the very bottom of my soul, is that Sam Prichard did not do this. How could I run away and hide and expect him to face it all alone?”

Wendy, off-camera, winked at her and smiled. She tapped Harvey’s arm and he turned the camera back to her.

“As you can see, Mrs. Prichard is absolutely convinced of her husband’s innocence. I think everyone knows that I have worked closely with Mr. Prichard in the past, and I can admit that I personally find it very difficult to believe he could be guilty of this crime. We’ll continue to bring you more information as it becomes available. This is Wendy Dawson, Channel 5 news.”

Harvey shut down the camera and pointed it at the floor, then turned to Indie.

“For what it’s worth,” he said, “I don’t believe Sam did this either. I’ve gotten to know him over the last few months, and it just doesn’t sit right with me.”

“I wish everyone who knew him felt that way,” Indie said. “Even his friends on the police force are looking at him with suspicion.”

“Indie, hang in there,” Wendy said. “He’s Sam Prichard. I don’t know how, but he’ll figure this out and bring the real killer to justice.”

“Of course he will,” Grace said. “And thank you. If we can get people thinking he was framed, then that could make the police look at other possibilities.”

Wendy and Harvey left the house, the other reporters crowding around them to try to get anything they might share, but they went straight to their van and drove away. Grace watched them leave, then turned back to her daughter-in-law.

“What else can we do?” she asked.

“We can make dinner,” Kim replied. “I’m sure everybody is hungry. Kenzie, are you hungry?”

The little girl shook her head. “I’m not hungry,” she said. “I just want my Daddy back.”

* * * * *

Sam was sitting on his bunk, trying to think of anything that could definitely confirm that he was not in Fort Collins, or Wellington, at the time the murder had occurred. Unfortunately, he had left Denver late that morning and hadn’t met up with anyone in Idaho until late the next day. As much as he hated to admit it, there were a few hours when he could have stopped somewhere along the way. Without some way to prove that he was elsewhere at the time, he wasn’t sure how strong a defense he could mount.

He heard footsteps in the hall outside his cell, and then the same jailer appeared.

“You got a visitor,” he said. “Lawyer here to see you.”

“About time,” Sam muttered as he got to his feet. He put his hands through the meal slot and the jailer applied handcuffs before opening the door. When he stepped back, the jailer opened the cell and motioned for Sam to step outside, then took hold of his arm as they walked down the hall toward the visiting area.

Carol Spencer, the attorney, was waiting when Sam was led into the room. The jailer removed the cuffs and Sam took a seat across the table from her.

“Thanks for coming,” he said. “Have you found out anything about what’s going on?”

Carol tapped a file that was laying on the table. “From the look of this, these people have one hell of a case, Sam. I’m hoping you can give me some reason to believe that what they’re saying is not true.”

“Other than the claim that they have my DNA, I don’t know what it is that they’re saying. Something about how I’m supposed to have raped and murdered some young girl. What’s the actual file say?”

Carol opened it, looking at the contents as she spoke. “The victim was Brenda Starling, fourteen, from Fort Collins. Her body was found almost three weeks ago in Wellington, but it was determined that she was actually murdered on Route 14 near Fort Collins a couple of days before that. They claim that you abducted her at some point on the evening of the sixth, raped her more than once and then stabbed her to death inside a van. A large pool of blood was found at the scene, and they believe the floor of the van had been perforated to allow the blood to leak out. A security video from the highway maintenance garage, where the blood was found, seems to show a van parked in that very spot, and when it drove away, the blood was already there. There was no blood before the van appeared. Specific evidence against you was the recovery of hairs, including whiskers and pubic hairs, and traces of semen and other bodily fluids. All of those were tested for DNA, and the results match your DNA profile to the point of almost certainty.”

“But that is impossible,” Sam said. “I never did this, so it couldn’t possibly be my DNA.”

“Sam, there are three separate samples that were tested. All three of them came back with the same DNA profile, which happens to be yours. I have trouble imagining that all three, even if they were contaminated, would come back with the same errors.” She looked at him. “Sam, did you know this girl? Did you at any time ever have sex with her?”

“Oh, come on, Carol,” Sam said. “You can’t seriously believe I would do this. No, I did not know her, nor did I ever engage in any kind of sexual activity with her, or anybody else other than my wife. I don’t know how in the world they could claim to have my DNA, but there’s something crazy going on.”

Carol looked at him, then steepled her fingers in front of her face. “Okay, let’s say I believe you. What can you give me to help me counter this kind of evidence?”

Sam slumped in his chair, his arms and elbows resting on the table. “Unfortunately, not much. I did have an old, gray van at that time, one that I bought for a specific job I was working on. The actual case itself is classified, but I can tell you that I needed a nondescript vehicle to transport someone from one location to another. It’s a national security matter, so I can’t go into more details than that.”

“Where’s the van? If we can prove the girl was never in it…”

“Yeah, that’s the problem. When I got back, the thing was literally running on its last legs. I took it straight out to Buckley Salvage and scrapped it. They picked it up with a claw machine and dropped it into the shredder before I even drove away.”

Carol stared at him for a couple of seconds. “Do you have any idea how bad that’s going to look in trial?”

“Of course I do,” Sam said. “Unfortunately, it’s also the truth. I can tell you with absolute certainty, however, that there was no blood of any kind in it. I could probably even find a way to get the person I transported in it to issue a statement that he never saw any blood inside it.”

“They’ll say you could have washed it out. I’m afraid a statement like that won’t have much impact.”

“Yeah, I know. It’s just the only thing I could think of.”

“You said you were transporting someone. When did you pick them up?”

Sam let out a sigh. “Late on the seventh,” he said. “And before you ask, I left home early in the afternoon of the sixth. Fort Collins isn’t that far, so yes, I could have stopped there for a while, but I didn’t.”

“Where did you go to pick them up?”

“Pocatello, Idaho. It’s only about a nine hour drive, but a headlight went out on the van. When it got dark, I pulled over into a rest area and slept in the van till the sun came up again. I was only a couple of hours from Pocatello by then, so I stopped off in Ogden, Utah, and got the headlight fixed. That took a couple of hours, and then I had to wait at an old farmhouse outside Pocatello all day for my passenger to catch up with me. After that, we split the driving and drove straight through to Washington, D.C.”

Carol scratched her nose. “Can anyone verify you were at the rest area?”

Sam shook his head. “I saw a couple of people when I got out to use the restroom. I didn’t speak to anyone, so I doubt anybody would really remember me. I certainly wouldn’t know how to get hold of anyone I met there.”

“Oh, Sam, you aren’t making this easy. If you were anybody else, I would suggest trying to get the best possible plea bargain, but I know you won’t go for that.” She grunted. “On the other hand, if I were the prosecutor, I wouldn’t even think about making a deal. This case is too solid. With evidence like this, there’s not a jury in the world that’s going to believe you aren’t guilty.”

“Even though I’m not,” Sam said. “I know, I know, I know exactly how bad it looks, but I didn’t do this! The only thing I can even imagine could lead to this sort of problem is a deliberate frame-up, but even I don’t believe that’s what’s happening. Nobody could have gotten access to so many potential DNA samples.”

“Why not? They could get whiskers out of your razor, and pubic hairs out of your dirty underwear. Possibly even bodily fluids, now that I think of it.”

“But that means someone would have had to have gotten into my home. Indie is meticulous about laundry, so my dirty shorts don’t lay around waiting for someone to pick them up. The razor thing might be possible, because I use disposables and throw them away, but pubic hairs? Bodily fluids? There’s just no way.”

“There has to be,” Carol said, exasperated. “The only other possibility is that you’re guilty. Now, think, Sam.”

“What do you think I’ve been doing all evening? I’m a professional investigator, do you think I haven’t been racking my brains, trying to figure out how a frame-up like this could be pulled off? The only way anybody could have gotten those kind of DNA sources to put on that body would be if they were in the house right after I made love to my wife. They would’ve had to have taken my shorts the next morning, before she got a chance to carry the hamper to the laundry room. I can just about guarantee that there was no such person in my house anywhere close to that time, and bodily fluid samples degrade over time. They would’ve had to have been relatively fresh, or somebody would have noticed a problem.”

Carol leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m trying to find a way to help you, Sam,” she said, “but you’re making it pretty difficult.” She stared at him for a moment, then leaned forward. “Again, assuming I believe you, those traces had to have come from somewhere. Sam, did you pick up a hooker or something on your way out of town that day? Knock off a quickie or something?”

“No!” Sam said emphatically, slapping his hand on the table. “Carol, I can’t believe you would even ask me that question.”

“I have to, Sam,” she said. “The crime lab says they recovered those traces from the body. They got there somehow. If they didn’t come directly off of you, then somebody else managed to collect them and knew enough about forensic measures to apply them convincingly. The only way I can imagine that happening is if you had a little afternoon delight with some floozy on the road. If you did, that gives us the very slim possibility of establishing reasonable doubt.”

“I did not,” Sam said deliberately. “Good grief, Carol, you’ve seen my wife. Can you imagine any man looking elsewhere when he had her to go home to?”

“It happens,” Carol said bitterly. “How do you think I ended up divorced? And while it may not be obvious now, there was a time when I looked every bit as good as Indie.”

Sam shook his head. “Sorry, but no. I have not been with anyone else, and I cannot imagine any scenario in which someone could have recovered those traces from me. There has to be an error in the DNA testing, or somebody is fudging the results on purpose.”

It was Carol’s turn to shake her head in the negative. “Crime lab sent it out to one of the most prestigious labs in the country,” she said. “Those people don’t make mistakes, and the possibility that someone could get them to falsify the results to implicate you—well, I don’t know anybody who would believe that.”

“And yet, something like that has to be the truth. Either there was some kind of error made during the testing that allowed it to point to me, or somebody is deliberately trying to destroy me. It’s not like I don’t have my share of enemies, you know?”

“But how do I prove that? How do I convince a jury of your peers that someone hated you badly enough to manipulate a lab with an impeccable reputation into producing the result they wanted? Can you imagine how many expert witnesses the prosecution could bring on to shoot that theory down? How many do you think I could get to help me try to make it believable?”

Sam scowled. “Probably none,” he said. “I know what you’re saying, because I wouldn’t believe it either, if it wasn’t happening to me.”

The two of them sat across the table for almost a minute without speaking. Finally, Carol broke the silence.

“Okay. We have an absolutely impossible situation that we have to deal with. The prosecution has evidence that would be considered absolutely incontrovertible in almost any case, and we can’t produce a single witness who can put you somewhere else at the time the crime took place. The fact that you had a van that matches the description of the one they saw in the security video looks pretty bad, but it looks absolutely disastrous when you take into account the fact that you had it utterly destroyed not long after this happened. Sam, no matter how I look at this, you’re almost certainly going to be convicted. Tell me how I can help you.”

Sam put his elbows on the table and leaned his face into his clenched fists. “There’s only one way I can imagine,” he said after a moment. “Find a way to get me out on bail. If you can, I’ll find whoever’s doing this. I’ll find who actually killed that girl, and I will drag them personally to that detective, O’Rourke. That’s the only thing I can think of that might help, if I can produce the real killer.”

Carol’s eyes were wide as they bored into his own. “That might work,” she said, “if you could find some way to explain the DNA results. Otherwise, I’m not sure even a confession would save you, Sam. The real problem, however, is going to be getting you bail. Considering who you are, I’m sure they’re going to label you as a flight risk.”

“You’ve got to try. Carol, I don’t know how, but you get me out of jail and I will find the truth. That’s what I do, remember?”

She sat and looked at him for a long moment, then nodded. “They’ll be taking you to Fort Collins early tomorrow morning,” she said. “When you get there, you’re going straight into arraignment. I’ll be there. I’ll do what I can about bail, but it’s not going to be easy.”

“You think anything I’ve done lately has been easy? You get me out on bail, and I will find a way to prove my innocence. That’s the only hope I’ve got, Carol, and you know it.”

“Okay. I’ll do my best, but you’d better be thinking of a backup plan.” She got to her feet and tapped on the door, and the jailer came to escort her out a moment later. A second jailer put the handcuffs on Sam and led the way back to his cell.

“Just got the word,” the jailer said as they walked. “You’re leaving us at seven a.m. Try to get a good night’s sleep, because you’re going to need it.”




THREE


Indie went straight to her bedroom with her computer after the reporters left and immediately hacked her way into the Laramie County Sheriff’s office computer network. It took her a couple of minutes to find the case file on Sam and she began going through it, looking for any inconsistency that could throw doubt on the evidence against him.

Kim and Grace were taking care of the children, so Indie was able to concentrate on what she was doing. Unfortunately, the lack of distractions didn’t help; between the grainy, black and white images of the van they suspected of being the murder vehicle—which matched the old van Sam had recently bought and then scrapped almost perfectly—and the supposedly ironclad DNA evidence, it certainly looked like Sam had to be guilty.

Despite herself, as tears streamed down her cheeks, Indie wondered for just a moment if it could be true. Could the man she loved, the man she knew so well, truly be capable of this kind of horrific act? No matter how she wanted to deny it, the evidence certainly looked conclusive.




Stop it,


 
she said to herself.

 

He couldn’t, the man I know simply could not do this! Sam protects people, Sam saves people, he would never rape or murder anyone!




She opened another window and put Herman, her search program, to work. She entered the parameters she wanted him to look for, consisting of cases in which DNA evidence was proven to be false even when it seemed conclusive, and cases when DNA was contaminated or somehow compromised so that it gave a false result. She hit the enter key to set him on his search, then leaned back in her chair.

Herman was quick, and the first results came back within seconds. Unfortunately, they were mostly academic papers on using DNA evidence forensically, and the only instances when DNA seemed to be in error involved a perpetrator who was closely related to the suspect. Even then, however, the best they managed to get was around an eighty-five percent match. That would be too low to use as genuine evidence of guilt, though it could be used to reinforce the impact of other evidence.

In Sam’s case, the lab came up with a ninety-nine percent match to Sam on three different types of DNA samples. According to the file, they had found whiskers inside the girl’s bra, along with pubic hairs and some kind of bodily fluids on and near her genitals. Desperately, she clicked back to the file to look at the photographic evidence once again.

The first photos, of course, showed Brenda Starling’s body, and Indie had to cover her mouth to stifle the sobbing sound that wanted to come out. She forced herself to look, knowing that anything that might help to clear Sam would not be obvious. She glanced around to make sure Kenzie wasn’t anywhere near, then blew the picture up and studied it closely a section at a time. As disturbing as it was, she didn’t find anything that could help her prove Sam’s innocence.

Next, she looked at the evidence photos. There were several shots of the van taken from the grainy video, but those were useless. There were no existing photos of the van Sam owned for such a short time, and the fact that it had been destroyed meant it would be impossible to compare the two. The one in the picture was certainly the right make and model, but there was no possible way to prove that they weren’t the same vehicle.

The next photo, however, caught her completely off guard. It was a photograph of several hairs identified as whiskers, laying on a white background. They were gray and about a quarter of an inch long, and Indie felt a stirring of hope.

According to the Medical Examiner’s Office report, Brenda had died the same day Sam had left for Idaho. Sam had, somewhere in his ancestry, a couple of Native American great-grandfathers; his beard would not be able to grow that quickly to such length, and Sam was meticulous about shaving every morning. While it might not be enough evidence to convince a jury, the fact that those whiskers were so long was enough to allow Indie to dispel her own creeping doubts. She made a note to speak to Carol Spencer about it, then clicked on the next image.

This was the pubic hairs, and once again Indie stared at the screen in surprise. Sam wasn’t the type to shave that area and she had never noticed any gray hairs down there. The ones in the photo in front of her were definitely gray, so she made another note of that fact.

The next photo was of some dry, flaky bits of something, and she had to look at the tag to know that this was the dried remnants of some sort of bodily fluid. It had been recovered from near the girl’s genitals, and the lab report said that it contained traces of human semen. It didn’t do anything to help, so she clicked the next image.

Now she was looking at one of the stab wounds on the body. It was about an inch and a half long with smooth sides that tapered to a point. The police were speculating that it had been made by a butcher knife, and Indie didn’t see anything to make her think that could be a mistake.

The rest of the photos were of stab wounds and ligature marks, the marks around the girl’s wrists that indicated she may have been bound at some point. None of them did anything to implicate or exonerate Sam, so Indie backed out of the database, careful not to leave any traces of her intrusion.

Herman had been busy. There were a dozen links on the screen when she checked that window, and she went through them one by one. There were a few more articles about errors in DNA, but they usually related to older cases that had been disproven by new techniques in DNA analysis. The only one that seemed even potentially relevant was a case that had occurred in California, when a man had been arrested for a crime that turned out to have been committed by his identical twin brother. Indie read through it carefully to see if it might give her any kind of ideas, but it didn’t. The only relative who could possibly give such a match would be an identical twin, and Sam didn’t have a twin brother.

Frustrated, she leaned back in her chair after closing the window. At least she was confident that Sam was innocent; the long whiskers and gray pubic hairs were enough to convince her that someone else had committed the crime. The problem was going to be convincing a jury, and she did not believe that her testimony as to Sam’s shaving habits or the color of his shorties was going to be enough.

Grace stepped into the room to tell her that dinner was ready, and she got out of her chair to join the rest of them at the table. Dinner was subdued, because they were all worried about Sam, but Kenzie was doing her best to lighten the mood.

“You gotta eat, Mommy,” she said. “Daddy will get mad if you don’t. He says you’re too skinny already, he’ll get mad if he comes home and you got even skinnier.”

Indie grinned at her daughter. “I know, sweetie,” she said. “I’m eating, see?” She picked up a forkful of the quickly heated frozen lasagna and shoved it into her mouth.

“Don’t let this get you down, Indie,” Grace said. “You know Samuel, he’ll figure out what’s going on.”

“I know,” she said. “I’m just worried about him being in jail. You know, a lot of criminal types don’t care for former police officers. Sam could be in danger in there, and there’s nothing I can do to help him.”

A knock on the door caught their attention, and Indie looked at the grandmas for a second before getting up and going to look out the window on the door. She broke into a smile, and opened the door wide.

“Come in, quick,” she said as reporters still on the lawn started shouting questions.

Summer Raines stepped in, followed by Jade Miller, Denny Cortlandt, Darren Beecher, Steve Beck and the ever present Walter Rawlins. Right behind Walter were Ron Thomas and Jeff Donaldson, Sam’s former bosses at Windlass.

“We all just heard about it on the news,” Summer said. “There’s no way on God’s green Earth we would ever believe Sam could do such a thing, Indie.”

“Sam wouldn’t do it,” Walter said. “Sam couldn’t do it.”

“That’s right, Walter,” said Steve. He turned to Indie. “It came across the screen on the wall in our lobby, and Eileen, Ron’s mom, started screaming. We all went running out to see what was wrong and she showed us, and Ron and Jeff said we can do anything it takes to prove Sam is innocent.”

“Just tell us where to start, love,” Denny said. “Fill us in on whatever you’ve got.”

Indie stood and stared as the others piped in their support, and then tears started streaming down her face.

“I don’t how to thank you all,” she said. “I’ve been digging into it, and I found a couple things that convinced me Sam is innocent, but it’s not going to be enough for a jury.”

“Okay, but it might give us a place to start,” said Darren. “We have to get on this now, before they start badgering him into plea bargains.”

“Sam would never take a plea deal,” Indie said. “He’d rather go down fighting any day, rather than admit to something he didn’t do. Come on, guys, you know him that well.”

“Yeah,” Denny said, “but I also know that the prosecutors can use some pretty dirty tricks against you. We don’t want to take any chance that they might manage to break Sam down.”

Indie nodded. “Okay, come on in here and I’ll show you what I found. Sit down in the living room while I go get my computer.”

As she went through the dining room, she pointed at the two children and gave her mother a look that said, “Keep them out.” Kim nodded her understanding and kept Kenzie’s attention as Indie fetched her laptop and returned to the living room.

“Okay,” she said when she sat on the couch, setting her computer on the coffee table, “take a look at these pictures. These are supposed to be the whiskers they found inside the victim’s bra. If you look at how long they are, they couldn’t possibly be Sam’s. He shaves every morning like clockwork, and his whiskers don’t grow very fast. What most men would call a five o’clock shadow is what he shaves off the next morning. These whiskers, if they were his, would have to be at least three or four days old. They can’t possibly be his, and I don’t care what the DNA tests say.”

All eight of her visitors leaned down to look, and they all agreed with her opinion. Sam’s smooth chin had even been the topic of a few jokes around Windlass HQ, because Denny and Steve could use their own chins for sandpaper by early afternoon. Walter could grow a thick, full beard within three days, one that most men would envy after a week; he was so meticulous about shaving that he carried a battery-operated shaver in his pocket, and was known to use it two or three times a day.

Indie clicked onto the photo of pubic hairs. “Now, you have to take my word for it,” she said with an embarrassed grin, “but these could not be Sam’s, either. All of them are gray, and I’ve never found any gray ones on Sam. If these were his, at least some of them would be dark.”

Summer grinned at her. “A wife would know,” she said. “And you’re right about Sam shaving; those chin whiskers couldn’t be his.”

“Yeah, but she’s also right about it not being enough,” Steve said. “Even with all of us talking about how Sam shaves every day, the prosecutor could point out that we hadn’t seen him in a while, and could make it sound like his wife would naturally lie for him. Same with the short and curlies; while they may not be visible, Sam probably does have a few gray ones down there. They’ll say it’s only coincidence that that’s all they found on the body, and the DNA match means the jury would buy it. We’ve got to come up with something a lot more convincing than that, and we need to do it soon.”

“No, first we need to get him out of jail,” Jeff Donaldson said. “Any word on bail yet, Indie?”

“I haven’t heard anything so far,” she said. “Sam hasn’t even called me since they took him away. I got hold of our lawyer, Carol Spencer, but I haven’t heard anything back from her yet, either.”

“Hopefully she can get bail set for him,” Ron said. “Needless to say, we’ll cover it. If we’re going to break this case, we need Sam Prichard heading up the investigation.”

Indie’s eyes started leaking tears again and she leaned over to throw her arms around Ron’s neck. He patted her on the back comfortingly while the rest of them moved in to turn it into a group hug.

When they broke, Denny waved a hand in the air to get their attention.

“I’m thinking about all this,” he said, “and it seems to me like somebody is trying to set Sam up. That’s the only thing I can figure, this is some sort of frame job. We all know bloody well he didn’t do it, so it can’t be his bloody DNA. Has anyone checked to see if his DNA profile might have been tampered with?”

“Not yet,” Indie said, “but I can do that. Karen Parks told me that Sam’s DNA sample was taken when he got arrested on another bogus charge a couple years ago. I should be able to find his profile in the database, and if it’s been changed at all, there should be some kind of indicator.”

She started tapping on the keyboard, but suddenly, her cell phone rang. It was laying on the coffee table beside the computer and she snatched it, then saw that it was Carol Spencer calling.

“Carol?” Indie said as she answered the phone, putting it on speaker so they could all hear. “What’s happening?”

“This is an ugly damn case, that’s what,” the lawyer said. “Indie, I’ll be honest, this does not look good.”

“I understand that, but I know that Sam didn’t do it,” Indie said. She quickly explained about the whiskers, and the rest of the people around her added their own confirmation. “That’s enough to convince us he’s innocent, so we are all trying to figure out who might be trying to set him up.”

“I don’t know who’s trying to set him up, but they’ve done one helluva job. Indie, they’ve got three different DNA samples that match up to Sam. There’s no way in hell I’m going to convince a jury that this is some kind of mistake, that’s just not possible.”

“But it is,” Indie said. “Maybe not a mistake, but it’s wrong, that’s all I’m trying to say. I’m going to check the DNA database and see if I can find any sign that Sam’s DNA profile has been altered, maybe to match that of the real killer. I know how far-fetched that sounds, but it has happened in the past.”

“Many times,” Darren said. “When I was with the FBI, I worked on cases that involved tampered DNA records. It’s a little harder to do the last few years, but a really good hacker could pull it off.”

“And a really good hacker can find evidence of the tampering,” Indie said. “If it’s there, I’ll find it.”

“And then I have to defend you for hacking into a secure database,” Carol said.

“No, you won’t,” Ron Thomas said. “Indie is still listed as a contract agent for DHS. I can get the Director to issue an order for her to investigate the possibility that Sam’s DNA record was compromised, and there will be a warrant to back it up.”

“You can do that?” Carol asked.

“Absolutely,” Ron said. “Sam has done an awful lot of work for Homeland Security, and he carries some pretty sensitive, even top-secret information around in his head. Investigating the charges against him could easily lead to questions about national security that they won’t want anyone asking, so I can twist some arms.”

“Well, get to twisting. Indie, if you find anything, you get it to me as soon as you can. I just left Sam a little bit ago and he seems to be doing okay. He’s as doggedly determined to prove his innocence as you are, and while I believe he didn’t do it, I definitely know this is going to be an uphill battle.” She paused for a second. “He wants me to go for bail in the morning,” she said. “Indie, can you really afford…”

“I can,” Ron said. “You get a bail set, and I’ll be there to sign it. What time is the hearing?”

“Nine o’clock tomorrow morning, in Fort Collins. Sam is being transported up there early tomorrow, and I’m not certain he’ll even get to make any phone calls tonight. Sometimes they keep an inmate away from the phones when they are about to be moved, so they can’t set up any kind of escape attempt.”

“Sam wouldn’t ever try to escape,” Indie said. “Unlike a lot of cops, he actually believes in the system.”

“Yeah? I wish I did. Unfortunately, I’ve seen too many innocent men and women go to prison, despite my best efforts. I don’t want Sam Prichard to be the next one.”

“Don’t you worry,” Denny said. “He won’t be.”
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